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Abstract 

In this paper, I share some reflections concerning trust, first by considering the 
contributions of Allwood and Linell & Marková (both in this volume). I argue that trust 
is present beyond communicative situations. I then explain why trust is not a form of 
propositional knowledge and highlight how strongly trust is rooted in our bodily 
feelings of certainty. This embodied notion of trust leads to the idea that the feelings 
accompanying trust—namely, openness and ease—entail a disposition to trust. The 
disposition to trust seems to be deeply grounded in our anthropological condition, as 
language learning indicates. Using concepts from D. Davidson, E. Husserl, and A. 
Schütz, I endorse the existence of a basic anthropological tendency to pre-reflexively 
trust in the reasonability and the rightness of others’ actions. 

 

Introduction 

In the chapter on attention in Principles of Psychology, William James expressively 
wrote: “Every one knows what attention is” (James, 1890, 403). One is tempted to say 
the same of trust and distrust. Like many psychological experiences or psychological 
concepts that directly or indirectly refer to these experiences, trust and distrust are 
unambiguous because we all have experienced them in our encounters with others. We 
know in advance what trust is because we have felt trust and distrust. However, 
understanding trust is more challenging when we must offer definitive criteria of trust, 
that is, the circumstances under which we can discuss trust, distrust, and not trust. 

In this article, I share some reflections concerning trust, first by considering the 
contributions of Allwood and Linell & Marková (both in this volume). I will develop my 
position as follows. The first section introduces the general question of whether I can 
trust solely either in persons or in occurrences in the physical world. Using Niklas 
Luhmann’s concept of confidence, I defend the notion that the feeling of certainty that 
trust generates is ubiquitous, exceeding the social domain. The second section 
discusses the question of what I know when I trust in something or somebody, that is, 
the type of knowledge implied in trust. I aim to show the non-propositional nature of 
trust and consequently, the error involved in assuming that trust is a type of 



propositional knowledge. The third section proposes that unreflected trust—
exemplified through dancing—should be considered the basic mode of trusting. The 
fourth section discusses the question of whether trust is a linguistic (discursive, 
dialogical) phenomenon or whether it is an extra-linguistic phenomenon. Finally, I 
synthesize the main conclusions of the analysis. 

 

Trust in the natural and social world 

The first aspect that we must consider about trusting is its presence beyond 
communicative encounters. Because it is indisputable that we may trust or distrust 
others, focusing on communicative situations may seem an obvious beginning for an 
inquiry into trust. However, diverse types of trust exist in any human encounter with 
the non-human (physical or animal) world. In a sense, I trust things such as the beliefs 
that tomorrow the sun will rise, that a meteorite will not collide with Earth in the next 
few hours, that the force of gravity over Earth will not change when I walk across the 
street, and that my dog’s hair today will be unchanged from yesterday. In our everyday 
life, our taking for granted such beliefs and an infinite number of other beliefs is easily 
recognizable: we would be baffled if one of these beliefs did not apply. Such 
puzzlement shows retrospectively the existence of an unfulfilled expectation. We trust 
the world to behave in certain ways, though we do not have certainty what will be the 
case. (On the contrary, if we were to reflect on these tacit beliefs, we would rationally 
conclude that these untold beliefs are logically contingent, that is, they cannot be 
assumed as certain.) 

Life would be impossible without displacing such beliefs from our reflections. Nobody 
could tolerate the uncertainty produced by the endless contingencies inherent to life. 
Although we do not have rational arguments to discard the fall of a meteorite to Earth 
tomorrow, we behave as if this event will not occur (nor do we think about the 
possibility the event will occur)1. We schedule events, go to work, and plan our 
retirement assuming that a massive amount of contingent events will be unaltered. We 
decide to ignore such improbable events, yet these events are logically possible. We 
take a myriad of beliefs concerning the physical and social world for granted. We 
simply trust in them. 

Trust is not only an interpersonal phenomenon. Niklas Luhmann (1998) notes this 
point through his distinction between confidence and trust. Both confidence and trust 
are ways to cope with the uncertainty that we feel when confronted with our 
environment. In both cases, we generate expectations with respect to the contingent 
events of the social and natural world that nevertheless may be disappointed. In the 
case of confidence, we neglect this possibility of disappointment. Usually, that is, if we 
do not have a reason, we do not realize that the car we are driving can cease 

                                                        
1 The fact that a meteorite falling is less probable than its not falling does not affect this 
argument. By definition, probable events (even highly probable events) are logically 
not necessary. 



functioning, that oranges smell like oranges, and that tomorrow the sun will rise again. 
“You neglect this because it is a very rare possibility, but also because you do not know 
what else to do” (Luhmann, 1998, 97, italics added). With confidence, we do not have a 
chance of interfering in the occurrence of the expected event. Therefore, we displace 
this expectation from our conscious deliberation. We only perceive that we had such 
an expectation when an unexpected event occurs, interrupting our tacit prospect: your 
car stops abruptly in the middle of a maneuver or the orange you picked smells like an 
apple. Our initial reaction is surprise and perplexity, until we understand the origin of 
our uneasiness: cars are not supposed to cease functioning in such an unforeseen way 
(or is the gas valve is dirty?); oranges smell like oranges (or are these oranges 
genetically modified?). 

