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Hope is not a lottery ticket you can sit on the sofa and clutch, feeling lucky . . . [It] is an ax you break down doors with in an emergency.


—Rebecca Solnit
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Introduction


I was always jealous of Emile Bruneau. We were both professors of psychology. We both used brain science to study human connection, and hoped our work could help people connect more effectively. We presented at many of the same conferences and snuck out for martinis at many hotel bars, becoming fast friends along the way.


Emile probably made a lot of people jealous. A square-jawed ex–rugby player, he turned heads anywhere he went, which was everywhere he could. Emile worked to promote peace in Northern Ireland, biked across South Africa, and grappled with a local wrestling champion in Mongolia. At home, he assembled a Ford Model A, tended bees, and built his kids a tree house more elaborate than some New York City apartments. His professional accomplishments were just as impressive: Emile founded the Peace and Conflict Neuroscience Lab at the University of Pennsylvania, which pioneered scientific tools for overcoming hatred.


Emile was larger than life, but the thing I most envied about him was his hope. This might seem strange given what I do for a living. For two decades, I’ve studied kindness and empathy, teaching people around the world about the importance of these virtues. This has made me an unofficial ambassador for humanity’s better angels, often recruited to jump-start people’s faith in one another.


But all this time, I’ve lived with a secret. In private, I’m a cynic, prone to seeing the worst in people. This tendency began early; a chaotic family life made it hard for me to trust people’s intentions. Since then, I’ve found stronger emotional footing through new relationships and been uplifted by science as well. My lab and I have discovered that most people value compassion over selfishness, that donating money activates similar parts of your brain as eating chocolate, and that helping others through their stress soothes our own. The message of our work is simple: There is good in us, and it does good for us.


But there’s a difference between understanding something and feeling it. I’ve met miserable happiness experts and stressed-out meditation researchers. Scientists are sometimes drawn to what they have trouble finding in their own lives. Perhaps I’ve spent all this time charting a map of human goodness in the hopes of locating it more easily on the ground.


Recently, finding the good in others has become harder instead. Emile and I met in 2010. In the decade that followed, division, inequality, depression, and sea levels all rose. In my own social circle, I witnessed industrious, brilliant friends struggle to find work, let alone any semblance of the American dream. I joined Twitter to follow other scientists but encountered a deluge of outrage, lies, and personal branding. California caught fire, and the hilly vineyard where my wife and I had eloped was consumed. On our anniversary, we drove through its charred remains, wondering how much more of the world would look like this, how soon. I could recite evidence about kindness from my lab and a dozen others, but as the world seemed to grow greedier and more hostile, my instincts refused to follow the science.


Emile was one of the few people with whom I shared this struggle. Across many conversations, he tried to resuscitate my hope. Our science could teach people about the good inside them, he’d say, and about the fears that keep that good covered, like the sun behind clouds. We could move people toward community and justice—their true values.


Emile’s plucky monologues seemed ridiculous, and sometimes made me wonder if we had that much in common after all. He had witnessed hatred on five continents. Where did he get off being so optimistic? His positivity seemed like wishful thinking, or the sign of a sheltered mind.


Then one day we talked about his childhood, and it became clear how wrong I’d been. Shortly after Emile was born, his mother was plagued by cruel, mocking voices, as inescapable to her as they were imperceptible to everyone else. She had developed severe schizophrenia and for the rest of her life she remained at war with her own mind, unable to raise Emile.


Yet when they were together, she protected him from the mayhem inside her. “She never let any of the darkness touch me,” he remembered. “Even when she was in the pits of despair, she only gave me light.” Hearing him recount this story, I realized Emile was the opposite of naive. He had seen firsthand how care could bloom in the face of immense pain. In fighting for our best side, he didn’t have the luxury of seeing only our worst. His hope was like his mother’s tenderness: a defiant choice.


In 2018, that hope would be tested again. His laptop screen looked dimmer each night; then the headaches began. As a neuroscientist, he recognized the warning signs, requested a CT scan, and discovered the brain cancer that would take his life two years later, at the age of forty-seven. The tragedy hit him and his family squarely. Emile’s children, four and six years old, would grow up without their father. His wife, Stephanie, would lose her beloved partner. Decades of work would go undone, the world deprived of Emile’s insight.


But something else happened inside him. Emile wrote to me that he was filled with “an awareness of all that is beautiful in the world.” We all die, he said, but most of us don’t know how much time we have. He was determined to fill his remaining days with community and purpose. Fresh out of surgery to remove a tumor from his brain, Emile convened a group of researchers at his home and issued a challenge. “Our goal should be more dramatic than just doing good science,” he urged. Like Emile, they could go to war-torn places, speak with suffering people, and put science to work for peace. “We can walk through darkness and spread light.”


Emile died on September 30, 2020. Many mourned an inspiring father, scientist, and friend. I also mourned his worldview. Emile believed hope is like light guiding our paths. If that was true, the world seemed to be dimming as the COVID pandemic lumbered on. Like the last, lingering moments of dusk, it was growing harder to see anything in front of us.


That year, the fault line separating my rosy persona and gloomy inner life widened into a canyon. Schools, hospitals, and companies invited me to speak about my work and help them feel hope, but mine was gone. On Zoom from my living room, I celebrated human kindness to people around the world. As soon as the screen went black, I returned to doomscrolling.


