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Introduction to the Transaction Edition

No changes have been made in this edition of the book. It is exactly as it was when the first edition was published in 1930, The book received as many reviews as 1 could have reasonably hoped for. Most of them were favorable, a smaller number sharply critical It is to the latter that I shall address myself for the most part in this introduction.

One of the commonest criticisms was in the form of expressed surprise that anyone would waste his time in writing about such a dead subject as the idea of progress. Who, it was repeatedly, rhetorically asked, believes in that outmoded superstition today. The author is living in a time warp, one reviewer said, referring to the nineteenth century when faith in progress was religious in intensity. Another reviewer referred to the book as “boardroom ideology masquerading as scholarship.” And yet another as bewilderingly awful.”

But I persist in believing that in chapter 8 of the book 1 have demonstrated by bibliographic reference that the idea is very much alive, throughout this century. Not without challengers, but alive all the saine. Debate between “declinists” and “progressivists” has raged for years in America; still rages indeed. A very few years ago when Yale history professor Paul Kennedy published his The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers with its concluding argument that the “American Empire” was already manifesting signs of decadence and decline, a storm of outrage issued forth from neoconservatives and other American intellectuals. They could not abide the thought that American progress might be tapering off, already succeeded by the stigmata of decline and possibly later, fall. Never! The Americanization of the world would go on!

If more recent proof of the prosperity of the idea of progress is wanted, it can be found in Francis Fukuyama’s extremely popular The End of History and the lost Man. Issued first by Fukuyama as an article in The National Interest, it achieved almost instant recognition in editorials and other commentaries in newspapers and magazines across the country. Interest was high, and interest became even higher when a year later it appeared as a book. In a short time it appeared on bestseller lists where it remained for several months«

Fukuyama’s book is straight, undiluted, forceful tribute to progress, for all the world like the tomes on the subject by such progressivists in the nineteenth century as Comte, Spencer, and Hegel, the latter being Fukuyama’s model. In its theme of progress cast in Hegelian terms, the book uses the word “end” in two senses, both Hegelian in origin. First there is to be seen, Fukuyama argues, an end, or approaching end, of the long familiar saga of history; that is, the wars, revolutions, despotism, and other catastrophes that have been the content of human history. The downfall of Soviet Communism means to Fukuyama the downfall of the last great obstacle to democracy on earth, more especially the democracy implicit and explicit in Americanism. So had written Fukuyama’s master, Hegel, in the early nineteenth century during the French Revolution.

But Fukuyama, still very much in the spirit of Hegel uses “end” in a second sense, one that is plainly Aristotelian in origin, one that refers to purpose, the basic indwelling cause and purpose, the goal of the whole multithousand-year process. As the Prussian state, duly brought to final perfection, was Hegel’s end or purpose of all that had preceded it, so democracy, largely in the American sense, is the end of history—in both senses of the word—for Fukuyama. History in the grand Hegelian sense, is reaching its full purpose now, with the Soviet superpower in manifest disintegration, leaving the earth to America and its fast-spreading pattern of literal democracy. Thus the end of all that was associated with old despotic political orders and thus too the end of History in the sense of final fulfillment of early promise.

In sum, the idea of progress and also the idea of regress or decline are both with us today in intellectual discourse—in the learned journals, the popular magazines, not to forget radio and television talk shows—precisely as both ideas were present in the centuries leading up to our own. The debate between the “declinists” and the “progressivists” is as spirited as it was in the late seventeenth century, in the famous Quarrel Between the Ancients and Moderns, that is, between those who thought the highest achievements in literature, art, and philosophy had been made with the ancient Greeks and Romans, with nothing but decadence and decline since the high watermark registered by the ancients« In tiying to prove their case in the seventeenth century, such notable partisans of the Modems, including William Temple in England and Fontenelle in France, indulged themselves in a charming piece of circular reasoning. The principle of progress, they said, guarantees that artists and scientists today are superior to those who came two millennia earlier. And, further, the manifest superiority of the Modems validates completely the principle of progress.