However, trust implies a previous social agreement with other individuals. We know 
beforehand that our expectations may be disappointed, but we accept this risk to 
obtain an anticipated benefit. We cannot alter the course of events, but we debated the 
risk and accepted the chain of relations: “You may or may not buy a used car which 
turns out to be a ‘lemon’. You may or may not hire a babysitter for the evening and 
leave him or her unsupervised in your apartment; he or she may also be a ‘lemon’. You 
can avoid taking the risk, but only if you are willing to waive the associated 
advantages” (Luhmann, 1998, 97). Trusting relations implies the tacit or explicit 
acceptation of a social contract. Thus, I can be confident of events in the natural world, 
but I can trust (or distrust) only in the social world. When somebody (e.g., the car 
seller or the babysitter) disappoints our trust, our disappointment manifests as 
perplexity: we knew that this disappointment was a possibility because we knew that 
we were depending on the other’s capacity to honor our common agreement. Such a 
disappointment also generates the feeling that we should not have trusted; in a way, 
we fail by taking the other’s promise as sincere. On the contrary, when my expectation 
based on confidence is frustrated, I scarcely feel responsible because I could neither 
change the course of the occurrences nor reject my dependence on the natural world. 
If a meteorite collides with the Earth, this event is unquestionably relation I am 
confident. In the latter relation, I trust. 

Let us examine additional aspects of the distinction between confidence and trust. In 
both cases, I generate expectations, and my actions may be affected directly or 
indirectly by contingencies beyond my control. Both confidence and trust also require 
being dependent on the environment. Whereas the dependence is unavoidable in 
confidence, it is autonomously chosen in trust. When I trust, I autonomously become 
dependent on the social other whom I trust. The dependence is autonomous because at 
any time, I can transform my trust into distrust; I can dismiss the link. I can choose to 
buy the car and not to hire the babysitter. This peculiar role of autonomy in trust is 
why Tim Ingold describes trust as “a peculiar combination of autonomy and 
dependency” (Ingold, 2000, 69). In trust, the other cannot be coerced to do what we 
have agreed; rather, she must honor my trust voluntarily. In confidence, the lack of the 
assumption of autonomy of the other’s behavior highlights the fact that trust implies 
personhood. Genuine trust can exist only among persons, i.e., beings endowed with a 
mind, because I cannot trust in any being lacking autonomy. Of course, we can make 



statements such as ‘I trust in my washing machine’, or ‘I trust in my dog’, but such 
statements are expressions of confidence, not trust.2 

It is important to note that trust—in both modes—implies agentive movements in the 
world. In confidence and in trust, I have expectations with respect to the future 
behavior of the world. But I have an expectation only when I have a goal, be it to cross 
the street, to buy an airline ticket, or to assign a contract. Confidence, like trust, 
presupposes my autonomy, although genuine trust additionally implies the autonomy 
of the other. Both forms of trust are based on the anthropological fact that our actions 
are purposeful; in other words, every form of trust requires that our movements in the 
world are meaningful. My movements in the world are actions, not merely behaviors; 
otherwise, I would not be surprised or disappointed if my expectations were 
unsatisfied.3 

In addition, under certain circumstances, trust can become confidence, specifically 
when social uncertainty progressively recedes into the background, mostly 
disappearing from a person’s conscious consideration. In such cases, trust becomes “a 
matter of routine and normal behaviour” (Luhmann, o.c., 97). Therefore, social 
relations are a matter not only of trust but also of confidence. In fact, our more 
permanent, most important social bonds are usually so natural that we take them for 
granted. We become aware of these bonds only when our expectations are frustrated. 
Similar to the meteorite fall, such disappointment produces a feeling of bafflement 
within us. 

Because trust is sustainable only when we presuppose (or once presupposed) 
personhood, natural events are not the type of events about which we can predicate 
trust or mistrust. Instead, we can be confident of these events—in fact, we usually are. 
I cannot trust in natural events in the same way that I trust in my fellow individuals 
because in my worldview, Nature is devoid of subjectivity. I cannot negotiate or make 
commitments with natural events: they exceed my control and I can neither avoid nor 
generate them. Imagine that my home is built in a geologically dangerous zone and that 
I realize this fact years after the purchase. Suppose that I complain to the real estate 
firm from which I bought the property and that I finally decide to vacate the house. In 
this case, a potential natural disaster seems to convert my confidence into distrust. 
Analyzed more carefully, however, I feel disappointed in the seller because I feel the 
company did not honor my trust. Concerning the natural event, I have no doubts of its 
possible occurrence because I am confident that this event will occur; hence, I decide 

                                                        
2 The ‘confidence’ in societal institutions (e.g., confidence in politics, confidence in 
economies) represents, following the use of confidence proposed here, a fitting case of 
trust rather than confidence proper. When I evaluate or even quantify my attachment 
to a social institution, I scrutinize my trust in it. Confident relations are not pondered 
because they are taken for granted. 
3 Of course, an automatized action appears to be a behavior. However, our reaction 
when the action cannot be completed reveals the amount of embodied meaning 
involved. If a meteorite falls to Earth as I am walking on the street, I experience 
perplexity, not simply frustration for not being able to complete my walk. 



to move to another residence. If, on the contrary, I decide to remain in my house 
despite the newly learned fact, I will discard, in the near future, that such a possibility 
exists and will live in the confidence that such a natural disaster will never occur. 

