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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







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 studies1 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.

Footnote

1 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.”
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