One of the most frequent criticisms, or doubts at very least, of this book stems from my insistence and, I believe, successful demonstration, that the idea of progress is not an exclusively modem idea, bora of the Enlightenment, but one that goes back to the ancient Greeks and Romans and most especially to St. Augustine and a very long, continuous line of his followers over the centuries.

But my argument has fallen on some deaf ears. The prevailing view is the conventional one, the view first expressed by Auguste Comte in the 1830s and then by the English historian, J» B. Bury in 1920 in his The Idea of Progress. This view declares that the whole notion of progress is strictly modem, with nothing but fitful, shadowy “anticipations” to be found throughout Greco-Roman and then medieval civilizations. But such a judgment today flies, as I have tried to demonstrate, in the face of a great deal of both classical and medieval scholarship during the seventy years that have passed since Bury’s book was published« Such notable classicists as Ludwig Edelstein, W. IC C. Guthrie, and Eric Dodds and such equally notable medievalists as Marjorie Reeves, Gerhart Ladner, and Ernst Kantorowicz have stressed, emphasized and clearly articulated the importance of the idea of progress in the thought of Greece and Rome and that of the later Middle Ages. 1 think the reader will agree that I have abundantly drawn from the ipsissima verba of the Greek and Roman luminaries themselves but also from »me of the major works of scholarship of recent years, works which had not yet come on the scene when Bury wrote his book.

The idea of progress—-the idea that civilization has advanced in the past, is now advancing, and in all likelihood will continue to advance in the foreseeable future—is the product fundamentally of two premodern propositions« The first is Greek and centers on the philosophy of growth» Greek philosophy and science saw almost everything in process of growth. -This perception included—by the time of the Socratic philosophers—human culture and institutions as well as the organic world. Of course there were, as so many reviewers sought to remind me, doctrines of degeneration and cycles* So are there such doctrines in Western thought today; so were there in the Century of Great Hope, the nineteenth century. But in ancient Greece, in medieval Paris, and during the Reformation there were also doctrines of linear progress. In Plato, Aristotle, Aeschylus among many Greeks and in Lucretius and Seneca among the Romans there is a clear, unambiguous statement of the idea of progress, the idea that mankind first lived not in a golden age, but in rude, primitive circumstances and, with or without the help of the gods, made its way, “little by little,” in Plato’s words, “step by step” in the phrasing of Lucretius, to the bountiful, civilized, and comfortable ways of the present« Our very word progress applied to the human race comes from Lucretius’s pedetemtim progredimtes, that is, step by step advancement of mankind over time.

What is perhaps most striking, however, in the generality of reviewers’ judgments is the stubborn refusal to grant Christianity even a modicum of the idea of progress, by which I mean of course secular as well as spiritual progress.

Merely consider what St. Augustine wrote in the early fifth century: “Has not the genius of man invented and applied countless astonishing arts, partly the result of necessity, partly the result of exuberant invention, so that this vigor of mind which is so active in the discovery not merely of the superfluous but even of dangerous and destructive things, betokens an inexhaustible wealth in the nature which can invent, learn, or employ such art”

It was St. Augustine who fused so momentously the Judaic idea of a sacred and also necessary history with the Greek idea of natural growth. As I wrote above, two fundamental building Mocks are necessary to the Western philosophy of human progress: first the idea of growth that is implicit in virtually all of Greek thought and second the idea of necessity that the ancient Jews saw in their own history. That history was necessary because the omnipotent and omnipresent God had made it so. Professor Bury to the contrary and as a vast amount of scholarship has demonstrated during the seventy years that have followed since his book was written, the early Christian-philosophers, with Augustine foremost, posited a single origin of humanity, thus making it lastingly unitary in composition, and a capacity of growth leading to its progress through stages and epochs throughout mankind’s history on this earth. St. Augustine, in a phrase that would be widely used for many centuries—down indeed to the present day—likened the cultural progress of the human race to the education of a single human being.

