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hoods have proven excellent clickbait, he 
observes, and are on the rise in number and 
popularity—and editors have spotted this 
trend.

Pinker’s celebration of science is no holds 
barred: he calls it an achievement surpass-
ing the masterworks of art, music, and lit-
erature, a source of sublime beauty, health, 
wealth, and freedom. His survey of anti-sci-
ence rhetoric focuses on movements that try 
to limit science to the material and techno-
logical realms, and regard with suspicion 
scientific attempts to inform ethics, values, 
or culture. He is particularly critical of ar-
guments blaming science for social evils, 
stressing the need to distinguish between 
science itself and moments when science 
has been twisted to bad ends, be those so-
cial Darwinism or gender inequality. His 
attack on the value of bringing gender and 
social-justice lenses into science studies is 
problematic, but he correctly suggests that 
social-justice movements can benefit by ap-
proaching science as a potential ally rather 
than presuming it an enemy.

But science can easily be twisted to serve 
injustice or destruction. Pinker’s solution 
to this risk is humanism. It can prevent sci-
ence from being an enemy of progress and 
happiness, he argues, by keeping science’s 
power to do anything from actually doing ter-
rible things.

Humanism has many definitions, but 
Pinker’s is what we may call modern sec-
ular humanism, which he defines as “the 
goal of maximizing human flourishing—
life, health, happiness, freedom, knowledge, 
love, richness of experience,” adding that it 
“doesn’t exclude the flourishing of animals” 
and that it “promotes a non-supernatural 
basis for meaning and ethics: good with-

out God.” He as-
sociates this hu-
manism with the 
earthly, world-
improving values 
of the American 
Declaration of In-
dependence, and 
with Enlighten-
ment and post-
Enlightenment 
ideas of human 
rights. Pinker re-
views what he 
sees as human-
ism’s intellectual 
adversaries, such 

as those who caricature it as cold utili-
tarianism, those who suggest that humans 
have an innate need for spiritual beliefs, 
and the classic accusation, ubiquitous in 
the Renaissance and Enlightenment, that 
there cannot be good or virtue without 
God. For some readers, it will be frustrat-
ing that 350 pages of useful and cheering 
data, the majority of which one could call 
faith-neutral, culminate in the declaration 
that only triumphant atheism can ensure 
that scientific progress will help instead of 
harm. But Pinker’s secular humanism is less 
militant than that of many contemporary 
atheist voices; he focuses on the benefits of 
caring about the earthly world, rather than 
on condemning religion. His conclusion, 
that progress simply requires us to value 
life over death, health over sickness, abun-
dance over want, freedom over coercion, 
happiness over suffering, and knowledge 
over superstition, is one numerous theisms 
can and have embraced.

Pinker briefly reviews efforts to value 
other factors—love, passions, feeling—
above reason, but declares such efforts 

self-defeating: as soon as they attempt to 
justify themselves, the very act of providing 
reasoned arguments for their beliefs admits 
that reasoned arguments are the strongest 
grounds for belief. Yet, as I reflect on this 
argument, I am reminded how science, dur-
ing a critical moment in its history, was self-
defeating in much the same way. 

Progress in the modern sense, as an in-
tentional and human-driven process, was 
first fully articulated by Francis Bacon early 
in the seventeenth century, when he sug-
gested that a collaborative community of 
empirical inquiry would uncover useful 
truths that would radically transform hu-
man civilization and make each generation’s 
experience incrementally better than that 
of the generation before. This was not the 
easy sell it seems, since Bacon had no ev-
idence that this unprecedented project 
could wield such power—and even if he 
had found evidence, one can’t use reasoned 
evidence to prove that reasoned evidence 
can prove things. New discoveries were 
frequent—the moons of Jupiter, the mag-
nification of insects, the circulation of the 
blood—but practical benefits were slow in 
coming.

As Harvard professor of history James 
Hankins once put it, it was the nineteenth 
century that finally paid Bacon’s IOU: if his 
peers poured fortunes and lifetimes into sci-
ence, they would receive in return wealth 
and technologies that would improve the 
human condition. As Bacon puts it in his 
New Atlantis, knowledge of the causes and 
secret motions of things would extend the 
bounds of human empire to the achievement 
of all things possible. Yet Bacon did succeed 
in awakening a groundswell of enthusi-
asm (and funding) for reason and science, 
through an argument that often surprises 
my students: he appealed to the personality 

Michael D. Robinson writes, “Years 
ago, I read a quotation: “Every time a 
physician is called a provider and a pa-
tient is called a consumer, an angel dies.” 
The Internet offers vague allusions to a 
novel and a columnist, but I couldn’t find 
a source that includes both parts of the 
quotation. I have vague memories of the 

late Uwe Reinhardt, a healthcare econo-
mist, as the author, but my Internet search 
doesn’t support that. Please advise.”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138 or chapterand-
verse@harvardmag.com.
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