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the better angels of our nature steven pinker is a phrase that has become
synonymous with hope in humanity’s potential for peace and progress. This phrase, drawn
from the title of Steven Pinker’s groundbreaking book, encapsulates a profound
exploration into how violence has decreased over centuries despite the often grim
headlines we encounter daily. Pinker’s work challenges the cynical view that the world is
falling apart and offers an optimistic narrative supported by extensive data and historical
analysis. If you’ve ever wondered whether humanity is really getting better or just
spinning its wheels in conflict, diving into Pinker’s insights provides a fascinating
perspective.

Who Is Steven Pinker and Why Does His Work
Matter?

Steven Pinker is a renowned cognitive psychologist, linguist, and popular science author,
known for his ability to communicate complex ideas in an accessible and engaging way.
His book, *The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined*, published in
2011, offers a comprehensive look at the historical trends of violence and human behavior.
Pinker’s interdisciplinary approach combines psychology, history, and statistics, making
the book not only a compelling read but also a significant contribution to discussions about
morality, society, and human nature.

Unlike many pessimistic portrayals of human history dominated by wars, crime, and
cruelty, Pinker presents evidence that violence has actually diminished on multiple
scales—ranging from interpersonal violence to large-scale conflicts. This argument has
sparked lively debates and has become a touchstone for those interested in understanding
the forces that shape human progress.

The Core Argument of The Better Angels of Our
Nature Steven Pinker

At the heart of Pinker’s thesis is the idea that despite appearances, the world has become
less violent over time. He traces the decline of violence through several key historical
epochs, from tribal conflicts in prehistoric times to the brutal wars of the 20th century,
and into the relatively peaceful modern era. This decline, Pinker argues, is not simply
coincidental but is driven by a combination of cultural, political, and psychological factors.



The Role of “Better Angels” in Human Nature

The phrase “better angels” is borrowed from Abraham Lincoln’s inaugural address, where
Lincoln appealed to the noble qualities within humans—empathy, reason, self-control, and
moral sense—to overcome division and conflict. Pinker uses this metaphor to describe the
internal forces that curb our violent impulses. These “better angels” are inherent
capacities that have evolved over time, helping societies to establish norms, laws, and
institutions that reduce violence.

Key Factors Behind the Decline of Violence

Pinker identifies several driving forces behind this positive trend, including:

The Leviathan Effect: The rise of centralized governments and legal systems that
enforce order and punish violence.

The Civilizing Process: Social norms and manners that discourage aggressive
behavior in everyday life.

The Humanitarian Revolution: The emergence of ideas about human rights and
dignity that influence policies and attitudes.

The Long Peace: The absence of major wars between great powers since World War
II.

The New Peace: Declining violence in civil wars and genocides in recent decades.

These factors intertwine to create a powerful framework explaining why, despite setbacks,
humanity’s overall trajectory points towards less violence and more cooperation.

Why The Better Angels of Our Nature Steven
Pinker Resonates Today

In an age flooded with news about terrorism, civil unrest, and political polarization,
Pinker’s optimistic message feels both urgent and counterintuitive. His data-driven
approach reminds us that sensational headlines do not always reflect long-term trends. By
looking beyond immediate events, readers gain a broader understanding of progress.

Data and Statistics: The Evidence Behind the Claims

One of the strengths of Pinker’s work is his reliance on empirical data—from homicide



rates, war casualty figures, to psychological studies on aggression. This evidence-based
approach appeals to readers who appreciate a fact-driven discussion rather than mere
opinion. For example, Pinker shows how homicide rates in Europe and the United States
have plummeted over the centuries, and how the number of deaths from war has been
declining since World War II despite population growth.

Impact on Modern Discussions of Morality and Policy

The better angels of our nature steven pinker has influenced debates on criminal justice
reform, international relations, and education. Policymakers and activists often draw upon
Pinker’s findings to argue for approaches that emphasize empathy, rehabilitation, and
cooperation rather than punishment and conflict escalation. It also encourages individuals
to cultivate their own “better angels” by fostering empathy, reason, and understanding in
daily interactions.

