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WHY VIOLENCE HAS DECLINED

“A supremly important boek . . . [A] masterly achievement.”
—THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW @

The Better Angels of Our Nature by Steven Pinker is a profound exploration of the historical decline
of violence in human societies and the psychological and cultural forces that contribute to this trend.
Pinker, a cognitive psychologist and linguist, presents a compelling argument that, contrary to
common perceptions of an increasingly violent world, humanity has made significant strides toward
reducing violence over the centuries. This article delves into the key themes, arguments, and

implications of Pinker's work, highlighting the factors that have contributed to this decline and the
importance of understanding our better angels.



Understanding the Premise

Pinker’s central thesis in The Better Angels of Our Nature is that despite the pervasive violence that
seems to characterize modern society, there is an overarching trend towards a more peaceful
existence throughout history. He meticulously outlines various forms of violence and their historical
contexts, illustrating a decline in numerous types of violence over time.

The Historical Context of Violence

To comprehend Pinker's arguments, it is essential to recognize the historical context of violence. He
categorizes violence into several types:

1. Personal Violence: This includes crimes such as assault, murder, and domestic abuse.

2. Institutional Violence: This refers to state-sponsored violence, including war, colonialism, and
systemic oppression.

3. Collective Violence: This encompasses group conflicts, such as genocides and civil wars.

Pinker emphasizes that, although violent events still occur, the overall rates of these forms of
violence have decreased considerably since the Middle Ages.

Key Factors in the Decline of Violence

Pinker identifies several key factors that have contributed to the decline of violence throughout
history:

- The Leviathan: The establishment of strong central governments has played a critical role. As
societies became more organized, the monopoly on violence shifted from individuals and small
groups to states, which created laws and systems of governance to regulate behavior.

- Commerce: The rise of trade and economic interdependence has historically correlated with peace.
As people engage in commerce, the cost of conflict rises, incentivizing cooperation over violence.

- The Rule of Law: The promotion of legal systems that uphold individual rights and justice has led to
a reduction in personal violence. As people trust that grievances will be addressed fairly, they are
less likely to resort to violence.

- Enlightenment Values: The spread of Enlightenment ideals, including reason, empathy, and human
rights, has fostered a cultural shift away from violence. Educational advancements have also
increased empathy and understanding among individuals.

- Humanitarian Movements: Grassroots and international movements advocating for human rights
have played a crucial role in reducing violence. These movements have raised awareness and
mobilized public opinion against practices such as slavery, torture, and discrimination.



The Psychological Aspects of Violence

Pinker delves into the psychological underpinnings of violence, exploring why humans are capable of
both great kindness and terrible cruelty. He introduces the concept of the "better angels" of our
nature, which represent the empathetic and altruistic tendencies within us.

Four Better Angels of Our Nature

Pinker identifies four primary "better angels" that can guide human behavior toward empathy and
cooperation:

1. Empathy: The ability to understand and share the feelings of others is a significant driver of
altruistic behavior. Empathy can reduce aggression and promote peaceful interactions.

2. Self-Control: The capacity to resist immediate impulses in favor of long-term goals helps
individuals refrain from violent actions. Developing self-control is essential for social harmony.

3. Moral Reasoning: The ability to engage in moral reasoning allows individuals to navigate complex
ethical situations, fostering a commitment to justice and fair treatment.

4. Pursuit of Justice: A strong sense of justice motivates individuals to advocate for fairness and
equality, discouraging violence and promoting peaceful resolutions to conflicts.

Violence in Contemporary Society

Despite the decline of violence historically, Pinker acknowledges that violence still exists in modern
society. However, he argues that it is crucial to understand the context and relative scale of
contemporary violence compared to historical norms.

- Media Sensationalism: The media often highlights violent events, creating a perception that
violence is more prevalent than it actually is. Pinker urges readers to look at statistics and historical
trends rather than rely solely on sensationalized news coverage.

- Global Conflicts: Ongoing conflicts in various regions of the world remind us that violence persists
but should be viewed in the context of historical data that shows a decline in overall violence.

- Mental Health and Violence: Addressing mental health issues is critical to reducing certain types of

violence, particularly personal and collective violence. Pinker emphasizes the importance of
providing support and resources to those in need.

The Implications of Pinker's Work

Pinker’s exploration of violence has far-reaching implications for various fields, including
psychology, sociology, political science, and education. By understanding the factors that contribute



to the decline of violence, societies can work towards creating a more peaceful future.

Policy and Governance

Policymakers can utilize Pinker's insights to design effective strategies for violence reduction. Some
potential measures include:

- Strengthening Legal Systems: Ensuring that justice systems are fair and accessible can reduce
violence by reinforcing the rule of law.

- Promoting Economic Opportunities: Creating economic opportunities can decrease the likelihood of
violence by providing individuals with alternatives to crime.

- Fostering Education and Empathy: Educational programs that emphasize empathy and moral
reasoning can cultivate the better angels of individuals and communities.

Social Movements and Activism

Activists can draw inspiration from Pinker's work to advocate for non-violent approaches to conflict
resolution. Understanding the historical context of violence can help frame arguments for peaceful
solutions and promote dialogue over aggression.

Personal Responsibility and Behavior

On an individual level, Pinker’s insights challenge people to reflect on their own behaviors and
attitudes toward violence. By recognizing the better angels within themselves, individuals can
contribute to a more peaceful society.

Conclusion

In The Better Angels of Our Nature, Steven Pinker presents a compelling narrative that challenges
the notion of an increasingly violent world. By examining the historical decline of violence and the
psychological forces at play, he underscores the importance of recognizing our better angels.
Understanding the factors that have led to reduced violence throughout history can empower
individuals, communities, and policymakers to continue the pursuit of a more peaceful and just
world. As we navigate contemporary challenges, embracing empathy, self-control, moral reasoning,
and a commitment to justice will be essential in ensuring that our better angels prevail.

Frequently Asked Questions



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

The main thesis of the book is that, despite the prevalence of violence throughout history, human
beings have become progressively less violent over time, driven by various social, cultural, and
political changes.

What evidence does Pinker provide to support his argument?

Pinker supports his argument with a wide range of historical data, statistics on violence, and
analysis of societal changes, including the rise of democracy, trade, and the spread of education,
which he argues have contributed to a decline in violence.

How does Pinker address counterarguments regarding
violence in modern society?

Pinker acknowledges that violence still exists and can be pronounced in certain areas, but he argues
that the overall trend is a decline in violence compared to previous centuries, emphasizing the
importance of understanding this trend in the context of historical progress.

What role do 'the better angels of our nature' play according
to Pinker?

The 'better angels of our nature' refers to the innate qualities within humans—such as empathy, self-
control, and reason—that encourage peaceful behavior and cooperation, which Pinker argues have
become more prominent through cultural evolution.

What criticisms have been raised against Pinker's conclusions
in the book?

Critics argue that Pinker may downplay the significance of contemporary violence, the impact of
systemic issues like inequality, and the role of cultural factors, suggesting that his optimistic view
may overlook the complexities of human behavior and societal dynamics.

How has 'The Better Angels of Our Nature' influenced
contemporary discussions on violence and human behavior?

The book has sparked significant debate about the nature of violence, the progress of civilization,
and the potential for human cooperation, influencing academics, policymakers, and the general
public to reconsider assumptions about human aggression and morality.
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