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The aim of the present diploma-thesis is to develop a working notion of trust in international politics. 

Whereas uncertainty and distrust have been key variables in explaining cooperation and conflict in 

international politics, the role of trust has largely been neglected. The dominant narrative regarding the 

possibility of interstate cooperation is still heavily influenced by realist accounts. Uncertainty, fear, 

and mistrust are assumed to be inherent characteristics of an anarchical system of states. Due to the 

inability to read other actors’ minds, states can never be certain about whether the other’s benevolent 

behavior indeed reflects its peaceful intentions or is merely a façade for deception or even predation. 

As a result of this fatalistic conception of world politics, there are many situations in which the “veil 

of uncertainty” between states undermines what otherwise would have been a profitable outcome for 

all participants. Viewed through this prism, uncertainty about the others’ present and future intentions 

is experienced as fear which in turn leads to mistrust among states. Under these conditions, the 

possibilities for continuous cooperation seem to be rather bleak.  

 

Yet there appears to be a logical gap between theoretically plausible arguments against continuous 

interstate cooperation and empirically existing forms of cooperation under the conditions of anarchy 

and uncertainty. Security communities, for instance, are commonly seen as empirical manifestations of 

trust in international politics. Trust can hence be seen as a theoretical bridge between cooperative 

motivations and the actual realization of cooperation in international politics.  

 

Based on the distinction between the theory and practice of international politics, trust is defined as a 

“practical sense” of security predisposing decision makers to bracket – in and through practice – the 

possibility of deception and predation. It is a product of shared experiences among foreign policy 

practitioners manifesting itself in habits and routines. The practice of trusting can then be seen as a 

non-deliberate, tacit process of transparent coping. Trusting-relations in international politics are 

characterized by the fact that certain abstract risks and possibilities are outside an actor’s realm of 

meaningful possibilities. As trust forms the dispositional background enabling and constraining certain 

foreign policy preferences and choices, it must be inferred from what actors take-for-granted. In other 

words, trust has to be analyzed from what practitioners do not say, think, consider or do. 

 

In the next step, this notion of trust is applied to Security Communities which are generally seen as 

empirical manifestations of trust in international politics. Based on Bourdieu’s thinking tools of 

habitus and field, the role of trust is conceptualized as “practical sense” shared among members of 



Security Communities. Decision-makers within these communities share a habitus of self-restraint and 

are thereby predisposed to treat each other as being benevolent, truthful, and reciprocating in their 

restraint. In this sense, the habitus demarcates the possible from the impossible, the thinkable from the 

unthinkable. Deceptive strategies and the use of military force are no longer imaginable policy options 

among members of Security Communities. They are outside the collectively shared “horizon of 

imagination”. Building on past experiences ingrained within the habitus of self-restraint, the 

possibility of deception and betrayal sinks back into the unproblematic dispositional structures of 

decision makers. States therefore cease to contemplate the use of force against other community 

members. In sum, deeply inculcated within the habitus, historical experiences and interpretations set 

the boundaries for a range of conceivable practices within Security Communities. The famous 

argument that “today’s friend can be tomorrow’s enemy” is no longer part of a trusting decision 

maker’s considerations. Trust then reduces the number of elements decision makers in Security 

Communities feel anxious about.  

 

The last section of the study deals with the emergence of trust among states. The crux of the matter is 

to show how states can overcome mistrust and suspicion. Increasing interdependence, major wars and 

technological developments have been driving forces for the emergence of conditions more conducive 

to the formation of trust among states. Trust itself then emerges through a “leap of faith” on the part of 

the most powerful actors capable of casting socially exposed actors into certain dispositions. As a 

result, a state’s habitus of self-restraint is tacitly learned and reinforced in light of the treatment by 

“significant others” defining the range of acceptable, appropriate practices. Put differently, trust as 

practical sense is hence formed through the tacit diffusion of a nexus of authoritative, hegemonic 

practices. 

 

 