Although confidence can become trust in social relations, ordinary situations may 
occur in which relations based on confidence become consciously scrutinized, thereby 
transforming them—at least temporarily—into relations based on trust. Adolescents, 
for example, learn to trust in their parents after living purely in confidence of them. 
Infants certainly do not ponder the social risk of establishing a relation with their 
caregivers or rationally decide to trust in them in the manner that we might trust or 
distrust in a car seller. Infants cannot doubt the sincerity of their caregivers’ care. 
However, as they develop, adolescents create distance from the caregivers—to admire, 
to criticize, or to question them. By creating distance, the background confidence 
becomes trust, i.e., the relationship to their caregivers becomes a matter of analysis in 
which the person decides to accept the risk of accepting or rejecting the dependence 
relation. This becoming is reversible because a trusting relation can return to the 
background of confidence again. 

Confidence, as defined by Luhmann (1998), indicates that we also experience trust 
outside of social interactions. Trust and confidence are ways to cope with the 
uncertainty formed by our inhabiting the world. Of course, the complexity of social 
encounter is greater than the complexity of natural events, considering that in genuine 
trust, I must account for the autonomy of the other. But no linguistic device can be 
identified as the source of trust or certainty. Trust and confidence are related to the 
human way to act purposefully in the world. Trust in particular is the expression of 
confidence in social life. A partial conclusion at this point is that trust in human 
communication proceeds not from its linguistic or its discursive nature but from the 
fact that communication is a type of action. 

 

What do I know when I trust? 

Let us now concentrate on genuine trust. What do I know when I trust? What kind of 
knowing is trusting? Many authors have answered this question by inquiring into the 
conceptual structure of one’s knowing of the other while one is trusting/distrusting. 
The conceptual clarification produces a set of beliefs that the person necessarily has to 
believe to trust in others. These beliefs often assume a propositional form. If we 
consider that trust is a communicative process that occurs in real situations, we must 
conclude that these beliefs are present in our minds when we are interacting with 
others. 

Thus, when I trust in another, I deem certain propositions concerning the rationality of 
my interlocutor to be true (e.g., ‘The person with whom I am talking is a normal, 
rational and causally bonded agent’). I take for granted these propositions; therefore, 
the propositions are beliefs, unless I have evidence contradicting them. A clear example 
of this logic is Jens Allwood’s definition of trust: “Trust = socio-emotional epistemic 



attitude involving belief/faith/reliance in the expected positive/optimal 
function/behavior of whom/what is trusted” (Allwood, this volume, 4). According to 
this definition, trust is an ‘epistemic attitude’, a particular modality required to hold a 
proposition. ‘To trust’ belongs also to the set of epistemic verbs, such as to believe, to 
doubt, and to think. 

This approach to ‘trust’ originates in pragmatics. In this tradition, every form of 
understanding is propositional. Promises, metaphors, jokes, and trust correspond to 
forms of propositional knowledge. While talking to one other, persons would make 
calculations in real time of the rationality of their interlocutors, thus discovering if the 
others are truthful, figurative, funny or reliable. The propositional view of human 
interaction and communication extends the idea of the person as calculus ratiocinator, 
applied to the use of language. Classical pragmatics deconstructs conversational 
phenomena into the atomic beliefs of one party with respect to the other’s linguistic 
utterances and supposes that such a propositionally formalized knowledge occurs in 
the mind of the interacting people. 

Often, proposals originating from this viewpoint present sophisticated conceptual 
artifacts constructed on the basis of propositional logic and whose conclusions are 
highly basic assumptions about the rationality of the other person. Human 
communication is thus considered a puzzle that logic must decipher. When the calculus 
on our desks is complete, for analytical reasons, we must assume that individuals 
execute this calculus in real time, i.e., in fractions of seconds, in their minds. This 
procedure leads to psychologically improbable models of language comprehension. 
More sophisticated calculus heightens the psychological improbability of language 
comprehension. Hence, in the propositional view, exemplarily represented by classical 
pragmatics, a joke is not a joke, but a logical puzzle; a metaphor, a covered literal truth; 
and trust, the final product of a calculus of reliance. 

The central problem of the propositional view of communication is the confusion 
between the psychological feeling of certainty and conceptual soundness. In the case of 
trust, certainty becomes a conclusion reached by the analysis that the world is reliable. 
To trust would result from upholding the theory that allows us to model and to predict 
the events of the world. However, with empirical observations, the image of trust as a 
form of calculus becomes implausible. When we approach trust in more “empirically-
based and less exclusively philosophical terms” (Linell & Marková, this volume, 25), a 
more complex vision of the phenomenon of trust emerges in which its affective, social, 
and dynamic dimensions become evident. 