Bury, writing in 1920, and the great majority of contemporary writers who have dealt with the Western idea of progress, see both the thought of ancient Greece and Rome and of the Christians as barriers or obstacles to the modern “discovery” of the philosophy of human progress. Down, Bury and his long line of followers write, to the late seventeenth century, the belief in cycles by the Greeks and Romans, and in the Christian Epic by postclassical Europe, militated against any conception of humanity as undergoing progressive development«

But, as I hope will be understood by readers of the first three chapters of this book, the truth is otherwise* Far from being obstacles or barriers the thoughts of progress by the ancients and Christians alike were steps toward the modern idea of progress. In Augustine, intellectual child of the Greeks as well as of the Jews, to this day preeminent theologian in Christian history, there are all the essential ingredients of the modem idea of progress: the vision of an unfolding cumulative advancement of the human race in time—a unified, single human race, be it emphasized—a single time frame for all the peoples and epochs of the past and present, the conception of time as a linear, single flow, the use of evolving stages and epochs in the history of humanity, belief in the necessary, as well as sacred character of mankind’s history as set forth in the Old Testament, and, finally the envisagement of a future, distinctly Utopian end of history when the saved would go to eternal heaven.

As I have tried to show in this took, all that was necessary for the rationalists of the modem era was to secularize, to remove God or relegate God to a distance and the modern idea of progress would have been achieved* What was required when the death of God took place in the nineteenth century was some kind of purportedly scientific essence or process that was labeled Gast or ended in ism. Thus, especially in the nineteenth century, the flood of entelechies to explain the progressive character of human history without having to resuscitate Augustine’s God« Weltgeist, Urgast, Naturgdst, Dialectic, First Cause, the Unknowable—-these are some of the words that became fashionable in the nineteenth century, one and all made to cover phenomena that a century earlier had been covered by reference to God,

It is important to emphasize here that throughout its history the idea of progress has been more, much more, than a eudamonic theory; that is, a theory concerned solely with a putative happy ending to the whole historical process» The idea of progress does indeed point to material, moral, and spiritual advancement, with a glorious future in store.

But the idea of progress is more than this. It is also, and has been for most of its history, a frame of reference for the understanding of the present world. The concept of progress—of slow, gradual, and continuous change that is uniform in its large encompassment of the human race, has been for several centuries the means of accounting for cultural differences among the peoples of the world. The question was first raised when in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Westerners began to come in contact with peoples such as the aborigines of the Americas« How do we best explain their differentness from us; it was asked increasingly by not only the explorers themselves but the people back-home to whom the explorers reported their findings. The answer to this question contained references of course to differences of physical race and of geographical habitat. But what fast became the favorite answer rose right out of the idea of progress and its premise of uniform development. The Indians of the Western Hemisphere and other aborigines on the continents of the world could be seen as “contemporary ancestors,” that is, as peoples still in the early stages of cultural development in which Western society once existed but has long since progressed beyond* It was the idea of progress, of a natural, uniform progress that the West exhibited that made it possible to look out at the tribes, villages, and nations of the world and, through what was called “the comparative method,” classify them, arrange them in a progressive series all the way from the Tierra del Fuegians (then thought to be the most primitive of all extant peoples) to the inhabitants of London, Paris, and all the other capitals of the West.

Among the more frequent criticisms of my book when it first appeared was of failure to distinguish properly betwœn the idea of progress, of social evolution, natural histoiy, and development. But in the nineteenth century no differentiation whatever was made of these words. Darwin used the word “progress” oftener than either “development” or “evolution.” He was not referring to progress in the sense of moral improvement or increase of happiness, we may be sure, but rather in the original, Lucretian, sense of the word progress«, That is, development over time in what Lucretius called “step by step” and long before him Plato with his “little by little.”

Precisely the same meaning of progress was adopted in the social sciences starting in the late eighteenth century. In large measure the social sciences were founded on the idea of progress, of mankind’s putative advancement through time from the simple and the primitive to the ever more complex* Adam Smith made the study of “progress,” of “natural progress” almost the very fundament of the new discipline of economic science, the phrase for which he is best known, “laissez faire,” is used in the context of what Smith deemed to be the best and the most progressive forms of economy. To “leave alone” in reference to economic institutions is, for Smith, to remove all the political impediments to what his study convinced Mm was the “natural progress” of human society and wealth. As one of Ms students, Dugald Stuart, put it, ‘The great and leading object of Ms speculations is to illustrate the provisions made by nature . . . for a gradual and progressive augmentation of the means of national wealth.”

