
steven pinker angels of our better nature

steven pinker angels of our better nature is a seminal work that explores the decline of violence
throughout human history and the psychological and societal factors behind this trend. This influential
book, written by cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker, argues that despite the perception of a violent
world, humanity is actually becoming less violent over time. Drawing on extensive historical data,
psychology, and evolutionary biology, Pinker presents a compelling case that reason, empathy, and social
institutions have played a crucial role in taming our primal instincts. This article will delve into the key
themes, arguments, and implications of Steven Pinker’s "Angels of Our Better Nature," highlighting how
the book reshapes our understanding of human nature and progress. The following sections will provide a
detailed overview of Pinker’s thesis, the evidence supporting it, and the broader context of his work.

Understanding Steven Pinker’s Thesis in "Angels of Our Better Nature"

The Evidence of Declining Violence

Psychological Roots of Violence and Peace

Societal and Cultural Factors Reducing Violence

Critiques and Controversies Surrounding the Book

Understanding Steven Pinker’s Thesis in "Angels of Our Better
Nature"
At the core of Steven Pinker’s "Angels of Our Better Nature" is the argument that violence has decreased
dramatically over centuries, contradicting the common narrative that human history is dominated by
brutality and conflict. Pinker attributes this decline to multiple interrelated factors, including the rise of
centralized governments, commerce, cosmopolitanism, and the spread of Enlightenment values. The book’s
title metaphorically refers to the better angels of our nature—reason, empathy, self-control, and moral
sense—that have emerged to counteract violent impulses.

The Better Angels Concept
Pinker draws on Abraham Lincoln’s phrase "better angels of our nature" to illustrate the psychological
faculties that inhibit violence. These include empathy that allows individuals to share others’ feelings, self-
control that restrains aggressive urges, and reason which fosters long-term thinking and cooperation.
According to Pinker, these traits have been strengthened by social institutions and cultural evolution,
leading to a more peaceful society.



Historical Perspective on Violence
Steven Pinker challenges the pessimistic view that violence is an immutable part of human existence by
examining violence over different historical epochs. The book traces patterns from prehistoric times to
modern-day societies, demonstrating how rates of violent death have fallen despite technological
advancements that could facilitate mass harm. This long view is essential to understanding the gradual but
significant shift toward peace.

The Evidence of Declining Violence
One of the most compelling aspects of "Angels of Our Better Nature" is its extensive use of data to support
the claim that violence has declined. Pinker compiles statistics on homicide rates, war casualties, and other
forms of violence to present a clear and quantifiable trend toward decreased aggression.

Statistical Trends in Violence
Pinker’s research highlights a steady decline in various types of violence, including:

Interpersonal violence such as homicide and domestic abuse

Warfare and battle-related deaths

Genocide and mass killings

Capital punishment and torture

The data indicate that modern societies, particularly democratic nations, have significantly lower rates of
violent death compared to earlier periods.

Role of Data and Historical Records
The book relies on multidisciplinary data sources, including archaeology, historical records, and modern
crime statistics. This comprehensive approach strengthens Pinker’s argument by providing empirical
evidence rather than anecdotal claims. The use of quantitative data allows for a more objective assessment of
human progress in reducing violence.

Psychological Roots of Violence and Peace
Steven Pinker explores the psychological mechanisms that drive both violence and peaceful behavior.
Understanding these underlying factors is crucial to comprehending how violence can be mitigated.



Evolutionary Psychology and Aggression
Pinker discusses how evolutionary pressures shaped human tendencies toward aggression as a survival
strategy in hostile environments. However, these impulses are balanced by instincts for cooperation and
empathy, which also have evolutionary benefits. This dual nature explains why humans are capable of both
violence and altruism.

Influence of Reason and Empathy
Reason allows individuals to foresee the consequences of violent actions, promoting restraint and problem-
solving through dialogue instead of conflict. Empathy enables people to identify with others’ suffering,
reducing the likelihood of harm. Pinker argues that these faculties have been enhanced by cultural and
educational developments throughout history.

Societal and Cultural Factors Reducing Violence
Beyond individual psychology, Steven Pinker emphasizes the role of social structures and cultural norms in
curbing violence. These external factors create environments that encourage peaceful coexistence.

Impact of Governments and Rule of Law
Centralized governments with effective legal systems enforce laws that deter violent behavior by
imposing penalties and resolving disputes peacefully. The state's monopoly on violence replaces personal
vendettas and feuds with institutional justice, leading to greater societal stability.

Commerce and Interdependence
Economic interdependence through trade fosters peaceful relations by making conflict costly and
cooperation profitable. Pinker argues that commerce encourages respect for property rights and negotiation
as alternatives to violence.

Cultural Enlightenment and Human Rights
The spread of Enlightenment ideals such as individual rights, equality, and democracy has promoted values
that discourage discrimination and aggression. Education and media have also played roles in spreading
norms that favor tolerance and nonviolence.

Factors Contributing to the Decline of Violence

Strengthening of judicial systems and law enforcement

Growth of international organizations promoting peace



Expansion of literacy and education encouraging critical thinking

Development of humanitarian and civil rights movements

Technological advancements improving communication and empathy

Critiques and Controversies Surrounding the Book
While Steven Pinker’s "Angels of Our Better Nature" has been widely praised for its optimistic view and
rigorous research, it has also faced criticism and debate within academic and public spheres.

