The Better Angels Of Our Nature
Steven Pinker

The better angels of our nature Steven Pinker is a compelling phrase that encapsulates the core
message of Steven Pinker’s influential book, The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has
Declined. Pinker, a renowned cognitive psychologist and linguist, explores the remarkable decline in
violence over centuries and the factors that have contributed to this positive trend. His work challenges
the common perception that humanity is inherently violent and instead presents a nuanced narrative of
moral progress driven by reason, empathy, and societal changes. This article delves into the key ideas of
Pinker’s book, examining how humanity’s better angels—our innate capacities for empathy, self-control,
and moral reasoning—have played a vital role in fostering a more peaceful and humane world.

The Central Thesis of The Better Angels of Our Nature

Steven Pinker argues that, despite the persistent presence of violence today, humanity has experienced a
long-term decline in violence that is unprecedented in history. His thesis is rooted in extensive historical,
psychological, and statistical analyses, which collectively demonstrate that modern societies are
significantly less violent than their predecessors.

Historical Decline of Violence

Pinker tracks violence from the hunter-gatherer era through the Middle Ages, the Enlightenment, and
into the modern age. Key observations include:

1. Decreases in war-related deaths and genocides
2. Reduction in homicide rates and violent crimes
3. Decline of practices like slavery, torture, and capital punishment

He attributes this decline to various societal and psychological factors, emphasizing that violence is not
an inherent human trait but a historical phenomenon influenced by cultural, political, and economic
forces.

The Role of Moral Progress

Pinker posits that moral progress—shaped by Enlightenment ideals and humanistic values—has been
central to reducing violence. This progress has manifested through:

1. Human rights movements
2. Legal reforms and the development of justice systems
3. Global efforts to promote tolerance and equality

He emphasizes that this moral evolution is driven by our "better angels," innate tendencies towards
empathy and cooperation that have been cultivated over time.
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The Four Main Forces Driving the Decline of Violence

In his book, Pinker identifies four key "forces" that have contributed to the decline of violence, each
rooted in human psychology and societal evolution.

1. The Leviathan: The Power of the State

The state’s capacity to enforce laws and maintain order acts as a deterrent against violence. Pinker
highlights:

1. Development of centralized governments and legal institutions
2. Rise of the rule of law and police forces
3. International organizations promoting peace

This force aligns with Hobbesian ideas—creating a social contract that limits violence through authority
and governance.

2. Commerce: Trade and Economic Interdependence

Economic interconnectedness fosters peace by creating mutual dependencies:

1. Trade reduces incentives for war
2. Global markets encourage cooperation
3. Economic growth improves living standards, decreasing motivations for violence

Pinker's analysis suggests that as societies become more economically integrated, the likelihood of
violent conflicts diminishes.

3. Feminization: The Role of Women and Gender Equality

Gender equality and the increased participation of women in social, political, and economic spheres
contribute to less violence:

1. Women tend to be less violent and more empathetic, influencing social norms
2. Gains in gender equality reduce societal inequalities that can lead to violence
3. Feminist movements promote non-violent conflict resolution and human rights

Pinker emphasizes that empowering women helps foster more peaceful societies.

4. The Humanitarian Revolution: Human Rights and Empathy
This force relates to the expansion of compassion and moral concern beyond immediate kin:

1. Global movements against slavery, torture, and racial discrimination
2. Awareness campaigns that promote empathy and universal rights
3. Education and media exposing injustices and fostering moral development

Pinker believes that cultivating empathy and moral concern for strangers has been pivotal in reducing



violence.

The Better Angels: Innate Human Capacities

A core idea in Pinker’s thesis is that humans possess innate "better angels"—psychological tendencies
that promote peace, cooperation, and moral behavior.

