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Introduction

Here’s a story from a few years ago, one I’ve told many times. It was not long past sunset on an early spring evening, and I was about to go out when the doorbell rang. Assuming it was one of my children coming home late from an after-school activity, I yanked open the door while still on my phone to find a stranger standing on the other side of it, an imposing young man holding a large tray in front of him. He reached out to shake my hand, but I was holding my phone to my ear, listening to a voicemail, wearing what was probably a look of bewildered preoccupation.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’m not a criminal.’ He then went on to explain that actually, he was sort of a criminal – an ex-offender trying to put his life back together by selling goods door to door. His tray, I could see, held a sorry-looking assortment of tea towels, dusters and novelties.

He showed me a tattered, laminated ID allegedly issued by the rehabilitation scheme under whose auspices he claimed to be operating. It looked pretty unconvincing to me, but what do I know? Although I didn’t express my doubts out loud, he seemed to anticipate them. It felt as if he was already angry with me for something.

He tried to interest me in a £7 lint roller. Again, I didn’t say what I was thinking, which was: if this is your only alternative, you should probably go back to crime.

‘What about kids?’ he said, holding up a cheap toy wrapped in plastic. ‘You got kids?’

‘No,’ I lied, wondering if he could see all the children’s shoes lined up in the hall behind me. His sales pitch became increasingly desperate, and correspondingly more menacing. It was almost impossible to get a word in edgewise. My resolve was beginning to weaken, but at the same time, so was my patience.

‘You know what?’ I said finally, interrupting him. ‘I don’t need anything today. Thanks.’

He stopped speaking and glared at me, with a look of unbelievable malice that was, it seemed to me, pretty out of proportion to the occasion. I shrugged a mute apology as I shut the door gently in his face.

As soon as the door was closed I felt a sharp pang of guilt. I thought: what harm would it have done for you to presume that he was telling the truth, to fork out £7 for a crappy lint roller, to invest some faith in humanity and extend a little trust on credit? Where is your sense of charity? He must have needed the money for something – who are you to judge? Why must you always be so cynical?

A few minutes later I discovered that in retaliation for my refusal to buy anything, the angry young man had taken a shit on my doorstep. I thought: that’s why.

Instantly I felt absolved of the guilt I harboured about not buying a lint roller. Cynicism, once again, had proved to be a kind of remedy.

* * *

Cynicism gets a bad press these days. It’s seen as corrosive, counterproductive and defeatist, less a way of thinking, more a knee-jerk response to expected disappointment. For people who are trying to do good in this world the cynic is a wellspring of negativity, someone whose contribution to the debate provides only a drag on human progress, someone who would rather be part of the problem than part of the solution. We can all remember what it felt like to be accused of cynicism for the first time. You think: here I am, helpfully pointing out how stupid everyone is, and now you’re trying to make me look up a word.

But this unflattering portrait of the cynic is beginning to seem like a hangover from a more idealistic age. Click on any news story and the first question that comes to mind is not: hang on a second, is it possible that I have been too cynical about things? No. Every new day brings reason to believe that despite your best efforts you still aren’t being cynical enough, that humanity has once again underbid your lowest valuation of it. Just when you think you’ve got the modern world’s measure, somebody sends you a press release claiming that Britons spend £125 million a year celebrating their dogs’ birthdays.

For a brief period in the 1990s cynicism seemed like a bit of an 80s thing, but now it’s flourishing again, and with good reason. If you’re a cynic, the early 21st century is your renaissance.

Look around you: the world is hurtling towards hell in a handcart, slowing down only to leave a turd at your door on its way. The last decade has been a golden era for cynics precisely because it’s also been a great period for liars, con artists, charlatans, incompetents, bullies, thugs, narcissists and morons. And to be honest, I’m only thinking of one person when I say that.

Cynicism under these circumstances isn’t a bad attitude; it’s a vital critical faculty. It may well be corrosive, but that corrosion is a deeply necessary, even useful corrective. Anti-cynics – for the sake of clarity let’s call them the dangerously naive – will often say, ‘You know, it’s easy to be cynical.’ And I always think: is it? Not that many people seem to be good at it.

In his book The Devil’s Dictionary the American writer Ambrose Bierce defined the cynic as ‘a blackguard whose faulty vision sees things as they are, not as they ought to be’. A tireless cynic himself, Bierce perfectly captured the lonesome burden of the whole enterprise.

During his presidential campaign Donald Trump (and yes, that is who I was thinking of before) told his supporters that if they voted for him, America would get tired of winning. I can make you a similar and much-easier-to-keep promise: become a cynic, and you will get tired of being right all the time. But your rightness won’t win you any friends. No one will congratulate you for your unwavering cynicism, and they don’t give out medals for it, only rebukes. In his definition Ambrose Bierce also referred to ‘the custom among the Scythians of plucking out a cynic’s eyes to improve his vision’.

So why would anyone be a cynic? The short answer is because they can’t help it. Once you head down the path of cynicism, it’s hard to retreat, since all the signposts seem to suggest you’re going in the right direction, though the way is dark and strewn with obstacles. But I’m not here to show you a road back to the sunny uplands of optimism. I’m here to tell you to press on.

I won’t claim that cynicism leads inexorably to happiness, but the two aren’t mutually exclusive – you can be happy and cynical. More importantly, cynicism will make you better, in the sense that it will destroy any illusions that gunk up your thinking. If being right all the time makes you happy, then cynicism will make you happy all the time.

Above all, we should stop thinking of cynicism as some kind of treatable disease. Despite what you may have heard from self-help gurus, upbeat religious leaders and politicians who require your faith in institutions in order to protect their jobs, you don’t really recover from cynicism, nor should you want to. At best it’s a manageable condition. If you’re looking for a cure, try the Scythians.

Cynicism isn’t a pose; it’s a natural state. Life teaches us to be cynical; any other response is simply a sign that you haven’t been paying attention. Deployed properly, cynicism does its part to keep the system honest. Not everybody needs to be a cynic, but a certain herd immunity to optimism is required for this function to operate effectively. We need more cynicism in the world, not less. Why would you even consider trying to get by without it? You’re sitting in the middle of Shit Creek, heading for Shit Falls. Cynicism is your paddle. Don’t chuck it overboard.
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