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Book Review

Inhermostrecentbook,Who Can You Trust? How Technology Brought Us Together – and Why It 
Could Drive Us Apart,publishedin2017,well-knownauthorandtrustandtechnologyexpertRachel
Botsmanexploreshowtechnologyshapestrustrelationsintoday’sworld.Thebookaimstoprovide
anunderstandingofhowthecumulationofthelossoftrustininstitutionsandtheirreversiblerise
oftechnologyhasradicallychangedourapproachtotrust.Itdiscussesthecrucialquestionofwhois
accountablewhendigitalbehemothslikeFacebookplaywithourpersonaldataandprivacy.Itdraws
ourattentiontohow,bymeansoftechnology,wecanattachagoodorbadreputationtoourdigital
identityanditdivesintothesecretcorridorsofthedarknetasanillustration.Itoffersaninsightful
understandingoftheverycontroversialtrustscoresysteminChina.Itexploresthebreakthroughsin
artificialintelligencebutalsoitscurrentlimitations.Finally,itclosestheloopwiththecuriouscase
ofdigitalcryptocurrenciesandblockchains,whichstartedasareactiontothelossoftrustinfinancial
institutionsbutmayendupasagame-changerinthefinancialworld.

RachelBotsmandoesnotbelievethattrustislost–trusthasonlychangedform.Whatwelost
istrustininstitutionsor,assheputsit,the“systemitself.”Yet,wenowtruststrangerstoridein
theircarsviaUber,renttheirapartmentsforthenightonAirbnb,orgooutonadatewithjustby
swipingrightonTinder.Technologyisenablingthecreationofthisnewtrustparadigmwherewe
haveconfidenceinstrangersmorethanininstitutions.Userreviewsandratingsweighheaviernowin
ourdecisiontobuyaproduct,getasubscription,orsignupacontractthaninstitutionalframeworks,
experts,orcommercials.Inthepast,localizedtrustusedtobindtogethersmalllocalcommunities,
wherepeopleallkneweachother.Itthenshiftedtoinstitutionaltrust,wheretheperceivedauthority,
tradition,andexpertisewouldregulatetrustrelations,followingaverticalapproach–fromindividuals
toinstitutionsandviceversa.Nowadays,distributed trusttendstospreadhorizontallybetweenpeople
and,sometimes,eventoprogramsandbots,theauthorargues.Thesharingeconomy,onwhichBotsman
wroteherfirstbook,istheepitomeofdistributedtrust–peopletrustothersthroughtechnology.

ThebookstartswithadiscussiononhoweffectiveAlibabahasbeeninbuildingtrustinthe
Chinesesociety,whichistraditionallydistrustfulofstrangers,butvaluescloserelationshipsinthe
familyand the localcommunity.Botsman thendefines trustasaconfident relationshipwith the
unknown,whichalwaysinvolvesaleapoffaith.Thedownfallofinstitutionaltrusthascreatedroom
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forthisnewpeer-to-peerapproachtotrustonwhichgiantslikeUber,Amazon,orAirbnbhavebuilt
theirbusinessventures.Theirsuccess,theauthorthinks,reliesonhowdistributedtrustisbuiltinthe
firstplace.First,wetrusttheidea.Ourownbiasesplayacrucialrolehere,asthemorefamiliarthe
packaginglooksandfeels,thefasterwegettotrustit.Then,wetrustthecompany;werunabrief
cost-benefitanalysistoseewhat’sinitforus.Finally,theso-calledtrust influencersortheearly
adopterssecureourdecisiontotrust.

Thestrikingfeatureof today’smostprofitablebusinesses is that theymostlyprovideonline
platformswherepeoplecanmeetandtrade.Thequestionis,nonetheless,whereourtrustultimately
liesandwhomweholdresponsiblewhenthingsgowrong.Isitthepeopleweareconnectedwith,
isittheonlineplatform,orthecompanythatprovidesit?Whatdistinguishesinstitutionaltrustfrom
distributedtrustisthatthelatterimpliesbothtrustintheplatformandtrustbetweentheusers.Excessive
trust,however,canleadtodiscriminationorhavingconfidenceinuntrustworthyorill-intentioned
people.Botsmanarguesthatitisdangeroustoencouragesuperficialtrustovertrustworthiness.That
is,weneedtojudgehowtrustworthypeoplearebasedontheircompetence,reliability,andhonesty.

Theauthorrevealsevenmorenuancestothisdiscussionwhenshearguesthatthesamerules
for trustand trustworthinessalsoapply to thedarknetor the trust scoresystem inChina. In the
underground,yetopennetworkthatthedarkwebprovides,outcastssuchasdrugdealersanddrug
usershavecreatedahighlyfunctional,self-regulatingmarketthatultimatelyreliesontrust.Reviews
andratingsareindeedpowerfulinbuildinggoodorbadreputationsandattractingcustomers.Drug
dealers competeheavily todemonstrate their trustworthiness to their buyers.China’s trust score
system,ontheotherhand,isahighlycontroversialinitiativethatcompels,butalsoconstrainspeople
tobehaveinpre-definedwaystoprovetheirtrustworthiness.Creditscoringisnotonlyaprerequisite
togettingabankloan;it’sbecomingawaytosecureaccesstosomeverytrivialaspectsofourlives
andfreedoms:fromtravelingtoflyingfirstclassorevengettingfasterInternetspeed.Thisdeep
intrusioninpeople’spersonallivesandintimacycreatesthepotentialtoregulatetheirpreferences,
theirbehavior,andtheirsocialnetwork.Ontheflipside,Botsmanbelievesthatwearealreadyliving
inaworldwherewegetscoresforourbehaviorascustomersorcitizens.Yet,thesescoringsystems
liketheoneinChinausereductivealgorithmsthatdon’tdifferentiatebetweenhavingabadday,
fallingill,orbeingafree-rider.Thetragedyofdigitizingouridentityandreputationisthatsimple
mistakesmaybedifficultorimpossibleforustocorrect.