A closer observation of a person’s actual experience when she trusts demonstrates that 
trust cannot be exhaustively described in propositional terms. My knowing other 
persons differs from my knowing a theory. One of the most well-known authors to 
criticize the propositional view of the knowledge that we take for granted is Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. In On Certainty (Wittgenstein, 1969/2003), he reflects on the use of 
expressions such as ‘I know that p’, ‘I am convinced that p’, and ‘I am certain that p’. 
With several examples, he develops the idea that the reasons for our judgments can be 
traced to a complex system of beliefs that we assume to be certain without further 



justification. The very fundament of our judgments also cannot be justified with 
reasons. Although we firmly trust in such beliefs, they represent a type of knowing, e.g., 
the image of Earth as a sphere, for which we actually cannot provide reasons: 

“We form the picture of the earth as a ball floating free in space and not 
altering essentially in a hundred of years…I said “We form the picture etc.” 
and this picture now helps us in the judgment of various situations…I may 
indeed calculate the dimensions of a bridge, sometimes calculate that here 
things are more in favor of a bridge than a ferry, etc., etc. –but somewhere I 
must begin with an assumption or a decision” (Wittgenstein, 2003, §146).  

I take for granted the ground upon which my beliefs are fundamentally based: “The 
picture of the earth as a ball is a good picture, it proves itself everywhere, it is also a 
simple picture – in short, we work with it without doubting it” (Wittgenstein, 2003, 
§147). Under normal circumstances, I do not question these beliefs because “[t]he 
reasonable man does not have certain doubts” (Wittgenstein, o.c., §220). I take things 
for granted that I do not know in the same way that I know the things that I express 
through judgments: “If the true is what is grounded, then the ground is not true, nor 
yet false” (Wittgenstein, o.c., §205). I do not know that tomorrow the sun will rise again 
because I am certain of it. I can offer fundaments and reasons for my judgments that 
can be true or false, but I cannot give reasons for things that are neither true nor false. 
Notably, Wittgenstein conceives the groundless certainty as the substratum of any 
belief (“At the foundation of well-founded belief lies belief that is not founded” 
(Wittgenstein, o.c., §253)). In fact, doubt is possible because a larger region of 
indubitableness remains: “Doubt itself rests only on what is beyond doubt” 
(Wittgenstein, o.c., §519); otherwise, doubt would be endless. Yet I cannot doubt 
everything: “A doubt that doubted everything would not be a doubt” (Wittgenstein, 
o.c., §450); “A doubt without an end is not even a doubt” (Wittgenstein, o.c., §625).  

Following Wittgenstein, the certainty in unfounded beliefs is the necessary ground 
based on which I allow myself to doubt and to make statements. If I want to know if the 
sun actually rose, I open the door to seek evidence, but when I am doing so, I must be 
confident that the hinges on the door stay fixed (Wittgenstein, o.c., §343). When I 
accomplish an action in this pre-reflexive way, “I act with complete certainty” 
(Wittgenstein, o.c., §174; see §395). Importantly, the ultimate fundament of certainty 
resides in the intentional action: “But the end [of the justification of a belief] is not in 
an ungrounded presupposition: it is in an ungrounded way of acting” (Wittgenstein, 
o.c., §110). At the “rock bottom of my convictions” (Wittgenstein, o.c., §248) are not 
conclusive propositions, but my effective action in the environment. At the bottom of 
my trust is not proven beliefs or beliefs yet to be proved, but my effective action. 

 

Dancing rather than negotiating 

I am certain of the events of which I am confident (in the Luhmannian sense of the 
term). From a psychological point of view, I usually am neither conscious nor 



reflectively aware of the things of which I am confident except when something goes 
unexpectedly wrong (e.g., a meteorite falling to Earth, an earthquake begins). This 
sudden occurrence is a rupture in my Umwelt so that I cannot proceed with my original 
intended action (e.g., crossing the street, drinking water). Confidence is purely pre-
reflexive. Confidence can be the object of reflection, but such an exercise either 
requires an unnatural theoretical detachment from the lifeworld (how can I exclude 
the possibility of an imminent meteorite fall or an earthquake?) or is imposed by its 
unexpected break. Theorizing about my confidence, though possible, is always post-
hoc. 

Trust is more complex. Because trust requires coordination with other autonomous 
beings, my feeling of certainty is potentially more unstable than the rather smooth 
certainty of confidence. To be sure, as observed by Allwood (this volume) and by Linell 
& Marková (this volume), the scope of phenomena indicated by the term ‘trust’ is 
remarkably wide, even when considering only cases of genuine trust. ‘Trust’ ranges 
from purely reflexive events (e.g., during negotiations) to coordination in-action with 
others (e.g., in a dance). From this extensive range of phenomena, interactions oriented 
to negotiation become the prototypes of communicative situations in which trust is 
sought and is examined. This type of interaction, called ‘strategic communicative 
action’ by Habermas (1981), is the default mode of every human communicative 
interaction. In strategic communication, I maintain a radical distance from my partner, 
so I measure my expressions because my aim is to provide certain information to 
obtain specific benefits. I carefully analyze every utterance that my interlocutor 
expresses, thus searching for additional senses beyond or behind what an utterance 
overtly states. This situation is the ideal case for a propositional approach: during a 
strategically oriented interaction, the other is an enigma and the reading of her real 
intentions is a logical puzzle. Moreover, in strategic communication, the other is not 
only an enigma but also a potentially dangerous enigma because she can perform tasks 
that distance me from my intended goal. I analyze the different levels of the meaning of 
her utterances in my own privacy; during the negotiation, I am sincere only with 
myself, certainly not with my partner. She and I are ultimately interested in obtaining 
our respective benefits, thereby creating a zero-sum game, that is, the more she gets, 
the less I win, and vice versa. During the strategic communication, the game of 
maximizing profits provides meaning to our conversation. To ensure the realization of 
my goals, I must construct a rational model of the other’s behavior so that I can predict 
her trustworthiness. 