Debates on Data Interpretation
Some critics argue that Pinker’s reliance on quantitative data overlooks qualitative aspects of violence, such
as psychological trauma and structural violence. Others question the accuracy of historical data or suggest
that violence may be underreported in certain contexts, potentially skewing results.

Concerns About Overgeneralization
Critics contend that the book’s broad generalizations about human progress may obscure ongoing violence in
marginalized communities and conflict zones. They emphasize that the decline in violence is not uniform
across all regions and populations.

Philosophical and Ethical Discussions
Some scholars challenge the notion that violence decline equates to moral progress, arguing that reduced
violence does not necessarily mean improved justice or fairness. The debate also touches on the ethical
implications of promoting progress narratives in policy and education.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Steven Pinker's 'The Better Angels of Our
Nature'?
Steven Pinker's 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' argues that violence has declined over long stretches of
history and that humanity is becoming more peaceful due to factors like the rise of states, commerce, and
cosmopolitanism.



Who are the 'better angels' referred to in the title of Pinker's book?
The 'better angels' refer to the inner human faculties that promote peace and cooperation, such as empathy,
self-control, moral sense, and reason, which Pinker identifies as key to reducing violence.

How does Pinker support his claim that violence has declined?
Pinker supports his claim with extensive historical data, statistics on war, homicide, and other forms of
violence, as well as psychological and sociological research demonstrating trends toward nonviolence over
centuries.

What role does reason play in Pinker's argument in 'The Better Angels
of Our Nature'?
Reason is one of the 'better angels' that helps humans overcome violent impulses by enabling empathy,
moral consideration, and self-control, contributing to the overall decline in violence.

How has 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' been received by critics and
scholars?
The book has been widely praised for its comprehensive research and optimistic outlook but also faced
criticism regarding its interpretations of data and the complexity of historical violence.

Does Steven Pinker address current conflicts and violence in 'The Better
Angels of Our Nature'?
Yes, Pinker acknowledges ongoing conflicts but argues that even with contemporary violence, the overall
trend across history is toward less violence and more peaceful societies.

What historical periods does Pinker analyze to show the decline of
violence?
Pinker analyzes a broad range of periods from prehistoric times through the Middle Ages, Renaissance,
Enlightenment, and into the modern era to demonstrate long-term trends in violence reduction.

How does Pinker explain the decline of violence in the modern world?
He attributes it to factors such as the establishment of strong governments, the spread of literacy and
education, increased trade and economic interdependence, and the rise of human rights norms.



Can 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' be applied to understanding
current social issues?
Yes, the book provides a framework for understanding how societal changes and psychological factors
contribute to peace and conflict, offering insights relevant to addressing modern social and political violence.

Additional Resources
1. The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined by Steven Pinker
This seminal work by Steven Pinker explores the historical decline of violence and the factors that have
contributed to making the world a less violent place. Pinker uses data and psychological insights to argue
that humanity is becoming more peaceful over time, despite the perception of chaos in the news. The book
combines history, psychology, and statistics to present an optimistic view of human nature and societal
progress.

2. Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress by Steven Pinker
In this follow-up to "The Better Angels of Our Nature," Pinker makes a case for the Enlightenment values
of reason and science as the driving forces behind human progress. He provides extensive data showing
improvements in health, wealth, safety, and happiness. The book is a compelling argument for optimism
about the future, grounded in empirical evidence.

3. Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed by Jared Diamond
This book examines the environmental and societal factors that lead to the collapse of civilizations. Diamond
analyzes historical examples to understand why some societies survive while others perish. It complements
Pinker’s work by exploring the fragility of human societies and the importance of sustainable decision-
making.

4. Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind by Yuval Noah Harari
Harari offers a sweeping history of the human species from the emergence of Homo sapiens to the modern
age. The book explores how cognitive, agricultural, and scientific revolutions have shaped human societies.
It provides a broad context for understanding the development of violence and cooperation in human
history.

5. Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies by Jared Diamond
Diamond investigates the geographical and environmental factors that influenced the development of
human societies and their varying levels of power and violence. The book explains why some civilizations
conquered others and how these dynamics affected history. It offers a deep dive into the forces behind
societal success and conflict.

6. The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion by Jonathan Haidt
Haidt explores the psychological foundations of morality and how they contribute to political and religious
divisions. The book provides insights into human nature, cooperation, and conflict, complementing Pinker’s



themes of violence and peace. It helps readers understand the moral reasoning behind societal
disagreements.

7. Nonzero: The Logic of Human Destiny by Robert Wright
Wright argues that human history is characterized by increasing complexity and cooperation through
“nonzero-sum” interactions, where all parties can benefit. The book discusses the evolutionary and cultural
forces driving progress and cooperation, resonating with Pinker’s optimism about human nature. It
provides a philosophical perspective on the trajectory of civilization.

8. The Social Conquest of Earth by Edward O. Wilson
Wilson examines the evolutionary origins of human social behavior and the development of culture and
cooperation. The book combines biology and anthropology to explain how humans have managed to build
complex societies. It complements Pinker’s focus on the decline of violence by exploring the roots of social
harmony.

9. Peaceful Pathways: The Science of Nonviolence by Erica Chenoweth
Chenoweth presents research on the effectiveness of nonviolent resistance in achieving political and social
change. The book analyzes historical campaigns and explains why nonviolence often succeeds where
violence fails. It provides practical and scientific insights that align with Pinker’s thesis on the decline of
violence.
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