But my job is to be curious about the human mind, and after a while, I began to examine my own cynicism. It’s a seductive worldview, dark and simple. Too simple, really, to explain much of anything. Cynicism encouraged me to expect the worst from people, but what gave me the right? It told me the future would be awful, but how could anyone know that? What was cynicism doing to me? To all of us? As I soon learned, it wears away the psychological glue that binds us. Trust, the willingness to be vulnerable to others, is an expression of faith that they will do the right thing. It is how hope lives between people. By eroding trust, cynicism steals our present together and dampens the futures we can imagine.


I thought often about Emile. How had he retained astonishing positivity even as his life was cut short? Can the rest of us do the same during our own dark times? These questions led me on a scientific journey that changed my mind, and a personal journey that changed my life. Exploring decades of research, I discovered that cynicism is not just harmful, but often naive. Hope and trust, by contrast, are wiser than most people realize. They are also skills we can build through habits of mind and action. I wish I’d known those practices earlier, but I am grateful for them now and believe they are worth sharing.


This book is about why so many people feel the way I used to, and how anyone can learn to think more like Emile.


The conversations he and I had in those hotel bars were not new. For thousands of years, people have argued about whether humanity is selfish or generous, cruel or kind. But recently, our answers have changed.


My parents immigrated to the United States in 1972. That same year, a project called the General Social Survey (GSS) began taking the nation’s pulse, regularly polling people from every walk of life on a range of issues. The country in which my parents arrived was no bed of roses. The Vietnam War was drawing down, but protests raged on. Operatives from the Nixon administration broke into the Democratic National Committee headquarters, leading to the Watergate scandal. Racial tensions ran high.


Yet, compared to now, 1972 America was a trust utopia. That year, nearly 50 percent of Americans surveyed by the GSS agreed that “most people can be trusted.” By 2018, only 33 percent felt that way. If trust was money, its plunge would match the stock market’s fall during the Great Recession of 2008. But unlike the economy, the trust recession has seen no recovery. Nor is mistrust merely an American problem. An international survey conducted in 2022 found that in twenty-four of twenty-eight nations, most people said their tendency is to distrust others.


Humanity has lost faith in humanity, and lost even more in our institutions. Between the 1970s and 2022, the percentage of Americans who trusted the presidency fell from 52 to 23 percent, newspapers from 39 to 18 percent, Congress from 42 to 7 percent, and public schools from 58 to 28 percent. Maybe we’re right to suspect politicians and cable pundits. But our collective cynicism has consequences. Trust is not money, but it is just as vital for health, prosperity, and democracy. A run on the social bank can quickly collapse all three.


When trust is depressed, cynicism rises. Right now, it looks like an early frontrunner for mood of the 2020s. And why shouldn’t it be? Our culture is flush with predators, Ponzi schemes, and propaganda. It’s reasonable to decide people are interested only in themselves. But study after study finds that cynical beliefs eat away at relationships, communities, economies, and society itself.


This hurts people at nearly every level scientists can measure. Dozens of studies* demonstrate that cynics suffer more depression, drink more heavily, earn less money, and even die younger than non-cynics. In the seventeenth century, the philosopher Thomas Hobbes became cynicism’s intellectual spokesperson. His book Leviathan argues that people need government to rein them in because left to our own devices, human lives are “nasty, brutish, and short.” Few lines better capture a cynical view of life, but ironically, Hobbes’s words best describe cynics themselves.


When I describe “cynics,” you might conjure up a certain type of person: the toxic, smirking misanthrope, oozing contempt. But they are not a fixed category, like New Zealanders or anesthesiologists. Cynicism is a spectrum. We all have cynical moments, or in my case, cynical years. The question is why so many of us end up here even if it hurts us.


One reason is that our culture glamorizes cynicism and hides its dangers, through the promotion of three big myths.


Myth #1: Cynicism is clever. What is the opposite of a cynic? That’s easy: a rube, chump, or mark, whose naive optimism sets them up for betrayal. This stereotype reveals what most people believe: that cynics are smarter than non-cynics. Most people are wrong. In fact, cynics do less well at cognitive tests and have a harder time spotting liars than non-cynics. When we assume everyone is on the take, we don’t bother to learn what people are really like. Gullible people might blindly trust others, but cynics blindly mistrust them.


Myth #2: Cynicism is safe. Every act of trust is a social gamble. When we place our money, secrets, or well-being in someone else’s hands, they have power over us. Most people who trust will get burned at some point. Those moments lodge themselves inside us, making us less likely to take chances again. By never trusting, cynics never lose.


They also never win. Refusing to trust anyone is like playing poker by folding every hand before it begins. Cynicism protects us from predators but also shuts down opportunities for collaboration, love, and community, all of which require trust. And though we forever remember people who hurt us, it’s harder to notice the friends we could have made if we’d been more open.


Myth #3: Cynicism is moral. Isn’t hope a privilege? Not everyone can afford to assume the best about people, especially if they have been harmed by a cruel system. In a world full of injustice, it may seem heartless to tell victims they should look on the bright side. Maybe optimists “hopewash” problems while cynics shed light on them.


This idea is intuitive but backward. Cynicism does tune people in to what’s wrong, but it also forecloses on the possibility of anything better. There’s no way to change a broken system if it’s a mirror that reflects our broken nature. Why, then, do anything? At my most cynical, I felt morally paralyzed. I stopped volunteering and protesting, wondering why my more active friends even bothered. Other cynics tend to follow suit, sitting out elections and social movements more often than non-cynics.


Cynicism is not a radical worldview. It’s a tool of the status quo. This is useful to elites, and propagandists sow distrust to better control people. Corrupt politicians gain cover by convincing voters that everyone is corrupt. Media companies trade in judgment and outrage. Our cynicism is their product, and business is booming.