Critiques and Conversations Around Pinker’s
Thesis

No influential work is without controversy, and Pinker’s book has sparked debate among
scholars and commentators. Some critics argue that Pinker underestimates ongoing
violence, systemic oppression, or the impact of colonialism. Others caution against overly
optimistic interpretations that might lead to complacency.

However, these discussions enrich the dialogue by challenging readers to think critically
about progress and setbacks. They also highlight the complexity of measuring violence,
which can take many forms beyond physical harm, including psychological, structural, and
environmental damage.

Understanding Violence Beyond Physical Harm

Pinker’s focus on quantifiable violence like homicide and war leaves room for further
exploration into subtler forms of harm. For instance, systemic inequality, discrimination,
and economic exploitation also impact human well-being and social cohesion. Recognizing
these dimensions helps provide a more nuanced understanding of what peace and
progress truly mean.

Practical Takeaways from The Better Angels of
Our Nature Steven Pinker

Whether you’re a student of history, a social activist, or simply curious about human
nature, Pinker’s analysis offers valuable lessons:



Recognize progress: Acknowledge that despite challenges, humanity has made
remarkable strides in reducing violence.

Support institutions: Understanding the role of governments and legal systems in
maintaining peace underscores the importance of strong, fair institutions.

Foster empathy and reason: Cultivating these qualities in personal and public life
contributes to the broader societal trend towards peace.

Stay informed but critical: Balance awareness of current events with a long-term
perspective to avoid undue pessimism.

Incorporating Pinker’s Insights Into Everyday Life

Cultivating the better angels of our nature is not just an academic exercise; it’s a practical
endeavor. Whether through education, dialogue, or community engagement, individuals
can contribute to reducing violence and fostering understanding. Simple actions like
listening actively, practicing patience, and seeking common ground can make a difference.

The better angels of our nature steven pinker invites us to believe in our collective
capacity for goodness and progress. It’s a reminder that history is not just a chronicle of
conflict but also a testament to human resilience and the power of ideas to shape a more
peaceful world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Steven Pinker's 'The Better
Angels of Our Nature'?
Steven Pinker argues that violence has declined over long stretches of history and that we
are living in one of the most peaceful eras in human existence due to the influence of
reason, empathy, and institutional structures.

How does Steven Pinker support his claims in 'The
Better Angels of Our Nature'?
Pinker supports his claims by analyzing extensive historical data, statistics on war, crime,
and violence, as well as insights from psychology, sociology, and anthropology to
demonstrate a long-term decline in violence.



What are the 'better angels' referred to in the title of
Pinker's book?
The 'better angels' refer to the innate human faculties that promote peace and
cooperation: empathy, self-control, moral sense, and reason.

Does 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' address the role
of government in reducing violence?
Yes, Pinker discusses how the rise of the modern state and rule of law have been crucial in
reducing violence by monopolizing legitimate use of force and enforcing social contracts.

What historical periods does Pinker examine to
illustrate the decline of violence?
Pinker examines periods ranging from prehistoric times, through the medieval era, to the
modern age, including the Enlightenment and the 20th century.

How does Pinker explain the decline in violence during
the Enlightenment?
He argues that the Enlightenment promoted reason, science, humanism, and secularism,
which encouraged empathy and discouraged violence and superstition.

What criticisms have been made about 'The Better
Angels of Our Nature'?
Critics have challenged Pinker's optimism, arguing that his data may be selective, that
violence is underreported in some contexts, and that recent conflicts contradict his thesis.

How does Steven Pinker address the psychological basis
of violence in his book?
Pinker explores cognitive biases, evolutionary psychology, and emotional triggers to
explain why humans are capable of violence but also how reason and social norms help
control it.

Is 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' optimistic about
the future of humanity?
Yes, Pinker is cautiously optimistic, suggesting that ongoing trends and the spread of
enlightenment values could continue to reduce violence worldwide.

