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STEVEN PINKER (b. 1954) is an author, a psychologist, a linguist, and a Harvard profes=
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and Stanford University before returning to Harvard in 2008. He is we
that the mind is an information-processing system, much like a computer, and that thi
is. therefore, a kind of computation. This theory, called "Computational Theory of Mind,*

informs much of his work and celebrity. He is also a proponent of evolutionary psychologyi
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Today the decline in th
the numbers shows that over the course of our history,
blessed with six major declines of violence.
the transition from the anarchy of

The first was a process of pacification:
ticultural societies in which our species spent

the hunting, gathering, and hor
most of its evolutionary history to the first agricultural civilizations, with cit-
ies and governments, starting about 5,000 years ago.
For centuries, social theorists like Hobbes and Rousseau speculated from
airs about what life was like in a "state of nature." Nowadays
»CSI: Paleolithic” —can

their armch
eology —a kind of
ns in ancient sites

we can do better. Forensic arch
estimate rates of violence from the proportion of skeleto

with bashed-in skulls, decapitations, 0T arrowheads embedded in bones.
he causes of death in tribal peoples that have

And ethnographers can tally t

recently lived outside of state control.
These investigations show that, on average, about 15% of people in

prestate eras died violently, compared to about 3% of the citizens of the

ecarliest states. Tribal violence commonly subsides when a state or empire
ry, leading to the various "paxes” (Romana,

imposes control over a territo
Islamica, Brittanica, and so on) that are familiar to readers of history.

It's not that the first kings had a benevolent interest in the welfare of
their citizens. Just as a farmer tries to prevent his livestock from killing
one another, so a ruler will try to keep his subjects from cycles of raid-
ing and feuding. From his point of view, such squabbling is a dead loss—
forgone opportunities to extract taxes, tributes, soldiers, and slaves.

The second decline of violence was a civilizing process thatis best docu-
mented in Europe. Historical records show that between the late Middle

Ages and the 20th century, European countries saw a 10- 1o 50-fold decline

in their rates of homicide.
The numbers are Cons
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people had their noses cut off that medieval medic
about techniques for growing them back.
Historians attribute this decline to the consoli
of feudal territories into large kingdoms with centra
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plunder gave way to positive-sum trade. People increasingly contro
impulses and sought to cooperate with their neighbors.
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e of civil wars, as newly independent countries

was accompanied by a bulg
nts, challenged by insurgencies, and armed by

were led by inept governme
the cold war superpowers.
The less bad news is that

wars between states. And the best news is
war in the 1970s and '80s, organized conflicts of all kinds-—civil wars,

genocides, repression by autocratic governments, terrorist attacks—have
declined throughout the world, and their death tolls have declined even

more precipitously.
The rate of documented direct d

civil wars tend to kill far fewer people than
that, since the peak of the cold

eaths from political violence (war, ter-

rorism, genocide, and warlord militias) in the past decade is an unprece-
dented few hundredths of a percentage point. Even if we multiplied that rate
to account for unrecorded deaths and the victims of war-caused disease and

famine, it would not exceed 1%.

The most immediate cause of this New Peace was the demise of com-

munism, which ended the proxy wars in the developing world stoked by the
also discredited genocidal ideologies that had justified the
e a utopian omelet. Another contrib-
1 peacekeeping forces, which really
ten than when adversaries

superpowers and
sacrifice of vast numbers of eggs to mak
utor was the expansion of internationa
do keep the peace—not always, but far more of

are left to fight to the bitter end.
Finally, the postwar era has seen a cascade of “rights revolutions"—a

growing revulsion against aggression on smaller scales. In the developed
world, the civil rights movement obliterated lynchings and lethal pogroms,
and the women's-ights movement has helped to shrink the incidence of
rape and the beating and killing of wives and girlfriends.

In recent decades, the
reduced rates of spanking,
sexual abuse. And the camp

the developed world to repeal laws criminalizing homos
ate crimes against gay people.

aign for gay rights has force

had some success in reducing h

Why has violence declined so
lence has literally been bred out of us, leaving us more peace
This seems unlikely. Evolutio
tions, and many of these declines h
Toddlers continue to kick, bite, an
people of all ages continue to snipe an
to harbor violent fantasies and to enjoy
It's more likely that human nature
toward violence and inclinations that counteract them—such as self-cont
empathy, fairness, and reason—what Abraham Lincoln called “the be
angels of our nature.” Violence has declined because historical circul
stances have increasingly favored our better angels. . '
The most obvious of these pacifying forces has been the state, Wi
monopoly on the legitimate use of force. A disinterested judiciary and po

ful by nature
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