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As one becomes aware of the historical decline of violence, the world
begins to look different. The past seems less innocent, the present less sin-
ister. One starts to appreciate the small gifts of coexistence that would have
seemed utopian to our ancestors: the interracial family playing in the park,
the comedian who lands a zinger on the commander in chief, the countries
that quietly back away from a crisis instead of escalating to war.

For all the tribulations in our lives, for all the troubles that remain in the
world, the decline of violence is an accomplishment that we can savor—and
an impetus to cherish the forces of civilization and enlightenment that made

it possible.

The Reader's Presence

1. Summarize the points that inform Pinker's claim that “[vliolence has been in decline
for thousands of years” (paragraph 3). What does Pinker identify as one of the earli-
est lifestyle changes that led to a more-peaceful coexistence? What kinds of past
violence does he focus on, and how does he use this information to build his case?
Pinker recognizes that his argument is often met with “skepticism, incredulity, and
sometimes anger" (paragraph 5). Why do you think his claim provokes such strong
reactions? What was your reaction to reading paragraph 3? How is—or isn't—your
reaction consistent with Pinker's argument about the incessant coverage of violence

in the media?

2. What reasons does Pinker provide for humankind's historical “process of pacifica-
tion" (paragraph 8)? Although violence is declining, as Pinker writes, how do you
explain our cultural fascination with violence throughout history, including “the Old
Testament and the crucifixions in the New, the gory mutilations in Shakespeare’s
tragedies and Grimm'’s fairy tales, [and] the British monarchs who beheaded their
relatives and the American founders who dueled with their rivals" (paragraph 6)?
Pinker discusses other factors in the “declines of violence" (paragraph 7). What
important areas might he have overlooked? What correlation, if any, can you estab="
lish between the decline of violence and the prevalence of violence in the arts?

3. Trade and commerce play an important role in Pinker’s argument about the historical
decline of violence; violence is, he observes, “a dead loss—forgone opportunities
extract taxes” (paragraph 11), and “people become more valuable alive than dez
(paragraph 31). To what extent can this assertion be viewed as a form of “reci
cal altruism” (paragraph 31)? To what extent do you find the reliance on mone
peace to be troubling? What sorts of issues surface when people view each other

monetary terms?

4. CONNECTIONS: Consider the substance of Pinker's points about viewing g
in monetary terms, and then compare and contrast these points with André P
IIl's treatment of similar issues in “The Land of No: Love in a Class-riven A
(page 112) and the opening paragraphs of Annie Dillard's essay “This Is th
(page 382). Which writer's view of the relationship between identity and. mo
you find most convincing? Explain why. Support your response by analyzin
passages from each text in detail.
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constitutes violence in this argument? It would first be help-
ful to analyze the author's definition. Throughout the piece,
he discusses violence in terms of how likely one is to die
at the hands of another human being. This is a convenient
statistic, especially for an argument as numbers-driven as
Pinker's, but violence extends well beyond just murder
or warfare. Rape, assault, bullying—these are all ways in
which human beings act violent toward one another, yet
none of these phenomena are mentioned in his article.
There are still other types of violence that permeate society.
Most young boys have, at a certain point in their childhood,
gotten into a wrestling match or a fist fight, often with some-
one very close to them—a brother, a cousin, a best friend.
Now, this type of violence is not on par with murder, but it is
certainly an aspect of our society that goes unmentioned by
Pinker's analysis. Violence manifests itself in modern society
in a variety of ways, many of which Pinker ignores and some
of which are not extreme enough to even be on his radar.

In the latter half of the article, Pinker attempts to deter-
mine what exactly has caused the decline in violence he has
described. He appeals first to modern governments, saying,
“The most obvious of these pacitying forces has been the
state, with its monopoly on the legitimate use of force.”
Here again, Pinker’s point is not as simple as it appears. The
state’s ability to monopolize the use of force has absolutely

ell vigilante justice and personal vendettas, but

helped qu
at is absolutely

it has also created a potential for violence th

unprecedented.

Indeed, one could assume that at this moment, several
of the world's major powers have the ability to launch a
nuclear attack with weapons far more powerful than those
used on Japan at the end of the Second World War, when a
single plane dropping one atomic bomb over Hiroshima left
over 100,000 human beings dead. The number of deaths
that could result in a nuclear attack today is unthinkable.

With modern weapons that absolutely dwarf the original Rei::oafw# . nice and thé sanct
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