Our beliefs influence how we treat other people, which shapes how they act in return. Thoughts change the world, and cynicism is turning ours into a meaner, sadder, sicker place. All of this is deeply unpopular. Americans trust one another less than before, but 79 percent of us also think people trust too little. We loathe political rivals, but more than 80 percent of us also fear how divided we’ve become. Most of us want a society built on compassion and connection, but cynicism convinces us that things will get worse no matter what we do. So, we do nothing, and they worsen.


According to an ancient myth, hope arrived on earth as part of a curse. Prometheus stole fire from the gods, and Zeus avenged the theft with a “gift.” He commanded Hephaestus to mold the first woman, Pandora, and presented her to Prometheus’s brother. Pandora, in turn, was given a clay jar—which Zeus told her never to open. Curiosity got the better of her, she lifted the lid, and out flew all the world’s ills: sickness and famine for our bodies, spite and envy for our minds, war for our cities. Realizing her mistake, Pandora slammed the jar shut, leaving only hope trapped inside.


But what was it doing there in the first place, alongside our miseries? Some people believe hope was the jar’s only good, and trapping it further doomed us. Others think it fits in perfectly with the other curses. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche called hope “the most evil of evils because it prolongs man’s torment.” You might agree. Hope has been typecast as delusional and even toxic—causing people to ignore their problems and the world’s.


Scientists think of hope differently. The psychologist Richard Lazarus wrote, “To hope is to believe that something positive, which does not presently apply to one’s life, could still materialize.” In other words, hope is a response to problems, not an evasion of them. If optimism tells us things will get better, hope tells us they could. Optimism is idealistic; hope is practical. It gives people a glimpse of a better world and pushes them to fight for it.


Any of us can practice hope. Emile did. He saw the same world most of us do, but instead of retreating into cynicism, he chose to work for peace, build community, and live his principles. To me and many who knew him, Emile’s positivity seemed supernatural. Temperament, experience, will, or some alchemy of all three graced him with a mind and a heart many of us could learn from.


This book is my attempt to spread his lessons. With his wife Stephanie’s support, I’ve spoken with Emile’s family, childhood friends, coaches, teammates, and colleagues. I’ve traveled to places that mattered to him and pored over notes he never got to share with the world. Through dozens of tearful, grateful conversations, I gained a deeper understanding of who Emile was and how he got that way. Then, unexpectedly, I began to experience his presence. When I felt snarky or cynical—which was often—I began hearing his voice: first occasionally, then often; first quietly, then clearly.


Shortly after his diagnosis, Emile wrote to Stephanie, “As a neuroscientist, I learned that our brains don’t really see the world, they just interpret it. So, losing my body is not really a loss after all! What I am to you is really a reflection of your own mind. I am, and always was, there, in you.” While writing this book, I’ve had the strange and solemn experience of witnessing Emile come alive inside my mind from beyond this world. He has taught me more than I could have imagined.


Here, he will teach you, too. Emile pursued peace the way doctors pursue healing. If illnesses are aberrations in the body’s function, Emile saw conflict and cruelty as diseases of social health. He and his colleagues diagnosed the triggers that inspire hatred, and then designed psychological treatments to reduce conflict and build compassion.


Hope for Cynics will take a similar approach to our loss of faith in one another. You’ll soon be able to diagnose symptoms of cynicism in yourself and others, understand its causes, and realize how it contributes to countless social ills, from an epidemic of loneliness to the “Great Resignation” at workplaces around the world to the erosion of democracy itself.


Once we understand the illness, we can treat it. In this mission, Emile becomes less like the doctor and more like a miracle patient. If cynicism is a pathogen, he was unusually resistant to it. When someone avoids a widespread plague, we might test their genes or blood for clues about how to fight the disease. I’ve probed Emile’s life for choices and experiences that helped him practice hope.


In doing so, I’ve learned that one powerful tool he used to fight cynicism was skepticism: a reluctance to believe claims without evidence. Cynicism and skepticism are often confused for each other, but they couldn’t be more different. Cynicism is a lack of faith in people; skepticism is a lack of faith in our assumptions. Cynics imagine humanity is awful; skeptics gather information about who they can trust. They hold on to beliefs lightly and learn quickly. Emile was a hopeful skeptic, combining his love of humanity with a precise, curious mind.


This mindset presents us with an alternative to cynicism. As a culture, we are so focused on greed, hatred, and dishonesty that humanity has become criminally underrated. In study after study, most people fail to realize how generous, trustworthy, and open-minded others really are. The average person underestimates the average person.


If you’re anything like the average person, this hides some good news: People are probably better than you think. By leaning into skepticism—paying close attention rather than jumping to conclusions—you might discover pleasant surprises everywhere. As research makes clear, hope is not a naive way of approaching the world. It is an accurate response to the best data available. This is a sort of hope even cynics can embrace, and a chance to escape the mental traps that have ensnared so many of us.


Here, you will learn about decades of science on cynicism, trust, and hope, including work from my own lab, and meet people using hope like an axe to break down doors. We’ll meet a principal who turned around a “dangerous” middle school by empowering its students and a CEO who replaced his firm’s cutthroat culture with cooperation. A QAnon follower will discover that family means more to her than conspiracies, and a recluse in Japan will find his voice through art. In their stories, we will witness how our minds can evolve to strengthen communities and reimagine the future.


Throughout the book, I’ll also share strategies and habits to cultivate hopeful skepticism. If you want to go deeper, appendix A offers a practical guide. But if I’m going to ask you to fight cynicism, I should take my own advice. Recently, I’ve tried. Drawing from the science, I’ve rethought parenting, experimented with the media I consume, talked with more strangers, and tried to overcome my climate “doomerism.” Much of this work has been painful or awkward. But in fits and starts, it has changed me. I’ve watched my relationships strengthen, trust build, and optimism grow.


