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Introduction

Driving south on State Road 933, past a freshly mowed green field where my high school once stood, as I make my way home from an errand, my eye falls on a sign marking the city limits. I chuckle when I realize that in two terms as mayor, I never got around to having it changed. 

WELCOME TO SOUTH BEND: 

BUILDING A 21ST CENTURY CITY 

blares the handsomely painted board, with the name of the new mayor under it, where mine used to be. The sign—and a few like it on various corridors into town—was put up under my predecessor, and it made good enough sense then: when he took office, it was still the tail end of the twentieth century, and invoking the century to come meant looking forward, celebrating innovation. But by the time I took office in 2012 it aroused more of a humorous response—it made you wonder what was taking us so long. I think that in the eight years I served, we really did place our city, here in the middle of so-called “flyover country,” on the cutting edge of innovation, and moved on from countless outdated practices and habits; but the crush of priorities and urgent problems meant that we never replaced the motto on that sign. Now, in a city I love, one that embodies all the promise and heartache of this particular era, I wonder if we had better leave it up, and see how it feels to contemplate the mention of our current century, ten or twenty or forty years from now.

As of 2020, the whole idea of the twenty-first century in America is much darker to contemplate than it was in 1999, at the turn of the millennium. We got off to a rough start—an opening decade that kicked off with an era-defining act of terrorism, and ended in financial collapse and devastation for millions of households. The following decade began with a real if unequal economic recovery, and a sense that the country might have conquered some of its worst racial demons with the historic election of a Black president. But that breakthrough had a backlash, and the backlash led to the Trump presidency. And then this, the already dizzying third decade of the twenty-first century, began in anguish and chaos: first with a historic impeachment that quickly became an afterthought, then a wave of national and then global protest in the wake of police killings of unarmed Black men and women, and simultaneously a colossally mismanaged response to a deadly global pandemic. So far, this young century of ours has a lot of explaining to do.

Few can doubt that these events will be remembered as a tipping point for our country; we just can’t say for sure which way it is tipping. These circumstances have made it daunting to write anything at all. But Trust is not a sweeping account of how we got here, or a full assessment of what it is to be alive and American in 2020. Volumes have been, and will be, written about that. Rather, this book is written in the spirit of what must come next. With all we have been through, we have come to a point so pivotal, so decisive, that it is nearly impossible to describe without falling into some kind of cliché. (Defining moment? Fork in the road? Critical juncture? Take your pick.) The decisions soon to be made by our society and our leaders at every level—local, state, and federal—will set the tone for a decade that is itself going to be decisive.

I believe events have primed the 2020s to be a decade that determines our future. It will be in these years that we succeed or fail in advancing racial and economic justice, in stopping the worst effects of climate change, and in repairing the standing of our country around the world. The choices we are about to make will reverberate for the balance of the century. These years will either generate a vision for a new American social democracy as wide-ranging and imaginative as the work of the New Deal and the Civil Rights Era combined, or solidify the trajectory of an American decline that would itself be the story of the century, almost certainly to the detriment of liberal democracy throughout the world.

I am hopeful. This country possesses deep reserves of courage and imagination, and I believe that it remains fully capable of great change. My own experience in office and in politics, and that of my once-disregarded city, prevent me from joining the ranks either of the cynical or of the naïve, when it comes to the American project. To love a country, as to love a person, is to love a flawed and exquisite creation, to see what is best in it, to be angry when it is not what it could be, precisely because you have seen glimmers of its greatness. Such immanent love will motivate and constrain us as we decide, in the years ahead, what must change profoundly and permanently, and what must be preserved or restored.

In the years ahead, I expect my political party, and eventually both political parties, to apply themselves toward creating this decisive change. It will require sustained energy, imagination, controversy, and hope. We will have to examine the basic definitions of words and ideas we have, often unthinkingly, thrown around our whole lives: “democracy,” “equity,” “freedom,” “America.” We will have to decide which approaches we wish to emulate from abroad, which structures we wish to dismantle from before, which strategies we wish to retrieve from our past, and which institutions we may need to fashion completely anew. For all the peril of this moment, for all the political division and racial anguish and institutional erosion, this moment is filled with possibility. 

If we do meet this moment, the next decade will give rise to a range of laws, policies, schools of thought, strategies, perhaps whole disciplines, built to help re-center our national life on new and better terms. Some will fail, some will be hugely consequential. Leaders are proposing ways to include restorative justice both in individual criminal cases and in a possible process of national reckoning. Theorists are reimagining monetary economics in ways that challenge assumptions popular on both sides of the aisle, and communities are experimenting with approaches to guaranteed income. Advocates are laying out new visions in every area of life, from public safety to climate-friendly soil management. Society’s understanding remains limited when it comes to our own creations of information technology, which remain in their fruitful and dangerous adolescence, but whole new fields of study and policy are emerging in the quest to better grasp their dimensions.