Empathy
Empathy allows individuals to understand and share the feelings of others, leading to prosocial behavior:

1. Mirror neurons facilitate emotional resonance
2. Empathy develops through socialization and education
3. Enhanced empathy correlates with lower levels of violence

Self-Control

The ability to regulate impulses and resist violence is crucial for societal stability:

1. Development of moral reasoning and delayed gratification
2. Education and social norms reinforce self-control
3. Self-control reduces domestic violence, crime, and impulsive aggression

Moral Reasoning

Humans possess the capacity to reflect on ethical principles and act morally:

1. Philosophical and religious teachings promote moral behavior
2. Legal systems codify moral standards
3. Enhanced moral reasoning fosters tolerance and justice

The Role of Enlightenment and Rationality

Pinker emphasizes that the Enlightenment era was instrumental in harnessing human rationality to
promote morality and decrease violence. Key aspects include:

1. Science and reason challenged superstition and cruelty
2. Philosophers like Kant and Locke promoted ideas of individual rights and moral autonomy
3. Educational reforms foster critical thinking and moral development

This intellectual revolution nurtured the "better angels" by encouraging humans to question violence and
seek peaceful solutions.

Challenges and Criticisms

While Pinker’s thesis is optimistic, it has faced criticism and presents certain challenges.
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Persistent Violence and Inequality
Critics argue that violence persists in forms such as:

1. Economic inequality
2. Ethnic conflicts and terrorism
3. Structural violence embedded in social systems

Pinker's response is that these are part of ongoing struggles, but the overall trend remains toward less
violence.

Data Limitations and Historical Bias

Some scholars question the reliability and completeness of historical data on violence, suggesting that
underreporting and biases may affect conclusions. Pinker acknowledges these issues but maintains that
the overall pattern of decline is robust.

Implications for the Future

Understanding the mechanisms behind the decline in violence offers hope and guidance for future
progress. Pinker advocates for:

1. Strengthening institutions that promote justice and human rights

2. Fostering global cooperation through trade and diplomacy

3. Encouraging empathy and moral education from a young age

4. Addressing root causes of violence, such as inequality and prejudice

He believes that by nurturing our "better angels," humanity can continue its trajectory toward a more
peaceful and compassionate world.

Conclusion: Embracing Our Better Angels

The better angels of our nature Steven Pinker serve as a reminder of the remarkable capacity for
moral growth inherent in humans. Pinker’s comprehensive analysis demonstrates that, despite setbacks
and ongoing challenges, human history is characterized by a persistent decline in violence. This progress
is driven by the collective efforts to cultivate empathy, reason, and moral concern—our innate "better
angels." Recognizing and nurturing these qualities can inspire individuals and societies to build a future
where peace, tolerance, and compassion prevail. Pinker’s work offers both an optimistic outlook and a
practical blueprint for continuing the journey toward a more humane world.

The Better Angels of Our Nature: An In-Depth Analysis of Steven Pinker’s Masterwork In an era often
marked by headlines of violence, conflict, and societal upheaval, Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of
Our Nature emerges as a compelling counter-narrative, offering hope through the lens of historical
progress. Pinker, a cognitive psychologist and linguist renowned for his rigorous analysis of language and
cognition, turns his scholarly eye toward the grand arc of human history, arguing convincingly that
violence has declined over the centuries. This book is not merely celebratory; it is a meticulously
researched, data-driven exploration of how and why humanity’s capacity for cruelty has diminished, and



what this signifies for our future.

Understanding the Title and Its Origins

The Significance of the Phrase “The Better Angels”

The title of Pinker’s book draws inspiration from Abraham Lincoln’s famous speech during the Civil War,
where Lincoln urged Americans to appeal to "the better angels of our nature." Pinker reappropriates this
phrase to encapsulate the idea that human nature is inherently capable of goodness, empathy, and
reason—traits that, over time, have increasingly shaped societal norms and behaviors. By invoking
Lincoln’s words, Pinker emphasizes the moral and philosophical optimism that underpins his thesis: that
despite our flaws, the best parts of human nature can and do triumph over our baser instincts.

