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‘The power of accurate observation is commonly called cynicism by those who have not got it.’


(George Bernard Shaw)


Introduction.

Scholars are divided on the relationship between cynicism and political life. Jeffrey Goldfarb spoke for many when he claimed, in The Cynical Society, that public cynicism is ‘the single most present challenge facing American democracy today’. Cynicism, he worried, ‘dominates the assumptions of our political and cultural life’ and has become ‘confused’ with the ideals of ‘democratic deliberation and political wisdom .'If Goldfarb is right, endemic public cynicism is destructive because it ‘promotes acceptance of the existing order of things’ (Goldfarb 1991: 2, 30). Worries about cynicism and democracy recur in the work of Patrick Deneen. In Democratic Faith, he warns us not to be tempted by 'the retreat into easy optimism or the temptation to a kind of democratic cynicism or despair,' each of which constitute threats to democratic governance (Deneen 2009: 12).
     Other voices offer more encouraging views on cynicism and its relation to democratic politics, often with a historical stance on forms of cynicism. Historian Sharon Stanley argues that 'cynicism inevitably constitutes an ineradicable element of democracy' that can, with care, be 'managed and mobilized in ways that are perfectly hospitable to the continued, healthy functioning of democratic life' (Stanley 2012: 181ff). She rightly distinguishes cynicism from other forms of disillusionment and invites us to consider differing kinds of cynicism. The classical Cynics used nature as the standard to attack corrupting social conventions – the stance of Diogenes of Sinope, the ‘man in the tub’ (Hard 2012). It isS different from the kinds of cynicism that emerge after the Enlightenment (Shea 2010). Stanley uses this fact of historic pluralism to challenge a ‘presumed connection between cynicism and political withdrawal’:

It is virtually taken for granted among contemporary commentators, inside and outside of academia, that cynicism corrodes and destroys the civic dispositions necessary for a healthy democracy. Contrary to all such readings, I argue that cynicism is an ineradicable and constitutive component of democracy. Yet, this fact need not spell the collapse of democracies worthy of our allegiance (Stanley 2012: 179).

So, on the one hand, we can sometimes put cynicism to work in democratic cultures. It may be part of a rational response to the morally crumpled reality of political life. On the other hand, as every scholar tells us, there are many meanings and senses to the term cynicism. Some may indeed contribute to processes that lead to the 'collapse of democracy. Others, though, might help sustain a commitment to democratic governance. A cynic could, but need not, be an enemy of democracy. Such is the optimistic spirit of Helen Small’s tellingly-titled book, The Function of Cynicism at the Present Time. She argues for a pluralist account: certain cynicisms have a ‘curative property’ if they become 'functional' in serving more complex 'aims' – aims that can separate functional cynicism from the 'more casualized and corrosive’ kinds (Small 2020: 226).
     One lesson of these accounts is that many things can get called cynicism and effect democratic governance and public culture (Citrin 1974, Eisinger 2000). In this chapter, I describe and endorse what I call institutional cynicism and suggest it can feature within kinds of virtuous civic stances in democratic societies. Put in rough detail, institutional cynicism is a critical appreciation that an institution's norms, practices, and ethos tend to be corrupting – that is, liable to damage the moral character of those working within the institution. As I experience the institution as corrupting, I will be distrustful, skeptical, and critical of how it is organized and tends to operate. After all, if it is corrupting, something is deeply wrong with it. Other things might be wrong with it, too, but the concept of institutional cynicism is not meant to capture everything that can be wrong with an institution.  
     Institutional cynicism of this sort will not be an entirely happy disposition, but that should not stand against it. Appraisal of dispositions is a matter of determining their necessity rather than their niceness: cynicism might be bitter medicine, but one we need to take. I accept that other forms of cynicism can be as destructive and as anti-democratic as critics insist. But being cynical involves, among other things, being careful about the cynical outlook one adopts. Any disposition, taken to an extreme, will cause us problems. With cynicism, everything depends on the forms it takes, its manifestations in interpersonal interactions and political life, and its systematic effect on our overall civic conduct (Mazella 2007). 
     There are three issues I do not engage. First, if the institutional cynicism I describe is a virtue, is it a burdened virtue? These dispositions help navigate hostile environments while jeopardizing or compromising their bearers' flourishing (cf. Tessman 2005). Second, I do not consider the idea that an institution may be served if they contain a few exemplary institutional cynics. It may be that, though everyone needs some cynicism, it is enough that a few of us have the virtue. A third issue is the other virtues or dispositions that support institutional cynicism. Candidates might include truthfulness and a kind of civic hope (Snow 2018, Williams 2010: 206f).
     If institutional cynicism is a virtue, then it would be one of the civic virtues. Like most modern writers, I define that term in an Aristotelian sense (Curzer 2012, Vaccarezza and Croce 2021): (a) a civic virtue is a stable, robust disposition of thought, action, and feeling, which (b) enables productive forms of political relationships and that is (c) animated by a conception of the public good (see Dagger 1997, Edyvane 2013). Within these general terms, there is scope for variety or disagreement: between liberal and conservative theorists about which dispositions should count as virtues and about the character of the political good (a rich discussion of these issues is McPherson 2022). Such complexities also attend to the neglected topic of civic or political vices (Button 2016). 


