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SYNOPSIS/APPLICATION 
It’s challenging to find skeptics who believe that the world is actually getting better. Contrary to 
prevailing scholastic opinion, Pinker makes the case that Enlightenment ideals have actually advanced the 
cause of humanity over recent centuries. While people of faith will take a different path toward these 
conclusions, Pinker artfully provides hope in a rather hopeless context. 

 
 
QUOTES ABOUT THE ENLIGHTENMENT  
 
“The Enlightenment principle that we can apply reason and sympathy to enhance human flourishing may seem 
obvious, trite, old-fashioned. I wrote this book because I have come to realize that it is not. More than ever, the ideals 
of reason, science, humanism, and progress need a wholehearted defense. We take its gifts for granted: newborns 
who will live more than eight decades, markets overflowing with food, clean water that appears with a flick of a 
finger and waste that disappears with another, pills that erase a painful infection, sons who are not sent off to war, 
daughters who can walk the streets in safety, critics of the powerful who are not jailed or shot, the world’s 
knowledge and culture available in a shirt pocket.“ 
 
“The ideals of the Enlightenment are products of human reason, but they always struggle with other strands of 
human nature: loyalty to tribe, deference to authority, magical thinking, the blaming of misfortune on evildoers.” 
 
“The Enlightenment has worked—perhaps the greatest story seldom told. And because this triumph is so unsung, 
the underlying ideals of reason, science, and humanism are unappreciated as well. Far from being an insipid 
consensus, these ideals are treated by today’s intellectuals with indifference, skepticism, and sometimes contempt. 
When properly appreciated, I will suggest, the ideals of the Enlightenment are in fact stirring, inspiring, noble—a 
reason to live.” 
 
“If there’s anything the Enlightenment thinkers had in common, it was an insistence that we energetically apply the 
standard of reason to understanding our world, and not fall back on generators of delusion like faith, dogma, 
revelation, authority, charisma, mysticism, divination, visions, gut feelings, or the hermeneutic parsing of sacred 
texts.” 
  
“For all that, not all of the Enlightenment thinkers were atheists. Some were deists (as opposed to theists): they 
thought that God set the universe in motion and then stepped back, allowing it to unfold according to the laws of 
nature. Others were pantheists, who used ‘God’ as a synonym for the laws of nature. But few appealed to the law-
giving, miracle-conjuring, son-begetting God of scripture.” 
  
“The deliberate application of reason was necessary precisely because our common habits of thought are not 
particularly reasonable.” 
  



“To the Enlightenment thinkers the escape from ignorance and superstition showed how mistaken our conventional 
wisdom could be, and how the methods of science—skepticism, fallibilism, open debate, and empirical testing—are 
a paradigm of how to achieve reliable knowledge.” 
 
QUOTES ABOUT THE HUMAN CONDITION/EXPERIENCE 
“The first keystone in understanding the human condition is the concept of entropy or disorder, which emerged 
from 19th-century physics and was defined in its current form by the physicist Ludwig Boltzmann.” 
  
“Closed systems inexorably become less structured, less organized, less able to accomplish interesting and useful 
outcomes, until they slide into an equilibrium of gray, tepid, homogeneous monotony and stay there.” 
  
“One reason the cosmos is filled with so much interesting stuff is a set of processes called self-organization, which 
allow circumscribed zones of order to emerge.” 
  
“But there is another kind of orderliness in nature that also must be explained: not the elegant symmetries and 
rhythms in the physical world, but the functional design in the living world. Living things are made of organs that 
have heterogeneous parts which are uncannily shaped and arranged to do things that keep the organism alive (that 
is, continuing to absorb energy to resist entropy).” 
  
“And now we come to the third keystone, information. Information may be thought of as a reduction in entropy—as 
the ingredient that distinguishes an orderly, structured system from the vast set of random, useless ones.” 
 
“Information is what gets accumulated in a genome in the course of evolution. The sequence of bases in a DNA 
molecule correlates with the sequence of amino acids in the proteins that make up the organism’s body, and they got 
that sequence by structuring the organism’s ancestors—reducing their entropy—into the improbable configurations 
that allowed them to capture energy and grow and reproduce.” 
 
“The principles of information, computation, and control bridge the chasm between the physical world of cause and 
effect and the mental world of knowledge, intelligence, and purpose. It’s not just a rhetorical aspiration to say that 
ideas can change the world; it’s a fact about the physical makeup of brains. The Enlightenment thinkers had an 
inkling that thought could consist of patterns in matter—they likened ideas to impressions in wax, vibrations in a 
string, or waves from a boat. And some, like Hobbes, proposed that “reasoning is but reckoning,” in the original 
sense of reckoning as calculation.” 
  
“Galileo, Newton, and Laplace replaced this cosmic morality play with a clockwork universe in which events are 
caused by conditions in the present, not goals for the future.20 People have goals, of course, but projecting goals onto 
the workings of nature is an illusion. Things can happen without anyone taking into account their effects on human 
happiness.” 
  
“Evolution left us with another burden: our cognitive, emotional, and moral faculties are adapted to individual 
survival and reproduction in an archaic environment, not to universal thriving in a modern one.”  
  