Cynicism often boils down to a lack of good evidence. Being less cynical, then, is simply a matter of noticing more precisely. I hope this book will help you witness the good in others and work toward the world most of us want. The cynical voice inside each of us claims that we already know everything about people. But humanity is far more beautiful and complex than a cynic imagines, the future far more mysterious than they know.


Cynicism is a dirty pair of glasses more of us put on each year. I intend to help you take them off. You might be astonished by what you find.





_______


*     This book refers to lots of work in the social sciences, all of which can be found in the notes. If you would like to learn more about the research that backs up the claims here, see appendix B: “Evaluating the Evidence.”










Section I




UNLEARNING CYNICISM











Chapter 1



Signs and Symptoms


Cynicism is a disease of social health, but before treating it, we must understand what it is and how it affects us. Any diagnosis is detective work. Symptoms are its clues, outward signs that point to something wrong inside the body: Aches, tingling hands, and dizziness might signal anemia. Move that pain into the chest, and the cause might be more frightening. The meaning of each sign changes with the context.


Psychologists use people’s words and actions as clues about their minds. If you no longer experience pleasure from your favorite activities, you might be depressed. If you are the life of every party, you’re probably extroverted. We can diagnose cynicism this way, but it’s tricky work, because the meaning of this word has morphed over time. Winding back through history, we discover that cynicism’s origins have little to do with its dejected, current form.


Hidden Hope: The Ancient Cynics


The world’s most famous fictional detective wasn’t even the best one in his family. According to Sherlock Holmes, his brother Mycroft was more talented. Mycroft’s problem was that he had “no ambition and no energy,” and a disdain for humanity. Instead of solving cases, he created a hangout for people who didn’t like people. As Sherlock describes it, the Diogenes Club “contains the most unsociable and unclubbable men in town.” Any attempt to chat up a fellow patron could get you expelled.


The club was named after Diogenes of Sinope, an ornery Greek born twenty-three centuries earlier. The son of a banker, Diogenes was accused of counterfeiting his town’s currency, went into exile, and lived on the streets of Athens, begging for food and sleeping in a large ceramic jar. He was less a classic philosopher than a counterculture stuntman, waging a full-frontal assault on polite society. He urinated, defecated, and masturbated in public. He waved a lantern in strangers’ faces, claiming he was looking for just one honest person.


Equal parts monk, hippie, and insult comic, Diogenes terrorized some and fascinated more, who called him kynikos, or “doglike.” He loved the name, saying, “I fawn on those who give, yelp at those who refuse, and set my teeth in rascals.” Kynikos became the root of Cynicism. I’ll call this ancient, original version “big-C Cynicism” from now on.


Diogenes gained a cult following. He and his fellow big-C Cynics were ironic, rude, and allergic to bullshit. But underneath, they preached hope. Cynics believed people were naturally capable of a virtuous, meaningful life, but rules and hierarchies robbed us of these gifts, poisoning us with cravings for wealth and power. Diogenes wanted to save people from these traps. As one scholar of Cynicism puts it, Diogenes “viewed himself as a physician who must inflict pain in order to heal.” He didn’t harass strangers out of hatred, but because he wanted to free them—like a Zen master slapping his student to startle them out of thinking.


To fight social illness, big-C Cynics created a recipe for living with meaning. Its first ingredient was autarkeia, or self-sufficiency. Ignoring convention, money, and status, Cynics could live on their own terms. Beholden to no one, they could pursue their true values. The second was kosmopolitês, or cosmopolitanism. Cynics rejected identity politics, seeing themselves as neither better nor worse than others. Asked where he was from, Diogenes answered simply, “I am a citizen of the world.” The third was philanthropía, or love of humanity. Cynics responded to suffering with what one expert calls a “missionary zeal” to help others. “Concern for the well-being of one’s fellow man is basic to Cynicism in all its forms,” he writes.


Old-school Cynicism was the opposite of what it seemed. Under chaos, there was order. Under anger, care. Diogenes didn’t avoid people; he tried to help them live truly and deeply. He probably would have despised the Diogenes Club.


How did his ideas become so twisted? Big-C Cynics preferred street theater to stenography, and their performances outlived their written record. As one historian wrote, “Cynicism’s inability to give an account of itself” diminished its “persuasive charm.” By not minding their legacy, Big-Cs let others write it through the lens of their own place and time. Some philosophers saw Jesus as an updated Cynic, with love for everyone and contempt for power. One Renaissance author cast Diogenes as a drunk, his ceramic jar full of wine.


Writers composed copies of copies of the philosophy. Cynics came to be remembered as malcontents—which they were—but their hope for humanity was left behind. Modern, “small-c” cynicism keeps the original suspicion of social rules but has lost its imagination and its mission. Big-C Cynics believed people had great potential. To small-c cynics, the worst elements of society reflect who we really are. Big-C Cynics mocked rules to escape them. Today’s cynics sneer at society, too, but their detachment is a white flag of surrender—because to them, nothing better is possible.


A (Mistaken) Theory of Everyone


Small-c cynicism is the only form most of us know today; I’ll just call it “cynicism” from now on. It infects more of us each year. To diagnose yours, think about whether you generally agree with these statements:




1.     No one cares much what happens to you.


2.     Most people dislike helping others.


3.     Most people are honest chiefly through fear of getting caught.





In the 1950s, the psychologists Walter Cook and Donald Medley devised a test to identify good teachers. They asked hundreds of educators whether they agreed with these three statements plus forty-seven others. The more a teacher agreed, the worse their rapport with students. But the test had broader applications. The more statements anyone agreed with, the more suspicious they were of friends, strangers, and family. Soon it was clear that Cook and Medley had accidentally built an all-purpose cynicism detector.


