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Praise for Moral Ambition

‘A terrific read. There are so many things in here that made me think, “Yes, exactly!” With Moral Ambition, Rutger Bregman has pulled off something remarkable: a lively and entertaining read that is full of important wisdom about some of life’s most important questions. I hope everyone who wants to make the world a better place will read it’ Peter Singer, Professor of Bioethics, Emeritus, Princeton University and author of Animal Liberation and The Life You Can Save

‘A refreshing antidote to both cynical fatalism and naive idealism. If you’re willing to trade a life of comfort for a life of meaning, Rutger Bregman is your guide and this book is your map’ Daniel H. Pink, bestselling author of The Power of Regret, Drive and When

‘Another barnstorming, transformative book by one of the greatest thinkers of the twenty-first century. It is uplifting, inspiring, informative and entertaining in equal measure. I defy you to read it and not be motivated to act’ George Monbiot, bestselling author of The Invisible Doctrine

‘What an inspiring book! A tremendous trumpet call to clear our heads of the current inward-looking obsessions with self-realisation and all those selfish life-coaching motivational goals, aims and targets that we are told will bring us happiness, and to think instead about satisfying that part of us that can make a difference to the world. And as Rutger Bregman brilliantly demonstrates, that, in the end, is where our true happiness and fulfilment is most likely to be found’ Stephen Fry

‘Fresh, lucid and persuasive, Moral Ambition gives us hope, humour and guidance at a time when all are in short supply. Bregman’s version of our century is ever so much better than the one around us, and so we should all read, consider and act’ Timothy Snyder, bestselling author of On Tyranny

‘This practical and inspiring book is the best antidote to the pessimists and cynics who make you believe that nothing can be done about the problems we face today. Bregman helps you to expand your ethical ambitions and discover how you can contribute to a better world. Moral Ambition is the practical handbook for anyone ready to dedicate their life to making real change. Imagine what we could achieve together if everyone read Rutger’s book!’ Max Roser, founder of Our World in Data

‘An essential guide for those who are determined to make a difference. Packed with powerful insights, inspiring stories, and data to back it up, Bregman challenges us to think and act bigger. Read it, then go out and change the world’ Hannah Ritchie, bestselling author of Not the End of the World

‘This is one of very few books in my life that has changed how I view the world (and my world, too!). It is a true bible of realistic idealism. It takes awareness of “getting things done” to a new level, with a dynamic invitation to up each of our games. This is a must read’ David Allen, bestselling author of Getting Things Done

‘Do you want to read a book about the most important decisions of your life? Rutger Bregman has produced that book and you should read it’ Tyler Cowen

‘A fierce and brilliant call to arms for anyone who has been wondering whether there’s more to life. (There is.) Bregman wants to change you, and he just might succeed. This is a wonderfully dangerous book’ Tim Harford, bestselling author of How to Make the World Add Up and The Undercover Economist

‘A new look at how to make the world a better place, guided by reason, balance and engaging case studies. Bregman avoids easy moralising and lazy conventional wisdom to offer a fresh and practical guide to idealism’ Steven Pinker, Professor of Psychology, Harvard University, and author of Enlightenment Now

‘Clear, brave, important and provocative. Forcing us to reassess and defend the most fundamental moral principles and purposes of our lives’ Rory Stewart, bestselling author of Politics On the Edge

‘This book is the wakeup call that our world sorely needs. With his signature clarity and conviction, Rutger Bregman boldly and brilliantly challenges us to hold ourselves to higher standards – and do more for others. Moral Ambition is the rare read that might actually help you become a better person’ Adam Grant, bestselling author of Think Again

‘Rutger Bregman challenges the reader to use their lives to improve the world. A bracing but ultimately uplifting wake-up call for a culture increasingly drowning in distraction and consumption!’ Cal Newport, bestselling author of Slow Productivity and Deep Work

‘Rutger Bregman’s latest work isn’t merely a book; it’s a call to action for humanity to re-evaluate our paradigms of success and impact in the world. It serves as a stark wake-up call, urging us to truly utilise our talents to create the future we all wish to live in’ Trevor Noah

‘“Find something worth doing” seems like sage advice for us all – and on this beleaguered planet, as this book makes clear, that means digging into the very biggest problems’ Bill McKibben, author of The End of Nature

‘The key to solving our biggest problems isn’t just awareness, political will, or money – it’s ambitious individuals willing to dedicate their time and skills to improving the world. This book will inspire you to become one of them’ Boyan Slat, founder and CEO of The Ocean Cleanup

‘A life-changing book. It will lead you to re-evaluate your life – and radically raise your game. As soon as you finish it, you will want to buy it for everyone you love’ Johann Hari, bestselling author of Stolen Focus

