
pinker the better angels of our nature

Pinker the Better Angels of Our Nature is a profound exploration of human nature, violence, and the

underlying moral frameworks that guide our interactions. Written by psychologist and linguist Steven

Pinker, this book delves into the history of violence, arguing that, contrary to popular belief, humanity

has become progressively more peaceful over the centuries. Pinker’s work is a comprehensive

synthesis of data from various fields, including history, psychology, and sociology, as he seeks to

understand the factors that have led to this decline in violence.

Overview of the Main Themes

Pinker’s thesis is underpinned by several key themes that are interwoven throughout the text.

The Decline of Violence

Pinker presents a compelling argument that violence has declined significantly over the course of

human history. He categorizes this decline into various forms of violence, including:

- Interpersonal violence: Homicides and assaults among individuals.

- Collective violence: Wars and genocides involving groups.

- Institutional violence: Violence perpetuated by governments or societal structures.

According to Pinker, the evidence suggests that despite the prevalence of violent events in the modern

media landscape, the overall rates of violence have decreased substantially when viewed through the

lens of history.



Human Nature and the Better Angels

The title of the book, "The Better Angels of Our Nature," refers to the inherent moral impulses that

Pinker believes guide humanity towards peaceful coexistence. He identifies several "better angels" that

contribute to this evolution:

1. Empathy: The ability to understand and share the feelings of others.

2. Self-control: The capacity to resist impulses that can lead to violent behavior.

3. Reason: The cognitive ability to assess situations logically and make informed decisions.

4. Moral Sense: A developed conscience that helps individuals distinguish right from wrong.

These "angels" have historically promoted social cooperation and reduced the inclination toward

violence.

The Historical Perspective on Violence

Pinker’s analysis spans from prehistoric times to the modern era, providing a chronological look at

violence across different cultures and epochs.

Prehistoric and Ancient Societies

In the early stages of human existence, life was often brutal. Evidence from archaeological sites

indicates that violence was common, with high rates of homicide and warfare. However, as societies

began to form and evolve, so too did the structures that governed them.



The Rise of Civilizations

With the advent of agriculture and the formation of civilizations, the dynamics of violence began to

change. Pinker argues that:

- The establishment of laws and governance created frameworks for conflict resolution.

- Trade and economic interdependence fostered cooperation among groups, reducing the likelihood of

violent confrontations.

- The development of social norms and moral codes contributed to a decline in individual acts of

violence.

The Enlightenment and Human Rights

Pinker highlights the Enlightenment as a pivotal period that significantly impacted the trajectory of

violence. The emergence of ideas centered around human rights, rational thought, and individual

liberty laid the groundwork for modern democratic societies. This era produced influential philosophers

like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who championed the notion that individuals are capable

of moral reasoning.

Factors Contributing to the Decline of Violence

Pinker identifies several key factors that have contributed to the decline of violence over time:

1. The Leviathan

The concept of the Leviathan, inspired by Thomas Hobbes, refers to a strong, centralized authority that

maintains order and prevents violence. Pinker posits that as states have grown more powerful and



effective, they have been able to suppress violence and promote peaceful coexistence.

2. The Expansion of Trade

Economic interdependence through trade has historically been a deterrent to violence. Pinker argues

that when nations or groups are interconnected economically, the cost of engaging in violent conflict

rises. This interdependence fosters a greater emphasis on diplomacy and cooperation.

3. The Role of Feminization

Pinker discusses how the increasing empowerment of women has contributed to a decline in violence.

Societies that value women's rights tend to be more peaceful, as greater participation of women in

decision-making processes often leads to more diplomatic and empathetic approaches to conflict

resolution.

4. The Influence of Enlightenment Values

The principles that emerged during the Enlightenment, including reason, science, and humanism, have

played a crucial role in promoting a more peaceful worldview. As societies adopted these values, the

justification for violence diminished, leading to a more compassionate and understanding approach to

conflicts.