QUOTES ABOUT HUMAN THOUGHT 
“Human cognition comes with two features that give it the means to transcend its limitations.29 The first is 
abstraction. People can co-opt their concept of an object at a place and use it to conceptualize an entity in a 
circumstance, as when we take the pattern of a thought like The deer ran from the pond to the hill and apply it to 
The child went from sick to well.” 
  
“The second stepladder of cognition is its combinatorial, recursive power. The mind can entertain an explosive 
variety of ideas by assembling basic concepts like thing, place, path, actor, cause, and goal into propositions. And it 
can entertain not only propositions, but propositions about the propositions, and propositions about the 
propositions about the propositions.” 
  
“So for all the flaws in human nature, it contains the seeds of its own improvement, as long as it comes up with 
norms and institutions that channel parochial interests into universal benefits.” 
  



“It sounds mad, but in the 21st century those counter-Enlightenment ideals continue to be found across a surprising 
range of elite cultural and intellectual movements. The notion that we should apply our collective reason to enhance 
flourishing and reduce suffering is considered crass, naïve, wimpy, square.” 
  
“The most obvious is religious faith. To take something on faith means to believe it without good reason, so by 
definition a faith in the existence of supernatural entities clashes with reason. Religions also commonly clash with 
humanism whenever they elevate some moral good above the well-being of humans, such as accepting a divine 
savior, ratifying a sacred narrative, enforcing rituals and taboos, proselytizing other people to do the same, and 
punishing or demonizing those who don’t. Religions can also clash with humanism by valuing souls above lives, 
which is not as uplifting as it sounds. Belief in an afterlife implies that health and happiness are not such a big deal, 
because life on earth is an infinitesimal portion of one’s existence; that coercing people into accepting salvation is 
doing them a favor; and that martyrdom may be the best thing that can ever happen to you. As for incompatibilities 
with science, these are the stuff of legend and current events, from Galileo and the Scopes Monkey Trial to stem-cell 
research and climate change.” 
  
“A second counter-Enlightenment idea is that people are the expendable cells of a superorganism—a clan, tribe, 
ethnic group, religion, race, class, or nation—and that the supreme good is the glory of this collectivity rather than 
the well-being of the people who make it up.” 
  
“Intellectual magazines regularly denounce “scientism,” the intrusion of science into the territory of the humanities 
such as politics and the arts. In many colleges and universities, science is presented not as the pursuit of true 
explanations but as just another narrative or myth. Science is commonly blamed for racism, imperialism, world wars, 
and the Holocaust. And it is accused of robbing life of its enchantment and stripping humans of freedom and 
dignity.” 
  
“Intellectuals hate progress. Intellectuals who call themselves “progressive” really hate progress. It’s not that they 
hate the fruits of progress, mind you: most pundits, critics, and their bien-pensant readers use computers rather than 
quills and inkwells, and they prefer to have their surgery with anesthesia rather than without it. It’s the idea of 
progress that rankles the chattering class—the Enlightenment belief that by understanding the world we can 
improve the human condition.”  
  
“Public opinion researchers call it the Optimism Gap. For more than two decades, through good times and bad, 
when Europeans were asked by pollsters whether their own economic situation would get better or worse in the 
coming year, more of them said it would get better, but when they were asked about their country’s economic 
situation, more of them said it would get worse.” 
  
“The nature of news is likely to distort people’s view of the world because of a mental bug that the psychologists 
Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman called the Availability heuristic: people estimate the probability of an event or 
the frequency of a kind of thing by the ease with which instances come to mind.” 
  
“Availability errors are a common source of folly in human reasoning. First-year medical students interpret every 
rash as a symptom of an exotic disease, and vacationers stay out of the water after they have read about a shark 
attack or if they have just seen Jaws. Plane crashes always make the news, but car crashes, which kill far more 
people, almost never do.” 
  
“So violence has declined linearly since the beginning of history! Awesome! No, not “linearly”—it would be 
astonishing if any measure of human behavior with all its vicissitudes ticked downward by a constant amount per 
unit of time, decade after decade and century after century.” 
  
“Though our ignorance is vast (and always will be), our knowledge is astonishing, and growing daily.” 
  
“During the 20th century, the landscape of human knowledge was carved into professionalized duchies, and the 
growth of science (particularly the sciences of human nature) is often seen as an encroachment on territories that had 
been staked and enclosed by the academic humanities.” 
  
“For the same reason, a call for everyone to think more scientifically must not be confused with a call to hand 
decision-making over to scientists. Many scientists are naïfs when it comes to policy and law, and cook up 



nonstarters like world government, mandatory licensing of parents, and escaping a befouled Earth by colonizing 
other planets. It doesn’t matter, because we’re not talking about which priesthood should be granted power; we’re 
talking about how collective decisions can be made more wisely.” 
  
“Though science is increasingly and beneficially embedded in our material, moral, and intellectual lives, many of 
our cultural institutions cultivate a philistine indifference to science that shades into contempt. Intellectual 
magazines that are ostensibly dedicated to ideas confine themselves to politics and the arts, with scant attention to 
new ideas emerging from science, with the exception of politicized issues like climate change (and regular attacks on 
scientism). Still worse is the treatment of science in the liberal arts curricula of many universities. Students can 
graduate with a trifling exposure to science, and what they do learn is often designed to poison them against it.” 
 