Most people agree with between one-third and one-half of Cook and Medley’s fifty prompts. I’ve simplified that into the few you answered above. If you disagree with all three, you’re probably low in cynicism. If you agree with just one, you’re on the low-medium end—think medium-rare for a steak. If you agree with two, you’re on the medium-high end. And if you agree with all three, you might be a well-done cynic, with a bleak “theory of everyone.”


We all use theories to explain, predict, and move through the world. Gravity is the theory that objects with mass attract one another. Even if you don’t consciously think about it, this idea lives in your mind. It’s why you’re not confused when apples fall from trees, and why you probably think dropping a brick off a high-rise is illegal, but dropping a marshmallow might not be. Pretty much everyone shares a theory of gravity, but other concepts divide us. Optimism is a theory that the future will turn out well; pessimism is a theory it won’t. Optimists pay attention to good omens and take risks; pessimists focus on bad signs and play it safe.


Cynicism is the theory that people are selfish, greedy, and dishonest. Like any theory, it changes how we see reality and react to it—in this case, the social world. In one of many studies like it, people took Cook and Medley’s test, and then watched one person talk about their problems while another listened. Individuals who disagreed with Cook and Medley’s statements rated listeners as warm and attentive. Those who agreed with the statements found listeners aloof and callous instead.


Cynicism changes how we think, what we do, and what we don’t do. To further diagnose yours, let’s try a game. Pretend you are an “investor” who starts out with $10. A second player, the “trustee,” is a stranger whom you’ll never meet. You can send the trustee as much of your money as you want. Whatever you pass along will be tripled. The trustee can pay you back as much of the money as they want. If you invest $10, it will become $30 in the trustee’s hands; if they send back half, you’ll both profit, each ending up with $15. They could also choose to send you all $30 or keep it all themselves.


Based on your first impulse, how much would you send? Write down your answer if you can—we’ll come back to it in a moment.


Economists have used this game for decades to measure trust: one person’s decision to put their faith in someone else. Every time you tell someone a secret or leave your kids with a babysitter, you make yourself vulnerable. If the people we trust honor their commitments, everyone wins. You confide in a friend, they listen and support you, and your relationship deepens. Your kids have fun with a new adult, the babysitter gets paid, and you enjoy sorely needed grown-up time. But people can also dupe us. Your new confidant might spread what you told him far and wide. The babysitter might steal from you or ignore the kids in favor of her phone.


Trust is a social gamble, and cynics think it’s for suckers. Let’s return to the game you just played. If you’re like the average person, you would send about $5 to the trustee, which would then become $15. The average trustee would send you about $6 back, leaving you with $11 and them with $9 at the end of the game. If you’re like the average cynic, you’d invest less, usually between $0 and $3. These choices reveal the theories we live by. Non-cynics think there’s about a 50 percent chance the trustee will pay them back. Cynics think trustees will take the money and run. As it turns out, trustees pay back about 80 percent of the time. Cynics earn less than non-cynics in trust games, but almost all investors could earn more by trusting more.


In the lab, suspicion costs people money. In life, it deprives us of a much more vital resource: each other. The novelist Kurt Vonnegut wrote that people are “chemically engineered” to live in community, “just as fish are chemically engineered to live in clean water.” Cynics, not wanting to lose, deny their social needs. They seek support from friends less often and negotiate as if the other party is trying to cheat. Like a trout washed ashore, they find themselves starving for connection.


This social malnutrition adds up over time. Studies find that cynical adolescents are more likely than non-cynics to become depressed college students, and cynical college students are more likely to drink heavily and divorce by middle age. Non-cynics earn steadily more money over their careers, but cynics financially flatline. Cynics are more likely to suffer heartbreak—and heart disease. In one study, about two thousand men filled out Cook and Medley’s survey. Nine years later, 177 had died, and cynics were more than twice as likely as non-cynics to be among the departed.


In an old joke, two elderly women complain about the resort they’re visiting. “The food at this place is terrible,” says the first. “Absolutely,” replies her friend, “and the portions are so small!” That might describe a cynical life: full of alienation and misery, and over too quickly.


Stalling Society’s Engine


Cynics live harder lives than non-cynics, but as more people give up on each other, everyone pays the price. To understand how, we can compare the well-being of high- and low-trust nations. In 2014, the World Values Survey asked people around the globe if they agreed that “most people can be trusted.” Fifty percent of Vietnam’s citizens agreed, but in Moldova, which had a similar level of wealth at the time, a mere 18 percent did. Trust gaps occurred in richer countries as well, for instance, between Finland—58 percent trust; and France—19 percent.


High-trust communities lap their low-trust peers on many fronts. Their people are happier—in terms of well-being, living in a high-trust group is worth as much as a 40 percent pay raise. They are physically healthier and more tolerant of difference. They donate more to charity, are more civically engaged, and are less likely to die by suicide. They trade efficiently and invest in one another, allowing commerce to thrive. Economists once measured trust levels in forty-one nations, as well as their gross domestic product (GDP) over the following years. High-trust nations grew their wealth; low-trust countries’ wealth stagnated or declined.