The Counterarguments and Critiques

Despite the compelling evidence presented by Pinker, his thesis has faced criticism from various

scholars and commentators.



1. The Role of Media

Some critics argue that Pinker downplays the role of media in shaping perceptions of violence. They

contend that while statistical data may indicate a decline in violence, the pervasive portrayal of

violence in news and entertainment can create a distorted perception of reality.

2. Selective Historical Analysis

Others argue that Pinker selectively chooses historical examples to support his argument, ignoring

cases where violence has risen or where systemic injustices persist. Critics suggest that focusing

solely on data may overlook the lived experiences of individuals in violent contexts.

The Implications of Pinker’s Argument

Pinker’s work has significant implications for contemporary society. Understanding the factors that

contribute to the decline of violence can inform policies and practices aimed at promoting peace.

1. Policy Development

Pinker’s research suggests that effective governance, legal structures, and social norms can

significantly reduce violence. Policymakers can use this knowledge to prioritize reforms that strengthen

institutions and foster cooperation.

2. Educational Initiatives



Promoting empathy, self-control, and moral reasoning in education can cultivate the "better angels"

within individuals. Educational systems that emphasize emotional intelligence and conflict resolution

skills can contribute to a more peaceful society.

Conclusion

In "The Better Angels of Our Nature," Steven Pinker presents a compelling case for the decline of

violence throughout human history. By examining the factors that have contributed to this decline and

highlighting the "better angels" of our nature, Pinker encourages readers to adopt a more optimistic

view of humanity's potential for peace. While critiques exist, the central message remains clear:

understanding and nurturing the moral impulses within us can lead to a more harmonious world. As we

navigate the complexities of modern society, embracing the lessons from Pinker's work may help us

continue on the path toward a more peaceful coexistence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Steven Pinker's 'The Better Angels of Our

Nature'?

The main thesis is that, contrary to popular belief, violence has been in decline over long stretches of

history, and this decline is due to various factors including the rise of civilization, the state, and

enlightenment values.

How does Pinker support his argument regarding the decline of

violence?

Pinker uses a vast array of historical data, statistics, and graphs to demonstrate trends in violence

over time, showing how different forms of violence have decreased in frequency and severity.



What are the 'better angels' that Pinker refers to in his title?

The 'better angels' refer to the innate capacities for empathy, self-control, and moral reasoning that

help humans resist violent impulses and promote peaceful coexistence.

What role do social and political institutions play in reducing violence,

according to Pinker?

Pinker argues that strong social and political institutions, such as governments that uphold laws and

protect rights, play a crucial role in maintaining order and reducing violence in society.

Does Pinker believe that the decline of violence will continue into the

future?

While Pinker is optimistic about the decline of violence continuing, he acknowledges that this progress

is not guaranteed and requires ongoing effort to maintain and promote peaceful societies.

What historical examples does Pinker use to illustrate the decline of

violence?

Pinker cites examples such as the reduction in warfare, the abolition of slavery, the civil rights

movement, and changes in societal attitudes towards violence against women and children.

How does Pinker address the counterarguments to his thesis?

Pinker addresses counterarguments by presenting empirical evidence and analyzing various forms of

violence, arguing that while violence still exists, it is less frequent and less accepted than in the past.

What psychological concepts does Pinker incorporate into his

analysis?

Pinker incorporates concepts from psychology, such as the duality of human nature, where humans



possess both violent and peaceful tendencies, and the influence of culture and environment on

behavior.

How does 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' relate to contemporary

issues of violence?

The book relates to contemporary issues by providing a historical perspective on violence, suggesting

that understanding its decline can inform current efforts to address and reduce violence in today's

society.

What criticism has Pinker faced regarding his views in 'The Better

Angels of Our Nature'?

Critics have argued that Pinker may overly downplay current forms of violence and conflict, and some

believe he is too optimistic about the trajectory of human behavior and societal progress.
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