Fromthesedramaticeffectsalgorithmsmayhaveonourliveswegettothequestionoftrustin
robotsorartificialintelligence.Whenweentrustchatbotsorself-drivingcarstomakedecisionsfor
us,canwealsotrustthattheywillactethically?Wecanbeeasilytrickedintotrustingrobotsthat
arenowbecomingmoreandmorelikeus;theycanlook,speak,actandevenreactlikeus,Botsman
thinks.Themoreautonomymachinesgain,themoreweneedtounderstandhowtheymakedecisions,
particularlyethicaldecisions.Areweabletocodeethicalmachinesorrobotsthatcannavigatethe
complexnumberofunpredictablescenariosthatmayariseinreallife?

Thebookendswithatwo-chapterdiscussiononhowdigitalcryptocurrenciesandblockchains
significantlyrelyontrustbutinaverydifferentfashionthantraditionalfinancialtransactionsdo.
According toBotsman, theblockchain isan indeed revolutionary inventionas itbuilds the trust
architectureofdigitalcryptocurrenciesaroundpeople.Centralizedbanksandaccountancyfirmsare
obsoletetothisnewwayofmediatingandkeepingtrackoffinancialtransactions.Therefore,what
startedasareactionofdistrustinfinancialinstitutionsnowrequirestrustinactualpeopleforitto
work,anditseemsthatthisphenomenonisonagrowingtrend.

Thebookisaveryinterestingandchallengingread.Itmademequestionsomeofmyownhabits
intheonline.It’sstartlingthatwedon’tseemtogivemuchthoughttotheamountoftrustittakesto
ridewithUberorbookanapartmentonAirbnb.Thesedecisionscomesonaturallytoustodaythat
wedon’talwaysfullyunderstandwhattheyinvolveandhowcostlyorriskytheymaybesometimes.
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FrompurchasinggoodsovertheInternettotransferringmostofourdailyexperiencesintheonline,
thebookplungesintosomeofthemostworrisomedebatesofthepresentandthenearfuture.Without
beinganacademicendeavorwiththespecifictheoreticalapproachandrigor,itcertainlyprovides
astartingpointforthedebateonhowtechnologyaffectsourlivesintheirtiniestdetailsandwhat
disturbingconsequencesthismayhave.Thebookiswritteninafriendly,sometimeshumorous,style
thatreachesandengagesthereader,neverthelessbringingserioustopicstothetable.

AsmuchasIhaveenjoyedthebook,myintuitionisthattheauthordoesnotfullyaddressone
importantquestion:whydopeoplestillaccepttotrustotherswithinthisnewparadigmofdistributed
trust,inspiteofalltheinstancesthatwouldadviseagainstit?Bostmanstatesthatitisnottechnology
thematterwe shoulddiscuss,but theethical andmoral aspectsof theoutcomes ithelpscreate.
Nevertheless,shefocusesmoreonadescriptivenarrativeofhowtechnologyiscreatingthistrustshift
andprovidesonlyahandfulofevaluativeinsightsthattimidlyaddressthequestionofwhypeople
stillaccepttotrustunderthesenewcircumstances.Ananswertothisquestionmightclarifywhatit
isaboutthistrustshiftthatissobewilderingandIthinkthattheanswerdoesnotliethatmuchwith
technology,butwithpeople.

It’sdifficulttomakeanykindofevaluativeormoraljudgmentonwhattechnologymayormay
notenableustodo.Atleast,notyet.Itisthepeople’sactionsthatmaybejudgedandevaluatedfrom
amoralstandpoint,whetherornottheyactviatechnology.Botsmanleftmeundertheimpression
thattechnologymaybecausingthesenegativeconsequencessuchasdiscrimination,onlinetheft
andintimidation,fakenews,etc.Iamconvinced,nonetheless,thatatthispointtechnologyprovides
nothingmorethananewmeanstostructurethedynamicsofourtrustrelations.Thereisatrapofthe
commonuseoflanguagewhenBotsmansaysthat,besidespeople,wearenowstartingtotrustonline
platforms,bots,andartificialintelligence.Sheisright,wedorelyonmachinesandonlineplatforms
torespondtoourcommandsandtoperformaccordinglyand,inthisparticularsense,wetrustthey
willdowhateverwewantthemtodo.Butisthisreallytrustorsimplyreliability?Ifanything,trust
intechnologycanonlyimplytrustinthepeopledesigningormaintainingit,inthosewhocodedor
createdit,andinthosewithwhomitenablesustointeract.Theymakefortheobjectofourtrustfulness.
Itistheiractionsandintentionsthatwecanjudgeasmorallyrightorwrong.

Thediscussionmaynotbeasstraightforwardwhenitcomestoartificialintelligence.Forthe
moment,however,weareagnostictohowfarthedevelopmentsinartificialintelligencecanget.We
cannotyetspeakofautonomousAIsystems.Themomentwewill,RachelBotsmanisrightinsaying
thatwewillhavetosetutterlydifferentstandardsonhowweapproachtrust,aswewouldnolonger
dealwithintelligentrobotsorchatbots,wewoulddiscussmoralagents.Untilthen,therealquestion
hasverylittletodowithtechnologyperse.Technologyisonlymakingiteasyforustodosomething
thatisalreadyinourcode(sic)todo,thatis,trust.
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