Trust makes good times better and bad times better, too. People who have faith in one another band together in the face of adversity. One dramatic example of this occurred in the Japanese city of Kobe. Two Kobe neighborhoods—Mano and Mikura—seemed alike on paper: barely three miles apart, both dense with factories, workshops, and houses; both home to aging middle- and working-class populations. But underneath the surface, these similarities disappeared. Mano was full of small family businesses, relying on trade between neighbors. Women played an integral role in its economy, whereas Mikura was more patriarchal.


The people of Mano had also faced challenges together. In the 1960s, a rising number of factories poisoned the air until 40 percent of neighborhood residents suffered from asthma. Public services such as garbage collection lapsed, and the streets were overwhelmed by rats, flies, and mosquitoes. Mano was slapped with an unwelcome nickname: “the department store of pollution.” The population fell, and it looked like the neighborhood would become a slum.


Instead, residents fought back. They created a local planning committee and pressured the government for more resources and antipollution efforts. Slowly, parks appeared between the crowded streets. Factories relocated. Trash was collected. Soon children had places to play, and neighbors built homes for the elderly. The quality of life in Mano improved.


This activism bonded Mano’s residents in common cause. Mikura, by contrast, lacked this history, and the trusting connections that came with it. Then, in 1995, a massive earthquake rocked all of Kobe and its surrounding areas. The tremors set off fires that lasted two days, claiming over five thousand lives and destroying more than one hundred thousand buildings.


As the flames spread, the differences between neighborhoods meant everything. Mikurans watched, many in their nightclothes, while homes turned to ash. Mano residents didn’t wait for the authorities, but leaped into action together, forming pop-up bucket brigades, grabbing hoses from factories, and pumping water from rivers to fight the fire. About one in every four Mano homes were ruined—a terrible loss—but almost three out of every four were destroyed in Mikura. Mikura’s death rate was ten times higher than Mano’s.


During the quake, trust preserved buildings and the lives within them. In the tragedy’s aftermath, it sped up recovery. Mano formed relief organizations, collected signatures to build temporary housing, and set up a makeshift day care. Mikura didn’t coordinate and lost out on public services. The city of Kobe offered free debris removal if homeowners asked for it, but Mikurans didn’t bother.


The effect of trust isn’t confined to those two neighborhoods or that one disaster. Around the world, connections between people predict how well towns and cities bounce back from tsunamis, storms, and attacks. Networks of faith, community, and solidarity pivot in times of need, remaining agile and hardy. When communities lose trust, they grow unstable, like a Jenga tower with a bottom block knocked out. Crime, polarization, and disease rise.


The COVID pandemic put this in full view. In 2020 people’s faith in government fell in the US and many other countries—but not everywhere. As the plague spread, South Korea’s government sprung into action, following three principles: transparency, democracy, and openness. They invested heavily in rapid testing, regularly updating people on what officials knew (and didn’t know) about the disease. This allowed them to quickly identify, trace, and provide government-subsidized treatment to sick individuals. South Korea’s pandemic response earned citizens’ trust, which they repaid in dividends. Infected people generally quarantined voluntarily without lockdowns. By the end of 2021, more than 80 percent of eligible South Koreans had been vaccinated, compared to barely 60 percent in the US and less than 70 percent in the UK.


As Prime Minister Chung Sye-kyun later reflected, “Once you have the trust of the people, it is possible to have a high rate of vaccination.” The opposite was also true. Research found that distrustful people around the globe were less likely to be vaccinated, leading to more infection and death among low-trust nations and countries. According to one analysis, if every country in the world had experienced South Korea’s high level of trust, 40 percent of global infection could have been prevented. But most countries were less like Mano and more like Mikura. The pandemic worsened cynicism, and cynicism worsened the pandemic.


Reviving Big-C Cynicism


If you came to this book for hope, you might think we’re headed in the wrong direction—confirming your sense that the world is getting worse. But what goes down can come up. As we will witness many times, trust can and has been rebuilt. Ironically, some treatments for modern cynicism emerge from its big-C roots. Diogenes’s principles—self-sufficiency, cosmopolitanism, and love of humanity—can be a starting point for cultivating hope. My friend Emile is a striking example of how that can work.


On the surface, Emile was Diogenes’s photonegative: warm and tolerant where the Greek was prickly and sour, a coach and teammate rather than a loner. Yet the two had a lot in common. Diogenes rejected wealth; Emile never had it in the first place. Both lived with unusual amounts of freedom. In Emile’s case, this came from his father, Bill, an author, gardener, bookstore clerk, and consummate dabbler. As a young man, Bill had bounced around the Bay Area, as he puts it, “on the margins of society—until I became a father. That changed everything.”


With Emile’s mother too sick to parent, Bill raised the boy alone. He would plop baby Bruneau into a refrigerator box full of stuffed animals from Goodwill and tow him by bike to sidewalk cafés and through local forests. As his son grew, Bill was a constant presence, but rarely told him what to do. Emile later called this parenting style “underbearing attentiveness.” “The remarkable gift my father gave me,” he wrote, “was to allow me to grow into myself—to become me.”


Emile developed an abiding disinterest in money and status, even though the Bay Area towns around him were crammed with both. “He had nothing to lose,” a close friend remembers, “because he was happy with nothing.” This freed him—Diogenes-style—to roam through life on his own terms, following whatever called him. At Stanford, he played on the men’s rugby team, and in his free time would sit for hours with unhoused locals, an unusual habit in Palo Alto’s gentrified neighborhoods.


After graduation, he taught science at a wealthy prep school, but soon got fed up with its glitzy fundraisers. He left, moving to Michigan to pursue a PhD in neuroscience. In hopes of understanding his mother’s illness, he spent years examining slices of brain tissue from deceased patients who had lived with schizophrenia.