Paradoxically, strategic communication functions as the main source where 
pragmatists seek trust. During negotiations, people rarely abandon a theoretical 
attitude in which the other is an object of analysis. In this type of interaction, the most 
improbable feeling is trust. To assume strategic communication as representative of 
every human interaction biases our comprehension of human conversation and trust 
by reinforcing the idea that thinking is a deliberative process and that the natural 
condition of humans is to be detached from the environment and in contact with 
others only reflectively, as a scientist would be with her object of study. Therefore, if 



we manage to observe trust in such conditions, it would be highly conditional, feeble 
and intellectually mediated and thus could scarcely be considered genuine trust.4 

Rather than seeking trust in strategic communication, I suggest seeking it in pre-
reflexive modes of trust, such as dance. We learn more about trust by observing it in 
action than by thinking of how people theorize in relation to others’ intentions. 
Dancing properly requires not only my own skill and disposition but also a skillful and 
willing dance partner. In dancing, I decide to become dependent on the other’s 
behavior, thus trusting that the other party will be able to follow my movements. This 
form of trusting is responsible for a concatenation of highly coordinated movements 
between us. Crucially, trust unfolds in both dancers without reflection. In normal 
circumstances, when I dance, I do not doubt whether my partner will continue the 
dance or whether she is hearing sounds identical to what I hear. On the contrary, I 
know that she hears identical sounds because she moves according to the melody and 
to my tacit expectations. This example is not a case of confidence because I chose to 
dance and, consequently, I always have alternatives to dancing. However, the dance 
reveals, in the purest mode, that trust works optimally when it is pre-reflective. When I 
raise my hand, I do not construct a conscious expectation, but I trust that my partner 
will understand my movement as a sign for making her turn. When I trust in this pre-
theoretical way, I am certain that she will move as I expect. I am certain without 
reasons. During my dancing, I trust, so I do not doubt. My partner and I conduct our 
movements fully certain that the other understands the sense of our movements. The 
certainty of my conviction proceeds from the fact that my partner and I are moving 
concordantly with the melody that we experience. The certainty does not appear to me 
as the final product of a deliberation process. In fact, if I invest time in deliberating the 
reasons for my trust, my dancing performance would be affected noticeably, in which 
case I would temporarily follow the melody of my own internal dialogue rather than 
the music to which we are dancing, and this change of rhythm would manifest in my 
gestures, gaze, and movements. Alternatively, I could question my partner’s dancing 
skills. In this case, I doubt her capacity to behave in a way that satisfies my 
expectations. When I doubt, my trust is evaluated deliberatively. At this precise point, 
my trust is broken, and I must reconstruct it at another level of abstraction with 
theoretical tools. This outcome matches what occurs in strategic action: occasionally, I 
question the other’s sincerity or capacity, thereby breaking the original feeling of trust. 
To make the relation viable, I rationally calculate whether I have reasons to maintain 
my trust. Reflection, therefore, represents the end, not the beginning, of trust. 

As trust becomes more non-reflective, it appears more similar to confidence. Bodily 
feelings in the two cases are highly comparable. Maxine Sheets-Johnstone (2010) 
observes that the feeling of trust is the opposite of the feeling of fear: “In the one, an 

                                                        
4 However, moments of trust can exist during a strategic communicative encounter. 
Microgenetically, it is plausible to think that persons permanently oscillate between 
different (dis-)positions. Nonetheless, in general, strategic communication promotes 
the analytic disposition with respect to the other. The characteristic mark of such a 
disposition is distrust. 



overall feeling of ease and openness toward the future obtains along with a 
concomitant fluidity of motion; in the other, a tightness grips the body in preparation 
for the worst of futures and eventuates in a taut irregularity of motion” (Sheets-
Johnstone, 2010, 5). My certainty likewise is rooted in feelings and in bodily 
movements, not in an epistemic attitude. At this point of the argument, we discover not 
only that we lack reasons for our certainty but also that at the ‘rock bottom of our 
convictions’ are our bodily feelings. The insistence of classical pragmatics to 
decompose trust into a set of finite propositions turns out to be its blindness to the 
human aspects of the calculus ratiocinator. First among these aspects is the ineffable 
feeling of ‘ease and openness toward the future’ that characterizes trust and 
confidence. I walk confidently, without fear of a meteorite falling to Earth. If this lack of 
fear was absent, my way of walking would appear drastically different. Analogously, I 
dance gracefully when I trust in my partner to follow the melody. As long as my 
movements fit the music and my partner’s movements, I dance with ease. When this 
equilibrium collapses, clumsiness replaces gracefulness, and trust disappears. 