Taken in that context, Trust is a modest contribution—a signpost more than a road map. Its purpose is to suggest that we pay more attention to the central role of trust. Our country’s ability to meet this moment depends not only on the wisdom of our policies or the justice of our ideals, but on our ability to cooperate to achieve anything at all. And that will largely depend on our levels of trust. I believe we face a threefold crisis of trust in this country. Americans distrust the institutions on which we depend. Increasingly we distrust one another. And the world trusts America less than perhaps it ever has. Whether we rebuild that trust will determine whether we can build a better future.

There is a large and wide-ranging popular and academic literature on the subject of trust, political, social, international, and otherwise. It ranges from psychological research to philosophical inquiry to social science analysis to business advice, and even self-help. I will not attempt to survey all of this literature in this book, though I will consult it every now and then. My approach here is more personal, and political. 

What I hope to contribute with this book is a call, backed by evidence, to pay more attention to the foundational and distinctively American role of trust in our nation’s past and present; and a look at how trust can be cultivated, deepened, and, where necessary, repaired. I will argue that the demonstrated level of trustworthiness of our leaders and institutions is only one of the factors that shape whether we actually trust them. I will point to ways in which trust can be a foundation for, not just an outcome of, better policies. And I will suggest that trust is not less, but more, relevant and deserving of attention in times like ours, where various forms of credibility have been eroded, sacrificed, or even deliberately damaged.

We live in a country whose most radical founding premise was that people could be trusted to govern themselves—and that the people, trusted in this way, would produce leaders who themselves are worthy of trust. That so many Americans have been excluded from this empowered “people” only helps to prove the point: each painful and hard-fought struggle by the excluded for greater inclusion yielded a better country whenever it gained ground, making American institutions more worthy of trust than they had been before the circle of citizenship was widened. Our country’s extension of rights has never been automatic, straightforward, or steady. The promise of Emancipation gave way to the racial terror that undid Reconstruction. The freedoms of, and from, religion that motivated some of the first European settlers to come here have yet to be fully felt by all in this country. Yet each time America has stepped toward actually making good on its ideals, that step has served to help vindicate the premise of reciprocal trust between democratic institutions and a more empowered people. Preferable to monarchy from the outset, the more America’s political system trusted Americans, the more trustworthy the American project became, and thus the more our country came to be trusted among the nations of the world as well. 

Yet here we are, uncertain of the future of the American project, and with good reason. For all the progress our country has made across the last half century in things like technology, LGBTQ+ inclusion, gender equity, and life expectancy, we have remained stagnant or fallen back when it comes to economic equality, racial justice, rates of incarceration, health equity, and social cohesion. More than fifty years after the heroic moon landing of July 1969 brought with it a sense of swift and limitless progress ahead, we seem still to be litigating the unfinished business of the sixties. Consider this comment by John W. Gardner, a member of Lyndon Johnson’s cabinet, in his 1970 book about what he then perceived to be America’s crisis of direction, The Recovery of Confidence:

The agenda calls for an end to discrimination. It calls for a relentless attack on poverty. It calls for major reforms in taxation and allocation of resources among federal, state and local levels. It calls for an end to our shameful tolerance of corruption and decay in state and local government. It calls for new solutions in housing, employment, education, health, pollution control, law enforcement and the administration of justice. 

Each of these agenda items stands uncompleted and requires desperate and urgent action, exactly fifty years later. We can add to these our present-day knowledge that pollution is not only a matter of toxicity but of climate change, plus a massive rise in gun violence, and dramatic collapses in levels of social mobility and relative equality that would by some measures, in hindsight, make Gardner’s time look like a high point. 

We don’t have another fifty years to sort this out. If present trends continue, we will be swamped by the consequences of climate inaction, democratic backsliding, racial inequity, and economic inequality. This time really must be different. 

These pages, then, will ask readers to consider how much more frequently and deeply we rely on trust than we usually realize—and, indeed, how many aspects of our lives depend, like unseen clockwork, not only on the presence of trust but on the ability to take it for granted. We will consider the inequality in access to that very trust on which so much else depends. Throughout the book, I will offer accounts of the ways in which a specifically American way of trust exists, but also has been squandered, sacrificed, abused, stolen, or never properly built in the first place, leading to the reckoning of our present moment. I will point to the unique urgency of trust, even at this polarizing juncture in American history, in order to cope with the moral and political hurdles that lie ahead. And being, as I said, hopeful, I will point to some encouraging patterns that remind us how trust can be established and repaired, especially in our present context. 

Trust is an essential topic, and it deserves greater attention in our decisive moment. I hope that this look at how deeply we rely on it, as well as how it can be broken and how it can be built, will motivate readers to recognize their own potential roles in replenishing a vital, unseen, powerful, and needed resource. I believe that America’s best chance rests with those who are prepared to hear a phrase like “a more trusting time” and view it, not as a wistful invocation of a bygone past, but instead as a description of the future we must now work to create.
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