So was sociology founded in large part upon the principle of progress—slow, gradual, and continuous advancement in time. Auguste Comte, who coined the word “sociology” and laid down the basic principles, declared the law of progress the veiy basis of “social dynamics”—one half of the new science, the other being “social statics”—and he also made emphatic that the law of progress had notMng to do with human perfectibility, only with the gradual, cumulative, and continuous advance or development of the human race.

The great objective of soda! pMlosophers and of naturalists too was the discovery of a unified law of progress. Condorcet, Saint-Simon, Comte, Hegel, Spencer, and Marx were among those who featured their respective “laws” of progress. Progress, declared Spencer in Ms Social Statics, “is not an accident, but a necessity,” What Spencer called the law of progress meant exactly in Ms mind what others might call a law of evolution or of development. Spencer himself used the words interchangeably.

In 1859 Darwin’s Origin of Species was published. In it Darwin postulated a single law, that of natural selection or survival of the fittest (the latter proposed by Spencer and fully accepted by Darwin) by wMch all the phenomena of organic nature could be explained. Darwin rejected “catastropMc” theories of evolution, preferring a theory that could be deduced from the regular and even processes of change one could find in nature at all times. “As natural selection acts solely by accumulating slight, successive favorable variations, it can produce no great or sudden modifications.” Such a statement coming from the revered Darwin couldn’t help but stimulate social pMlosophers and social scientists to favor for themselves and their researches a single law, based upon processes observable in the present but projectable all the way back to the beginnings of human society. Thus for Marx the class struggle he believed he could so plainly see in the present day became a law of development or progress that could be invoked for the most distant past—as well as future until the glorious day when communism would govern the world. Marx apparently saw Mmself in step with Darwin: Ms struggle of the classes in the social order compared favorably with the Darwinian struggles within species, struggles for food and preservation of existence.

Of all evidences of the continuing prosperity in the West of the idea of progress, probably the commonest, and also most compelling, is our division between the “progressive” and the “archaic” among practices, sentiments, and ideas in our present. No accolade is greater than that of “progressive” and no criticism is more deadly than the imputation of “archaic” or “reactionary” For one—whether in politics, science, or religion—to be called progressive is far better than to be called merely right or correct. As we use the word “progressive” it means at bottom being on the side of progress instead of fixity, of being modem rather than past-oriented. For many years Western intellectuals identified with socialist societies, including the Soviet Union, despite their evident economic failures and their repressive bureaucracies, not to forget official terror in the Soviet Union, simply because, attractive or no, they represented, so it was said, progress» Infamous as a given socialist state might be, an Albania or Bulgaria, it was yet on the side of the future. Continued “progress” would in time dislodge all present inequities and exploitations. Not least among the reasons for the triumph of Marxism in the late nineteenth century was its offer of historical inevitability instead of mere Utopian preference* Who after the Bolshevik revolution in Russia didn’t applaud. Lincoln Steffens’ boldly redemptive words: “1 have seen the future and it works” became popular.

Socialism and communism are in discredit at the moment, perhaps to remain so indefinitely. Certainly their economic, political, social, and cultural records are for the most part abysmal But no one can be sure. What we can be reasonably sure of, I believe, is an indefinite retention in the West of a belief, a faith indeed, in progress. Progress, J. B. Bury wrote is “a synthesis of the past and a prophecy of the future.” At the end of his influential book, Bury speculated on the possibility that belief in progress, attractive as it has been to many millions of people for hundreds if not thousands of years may yet disappear, be displaced by some other cosmic faith. After all, as 1 stress in the epilogue of this book, the philosophy of progress has always rested on, has had to rest on, certain premises. It may be, as I suggest, that all the while we are still basking in the glow of progress, these premises are eroding fatefully and fatally. But no one can be sure in these matters«


Foreword

READERS who are acquainted with my Social Change and History (1969) will recognize in this book intellectual ground that was gone over with a different objective in the earlier one. That book is a critical exploration of modern social theory; its aim, the demonstration through historical as well as analytical arguments of the frailties in reigning theories of change -—chiefly functionalism, developmentalism, and evolutionism—in the contemporary social sciences. Treatment of the idea of progress is brief and is subordinated throughout to other, larger interests.