What impact has 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' had



on public discourse?
'The Better Angels of Our Nature' has sparked widespread debate about the nature of
violence, human progress, and how societies can promote peace, influencing academics,
policymakers, and the general public.

Additional Resources
The Better Angels of Our Nature Steven Pinker: A Deep Dive into Human Progress and
Violence

the better angels of our nature steven pinker has become a touchstone phrase in
discussions about the trajectory of human violence and societal progress. This phrase,
originating from the title of Pinker’s groundbreaking 2011 book, encapsulates a nuanced
argument: despite the seemingly chaotic and violent nature of human history, evidence
suggests that violence has declined over time and humanity is evolving toward greater
peace and cooperation. Pinker, a cognitive psychologist and linguist, presents a
compelling analysis that challenges common perceptions, blending data-driven research
with historical insight to explore how the "better angels" of human nature—our capacity
for empathy, self-control, and reason—have gradually restrained our baser instincts.

Understanding the Premise of The Better Angels
of Our Nature Steven Pinker

At the core of Steven Pinker’s thesis is a data-backed assertion that violence, whether in
warfare, homicide, or other forms, has decreased substantially over centuries. Pinker
marshals a vast array of historical and anthropological data, from prehistoric times
through the modern era, to demonstrate that despite media portrayals suggesting
otherwise, the world is becoming less violent. This thesis runs counter to the intuitive
belief that violence is escalating, particularly in the age of global terrorism and ongoing
conflicts.

Pinker’s book takes its title from Abraham Lincoln’s first inaugural address, where Lincoln
invoked the "better angels of our nature" to urge unity and peace during a divisive era.
Pinker adopts this metaphor to argue that human beings possess an inherent potential for
kindness and cooperation, which can be cultivated through cultural, institutional, and
intellectual means.

Data and Evidence Supporting Declining Violence

One of the remarkable aspects of Pinker’s work is its reliance on empirical data. He
presents statistics on homicide rates, war casualties, and other forms of violence across
various time periods and societies. For example, while prehistoric societies might have
experienced homicide rates as high as 15-20% of all deaths, modern nation-states often
report homicide rates below 1%. Similarly, the frequency and scale of wars have



diminished, particularly since World War II, showcasing a trend toward global stability
and reduced interstate conflict.

Pinker attributes this decline to several factors:

The Leviathan Effect: The rise of strong centralized governments that enforce laws
and reduce personal vendettas.

Commerce and Trade: Economic interdependence incentivizes peaceful relations
between groups.

The Expansion of Empathy: Cultural shifts that have broadened the circle of moral
concern beyond immediate tribes or communities.

Reason and Enlightenment Values: The spread of literacy, education, and
scientific thinking promotes rational conflict resolution.

The Better Angels: Psychological Mechanisms of Human
Kindness

Pinker delves into cognitive science to identify what he calls the "better angels" of human
nature. These include faculties such as empathy, self-control, moral sense, and reason.
While humans have evolved to be capable of violence, Pinker argues that these faculties
act as internal checks that have strengthened over time, especially as societies have
developed institutions to reinforce them externally.

Empathy allows individuals to understand and share the feelings of others, reducing
aggression. Self-control tempers impulsive reactions that can lead to violence. The moral
sense guides judgments about right and wrong, fostering cooperation. Meanwhile, reason
helps individuals solve conflicts through dialogue rather than force.

Critical Perspectives on Pinker’s Thesis

While Steven Pinker’s argument is widely praised for its optimism and rigor, it has also
faced criticism. Some scholars argue that Pinker’s reliance on quantitative data overlooks
qualitative aspects of violence, such as psychological trauma or systemic oppression that
may not be easily measured. Critics also caution that focusing on long-term declines might
obscure ongoing and emerging forms of violence, such as cyber warfare, domestic abuse,
or racial discrimination.

Moreover, some contend that Pinker’s optimism could lead to complacency, downplaying
current challenges that require urgent attention. The decline in violence is not uniform
across all regions and demographics; war, genocide, and human rights abuses persist in
various parts of the world. This complexity suggests that progress is neither inevitable nor



irreversible.