Character and corruption.

My account of cynicism begins with a familiar conviction: many political institutions are corrupting in the sense that engaging with or immersion in them is an active source of moral damage (Card 1996, Tessman 2005). Specifically, corrupting institutions cause damage to our moral character. Of course, there are other senses in which we might describe institutions as corrupting, but the character-centered is what concerns me. Critics often express the corrupting effects by using toxicological or environmental metaphors – we easily talk of institution environments being poisonous, polluted, or toxic. Such metaphors invite us to think and to talk about those environments as containing things that are harmful if one is exposed to them for too long (Tirrell 2021).
     The concept of corruption in the character-centered sense was once central to moral and political philosophy in a way that it is no longer. Granted, it has not gone away, but a different meaning of corruption has become dominant (Philp 2015). Using a term with various senses is fine as long as the meaning is clear. In this section, I explain the character-centered sense of corruption and will start with its value. The first is its role in understanding the etiology of individual-level vices and character failings. If we worry about vice, then we should be interested in how we develop them – the origins and causes of our failings of character, or what José Medina calls their ‘sociogenesis’ (Medina 2012: 30). These aetiologies are complicated – we explore psychological and developmental and interpersonal and structural factors that are empirically complex (Dillon 2012; Kidd 2022). 
     A second function of the concept of character corruption is to guide ameliorative projects. If we worry about vice, we want to do something about them, which might mean trying to reduce their incidence or severity or repairing the damage they cause. Quassim Cassam calls this ‘the project of vice-reduction’ (Cassam 2018: 186). Sometimes, there might be nothing we can do about collective patterns of viciousness, but that must be a conclusion we arrive at, not a pessimistic conviction we start from (even if some of us are persuaded by more pessimistic, misanthropic stances on human life – see Cooper 2018 and Kidd 2021a).
     The third value of the concept of corruption is that it can help us think about the moral and epistemic agency. However defined, our ability and willingness to think, act, and feel well depends to a massive degree on the quality of the social environment. Granted, this shouldn’t come to eclipse individual agency: hyper-individualism is a problem just as much as hyper-structuralism (Dillon 2012: 89-90f). Tracing the dialectics of corruption is a way to seek something more sensible.
     I gave fuller accounts of my character-focused history of corruption in earlier work and will not rehearse all the details (see Kidd 2020a, 2021b, 2022). The core claim is the crucial role in the ongoing dynamics of individual character development of corrupting social conditions. By corrupting, I mean liable to cause moral damage in one or both of these ways: (a) the conditions tend to facilitate the extirpation or erosion of virtues and other excellences of character, and (b) the development and exercise of vices and other failings of character. Character corruption is a dynamic process – or a set of strategies – usually contemporaneous with various counter-corrupting factors. One might be subjected to all sorts of corrupting pressures and temptations. Still, one can also seek ways of pushing back – for instance, affirming positive values, altering one's habits, seeking supportive or reparative interactions with virtuous exemplars, or seeking different emplacements within the corrupting conditions to shield oneself as much as possible from their damaging efforts. Doubtless, other strategies can be identified or even imagined. If we are sensitive to corrupting forces, we must develop the abilities that help us do that work (this is one connection to the later discussion of cynicism).
     Corruption analysts should also recognize that people are differentially susceptible to corrupting forces. We have different anxieties, aims, degrees of tolerance of moral tension, different structures of values, and different kinds of responses to temptations or threats. Some people seem unaffected by specific corrupting forces – unmoved by the allure of wealth, say, or insensitive to certain forms of social pressure. Much of this reflects profound differences in psychology and temperament. 
     We should also reckon with the range of corruptors – the features of a social environment that have corrupting effects – are diverse. This often makes identifying them tricky, but there is often a consensus about the corruptors and their consequences. Corruptors may include norms, practices, operational expectations, incentive systems, objectives, hierarchical structures, and institutional cultures (agonistic, competitive, etc.). All these and more could facilitate the erosion of virtue and the worsening of vice. Some corrupt our ideals. Some work to entrench bad habits. Some acclimatize us to morally dubious compromises. Some strain our values. Some distort the developmental trajectory of our character.
Crucially for the later discussion of cynicism, corruptors can be accidental and unwanted features of our institutions. After all, most institutions are products of organic patterns of higgledy-piggledy development with all the roughness. No one sat down and designed the social world, even if some groups work hard to shape and reshape specific parts of it. Unfortunately, other corruptors are intentionally built into institutions to corrupt individuals in ways that render them exploitable. Consider cases of politicians who alter institutions to encourage invidious behaviors – weakening the standards of public life, disbanding watchdogs and systems of monitoring, and so on (see, e.g., Feldman and Eichenthal 2013). Corrupted people often try to corrupt systems to their advantage and corrupt others. For this reason, our criticism ought to be directed, in most cases, to corrupting conditions and not to corrupt individuals. The exceptions include (a) people who are plausibly complicit in their corruption – those who buy into corrupting pressures for the sake of their own advancement (call these Faustian cases) and (b) people who work hard to create or entrench corrupting conditions. But I leave these cases aside. I need to elaborate on the corruption mechanisms before moving on to institutional cynicism.