The present work was conceived as a short history of the idea of progress alone. I have tried, within the limits of space, to identify and put in proper perspective the major personages, texts, presuppositions, intellectual climates, and philosophical and ideological uses of the idea during the past twenty-five hundred years. Although the dogma of progress held magisterial status during most of its Western history, it has obviously fallen to a low and sorely beset status in our century. Its future, as I suggest in the final chapter, is cloudy, to say the least. One conclusion, though, may be stated confidently. If the idea of progress does die in the West, sc will a great deal else that we have long cherished in this civilization.

Dependence upon the scholarship of others is of necessity great in a book such as this, and although I have made specific reference in the text to all those whose insights and interpretations have been valuable to me, there are a few who must be given special mention here. They are: the late Ludwig Edelstein, whose The Idea of Progress in Classical Antiquity was almost indispensable to me in the preparation of the first chapter of this book; Gerhart B. Ladner for his remarkable Idea of Reform chiefly, but for his other writings as well, all of which guided me through early Christian thought along paths I should not, in all probability, have found for myself; the late Ernst Kantorowicz, whose The King’s Two Bodies opens doors to so much more in medieval thought than its title might suggest, including the idea of progress; Marjorie Reeves for her The Influence of Prophecy in the Later Middle Ages, which provides us with full and authoritative treatment of that twelfth-century prophet-genius Joachim de Fiore and also traces in detail his influence down into the nineteenth century; there is no other figure whose influence upon the formation of the medieval idea of progress is larger and more fertile than Joachim’s; Arthur Lovejoy and George Boas for their rich studies of primitivism and progress in classical and medieval writings, and Lovejoy alone for his The Great Chain of Being, one of the masterpieces of twentieth century scholarship. There are, as I have noted, many others whose scholarly investigations and commentaries have been of great value to me, but I believe Í have rendered sufficient acknowledgment of them in the text, with two exceptions.

The first is Frederick J. Teggart, for many years a member of the faculty of the University of California, Berkeley. His own fruitful and influential interest in the idea of progress, going back to the early part of this century, led to my interest in the subject. A number of interpretations and emphases in this book differ sometimes sharply from Teggart’s, but that fact in no way diminishes my lifelong obligation to one of the profoundest and most original scholars in this century.

Tribute must also be given J. B. Bury for his Idea of Progress: An Inquiry into its Origins and Growth, published in London in 1920. The highest compliment to be paid the book is to observe that it has itself become a part of the history of the idea—in short, a classic. It is, however, a deeply flawed classic. Bury (in a tradition that goes back at least to Auguste Comte in the early nineteenth century) denied to both the classical and medieval worlds any real conception of human progress on earth. And, quintessential rationalist and free thinker that he was, he chose to see Christianity as the final great foe to be routed before the idea of progress could emerge in, according to Bury, the late seventeenth century. His positions in those respects as well as others simply cannot be legitimately maintained today, given the great amount of specialized scholarship on classical and medieval thought that has appeared since his book was published. But errors or omissions notwithstanding, Bury’s book must be respected both for its content and its widespread influence.

I am grateful to The Rockefeller Foundation, particularly to its Division of Humanities under the directorship of Dr. Joel Colton, for a generous grant-in-aid that helped greatly in the research necessary for the writing of this book. That grant makes it possible to thank Joseph Lawrence and Christopher Kobrak, graduate students at Columbia University during the early phase of the book, for their valuable research assistance. To Columbia I am indebted for the privilege of serving on its faculty as Albert Schweitzer Professor in the Humanities during the years 1974-78. This book was begun and largely completed during those years, and it cannot therefore be separated from the stimulating and rewarding atmosphere of Morningside Heights.