Trust offers the psychological openness and the interpersonal smoothness to socially 
bond with people. The feeling of trust not only is psychologically more pleasant than 
the tension produced by the alert state but also, and important, generates the 
interpersonal ambience to construct social relations and to coordinate complex 
collective actions. In fact, trust is a primordial feeling that prompts people to come 
together, as several authors have noted. Ontogenetically, language learning would be 
impossible if children doubted their caregivers’ sincerity or truthfulness in using 
language. Wittgenstein states: “The child learns by believing the adult. Doubt comes 
after belief” (Wittgenstein, o.c., §160). Children take for granted the sincerity, 
appropriateness, and reasonability of others’ utterances. Human beings are naturally 
disposed to believe in the reasonability of other persons and, particularly, in the 
veracity of others’ expressions. The suspicion and questioning of others’ beliefs are 
ontogenetically posterior. We learn later to doubt. In addition, microgenetically, our 
natural tendency in spontaneous interactions is to give the other person the benefit of 
acting from rationality and truthfulness. Donald Davidson called this tendency the 
‘charity principle’: first and firmly, we assume that the other party has good reasons to 
believe and to sustain what she says (Davidson, 1984). We are naturally disposed to 
trust in the veracity of the other’s utterances; doubt and distrust emerge later. 

Doubt implies detachment from my relationship with the other. It implies other 
feelings and another affective disposition. I detach myself from my relationship with 
the other, whom I charitably believed, and followed in her movements and thoughts, to 
analytically examine the fundaments her statements. Suddenly, I am not in the natural 
attitude of being-with-the-other, and the other becomes an object about which one can 
inquire. I no longer feel ease and openness, but suspicion and distance toward the 
future, though momentarily, I am against the other. I request from the other the 
reasons for her beliefs that until this moment, I have taken for granted. This movement 
entails the adoption of an analytic disposition, colored by feelings of distrust, warning, 
and fundamentally, fear. 



As often as we ordinarily swing between analytical and charitable dispositions, we 
swing likewise between trust and distrust toward others. The flow from one to the 
other is effortless and continuous, but our phenomenological experience varies 
fundamentally, depending on our disposition. Sometimes, the other is a minded 
subject, whose reasonability I take for granted in the same way that I am confident of 
the force of gravity on Earth. I am certain that she is right, and I do not require 
evidence to show the rightness of her statements. I simply follow her speech as I can 
follow melodies. Other times, the same other turns out to be an object of analysis, 
whose reasonability is questioned. In this case, I no longer am being with the other; I 
am following neither her dance nor her speech. I critically contemplate those actions 
before me and, by suspending my natural tendency to believe that they are right and 
reasonable, search for evidence that will allow me consider them as such. I am 
adopting a disposition to suspect, contrary to my natural disposition to trust. 

Human beings tend toward pre-reflexive trust. The most critical analyst of others’ 
actions, who would question the rightness of every utterance, has to trust, at a given 
point, in something that the other says because doubt has an end. At the rock bottom of 
the understanding of others is a substratum of trust. Alternatively stated, the search 
for fundaments of our beliefs is finite. By contrast, epistemic doubt is endless because 
one will never gain logical certainty of the exact meaning of others’ expressions. How, 
then, is human understanding possible if I can question the meaning of everyone’s 
expressions? It is possible because, sooner or later, I trust in the rightness of what you 
are saying, hence exhibiting Davidson’s ‘charity principle’. Considered psychologically, 
because epistemic doubt originates from a disposition to suspect, the end of mistrust is 
rooted in the natural human disposition to empathize with others, in effect, to be-with-
others. 

At this point, it can be objected that many forms of trust imply detachment and the 
rational deliberation of the other as an object of reflection. Additionally, these forms of 
trust emerge typically in adulthood, so they do not apply to the case of infant’s trust on 
which I have insisted. According to this objection, the reflection on the other’s 
perspective—the usual case in more complex social relations—would not prevent the 
formation of trust. However, this objection does not affect my main point: pre-reflexive 
trust is the most basic form of trust. This statement does not preclude the existence of 
more complex social interactions in which forms of reflected trust could be found. Such 
reflexive trust should accordingly be understood as a later development of the 
primordial pre-reflexive trust. Furthermore, the raising of a reflected form of trust  
keeps an empirical-phenomenological question unanswered: In what or in whom I am 
trusting when I internally deliberate whether the other is trustworthy and rational? 
Am I talking with the other when I am engaged in such an internal deliberation? My 
impression is that in the moments when we deliberate whether we should trust in the 
other, we are not trusting. Such deliberation indicates a subtle, yet empirically 
observable moment when we distance ourselves from the other. The result of this 
deliberation may be that we have reason to trust in the other person, thus returning us 
to the natural attitude in which I can again, at least for the time being, trust non-
reflexively. Thus, phenomenologically described, reflexive trust is an oscillation 



between a natural pre-reflexive trust and a reflexive distrust. My argument is that the 
former is more basic than the latter. 