‘A beautiful and courageous book about one of the most important questions each of us will face: what will we do with our one life? Rutger Bregman calls for a seismic norm shift in how those of us with the privilege to consider our career choices think about where we put our greatest resources – our time and energy’ Wendy Kopp, founder of Teach for America

‘We have come to accept so many things as normal – skyrocketing inequalities, gargantuan firms ruling our lives, virtue signalling on social media instead of democratic participation, all of us just worrying about our image while the world is on fire. We need to dream of and articulate to each other an alternative vision for a society in which we have control over our lives and can still speak truth to power via the democratic process and free media. I hope this readable, audacious book calling for greater moral ambition can be a first step’ Daron Acemoglu, Institute Professor, MIT and Nobel Prize laureate

‘There are many things to admire about this book. Just one of them is the way Rutger Bregman’s inspiring array of dedicated people who changed the world around them spans continents and centuries. Meeting them all, some of whom I had not known before, gave me hope – at a moment when we need that’ Adam Hochschild, author of King Leopold’s Ghost

‘Rutger Bregman, reliable and articulate voice of pragmatic solidarity, is back with a book offering guidance for well-intended do-gooders like me. His advice on how to build movements with achievable goals and see them through to tangible success is heartening and has given me much energy and wisdom for the years ahead’ Abigail Disney

‘Rutger Bregman has become the voice in my head. A disruptive revolutionary armed with an actual, tangible plan. At last’ Jameela Jamil

‘Every now and then something tumbles from a brave mind and clangs at your feet like a full metal gauntlet. Moral Ambition is a book of weight, wit and incitement. There is something Socratic about Bregman. His works set off a mechanism that expands the reader’s ability to deal with and accept the vast and beautiful potential of humanity. I believe he calls himself a historian, he’s not. He’s a revolutionary in a sensible coat’ Russell Crowe

‘A thought-provoking exploration of humanity’s potential for good … Bregman’s research-backed insights offer a refreshing perspective on prioritising, taking action ethically, making this book a must-read for the young activists curious about building a better, more compassionate future … This book is an additional reminder for me that empathy and collaboration are at the heart of innovation’ Gitanjali Rao, award-winning inventor, scientist and TIME’s first Kid of the Year

‘Do you want to use your talents and ideals to make a meaningful difference? Here is an inspiring and powerful call to action: why pursuing an altruistic career is not only vital for our shared future but can also bring you deeper personal fulfilment and happiness’ Princess Mabel of Orange-Nassau
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Prologue


I cannot believe that the purpose of life is to be ‘happy’. I think the purpose of life is to be useful, to be responsible, to be honorable, to be compassionate. It is, above all, to matter: to count, to stand for something, to have it make some difference that you lived at all.

Leo Rosten, writer (1908–1997)



The neurologists could scarcely believe their eyes. Never before had they seen a brain like this one. It was early morning on 22 May 2001, and at a laboratory at the University of Wisconsin, the team stared at the latest MRI scans.1

What in the world was going on? The subject showed a level of gamma waves unknown to neuroscience. The left side of the prefrontal cortex – the part of the brain associated with happiness – was bursting with activity, while the right-hand side – associated with negative thoughts – registered next to nothing.2

When the scientists shared their results, the press proclaimed they’d found the man with the most beautiful brain on earth. ‘His level of mind control is astonishing,’ wrote a British reporter, ‘and the upbeat impulses in his brain are off the scale.’3

Who was this man? And how did his brain get this way?

The man in the MRI scanner was a Buddhist monk named Matthieu Ricard. He’d grown up in Paris and earned a PhD in molecular genetics at the prestigious Pasteur Institute. But at the age of twenty-six, with a promising scientific career ahead of him, Ricard left it all behind and went to Tibet. There, in the rarefied air of the Himalayas, he studied under the great Buddhist masters.

Ricard would end up clocking more than 60,000 hours of meditation. Year in, year out, he fed his brain with thoughts of love and compassion, to staggering effect. By the time he ended up in that scanner, according to headlines around the globe, Ricard was ‘the happiest man in the world’.

What this monk achieved is something millions of people chase as the ultimate goal in their lives. We can’t get enough of the mantras, methods, and life hacks that promise greater mindfulness, prosperity, and well-being. You can easily spend 60,000 hours on the thousands of books about the seven habits, twelve rules, or that one big secret to living a long and happy life. All in the hopes of someday having a brain as beautiful as the illustrious Frenchman’s.

But you can also look at Mr Ricard in a different light. Here’s a guy who spent 60,000 hours – that’s 7,500 workdays, or a solid thirty years of full-time work – inside his own head. Thirty years in which he did little for others, thirty years in which he didn’t lift a finger to make the world a better place.

Maybe you dream of doing something else with your limited time on this planet. Maybe your own happiness isn’t the prime objective, let alone your ultimate life goal. Maybe you don’t want to find yourself on your deathbed
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