Corrupting conditions.

Many of us experience political institutions as corrupting, and it is easy to see how this could lead to a kind of cynicism. It needs some spelling out, though. I am interested in how political institutions' arrangements and operations can corrupt the characters of those embedded in them. When embedded in an institution, one is subjected to its values and goals; these can be internalized or, at the least, influence our habits and dispositions. Our sense of identity – our tolerance for moral tension, our ideals, our standards of everyday moral and epistemic conduct – could all be shaped by the internal realities of the institution. Over time, one can become inured to making the uncomfortable compromises often integral to institutional life. Therefore, being a part of the institution starts to become corrupting – one is subjected to moral damage that might begin to mark one's character. In some cases, this awareness of potentially or actually corrupting effects can motivate someone to stay away from the institution – or to get out of it. Anecdotally, friends of mine have left governmental institutions because, sadly, they felt themselves becoming worse people – ‘It was doing bad things to me’ was a common lament.
     This is a specific conception of corruption, and I argue it can connect to a particular kind of cynicism. Other types of cynicism are available in political theory and postmodernism (cf. Sloterdijk 1983), not all of which relate to moral damage. At the same time, some political theorists do gesture to character-based kinds of corruption. Susan Rose-Ackerman and Bonnie Palifka, for instance, ask, ‘how the basic structure of the public and private sectors produces or suppresses corruption’ (Rose-Ackerman and Palifka 2016: 37). One answer is that structures contain corruptors that tend to damage and distort the moral character of those embedded within the institutions.
       Other political theorists are skeptical about institutional cultures being morally corrupting. For instance, Jason Brennan and Peter Jaworski argue tenaciously against claims that the market is morally corrupting (cf. Brennan and Jaworski 2015: Part 3). I want to note two points of their discussion. First, we must provide evidence supporting the corrupting effects of political institutions, drawing on history, sociology, ethnography, and other disciplines (Chubb, Forstenzer, and Kidd 2021). Second, Brennan and Jaworski propose that we distinguish the claims that structures cause people to have worse characters and that they reveal the lousy character people had all along (Brennan and Jaworski 2015: 91f). I think this is too limited: there are other ways corruptors can have harmful effects on our moral character: other modes of corruption. I believe there are at least five, indicating a more comprehensive set of options than 'causing' and 'revealing.'
     
1. Acquisition – a corrupter leads to acquisition of a new vice not previously present in a person’s character.

2. Activation – a corrupter activates a dormant vice, one present in someone's character but not actively shaping their thoughts, actions, and feelings.

3. Intensification – a corrupter increases the strength of a vice. A once weak form of dogmatism becomes an intense kind of ultra-dogmatism.

4. Propagation– a corrupter increases the scope of vice and how it affects a person's thinking, action, and feeling. A once-localized arrogance starts to spread, ever more widely, across more aspects of one's conduct.