The Central Thesis: Decline of Violence

Historical Trends and Statistical Evidence

At the core of Pinker’s argument is a comprehensive analysis of historical data demonstrating a
consistent decline in various forms of violence. He examines multiple dimensions, including: -
Interpersonal violence: homicide rates, assault, and domestic abuse. - War and conflict: frequency, scale,
and mortality from wars. - Institutional violence: violence committed by states, such as genocide or
political repression. Pinker’s data reveals striking trends: for instance, homicide rates in Western Europe
and North America have plummeted over the past few centuries, from rates as high as 25 per 100,000
people in the 14th century to less than 1 per 100,000 in many countries today. Similarly, the scale and
frequency of wars—particularly interstate wars—have decreased dramatically since the mid-20th century.

Mechanisms Behind the Decline

Pinker attributes this decline to a confluence of social, cultural, and institutional changes, including: -
The establishment and expansion of centralized states and legal systems that enforce laws against
violence. - The rise of commerce and interconnected economies, which incentivize cooperation over
conflict. - Greater respect for individual rights and human dignity, fostering empathy. - The spread of
literacy, education, and Enlightenment values that promote rationality and moral progress.

Historical Waves of Progress: The Long-Term Perspective

The Four Major "Inner" and "Outer"” Dimensions

Pinker conceptualizes human progress along four key dimensions of social life, each with historical
trajectories: 1. The "Outer" Dimensions: - Violence, cruelty, and torture. 2. The "Inner" Dimensions: -
Empathy, self-control, and moral concern. He posits that improvements in the outer
dimensions—reductions in violence—are mirrored by advancements in inner qualities—greater empathy,
rationality, and moral understanding. These dimensions are interconnected; as societies become less
violent externally, individuals tend to develop more internal virtues.
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The Long Arc Through History

Pinker traces these trends from prehistoric times, highlighting that early humans engaged in frequent
violent conflicts, infanticide, and cruelty. Over millennia, through gradual cultural shifts and institutional
reforms, societies moved toward more peaceful norms. Notable milestones include: - The abolition of
slavery. - The decline of capital punishment. - The spread of democracy and human rights. His analysis
underscores that progress isn’t linear but characterized by surges and setbacks, with overall upward
momentum over centuries.

The Psychological and Cultural Drivers of Progress

Psychological Foundations: Empathy and Rationality

Pinker emphasizes that human nature, while capable of violence, is also endowed with capacities for
empathy, self-control, and moral reasoning. These innate tendencies can be cultivated through
socialization, education, and cultural norms. Key psychological drivers include: - Empathy: The ability to
understand and share the feelings of others. Pinker discusses how empathy has expanded over
history—from kin and tribe to all humans—via moral philosophies and religious teachings. - Self-control:
The capacity to regulate impulses, which has been reinforced through societal institutions and norms. -
Rationality: The use of reason to resolve conflicts and make moral judgments, strengthened by scientific
inquiry and education.

Cultural and Institutional Influences

Culture plays a crucial role in shaping our behaviors. Pinker explores how cultural shifts—such as the
Enlightenment, human rights movements, and legal reforms—have embedded principles of nonviolence
and empathy into societal frameworks. Institutions like justice systems, international organizations, and
norms of diplomacy serve as external mechanisms that inhibit violence.

Key Factors That Accelerated Human Progress

1. The Leviathan: Centralized Authority and the Rule of Law

The rise of strong states and centralized authority—what Thomas Hobbes called the Leviathan—has been
instrumental in curbing violence. The monopoly on violence by the state ensures individuals cannot take
justice into their own hands, reducing cycles of revenge and chaos.

2. Commerce and Interdependence

Trade and economic interdependence create mutual stakes among nations and peoples, making conflict
less desirable. Pinker notes that economic globalization has contributed to a decline in interstate wars, as
countries are less willing to risk disrupting trade relations.



3. Human Rights and Moral Progress

The gradual acceptance of universal human rights has provided a moral framework that condemns
violence and discrimination. Movements advocating abolition, civil rights, and gender equality have
transformed societal norms and policies.