The book was completed during my tenure as resident scholar at The American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, in Washington, D.C., and I take this opportunity to thank the William J. Baroodys, Sr. and Jr., for their perception of the book’s subject as falling within public policy research, it is impossible for me to imagine a more congenial setting for research and writing.

Finally, I take pleasure in thanking Martin Kessler, Midge Decter, Maureen Bischoff, and others at Basic Books for their wise counsel and unfailing assistance in converting manuscript into book during this past year.



 Part I

The Genesis and Development of the Idea of Progress




Introduction

It is Almost the Year Two Thousand

To start the world of old

We had one age of gold

Not labored out of mines,

And some say there are signs,

The second such has come,

The true Millennium,

The final golden glow

To end it. And if so

(and science ought to know)

We may well raise our heads

From weeding garden beds

And annotating books

To watch this end de luxe.

ROBERT FROST

AS the year 2000 comes closer, there is certain to be a widening and quickening of interest—scientific, scholarly, intellectual, and popular—not only in the year itself, given its chiliastic overtone, but also in the whole question of human progress. What, it will be—-is now being—asked, may be expected of the year, as far as the West is concerned? Does a Golden Age lie ahead; or, as the result of degeneration, an Age of Darkness? And how will progress or regress be assessed, by what criteria? What is progress: basically moral and spiritual, with absence of material wealth a better indicator than abundance? There are those in the past as well as in the West today who have so argued. Or is progress inextricably related to the skills and insights proceeding from accumulation of knowledge, as a long line of philosophers commencing with Xenophanes and Protagoras in ancient Greece have insisted? Throughout most of Western history, the Middle Ages included, respect for reason, knowledge, and science was so high that it was almost inevitable that criteria of human progress would be drawn from these values. It is different, however, in the twentieth century. The revolt against rationalism and science, the cultivation of irrationalism in a variety of forms, religious and secular, and the astonishing growth of subjectivism, of preoccupation with one’s own self and its pleasures—all of this is different in scale at least from anything the West has before known. Will the historic idea of progress be driven entirely from the intellectual field by the massed forces of pessimism: belief in cycles of civilization, with our own Western civilization even now hastening toward the bottom of the downswing?

It is not the purpose of this book to seek direct answers to any of these obsessing questions, although I like to think that some light will be thrown on the questions by pursuit of the actual aim of the book, which is that of providing a straightforward history of the idea of progress, from the Greeks to our own day. For more than twenty-five hundred years philosophers, scientists, historians and theologians have been occupied in varying degrees of intensity by this idea—and, of course, its opposite: degeneration or cyclical recurrence, although from Hesiod and possibly Homer on, the faith in progress has been, as I show in the chapters of this book, the dominant faith. We live, it has often been said, under the spell of ideas, good or bad, true or false. We may think we are responding directly to events and changes in the histories of institutions, but we aren’t; we are responding to these events and changes as they are made real or assimilable to us by ideas already in our heads.

No single idea has been more important than, perhaps as important as, the idea of progress in Western civilization for nearly three thousand years. Other ideas will come to mind, properly: liberty, justice, equality, community, and so forth. 1 do not derogate from one of them. But this must be stressed: throughout most of Western history, the substratum of even these ideas has been a philosophy of history that lends past, present, and future to their importance. Nothing gives greater importance or credibility to a moral or political value than belief that it is more than something cherished or to be cherished; that it is an essential element of historical movement from past through present to future. Such a value can then be transposed from the merely desirable to the historically necessary.

Simply stated, the idea of progress holds that mankind has advanced in the past—from some aboriginal condition of primitiveness barbarism, or even nullity—is now advancing, and will continue to advance through the foreseeable future. In J. B. Bury’s apt phrase, the idea of progress is a synthesis of the past and a prophecy of the future. It is inseparable from a sense of time flowing in unilinear fashion. Arthur O. Lovejoy, in his Primi-tivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity, writes that the idea represents “an appraisal both of the historic process in general and of the predominant trend which is manifested in it.” The consequence of this awareness of historical process, Lovejoy continues, is widespread belief in “a tendency inherent in nature or man to pass through a regular sequence of stages of development in the past, the present and the future, the latter stages being —with perhaps occasional retardations or regressions—superior to the earlier.” To which it is necessary to add only that most often this idea also contains assumptions as to the continuity, the gradualness, the naturalness, even the inexorability, of these stages of development. The idea must not be thought the companion of mere caprice or accident; it must be thought a part of the very scheme of things in universe and society. Advance from the inferior to the superior must seem as real and certain as anything in the laws of nature.