5. Stabilization – a corrupter increases the stability of vice, the extent to which it is resistant to disruption.

   These modes of corruption refer to ways that a person gets corrupted. With them in mind, we can also distinguish sets of sub-claims: a corruptor may, for instance, facilitate a vice or a whole cluster of vice, or one corruptor might activate a vice, and then other corruptors intensify and stabilize it. And so on. In such cases, it will become hard to sustain any clear distinction between causing and revealing certain vices.
     Here are some of the general kinds of corruptors that we might look for in our institutional environments (see Kidd 2020a: §4.4):

(a) absence of exemplars of virtue
(b) derogation of exemplars of virtue


(c) presence of exemplars of vice
(d) valorisation of exemplars of vice


(e) rebranding of vices-as-virtues 
(f) rebranding of virtues-as-vices


(g) increasing the exercise costs of virtue
(h) decreasing the scope for the exercise of virtue


(i) increasing the rewards of vice
(j) decreasing the penalties for vice

     Consider examples of features of British political culture that critics have argued acted as corruptors. The first is certain cultures of secrecy. A certain amount of confidentiality is necessary to the running of a government, if not the running of our relationships. The Blair premiership, into its second and third terms, was increasingly accused of being secretive in more problematic ways. One critic pointed to a ‘combination of a genuine need for confidentiality, a siege mentality, and habitual caution.' Collectively these created a culture of secrecy that 'tended to reinforce the walls of a closed world impervious both to diverse options and the consequences of its own actions' (Rhoades 2011: 287).  
     Such cultures enabled Blair’s inner circle to conceal the considerations, evidence, and reasoning that informed their decisions – and this included their monumental decision to support the US-UK invasion of Iraq in the Second Gulf War. Unfortunately, that culture of secrecy served to insulate Blair’s government from the critical debate and rival perspectives. Why would this be corrupting? Cultures of secrecy entrench the conditions that feed individual-level closed-mindedness and dogmatism (Battaly 2018). Those epistemic vices are scaffolded by social environments that structurally remove or marginalize alternative epistemic options. Secrecy also lets people conceal their epistemic procedures – which ones they used, how well they did them, what problems they ran into, and so on. Outside agents do not reliably know which options were consulted, what one thought of them, or how accurately or fairly we assessed them. In these ways and others, cultures of secrecy are corrupting. Of course, such cultures can be problematic for other reasons, too. They may contribute to institutional opacity: the tendency of social institutions to become resistant to understanding and epistemic appraisal (Carel and Kidd 2022).
     A second famous feature of the Blair premiership was its increasing reliance on 'spin,' the artful manipulation of political information to present governments in a positive light. Governments dominated by spin often acquire an ethos of performative superficiality – where a sharp distinction emerges between looking good and doing good. The priority is given to the appearance rather than the actual performance. For Jill Johnson, Labour’s head of communications until January 1996, the party’s reliance on spin doctors was feeding ‘a view that politics is and should be run secretively from the centre’ and was 'slowly dripping poison into the body politic' (in Foley and Foley 2000: 197). In May 1999, Johnson astutely criticized New Labour's alarming 'fusion of policy with spin':

After two years, the outstanding feature of this government is that its overwhelming desire to appease Middle England has led it to conceive policies not so much to solve a problem as to conjure an appearance. As image-making becomes progressively blurred with policy development, politicians move from objective reality to a virtual world of their creation. (in Foley and Foley 2000: 197)