Comparisons with Other Theories on Violence and
Human Nature

Pinker’s optimistic view contrasts with more pessimistic or fatalistic perspectives on
human nature, such as those proposed by Thomas Hobbes, who famously described life in
the state of nature as "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." Pinker acknowledges
Hobbes’s insights but demonstrates how societal evolution has mitigated these brutal
conditions.

On the other hand, some anthropologists like Napoleon Chagnon have emphasized the role
of innate aggression in human evolution, suggesting that violence is an intrinsic part of
human society. Pinker counters this by showing the plasticity of human behavior and the
role culture and institutions play in channeling or curbing violent impulses.

Implications for Policy and Society

The better angels of our nature steven pinker highlights have significant implications for
policymakers, educators, and social activists. Recognizing that violence can be reduced
through deliberate societal choices encourages investment in law enforcement, education,
and international cooperation.

Policies that promote human rights, economic development, and cultural exchange align
with Pinker’s identified drivers of peace. Furthermore, understanding the psychological
underpinnings of violence can inform interventions in criminal justice and conflict
resolution.

Educational and Cultural Strategies

Pinker’s insights suggest that fostering empathy and reason from an early age can
contribute to long-term reductions in violence. Educational curricula that emphasize
critical thinking, history, and moral reasoning help build the cognitive tools necessary for
peaceful coexistence.

Additionally, media and cultural narratives that focus on cooperation and shared
humanity, rather than sensationalizing conflict, can reinforce the "better angels" within
individuals and communities.

Challenges and Future Directions

Despite the promising trends outlined by Pinker, new challenges threaten to undermine
progress. Technological advancements, including the proliferation of autonomous weapons



and misinformation campaigns, complicate efforts to maintain peace. Climate change and
resource scarcity also pose potential catalysts for conflict.

Sustaining the positive trajectory requires vigilance, adaptability, and renewed
commitment to the values that Pinker identifies as crucial. Scholars and policymakers
must grapple with the complexities of modern violence while harnessing the insights from
historical and psychological research.

The better angels of our nature steven pinker invites readers to view human history
through a lens of cautious optimism, backed by data and reasoned analysis. While
acknowledging the persistence of violence, Pinker’s synthesis offers a hopeful narrative
that human beings, through culture and intellect, can transcend their violent impulses and
build a more peaceful world.

The Better Angels Of Our Nature Steven Pinker
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order to understand what underlies the division between nature and nurture, or biology and the
social in school, Sverker develops new central concepts such as a kenotic personalism, a weak
ontology of relationality, and a relational and performative reading of evolution. He argues that most
fundamental for what it is to be human is the person, vulnerability, bodiliness, openness to the other,
and dependence. Sverker concludes that the division between constructivism and essentialism
discloses a deeper divide, namely that between fundamentally vulnerable persons on the one hand
and constructed independent individuals on the other.
  the better angels of our nature steven pinker: Perspectives on Science and Culture Kris
Rutten, Stefaan Blancke, Ronald Soetaert, 2018-02-15 Edited by Kris Rutten, Stefaan Blancke, and
Ronald Soetaert, Perspectives on Science and Culture explores the intersection between scientific
understanding and cultural representation from an interdisciplinary perspective. Contributors to the
volume analyze representations of science and scientific discourse from the perspectives of
rhetorical criticism, comparative cultural studies, narratology, educational studies, discourse
analysis, naturalized epistemology, and the cognitive sciences. The main objective of the volume is to
explore how particular cognitive predispositions and cultural representations both shape and distort
the public debate about scientific controversies, the teaching and learning of science, and the
development of science itself. The theoretical background of the articles in the volume integrates C.
P. Snow's concept of the two cultures (science and the humanities) and Jerome Bruner's
confrontation between narrative and logico-scientific modes of thinking (i.e., the cognitive and the
evolutionary approaches to human cognition).
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