But what does “advance” or passage from “inferior to superior” mean in substantive terms? We shall find from the Greeks down to the twentieth century two closely related though distinguishable propositions. First slow, gradual, and cumulative improvement in knowledge, the kind of knowledge embodied in the arts and sciences, in the manifold ways man has for coping with the problems presented by nature or by the sheer efforts of human beings to live with one another in groups. From Hesiod and, more vividly, Protagoras, through such Romans as Lucretius and Seneca, through St. Augustine and his descendants all the way to the seventeenth-century Puritans and beyond, down to the great prophets of progress in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, such as Saint-Simon, Comte, Hegel, Marx, and Herbert Spencer, we find a rarely interrupted conviction that the very nature of knowledge—objective knowledge such as that in science and technology—-is to advance, to improve, to become more perfect.

The second major proposition or strand of thought we find in the history of the idea of progress centers upon man’s moral or spiritual condition on earth, his happiness, his freedom from torments of nature and society, and above all his serenity or tranquillity. The goal of progress or advancement is mankind’s eventual achievement, on earth, of these spiritual and moral virtues, thus leading toward ever-greater perfection of human nature. There have been in the past, there are now, there always will be, no doubt, those who believe that the two propositions just stated have an inverse relationship to one another. That is, achievement of spiritual bliss and moral perfection demands, as its condition, not achievement or increase of knowledge —of world and man—but repudiation of such knowledge. To know is to sin, or lay the foundations of sin. The Greeks had their legend of Pandora’s box to make the point that all the moral evils on earth had had their origin in Pandora’s unconquerable desire to know the contents of the chest she had been forbidden to open. When she did open the chest, out flew the insects of avarice, cupidity, cruelty, exploitativeness, conflict, and others. More famous, the Jews had their Garden, an originally innocent Adam and Eve, and then, also through insatiable desire to know, the Fall. There hasn’t been an age since in Western history in which some variant of this view of the inverse relation between happiness and knowledge hasn’t had currency. In his A Study of History, the late A. J. Toynbee argues that so close is the correlation between technological advancement and moral decline that the appearance of the former may be used as the ground of accurate forecasting of the latter.

But old and recurrent as this conception is, it is by no means, and never has been in any age, universally held by intellectuals. There were indeed classical and Christian minds convinced of a primal golden age followed by degeneration. But, as we shall see there were from the beginning Greeks and Romans who believed the very opposite, that the beginning was wretchedness, that salvation lay in the increase of knowledge. So have there been such minds in the Christian, the medieval, and above all in the modern epoch.

Quite obviously, so sweeping a proposition as the idea of progress as just described cannot be empirically or logically verified. One may say, precisely and verifiably enough, that the art of medicine or the art of war has advanced, given our perfectly objective ways of noting the means toward the long-held end or purpose in each art: saving or healing life; destroying one’s enemies as effectively and lastingly as possible. Plainly, penicillin is, and can be proved to be, superior to old-fashioned remedies—blood-letting or leeching, for example. And modern artillery is superior to cross-bows and boiling pitch.

Matters become more complicated, though, even within either of these specialized, technical domains, when we ask what the overall effects are-environmental, social, moral, demographic, spiritual, and so forth—of even the kind of progress we see in the art of medicine. One need only think of the present burgeoning, fast-spreading area of thought known as medical ethics, including the right to die with dignity amid all the technological achievements by which the dying can be held indefinitely in that suspended state, to be reminded of the extent to which even the oldest of ethical issues can become activated by technological success in medicine.