One legacy of this privileging is the phenomenon of bullshit, and 'post-truth' politics and the entrenchment in political life of a vice Quassim Cassam has named epistemic insouciance (Cassam 2018: ch. 4). 
     Institutional ethoi of performative superficiality tend to corrupt in at least two ways. First, privileging positive appearance over actual positive performance will encourage us to assign less weight to the procedural virtues. These are dispositions necessary that enable us to perform repeatable practices correctly. Examples include diligence, carefulness, meticulousness, and thoroughness. Unexciting as they sound, procedural virtues are vital to the everyday practical operations of life, including running big political institutions like the civil service. Of course, exercising these procedural virtues requires us to resist the temptations to cut corners, rush, skim over the fine print and skip the other repetitive and tedious aspects of life. But what drives us to exercise procedural virtues is a sense that it does matter that we do well. Conscientiousness matters. This sense is apt to be eroded by institutions whose ethos is one of performative superficiality. Institutional life often involves tasks and activities that tend to be repetitive, unglamorous, and unexciting – but utterly essential. A good institution should encourage virtuously procedural conduct, requiring an ethos of procedural conscientiousness.
      Second, a person can internalize the attitudes and values of an ethos of performative superficiality. They will start to refocus their energy on effectively presenting as doing good rather than doing well. This can encourage them to develop and exercise the vices of manipulation – dishonesty, deceit, and manipulativeness in various forms. I think this happens for two reasons: one, the performatively superficial focus less on actually doing well, so they will tend to start doing poorly, and – as a further consequence – they will need to begin concealing their deficiencies and their cause. The manipulative person will therefore find themselves starting to rely increasingly on patterns of manipulativeness to keep up appearances. They will 'spin,' lie, bullshit, deceive, identify good times to 'bury bad news,' omit relevant context when giving news, constantly move the goalposts to manufacture appearances of success, cunningly use implicature – and so on. The Blair Premiership was accused of all of this (Barnet and Gaber 2001; Jeffries and Walker 2017: ch.3). Against the thin defense that all governments do this, two writers argue that ‘spin … did not start in the Blair years, but it became more pronounced and widely used at this time’ until it ‘evolved a sense in its own right’ (Jeffries and Walker 2017: 41).
     I am sure that cultures of secrecy and institutional ethoi of performative superficiality are corrupting in other ways. The cultures and ethos could feed other vices, or those vices they feed could, in turn, facilitate the exercise and development of other vices in appalling vice-cascades. This would have to be determined by careful empirical study, not a priori. We should also investigate how specific psychological profiles of political actors interact with these cultures and ethoi. I suspect that the dispositionally arrogant are more vulnerable to corruption by cultures of secrecy and ethoi of performative superficiality. Arrogant people feel less need to be accountable to others and more entitled to exempt themselves from the norms incumbent on members of social communities (see Roberts and Wood 2007: 244f, Tanesini 2021: §5.2). An expectation that one will conform to expected standards is rejected – proper accountability and performative conscientiousness are for the little people.
     I hope these examples are sufficient to indicate what the corruptors built into political institutions can look like. This account of institutional corruption should also resonate with many readers' perceptions of the harmful effects institutions can have on those who work within them. Moreover, the account points to a further reason that corrupting political institutions are bad: they damage public trust in those institutions. If so, we are well on the way to some kind of cynicism. 


Institutional cynicism.

Imagine someone who wants to be politically engaged but perceives the relevant institutions as liable to corrupt their moral character. They might suppose that their engagements will require them to cultivate particular new virtues or dispositions, ones apt to help them navigate an environment full of potent corruptors. Some virtues regulate our experience and ways of engaging with our environments. These could be a dedicated set of virtues – Emily Sullivan and Mark Alfano identify classes of virtues aimed at monitoring, adjusting, and restricting social-epistemic networks (Sullivan and Alfano 2020: §8.4). Or particular virtues could have structural monitoring among their functions if developed in the right ways. José Medina argues that humility, curiosity, and open-mindedness can function to help members of oppressed groups cope in hostile social environments (Medina 2012: 30-48). Or the virtues may be collective virtues – ones possessed by collectives of people rather than individual agents – which may include a form of virtuous solidarity (cf. Battaly 2022, Byerly and Byerly 2016).
     I suggest that a certain kind of cynicism should be among the virtues salient to those engaged with corrupting political institutions. This sets me against those who regard cynicism as antipolitical. Politicians often condemn cynical attitudes and outlooks. Obama contrasted a 'politics of hope' with a 'politics of cynicism .'London Mayor Sadiq Khan once contrasted 'optimism and hard work' with 'cynicism, lethargy, and fatalism .'The Democratic politician, Alexandra Ocasio-Cortez, says ‘the biggest hurdle … our communities have is cynicism. Those on the political right make similar claims. Sir Roger Scruton condemns kinds of cynicism – fostered, he says, by the ruination of 'old institutions' and traditional certainties – which he thinks have left us ‘empowered, but without a destination’ (Scruton 2019: 134f).
     Of course, different kinds of cynicism are being invoked, and these writers do not always explain what they mean by the term. I take it that cynicism in its most general sense has two components: (a) a sense that the professed motivations of a person or institution are different from their operative ones – the ones directing their behavior – and (b) a conviction that the operative ones, if identified, are likely to be morally inferior. ‘Morally inferior’ need not mean evil or invidious, just lesser in moral quality. Think of the signs in hotel bathrooms that invite guests to reuse their towels – the professed motivation is ecological sustainability, but the operative motivation is to reduce laundry costs. Of course, wanting to reduce costs is not a morally bad motivation, but it is lesser than environmental concern. Indeed, many ecological ethicists and activists accuse the practice of a 'greenwashing' that tends to feed cynicism (Bowen 2014).
     Conjucting (a) and (b) generates the epistemic and affective aspects characteristic of cynicism. These include policies of suspiciousness, distrust, and a striving to identify the ‘true’ motivations behind an action. This is at the core of cynicism, and its various kinds are built upon it. It differs from the account of cynicism offered by Samantha Vice (2011):