 

Trust in the lifeworld 

The basic anthropological condition to trust in others is certainly veiled due to the 
importance of roles in contemporary societies. The pervasiveness of commercial, 
work, and prescribed relationships leads us to think of these relationships as 
paradigmatic of all our relationships. In all these types of relationships, in the act of 
deliberating and inferring the other’s real intentions, my self-dialogue is more 
important than the real contact with her. Hence, such relationships are good examples 
of mistrust, not trust. If we instead focus on how people experience their interactions 
in the lifeworld, we will verify the primacy of trust over mistrust or, in effect, the 
disposition to believe over the disposition to suspect. 

Alfred Schütz (1932/1976) developed this insight with his concept of We-relationship. 
Schütz subtly observed that we may experience others with different degrees of 
directness and vividness. Among all the varieties of experience, the most fundamental 
is the face-to-face situation, characterized by spatial and temporal immediacy and 
notable vividness. The purest form of the face-to-face encounter is Thou-orientation, “a 
prepredicative experience in which I become aware of a fellow human being as a 
person” (Schütz, o.c., 164). The Thou-orientation is oriented toward the being-there 
(Dasein) of the other so that we understand the other’s expressions directly, without 
inferences and without being aware of what is transpiring in her mind. We are with the 
other, following her actions, before constructing descriptions of her specific 
characteristics. When the Thou-orientation is reciprocal between the participants of 
the interaction, we are experiencing a We-relationship, which functions as the 
primordial meaning sphere in which we experience social reality directly. Schütz 
describes the We-relationship as “our common stream of consciousness” (Schütz, o.c., 
167), which Schütz emphasized implies pre-reflexive involvement between the 
participants: 

“To the extent that we are going to think about the experiences we have 
together, we must to that degree withdraw from each other…in particular, 
the greater my awareness of the We-relationship, the less is my 
involvement in it, and the less am I genuinely related to my partner…the 
more I reflect, the more my partner becomes transformed into a mere 
object of thought” (Schütz, 1932/1976, 167). 

The primordial locus of social life is the lifeworld, whose most concrete expression is 
what Schütz described as We-relationship. In this space, I abandon myself to a shared 
meaning with others, following a common action. During this interaction, I am living a 
common meaning, though momentarily suspending my self-dialogue that leads me to 
reflection and consequently, to detach myself from the situation. The phenomenology I 
am living is not an isolated egological phenomenology, but a co-phenomenology 



(Cornejo, 2008). During this encounter, I neither think about the other’s mental states 
nor infer the meaning of her actions. As long as I follow her actions, they are 
completely transparent to me in the same sense that her dance movements are evident 
for me without further reflection. Trust, as non-propositional, felt as certainty, must be 
in our disposition so that We-relationships can exist. 

Schütz also described other types of social relationships in addition to the face-to-face 
situation, such as my relationship with my ancestors (Vorwelt), my future conations 
(Folgewelt), and the social segment of my contemporaries (Mitwelt). He termed They-
orientation the attitude one usually adopts when one has only an indirect social 
experience: “My knowledge of my contemporaries is, therefore, inferential and 
discursive” (Schütz, o.c., 184). Of the majority of my contemporaries, I have developed 
a theoretical understanding, abstracted from any individual setting. I view them as 
anonymous beings, as minded objects rather than persons. The more abstract the 
theoretical terms I use for them are, the less vivid and full-fledged is my experience of 
others. Schütz defined two types of interpretive schemas used from the They-
orientation: the characterological type and the habitual type. With the first type, I 
approach my contemporaries with predetermined social categories (‘People like her 
act in a certain way’). In the second type, less concrete than the characterological type, 
I form my knowledge of my contemporaries by their social role (‘postal clerk’, 
‘physician’), imposing again a type on concrete people that I most likely will never 
know. 

The phenomenon that we generally call ‘knowing other persons’ includes diverse 
experiences involving different degrees of commitment with and trust in the 
subject/object of knowing. I can obtain knowledge of the other by applying types so 
that I see the other person in a determined way (I see her as something, her So-sein). 
When I proceed thus, the other becomes an object of analysis rather than a person, and 
the knowledge I gain is limited to what I know of type X and to the possible actions 
now open to me by knowing that the human being in front of me belongs to category X. 
By contrast, I obtain intuitive knowledge of the other when I live her Dasein in our 
shared co-phenomenological space. In this case, the other is in-action (not in 
reflection) a person to me: I follow her actions, whose meaning is always self-evident 
for me. I obtain intuitive knowledge of the other when I have the disposition to trust in 
her or when I simply am not adopting an analytical disposition to distrust. 