4. Enlightenment and Scientific Rationality

The Enlightenment emphasized reason, critical thinking, and skepticism of authority. These ideas
fostered advances in education, law, and science, which collectively contributed to a culture less tolerant
of violence.

5. Education and Literacy

Greater access to education spreads moral and rational values, empowering individuals to challenge
violence and promote empathy.

Counterarguments and Challenges

Addressing the Critics

While Pinker’s thesis is persuasive, it is not without critics. Some argue that: - Data Limitations:
Historical records may underreport violence, especially in non-Western societies or earlier periods. -
Modern Conflicts: Recent decades have seen devastating conflicts, genocides, and terrorism, which seem
to challenge the narrative of decline. - Structural Violence: Pinker’s focus on direct violence may overlook
systemic or structural violence—inequities embedded in social, economic, and political systems—that
perpetuate suffering. Pinker responds by acknowledging these issues but maintains that the overall trend
remains positive and that the forces fostering peace continue to grow stronger.

The Implications for the Future

Optimism Rooted in Evidence

Pinker’s analysis offers a cautiously optimistic outlook. He contends that understanding the mechanisms
behind the decline in violence can inform policies and cultural shifts to further reduce conflict.
Challenges to Sustain Progress

However, Pinker warns against complacency. New threats—climate change, nuclear proliferation,
ideological extremism—pose risks that could reverse gains. He advocates for continued investment in
education, diplomacy, and moral development.
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The Role of Individuals and Societies

The book underscores that progress is a collective achievement, driven by individual actions, cultural

norms, and institutional reforms. Each person can contribute to fostering empathy, rational dialogue, and

respect for human rights.

Conclusion: A Hopeful Reflection

Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature is a monumental work that challenges the often

pessimistic narratives surrounding human history. Through meticulous analysis, Pinker demonstrates

that humanity has been on a long, steady journey away from violence—a journey powered by empathy,

reason, and moral progress. While acknowledging ongoing challenges, the book inspires a sense of hope

rooted in evidence, reminding us that the “better angels” of our nature are indeed capable of guiding us

toward a more peaceful and just future. As societies continue to evolve, Pinker’s insights serve as both a

testament to human resilience and a call to nurture the virtues that have made this progress possible.

Questions & Answers About the better angels of our

nature steven pinker

No Question Answer

1 What is the main thesis of Steven Steven Pinker argues that violence has declined over the
Pinker's book 'The Better Angels course of human history due to various social, political, and
of Our Nature'? cultural advancements, and that we are living in one of the

most peaceful eras ever.

2 How does Pinker explain the Pinker attributes the decline to factors such as the rise of the
historical decline in violence in state, the spread of literacy and education, commerce, the
"The Better Angels of Our Nature'? | expansion of human rights, and the growth of reason and

empathy in societies.

3 What role do 'the better angels' The phrase 'the better angels' refers to innate human virtues
refer to in Pinker's book? like empathy, self-control, and moral reasoning that Pinker

believes have contributed to reducing violence and fostering
more humane societies.

4 Has Pinker faced any criticism for | Yes, critics argue that Pinker may underestimate ongoing
his claims in 'The Better Angels of | violence, oversimplify complex social dynamics, or overlook
Our Nature'? issues like systemic injustice and inequality, challenging the

idea that violence has universally declined.

5 How has 'The Better Angels of Our | The book has sparked debates on the nature of human
Nature' influenced contemporary progress, inspiring optimism about societal development
discussions on human progress? while encouraging further research into the factors that

contribute to peace and the importance of continued efforts
to reduce violence.

6 What are some key examples Pinker cites examples such as the decline of homicide rates,
Pinker uses to illustrate the the abolition of slavery, the reduction of war casualties, and
decline of violence in history? the decrease in violent punishments to illustrate the broader

trend of decreasing violence over time.




human nature, violence reduction, moral progress, psychological insights, social evolution,
Enlightenment ideals, empathy, behavioral science, historical violence, ethical development
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