
Every day we are deluged with 
disheartening news. There’s no 
escape from forces we can’t seem 
to control: terrorism, crime, 
corruption, war, sexual harass-
ment, economic disparity, mass 
migration and violent weather.

Viewed in the short term, 
this torrent of trouble leaves 
the impression that the 
world seems to be going 
to hell in a handbasket.

But there are those who argue 
that, viewed over a protracted 
period, humankind is making 
significant progress on many 
fronts. They encourage us to take 
heart from the bigger picture.

Last fall, former U.S. presi-
dent Barack Obama, speaking at 
the Gates Foundation, acknowl-
edged the many challenges fac-
ing us. But he said, “We’ve got 
to reject the notion that we’re 
suddenly gripped by forces we 
cannot control. We’ve got to 
embrace the longer and more 
optimistic view of history.” 

He went on to make the 
case that by just about any 
measure his country, and the 
world, is better than it was 
50, 30 or even 10 years ago. 

When Obama was born, peo-
ple of colour like himself were 
routinely excluded from sig-
nificant parts of American 
life. Since then minorities and 
women have risen in the ranks 
of business, government and 

the media — not far enough, but 
measured against the scope of 
human history, this advance-
ment has happened in an instant.

In the last 30 years in the U.S., 
crime rates, teen birth rates, 
dropout rates and the share of 
people living in poverty have 
dropped — in some cases dramat-
ically. The share of Americans 
with a college education is up 
and the median household 
income has reached a new high.

Obama pointed out globally the 
picture is even more impressive. 
A century ago women all over 
the world were unable to vote. 
Today they enjoy almost uni-
versal suffrage. A world without 
marriage equality has progressed 
to one where it’s the norm in 
more than two dozen countries. 

Since the 1950s global aver-
age life expectancy has grown 
by more than 20 years. And 
since 1990 extreme pov-
erty and childhood mortal-

ity have been cut in half.
And fewer people are 

being killed in wars and con-
flicts than ever before. 

Obama attributes this 
progress to the engagement 
of citizens around the world 
“who mobilized and organ-
ized and voted and innovated 
and pushed for change.” 

Harvard psychology pro-
fessor Steven Pinker, in his 
book The Better Angels of Our 
Nature, argues data show mas-
sive declines in violence of all 
forms, from war to mistreatment 
of children, over the long term. 
He attributes this to a combi-
nation of factors: nation states 
now have a monopoly on force, 
commerce has made other peo-
ple more valuable alive than 
dead, literacy and communica-
tion have promoted empathy 
and rational problem solving.

In his latest book, The Case for 
Reason, Science, Humanism and 

Progress, Pinker says data show 
we are living longer and becom-
ing healthier, better fed, richer, 
smarter and more connected. 

But at the same time we are 
“gloomier about the state of the 
world.” He attributes this discon-
nection to several influences.

First, there is the nature of the 
news. Good news is usually not 
media-friendly. The fact that since 
yesterday 180,000 people escaped 
extreme poverty is encourag-
ing, but it doesn’t sell newspa-
pers. It’s the sudden and upset-
ting events like fires, school shoot-
ings, murders and plant clos-
ings that dominate our media.

Our intuition about risk is also 
driven by images and stories, not 
by statistical trends and facts. 
For example, we think tornadoes, 
which rarely kill people, are more 
dangerous than asthma, which 
kills hundreds in Canada every 
year. Tornados make better TV.

Our irrational pessimism is 

also spurred by our morbid fasci-
nation with what can go wrong. 
There are always many more 
ways for things to go wrong than 
to go right. That creates a market 
for op-ed writers (like me) and 
social critics to warn about an 
uncertain future. It leaves ana-
lysts like Pinker, who use solid 
historical data to trace trends, 
looking like a starry-eyed nerds.

There are other reasons why 
people are nostalgic about the past 
and critical about the present. 
The negative feelings about 
bad experiences fade over the 
years. Time heals all wounds.

Pinker points out that as we 
mature, we often carry greater 
burdens, experience a loss of inno-
cence and a decline in our abili-
ties. These combine to colour 
our attitude toward today and 
deepen our longing for the past.

In a recent interview Pinker 
was asked how his understand-
ing of the improvement in 
the human condition influ-
ences his behaviour. 

He said before he discovered 
these positive trends, he was 
more fatalistic, resigned to vio-
lence and conflict, pessimistic 
and jaded about poverty and pol-
itics. Now he’s more engaged in 
advocating for positive change. 

His knowledge also makes 
him appreciate the institu-
tions that underpin our liberal 
democracy, the rule of law, sci-
ence and the free press. He has 
a renewed belief in progress — 
based not on faith, but on data.

When people strive to improve 
the human condition, over time 
they succeed. It’s a state of mind 
that’s available to all of us if we 
choose progress over pessimism.
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Choosing progress over pessimism
We may view the world 
with growing alarm, but 
data tell us despair is 
misplaced
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