Cynicism is 
(a) a stance of disengagement, 
(b) characterized by distrust, contempt, skepticism (to differing degrees)
(c) adopted towards humans, their institutions, and values
(d) adopted as a response to a belief that humans are motivated only by self-interest 
(e) or, more generally, that human beings are of little worth.

We can question these components and their connection to one another. The cynic need not disengage entirely from the world and, in many cases, may be unable to, even if they want to. The cynic may be forced into complex and perhaps awkward patterns of engagement and disengagement or be compelled to maintain existing arrangements but in new and revised ways – more watchful, less trusting, marked by new attitudes of vigilance or alertness. Indeed, continuing one’s engagement with the institution could help to keep cynical dispositions sharp and well-trained. Distrust, contempt, and skepticism might also be contingent features of specific ways of being cynical. I'm pretty cynical but as far as I can tell am not contemptuous of the people and institutions of which I am cynical (on cynicism and contempt, cf. Bell 2012: §6.6). We should also resist building into conceptions of cynicism contentious axiological claims about the worth of human beings, or controversial anthropological claims. 
        We ought to distinguish three kinds of cynicism, determined by the object of cynical attitudes and the sorts of behavior expressive of them. First, agential cynicism is directed at individuals we operate with different and lesser operative motivations and values than the ones they publicly profess (e.g., Citrin 1974). I may be cynical about colleagues if they constantly talk about their commitment to collegiality rather than shunt arduous duties onto the precariously employed junior staff. Of course, cynical perceptions ought to be well-supported by evidence, and we should also guard against the risk of our perceptions and judgments being distorted by prejudices. 
     The second is institutional cynicism, directed at a specific political institution's practices, norms, and values. This is familiar from everyday life: many of us feel cynical toward the government, businesses, the police, and so on. In most cases, our cynicism is directed toward those with power to shape an institution's ethos and practical life – a university Vice-Chancellor or executives of a Fortune 500 company. This is consistent with a cynicism directed at the institution itself. Institutions have values or goals manifested in collective practices; these reliably bring about specific results that serve the interests of some groups at the expense of other attractions and groups (Fricker 2020). Institutional structures and ethoi also survive radical personnel changes. Vice-Chancellors come and go, but the university's working features persist.
     The third kind of cynicism is anthropological cynicism. It involves some more-or-less systematic account of our essential nature or essence as human beings. A conviction that we are essentially selfish creatures, 'all the way down', that human nature precludes genuine altruism is a classic sort of anthropological cynicism, of a kind often attributed (rightly or wrongly) to Machiavelli and Hobbes (Agger et al. 1961). I'm skeptical about anthropological cynicism: conceptions of human nature can be projective rather than descriptive; the appeals to the sciences are often questionable at best and mangled at worst. One attraction of anthropological cynicism is that it licenses the 'bad faith' so well described by Jean-Paul Sartre. It is more accurate to judge that human nature is deeply 'dappled,' shot through with streaks of selfishness, selflessness, and complicated capacities for virtue and vice. Myopic fixation on one set of aspects – darker, selfish, violent – is a failure to be avoided, not a clearsighted revelation of our true nature (Dupré 2001, Midgley 2002).
     I'm not concerned with exploring agential or anthropological cynicism in further detail. I will only mention that their relationships to institutional cynicism – my focus in the rest of this chapter – are complicated. Some cynics roll together agential and structural cynicism: specific agents work hard to corrupt certain institutions, often producing unscrupulous individuals. We probably cannot sharply distinguish agential and institutional cynicism. Moreover, a deep sort of anthropological cynicism can be the foundation for agential and institutional cynicism. If one supposes that human beings are, by nature, essentially radically selfish, it makes sense to presume that individuals and the institutions they create will reflect that selfishness at some deep level. Such deep cynicism may be attractive to some, but is not my concern here.   
     I suggest that a certain kind of institutional cynicism can encourage critical epistemic attitudes towards political institutions. I may direct cynical attitudes toward political institutions' practices, arrangements, strategies, and goals. When an institution declares it is doing A for the sake of reason B, I wonder what its operative values are (why do businesses start to put up rainbows during Pride month? why do big cosmetics companies support breast cancer initiatives? why are these universities suddenly getting into food security?) Of course, many things can feed institutional cynicism – commercial motivations, desires to enhance reputation by playing into a trending issue, the conclusions of focus groups attempts to attract new audiences and markets. The list includes many factors from the broader literature on corporate and political corruption.
     I want to connect institutional cynicism to the corrupting effects of institutions in the final section.