Is trust also beyond language? The answer depends on our definition of language. If 
language is understood as a ready-made product (as ergon), the answer is positive: 
trust is outside language as system. If, however, language is understood as action (as 
energeia), the answer is negative: trust is linguistic if language is action. As with every 
human action, language is necessarily rooted in bodily feelings, with kinetic, 
proprioceptive, affective, and dispositional aspects involved in every linguistic 
utterance. This position is, for example, Linell & Marková’s approach in which they 
advocate a dialogical approach to language studies (Linell & Marková, this volume). As 
Linell & Marková correctly note, by situating language within dialogical discourse, 
Bakhtin was bringing language from the metaphysical realm of the abstract langue to 
the concrete socio-ideological reality of human communication: “Such a dialogical 



framework, which is opposed to ‘monologism’, makes essential references to contexts, 
interaction, communicative construction, semiotic mediation and double dialogicality 
(in situated interaction and sociocultural practices)” (Linell & Marková, this volume, 
4). Tensions and continuities among multiple voices are expressed not only in the 
vocalic forms used by the self but also in non-linguistic and paralinguistic aspects of 
voice expression that are absent in written language, i.e., the tacit format of any variant 
of language-in-abstract. Accordingly, trust should be studied in real communicative 
situations, i.e., in ‘empirically-based and less exclusively philosophical terms’—to use 
Linell & Marková’s expression (see above). By doing so, we find that trust in 
communication is dynamic (changing microgenetically over time), partial (you may 
trust just in some respects), and implicit (not verbalized), among others (see Linell & 
Marková, o.c., 24). 

Throughout this article, I have argued that the statement that the unencumbered move 
from trust to distrust and vice versa implies the constant, easy movement from 
theoretical to pretheoretical dispositions toward the other. Sometimes, I follow the 
Dasein of the other, thereby trusting in the immediate meaningfulness of her actions; 
other times, I become theoretically detached from her actions, thus distrusting in their 
immediate meaning and analyzing the So-sein of the other; other times, my entire body 
retracts from the interaction we are living, and I consider the other as a type or even as 
an object. These dispositions, colored by different feelings and bodily engagements, 
correspond to the first, second, and third person perspectives, respectively. I adopt 
these dispositions with others and myself, constantly and moving easily from one to 
another. Multivoicedness corresponds, in this interpretation, to the fact that I 
constantly move from different (dis-)positions toward the world and the Self, 
sometimes, empathic and charitable and other times, analytic, and detached. 

Nevertheless, Linell & Marková attribute the inexorable ‘incompleteness’ of language 
precisely to the multivoicedness of every form of language use: “Multiplicity of 
meanings and ambivalence saturates language, daily life, culture, and the human body; 
everything that has some human relevance enables infinite possibilities for 
interpretation” (Linell & Marková, o.c., 4f.) Given that it is impossible to express any 
thought in a unique voice, every expression opens infinitely new possibilities of 
interpretation. The voice in itself entails the questions to which it is an answer, the 
next possible counterarguments that it could receive, and some alternative answers to 
the same question. The multi-aspectuality of voice may suggest that language is 
irremediably open to infinite interpretations. How can this openness to ‘infinite 
possibilities for interpretation’ of language be compatible with our certainty while 
trusting in the rightness of the other? Resolving this apparent contradiction requires 
clarifying the concept of interpretation. The infinite possibilities for interpretation 
arise in our minds only when we observe the self and search for new ways to 
understand the observed complexity. To interpret also implies the active search for 
different ways of seeing the phenomenon. This process entails our separation from our 
habitual mode of discussing the experience, i.e., it requires a detachment from our 
primordial Umwelt. The struggle of voices is that which, in normal conditions, we do 
not feel, but observe in ourselves and in others. Yet the difference between ‘feeling’ and 



‘observing’ is epistemologically profound. Knowing-by-feeling involves a fully 
embodied, mostly ineffable understanding of the Umwelt. By contrast, knowing-by-
observing involves creating distance from the Umwelt and constructing a particular 
reading of it (among many other possible readings). The Umwelt interpreted thus 
becomes an object. By describing the internal dialogue as a multiplicity of voices, we 
are not describing how people experience such internal voices. In normal conditions, 
persons live their internal voices with a strong sense of ipseity: it is my voice, not an 
alien intrusion into my consciousness (Cornejo, 2012). I can identify the provenience 
of a voice along with its characteristics, such as its addressee and its internal tensions, 
but in such a case, I am not following this voice but observing it from the outside, as an 
object of thought. 

Crucially, the depiction of language in perpetual incompleteness due to the lack of an 
ultimate interpretation inaccurately describes the felt consciousness because the 
language user experiences her consciousness from the first person perspective. I 
interpret neither myself during my thinking or speaking nor the other when I follow 
her speaking. Within the co-phenomenological sphere, I follow her actions, and she 
follows my actions; and neither of us thinks about them. Whereas we share the same 
stream of thought, the other’s expressions indicate immediately what they indicate, 
without the necessity of inferences. I do not need to adopt a They-orientation to extract 
meaning from the other’s speech. Her speaking, from this basal experiencing, is 
completely clear and transparent. Of course, I can interpret her actions (and my 
actions). By doing so, however, I am placing myself outside the primordial We-
relationship, such that I no longer am dancing, but observing the other’s dancing 
(and/or my dancing). The incompleteness of language exists but is found from the 
reflective perspective, the watchtower from which doubt and suspicion emerge. In the 
lifeworld, I understand the other’s linguistic actions in a pre-reflexive, immediate form. 
This type of knowing exists because trust exists. 
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