In his spare time, Emile traveled voraciously. One summer, he spent weeks at a camp designed to promote peace between Catholic and Protestant teenagers in Ireland. The boys wiled the summer away together, playing and sharing bunks and meals. But on the very last day of camp, a fight broke out. The kids immediately fell back into their religious tribes, undoing the camp’s efforts in an instant. As a counselor separated two brawling boys, one of them screamed to the other, “You orange bastard!,” referring to William of Orange, the seventeenth-century king of England. The stain of past wars lived inside these children, and a friendly summer wasn’t going to help, any more than a Band-Aid applied to a third-degree burn.


This was a pivotal moment in Emile’s life. The camp’s failure made him despondent, then resolute. He had seen how schizophrenia disrupted the brain, and was set to join hundreds of scientists trying to help people like his mother. Now he realized that hatred was a brain disease, too, one that warps people’s minds and drives them to stunning cruelty. But unlike schizophrenia, hate wasn’t a blockbuster topic in brain research. And without understanding it, how could he help overcome it?


Emile committed to studying the neuroscience of peace. There was just one problem: That science didn’t exist. So, he convinced a renowned researcher at MIT to help him build it. Emile and his new mentor used MRI scanners to probe what happened in the brains of Palestinians and Israelis as they read about one another’s misfortune. His work brought him to Europe to study the Roma, to Chicago to meet with former white supremacists, and to Colombia to treat the scars of civil war.


Emile’s interests didn’t conform to one clear category, and he showed little interest in staying within other people’s borders, either. As a child, he despised shoes, going mostly barefoot until seventh grade, when his new school required footwear. Not owning any, he borrowed his stepmom’s sneakers. Emile was rarely hurried and enjoyed getting lost, even when his travel partners had somewhere to go. As one of his mentors told me, “He wasn’t a person you could ‘manage.’”


Emile also refused to compromise his values for the sake of convention, whether his choices were large or minuscule. Every time he and Stephanie went out for dinner, Emile brought Tupperware for leftovers to avoid single-use plastic. “Sometimes it was exasperating, but it was always admirable,” she remembers. “Emile had a very strong internal compass and a commitment to that compass.”


Trusting Ourselves; Listening to Others


Emile lived the big-C principle of autarkeia, or self-sufficiency. I don’t know if he was a Diogenes fan, but he loved another thinker who spun autarkeia’s modern remix. One of the few possessions Emile cherished was a hand-scribed copy of Self-Reliance by Ralph Waldo Emerson, which he kept in a glass-fronted box on his bedside table.


Emerson didn’t urinate in the town square, but he loathed convention as much as any big-C Cynic. “Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members . . .” he wrote. “It loves not reality and creators, but names and customs.” Like Diogenes, Emerson thought the way out of this trap was to follow our hearts without compromise or fear. “In self-trust all the virtues are comprehended,” he wrote.


On the book review website Goodreads, Emile said this about Emerson’s work:




The essay “Self-reliance” remains one of the most influential pieces of material that I have had to guide me in the development of my own character . . . It gave me a call to arms and inspiration to become a good and true man while trusting me to determine who that man will be.





This review threw me for a loop. I’d always seen Emile as intensely oriented toward other people, something I thought we shared. And he was that way. Several people I spoke with brought up how he listened, so intently that you felt yourself come into focus through his eyes. His social media posts, even about contentious political issues, brim with humility.


How did this square with fierce self-reliance—even a belief that society is a conspiracy against its members? To me, togetherness is the best of our species. The worst often comes when people trust their internal compass too much. Conspiracists, racists, and demagogues don’t care what you think about them. Their confidence drowns out everyone else. Wouldn’t we be better off if they doubted themselves more?


I spent several nights troubled by this, and then realized the answer—like Emile’s childhood—was just a few miles away, in the research my Stanford colleague Geoff Cohen does on beliefs and values.


You might think that beliefs and values are like chocolate and dark chocolate—different flavors of the same thing. In fact, they’re quite different. Beliefs are assumptions or conclusions; values are the parts of life that bring a person meaning. Beliefs reflect what you think of the world; values reveal more about yourself. Confusing these two can be dangerous business. When someone attaches their self-worth to a belief—political, personal, or otherwise—they desperately need to be right. Challenges to what they think feel like threats to how they think—evidence they aren’t smart or good enough. The person screaming loudest is often most fearful of being wrong.


Though cynics doubt others, they also tend to define themselves through social comparison. In one study, people who agreed with Cook and Medley’s bleak statements about humanity were also more likely to say they depended on prestige and status for a sense of self-worth, and to worry they didn’t measure up socially. Needing to prop themselves up, they searched for evidence that could put others down.


One way out of this trap is through focusing on our deepest values, very much like autarkeia. In Geoff’s studies, people are shown a list of qualities—for instance, social skills, close relationships, and creativity. They are then asked which one matters most to them and told to “affirm” this value in their own lives. If you ranked being funny as important, you might then write a paragraph about “personal experiences in which your sense of humor was important to you and made you feel good about yourself.”


When people affirm what matters most to them, they are reminded of their highest purpose, which makes everyday social threats less dire. Geoff’s studies and many others find that people who affirm their values become more open to information that contradicts their beliefs. It takes confidence in yourself to question your opinions. Among adolescents, values-affirmation also increases kindness toward others and trust in schools. By connecting us to ourselves, affirmations calm cynicism.


