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Summary of Steven Pinker’ (2018) Enlightenment Now: 

Preface and Introduction  

 

xvii (1) In the preface, Steven Pinker (SP) quoted Trump’s 2017 inauguration speech 

to represent the negative mood in American society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 (2) Then he quoted Robert Merton’s scientific virtues: CUDOS – communalism, 

Universalism, disinterestedness, organized, skepticism 

 (3) He acknowledged sources from Our World in Data, Human Progresses, 

Gapminder, plus half a page of data 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p. 3-4 SP’s enlightened / national answer to “why should I live?”  

A person’s thinking ability, potential to flourish, sense of sympathy, humanism 

(sharing and understanding), sentient beings (feeling and consciousness) who are 

able to improve human condition and make progress. 
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p.4 List of human progress 

  Life expectancy 

 Food 

 IT / information 

 Water 

 Heath and medicine 

 Safety 

p.5 Human reason against: 

  Loyalty to tribe 

 Magical thinking 

 Blame others for misfortunates 

 Deference to authority 

 R: worship of strong leaders 

p. 6 SP: “Lay out a framework for understanding the human condition by modern 

science – who we are, where we came from, what our challenges are, and how we 

can meet them.” 

 R: A bold and vigorous attempt to counteract negativism accompanied with post 

modernism of our time. SP is generally successful. More may follow on the 

dynamics of enlightenment (18th century), its growth to rationalism and industrial 

revolution (19th century) by modernity and postmodernism (20th century). When 

we reassert enlightenment, we may think of the dialectics of reason and humanism. 

First we need to deepen our understanding, then we may need to convince the 

public and the world leaders. It could be again dystopia. 

Chapter 1 

p. 7 

 

SP quoted Kant and then David Deutsch (DD) 

(1) Reason  against belief of miracles 

(2) Science  to explain the world 

p. 9 SP quoted historian David Wootton on “an educational Englishman’s belief in 

1600.” 

R: Some are magical beliefs (unicorn) but most are related to God’s power 

(geocentrism, explanation of nature, God designed nature for medicine) and some 

are folklores (ointment on dagger, alchemist gold) 

p. 10 When SP called it ignorance and supersitition, it merely showed “how mistaken our 

conventional wisdom could be” 

p. 10 (3) Universal human nature (UHN)  humanism  individual  sentient  

sympathy  humanistic sensibility = humanitarian revolution (abolition of 

slavery and cruel punishment). 

 (4) Progress 
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p. 12 Government is human invention and instition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p. 12 – 3 Peace  

Rational Analysis of prosperity – Adam Smith 

  

R: SP summarized 4 concepts in enlightenment: reason, science, UHN, Peace 

 

 

 

 