Cynicism and corruption.

A key motivator for institutional cynicism is recognition that an institution is corrupting: its internal environment contains corruptors apt to cause us moral damage. If so, one recognizes the institution likely has many corrupted agents. Of course, people who are already, to some degree, morally corrupt might also be attracted to those institutions (Lord Acton's remark that 'power tends to corrupt' has been amended to 'power tends to attract the corruptible'). One is also likely to realize the risk to oneself of engaging with the institution. 'If you step into the fire,' explained a friend who works in the national government, 'you're going to get burned’. Institutional cynicism is sustained by experience and can be explained and justified. Cynics of this sort could easily describe specific corruptors and point out cases of severe moral damage done to people (including themselves) while also elaborating on the mechanisms of corruption. Indeed, those who work within institutions naturally grumble about them, and doing so can serve essential epistemic-evaluative functions (see Norlock 2018). 
     Here we should distinguish two problems with morally corrupting institutions. The first is their tendencies to cause moral damage to those embedded within them – and maybe also to those who must engage with them in other ways. The crucial second point is that corrupting institutions are that they – and the corrupted people they attract and create – will erode public trust in the rules and standards of political life. The damage to individual political actors is one harm; another is the broader damage done to public confidence in the political system (Uslaner 2015). At this point, critics of cynicism worry that adding cynicism into the mix worsens things: the public sees corrupted politicians in a corrupting political system, feels the first wave of alienation and distrust, then becomes cynical in ways that intensify all this. 
     I agree this destructive cynicism exists, but I also think there are positive kinds of cynicism. Institutional cynicism is a case in point, even if, for sure, it can deteriorate into kinds of dogmatism. Cynicism should be seen as a risky quality – a bitter pill that we must take only in careful measures. Institutional cynicism can, if unregulated, become dogmatic and jaundiced and entrap us within closed outlooks that feed fatalism, if not despair. In other cases, cynicism can take self-serving forms, ‘a kind of cunning complicity in the status quo’ (Sennett 1992: 16). For these reasons, institutional cynicism cannot be, by itself, a civic virtue. It can be part of a broader civic stance if accompanied by other attitudes, values, and commitments. These unaccompanied cynicisms are rightly criticized by Arnett and Arneson (1999) and Kanter and Mirvis (1989). Speaking chemically, cynicism is a volatile quality but with valuable properties, if mixed in proper measures with other components.
     Institutional cynicism of the sort I have sketched differs in at least three ways from the broader kind of cynicism described by Vice. To start with, the institutional cynic is not confined to types of disengagement – their practical life includes much more discerning kinds of disengagement and engagement. In some cases, one might be unable to disengage from an institution (quitting one's job isn't an option for everyone). A cynic may remain engaged with certain aspects of their institution but adroitly avoid other kinds of engagement – perhaps ones they suspect would be profoundly corrupting. Or the cynic may decide to engage in new ways with their institution: maybe a policy of acting in ways that generate kinds of what José Medina calls epistemic friction – actions that ‘disrupt’ epistemic habits in ways that are ‘reenergizing' (Medina 2012: 224). This sort of practice, of course, has venerable precedent in those provocative philosophical acts and rhetoric of the classical Cynics (Demond 2014; Navia 1998). The 'man in the tub' Diogenes of Sinope' attacked complacency and hypocrisy to try and ‘replac[e] false values with those which would … enable human beings to fulfill their true nature' (Hard 2012: ix). 
    A second difference is that, for my institutional cynic, the epistemic and affective attitudes are aimed at the institution. Such attitudes can include cautiousness, distrust, reticence, suspiciousness, watchfulness, and, doubtless for some, hate and contempt (cf. Eisinger 2000. The object, though, is institutional norms, practices, and structures. I distrust my university's many claims to support equality and diversity (many of its working standards and expectations say otherwise). I doubt when oil and gas companies talk of their investment in green energy and suspect they are greenwashing. But this does not automatically extend to the individuals: that would be some further development of my cynical stance. Furthermore, institutional cynicism need not rely on claims about human nature, about which one can be agnostic. Insisting that the appraisal of collective human life must 'go anthropological' is problematic. If we push down into our underlying natures, we risk occluding institutional structures, which tend to serve the interests of those on the winning side of those structures (cf. Kidd 2020b).
     The third feature of institutional cynicism is that it is consistent with what we might call philanthropic sentiment. Vice, recall, suggested that a cynic thinks human beings are motivationally dominated by self-interest and, also, of little worth:

The cynical stance prevents the cynic from interpreting people in any way other than self-interested or corrupt, and seeing people like this is to see them in ways unmoved by faith, hope, and charity […] At least part of the harmfulness of cynicism is that the cynical attitude is destructive of the goods constitutive of a flourishing human life and undermines moral experience and progression. The conclusion must be that we cannot value cynicism if we value morality and meaningful life with others. (Vice 2011: 178-179)

An institutional cynic, however, needn't see people as ruled by self-interest. Or rather – the cynic may accept that many, if not most people are, some or most of the time, driven by various corrupted motivations. But this is because their social environment has corrupted them. If one removed those corrupting pressures, we might reveal a much richer moral psychology. Human beings are of great moral worth, which is why we should lament the moral damage done to them by corrupting environments. Indeed, because we are of value, normatively-loaded talk of 'corruption' or 'moral damage' is intelligible to us. In his book Everybody Knows, William Chaloupka says that cynicism is a condition of 'lost belief' – of lost trust or confidence in the ideals and aspirations constitutive of civic life (Chaloupka 1999: xiv). Cynicism may be the loss of a belief, of course, or it might, instead, be something subtler – like the loss of confidence in the hospitability of our social world to those ideals or a loss of certain styles of believing (a cynic might continue to believe in the American Dream, or ideals of equality and liberty for all, but find that belief is now strained or tested, rather than sanguine and secure, putting pressure on what Deneen (2009) calls their 'democratic faith').
     Moreover, an institutional cynic should rue that entrenched corruptors cause moral damage and are destructive of the goods of human life. That explains why this kind of cynic wants to cause epistemic friction and try to change things if and where they can. Certain cynics might submit to fatalistic surrender, but that is not an automatic effect of institutional cynicism. Helen Small, for instance, sees cynicism as a basis for a more ‘tactical’ approach to institutions (Small 2020: 154f). 
     At one point, Vice offers this worry: 

We cannot value cynicism if we value humanity's ongoing, small steps towards progress. I have also argued that cynicism is inimical to other goods—relationships, trust, a delight in others and the world (Vice 2011: 179)

An institutional cynic will reply that we can never make moral progress without their cynicism about political institutions. We cannot create or sustain human goods without awareness of how they are rendered fragile by the corrupting realities of the world. The cynicism of the sort described here reveals that fragility but does not revel in it, nor does it entail a pessimistic sense that we could ever do nothing about it. Cynicism reveals uncomfortable realities but, in that sense, also exposes them as uncomfortable – thus, as something that one might want to change, if possible. 
     Institutional cynicism is not necessarily anti-democratic, even if it helps erode particular untenable or naïve faith in democratic institutions. An institutional cynic has a more critically lucid, skeptical, and savvy stance which can help us better and more engaged citizens. My cynic does not lack faith but has shaken off naïve belief and is thus more likely to have a better sense of the current status of the democratic institutions of their society (and I leave aside the interesting question of how institutional cynicism might function or be needed in other kinds of the political system – see Steinmüller and Brandtstädter 2016).
     I suggest that institutional cynicism should be seen as an essential component of a civic stance. It serves crucial, if regrettable, functions in a world whose institutions are full of corruptors. However, it must be accompanied by attitudes, commitments, and values that help prevent it from developing into the sort of caustic, corroding cynicism that worries critics. Describing that civic stance and identifying its other components will be a big task. Still, we will only take up one if we accept that certain kinds of cynicism can play valuable roles in political life. If some commentators are correct, then the future of democratic societies will depend on our ability to operationalize certain kinds of cynicism. 
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