Perhaps because of his dad, it seemed natural for Emile to articulate and express his values. But for many of us, doubt starts at home. A person who doesn’t have a strong hold on their values can feel internally flimsy, grabbing on to baubles like praise and prestige to steady themselves. “Yes, we are the cowed—we the trustless,” Emerson wrote.


I recognize this all too well. For as long as I can remember, I’ve worried about my place among others. I’m hopeless at team sports but also calculus. As I discovered other strengths and, to my surprise, gathered some successes, it was easy to stack these up as stand-ins for self-worth. This put me in a reliable state of threat. The more I counted on looking smart, the more I feared being dumb. When someone challenged my scientific ideas, I could have engaged, but often got defensive instead. When someone else published a wonderful new experiment, I should have felt interest and delight, but again and again felt jealousy rising in their place.


That changed when my daughters were born. My care for them overwhelmed any need to prop myself up. Becoming a dad was the spiritual equivalent of wearing contact lenses for the first time: The world sharpened with details I never knew I’d missed. A surge of love made the posturing and politics of life as a professor seem small and ridiculous. Instead, the wonderful colleagues and breathtaking ideas that had been around me the whole time came into view. The kids were bundles of curiosity. Watching them, my own grew as well.


Parenting straightened my inner compass. For others, true north appears through the purpose of a dream job, the thrill of a new romance, or the clarifying sadness of loss. But it doesn’t take earth-shattering events to tap into our values. Geoff’s work shows us that through simple exercises, we can get closer to them anytime we want. As Diogenes, Emerson, and Emile remind us, if we want to rebuild trust in our relationships and communities, we must also trust ourselves, listening to the voice that speaks to us when the rest of the world is silent.










Chapter 2



The Surprising Wisdom of Hope


If cynicism were a pill, its warning label would list depression, heart disease, and isolation. In other words, it’d be a poison. So why do so many of us swallow it? One reason is that many people think cynicism comes with another, more positive side effect: intelligence.


Imagine two individuals: Andy and Ben. Andy believes that most people would lie, cheat, or steal if they could gain from it. When someone acts kindly, he suspects ulterior motives. Ben thinks most people are altruistic and would not lie, cheat, or steal. He believes people act selflessly out of the kindness of their hearts.


Knowing only what you’ve read so far, whom would you pick for each of these assignments: Ben or Andy?




1.     Write a powerful argumentative essay.


2.     Take care of a stray cat.


3.     Calculate interest on a loan.


4.     Cheer up a lovesick teenager.





If you picked our cynic, Andy, for tasks 1 and 3, and Ben for 2 and 4, you’re like most people. The odd-numbered jobs here are cognitive, requiring precise thinking; the even ones are social, requiring the ability to connect. Researchers recently asked five hundred people to choose a cynic or a non-cynic for many tasks like these. More than 90 percent chose Ben for social tasks, but about 70 percent chose Andy for cognitive ones. They acted as though non-cynics are kind but dull, and cynics are prickly but sharp.


Most people also think cynics are socially smart, able to slice through insincerity and dig out the truth. In one study, people read about a company where new employees had lied to get their jobs. Readers were asked to assign one of two managers, Sue or Colleen, to handle interviews moving forward. Both were equally competent, but Sue “view[s] people very positively, and her default expectation is that everyone she meets is basically trustworthy.” Colleen begs to differ; she thinks “people will try to get away with everything they can.” Eighty-five percent chose Colleen as the new interviewer, confident she’d be better at spotting liars.


More than a century ago, the writer George Bernard Shaw quipped that “the power of accurate observation is commonly called cynicism by those who haven’t got it.” People who count on Andys and Colleens agree. A sucker is born every minute, but if you circle life’s block enough times, you learn not to trust everyone, and eventually to trust no one.


Over the last few years, I’ve met dozens of self-proclaimed cynics. Besides the obvious contempt for people, most have something else in common: a harsh pride. It may feel better to believe in people than to be cynical, they say. But we can’t go around thinking whatever we want, just like we can’t pretend tiramisu is a health food. Cynics might live hard lives, but that’s just the price of being right.


If cynicism is a sign of intelligence, then someone who wants to appear smart might put it on, like wearing a suit to a job interview. And indeed, when researchers ask people to appear as competent as possible, they respond by picking fights, criticizing people, and removing friendly language from emails—performing the gloomiest version of themselves to impress others.


Most of us valorize people who don’t like people. But it turns out cynicism is not a sign of wisdom, and more often it’s the opposite. In studies of over two hundred thousand individuals across thirty nations, cynics scored less well on tasks that measure cognitive ability, problem-solving, and mathematical skill. Cynics aren’t socially sharp, either, performing worse than non-cynics at identifying liars. This means 85 percent of us are also terrible at picking lie detectors. We choose Colleens to get to the bottom of things when we should join team Sue.


In other words, cynicism looks smart, but isn’t. Yet the stereotype of the happy, gullible simpleton and the wise, bitter misanthrope lives on, stubborn enough that scientists have named it “the cynical genius illusion.”


Skepticism: The Scientific Mindset


Cynics often get people wrong, but that doesn’t mean it’s smart to put faith in everyone, all the time. Researchers once measured trust in hundreds of children, and then checked in with them a year later. When it came to depression and friendships, cynical children ended up the worst off, but extremely trusting kids did less well than those in the middle.


Why? When judging humanity, both cynics and trusters behave like lawyers in humanity’s trial. Trusters represent the defense. They disregard suspicious signs, forget betrayals, and hold on to any evidence of human goodness. Cynics work for the prosecution, explaining away kindness and cataloging every instance of human viciousness. Both attorneys are inclined to ignore half of the evidence, even if they’re opposite halves.
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