
T:\All users\Cathy Yeung\Prof. Li's Website\Psychology\02 Thinking and Learning\Psy 02-004.docx 
    1/10 

Prof. Rex Li’s Writings 
 

 

 

Category: Psychology 

Sub-category: Thinking and Learning 

Code: Psy 02-004 

Title: Summary of Steven Pinker’s 

Data in Enlightenment Now 

Year Written: 2020 

Summary/ Abstract: Pinker has 75 charts in his book Enlightenment Now 

(2018) to show improvement of humanity in the past 

century. I herein pick 15 for easy reference. 
 

 

 

 
 
 
© Rex Li 2021   

All rights reserved. To quote or cite, please acknowledge the author (Prof. Rex Li) and source of retrieval from this website 
(www.profrexli.com). 

For quotes or citation of over 100 words, please write to the author for written permission. 

  

http://www.profrexli.com/


T:\All users\Cathy Yeung\Prof. Li's Website\Psychology\02 Thinking and Learning\Psy 02-004.docx 
    2/10 

 

Summary of Steven Pinker’s 

Data in Enlightenment Now 

His book is inserted with 75 charts pointing almost consistently to the improvement of human life. I 

have scanned 30. A few items stand out: 

(1) Life and Death 

Life expectancy has risen (5-1, 5-4), while various form of mortality goes down. That includes 

5-2  Child mortality, 1751 – 2013  11-2 Battle deaths, 1946 – 2016  

5-3  Maternal mortality, 1751 – 2013  11-3 Genocide deaths, 1956 - 2016 

6-1 Childhood deaths from infectious 

disease, 2000 – 2013  

12-1 Homicide deaths Western Europe, US, 

and Mexico, 1300 – 2015  

7-4  Famine deaths, 1860 – 2016 12-2 Homicide deaths, 1967 – 2015  

 12-8 Natural disaster deaths, 1900 – 2015  

 12-9 Lightning strike deaths, US, 1900 –  

    2015  
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(2) Traffic Safety and Cost 

There are less fatal motor accidents, plane crash, etc. Cost of travel goes down while tourism 

boom. 

12-3 Motor vehicle accident deaths, US, 

1921 – 2015  

17-7 Cost of air travel, US 1979 – 2015  

12-4 Pedestrian deaths, US 1927 – 2015  17-8 International tourism, 1955 – 2015  

12-5 Plane crash deaths, 1970 – 2015   
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(3) Economic Growth 

He shows that GDP has risen exponentially. Social spending is rising rapidly and gini goes down 

8-1 Gross World Product, 1 – 2015  9-2 Global inequality, 1820 – 2011 

8-2 GDP per capita, 1600 – 2015  9-3 Inequality, UK and US, 1688 – 2013 

9-1 International inequality, 1820 – 2013  9-4 Social spending, OECD countries, 1880 – 

2016 
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R: Sure, but extreme poverty stay in 500 million people. It 7% of world population (8-3, 8-4, 8-

5); undernourishment stays at 12% (7-3) in developing countries. 
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(4) Population and Environment 

Annual population rate peaked in 1962 (2.1%) and fell sharply, in 2010 (1.2%). It is predicted to 

fall further and world population may peak off to 9.5 billion in 2070. (Fig 10-1) 
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CO2 emission has stabilized, leveled off, or gone down. (fig 10-7, 10-8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of Steven Pinker’s position – humanistic environmentism supported by science: 
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(5) Quality of Life 

Working hours have reduced from 70 to 40 hours per week; retirement age went down from 

75 to 65 (fig 17-1, 17-21) and housework becomes so much less (fig. 17-3); less than 35% of 

income are spent on necessities. (17-5) We have over 30 hours of leisure time per week (17-6) 
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(6) Happiness (Chapter 18) 

To be reviewed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(7) Humanism (Chapter 23) 

Pinker’s humanism is based on the Humanist Manifesto (2003): 

 Knowledge/ science/ rational analysis 

 Humans as part of nature in evolution 

 Ethical values derived from human needs, interest and experience 

 Life fulfilment 

 Happiness by reducing suffering and developing global community (p.410-411) 

 

 

R: 

In conclusion, Steven Pinker did make a convincing case of humanity making 

progress; catastrophe while to be cautioned, is unfounded. He dispels many 

myths in the media by doomsayers. Point is to go deep and popularize his ideas.  


