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I like reading but I have never been one to review or recommend books, at least not professionally.  

But there is always a first time.  I think this is the precise moment that we need to try have a founded hope in 

our lives about what the future holds for us.  There are some that rely on fate, religion or just nothing.  But 

every human being should be able to have a vision towards where their lives may take them in order to walk 

that path on a daily basis. 
 

First of all, why Steven Pinker?  Steven Pinker, as stated on his website, is a Johnstone Family 

Professor in the Department of Psychology at Harvard University. He conducts research on language and 

cognition, writes for publications such as the New York Times, Time and The Atlantic, and is the author of 

ten books, including The Language Instinct, How the Mind Works, The Blank Slate, The Stuff of Thought, 

The Better Angels of Our Nature, The Sense of Style, and most recently, the book that we are reviewing 

today: Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress.  His views regarding the 

different topics he writes come from his work as an experimental psychologist which includes research in 

visual cognition, psycholinguistics, and social relations. He has won numerous prizes for his research, his 

teaching, and his nine books, including some of the books that were previously mentioned but also for others.  

So, this should give us an idea that he is well versed in these topics.
I
 

 

The first thing that caught my eye was the title of the book.  I have been involved in yoga practices 

and mindfulness techniques in my life and the term “enlightenment” has been mentioned as a spiritual 

practice. The English term enlightenment is the western translation of the abstract noun bodhi, the knowledge 

or wisdom, or awakened intellect, of a Buddha. The verbal root budh- means "to awaken," and its literal 

meaning is closer to "awakening." Although the term buddhi is also used in other Indian philosophies and 

traditions, its most common usage is in the context of Buddhism. The term "enlightenment" was popularized 

in the Western world through the 19th century translations of Max Müller. It has the western connotation of 

general insight into transcendental truth or reality.
II
 Although this is more of Buddhist belief, there are certain 

aspects of Christianity that are similar in that  “Christianity sees spiritual experience and interior harmony not 

as an end in itself, but rather as a means in service of an interpersonal commitment. Along these lines, the goal 

of Christian Enlightenment is a conformity to the person of Jesus Christ.”
III

 So when I read the title, I 

assumed, at the first glance, that it would eventually lead along these lines. 
 

However, that was not the case.  But that does not mean that the book is closed to these concepts. 

Quite the contrary.  In the first chapter, the author presents a question posed to him by a student: “Why should 

I live?” A question that can be taken in different manners, but I am sure, that all of us have asked ourselves 

that same question on more than one occasion. With that said it is indispensable that I continue reading the 

book. 

The book presents  variety of aspects directly related to the term “enlightenment”.  It talks about the 

Age of Enlightenment and well as the “counter-enlightenments” and the history behind these eras. Contrary to 

Yuval Noah Harari, Pinker goes on to talk about fifteen different areas or measures as to why people’s lives 

are better than in previous eras of humankind.   

                                                           
I
https://stevenpinker.com/biocv 

II
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enlightenment_in_Buddhism 

III
https://ianvanheusen.com/christian-enlightenment/ 
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However, I think that one of the best reasons to read this book, instead of going back centuries and 

comparing to these periods, is to identify any differences in our lives nowversus when it was published in 

2018.  Although it might seem like a short period of time, there are various things that have impacted our lives 

in all of the aspects indicated in the book during this time. 
 

The chapters of Life, Health, Sustenance, and Existential Threats can all be compared before and after 

COVID-19 and its impact on the world.  I cannot compare them all, but I we can think about many of the 

“before and after” scenarios.  Regarding the chapters of Inequality, the Environment, Peace, Safety and Equal 

Rights, we could also compare the before and after the Administration of President Trump.  Leaving any 

political views aside, there have been facts that have impacted all of these areas as well.   
 

I have read criticisms regarding Pinker’s book, that while they are all not necessarily my viewpoints, 

they are important to bring to the table. In a review in The Atlantic, Alison Gopnik mentions that while Pinker 

advocates science as a road to understanding and knowledge, she also understands that Pinker is not taking 

into consideration the implications of achieving this progress over, not simultaneously with, the values of our 

everyday lives in our everyday communities.   I have to agree.  I also did not find answers on why people are 

still dying on the planet, why there are areas of the world that so worse off than they used to be or why there is 

a possibility of mass extinction in the future because our environment is deteriorating so much. That level of 

optimism cannot be found in the book.
IV

 
 

I am an educator and I have always told my students that in order to argument in favor or against 

something, you need to have both points of view: you cannot stand ground without knowing both sides.  

Today, our conversations with most people are so pessimistic regarding what tomorrow brings.  However, 

Steven Pinker’s views on all of the topics he has presented are refreshing and optimistic. When more and 

more people feel as if there is no hope, he opens doors for humanity.  He opens the possibilities for believing 

in reason, science, humanism and progress, whether we agree with them or not.  So, before we make a final 

decision on how we feel about the world and the future it holds, it is my, I strongly encourage everyone to 

read Steven Pinker’s Enlightenment Now. 

 

                                                           
IV
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