And, of course, matters become almost hopelessly complicated and conflicting when we try to speak of progress (or regress) in reference to “humanity,” “mankind” or “civilization/” And yet these inherent complications, conflicts, and paradoxes notwithstanding, many very wise and eminent philosophers, scientists, historians, and statesmen have spoken of progress in these terms. To call the roll is to summon up such names as Protagoras, Plato, Aristotle, Lucretius, Seneca, St. Augustine, Jean Bodin, Isaac Newton, Robert Boyle, Joseph Priestley, Comte, Hegel, Darwin, Marx, Herbert Spencer, and in America, a line that commenced with Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards, and included Jefferson, John Adams, Franklin, and very nearly every major thinker and statesman in the United States who succeeded the Founding Fathers. These are but a few of the West’s light and leading for whom the progress of mankind, especially in the arts and sciences, was as real and as certain as any law in physical science.

The point is not that any of these believers in progress ever thought empirical validation likely or even possible when the referent was as abstract and vast as humanity or civilization. The point is that for these believers there was no more necessity for empirical proof of universal progress than there was for a geometrical proposition—or, if one was religious, for a commandment or other injunction in the Bible. Call it axiom or dogma: the fact is, no matter how meaningless the idea may have come to seem to intellectuals in this second half of the twentieth century, the idea was as self-evident as anything in Euclid for immense numbers of scholars and scientists in Western history down through the early twentieth century.

Nor can we overlook the masses. From at least the early nineteenth century until a few decades ago, belief in the progress of mankind, with Western civilization in the vanguard, was virtually a universal religion on both sides of the Atlantic. And whatever its parlous state today in the West, there is considerable reason to believe that this is one of the hardiest of Western ideas or values to take root in Eastern Europe—the Soviet Union preeminently—and much of Asia.

True, even in very modern times there have been profoundly convinced skeptics and disbelievers. We shall come to some of these in a closing section of this book, but for the moment it will suffice to name Tocqueville, Burckhardt, Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Max Weber, Sorel, W. R. ïnge, and Spengler as among those—-a small minority in their day, to be sure, but the direct source of the intellectual-literary malaise now so widespread among us in the West—who could not bring themselves to believe that the condition of the West as they perceived it reflected progress. But as previously noted, such skeptics duly acknowledged, the overwhelming majority of the greatest minds in Western history are oriented toward the dogma of progress.

Not, as we shall observe, that this dogma has always had salutary effect. For the most part, it has been a benign intellectual influence—inseparable, as I have come to believe, from the crucial motivations, impulses, desires, and incentives which have been behind the extraordinary accomplishments of Western civilization, perched upon what is no more than a tiny promon tory of Eurasia. The history of all that is greatest in the West—-religion, science, reason, freedom, equality, justice, philosophy, the arts, and so on —is grounded deeply in the belief that what one does in one’s own time is at once tribute to the greatness and indispensability of the past, and confidence in an ever more golden future.

But, as I say, the record is not always a clean one for the consequences of belief in progress. Faith in the advance of mankind, stage by stage, to some still unfulfilled end or goal can be, and has been, united with faiths most of us in the West find repugnant and hateful. The kind of absolute military-political power we find in twentieth-century totalitarianisms, left and right, has behind it a philosophy of inexorable progress. So does the kind of racism that flourished in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: to a man the Gobineaus, Houston Stewart Chamberlains, and Madison Grants were believers in progress, or at least in its possibility and seeking its cause —which they found in race.

But, corruptions of the idea of progress understood—and the two 1 have just mentioned do not exhaust the number—1 remain convinced that this idea has done more good over a twenty-five hundred-year period, led to more creativeness in more spheres, and given more strength to human hope and to individual desire for improvement than any other single idea in Western history. One may say that what is ultimately crucial, the will to advance or improve, lies in the individual alone, that an unverifiable, paradoxical, cosmic dogma is not needed. The individual’s own drives and aspirations will suffice to effect progress, and therefore so comprehensive and abstract a proposition as the Western idea of progress is expendable.

I do not agree. The springs of human action, will, and ambition lie for the most part in beliefs about universe, world, society, and man which defy rational calculations and differ greatly from physio-psychological instincts. These springs lie in what we call dogmas. That word comes from Greek roots with the literal meaning of “seems-good.” As Tocqueville wrote, “No society can prosper; no society can exist” without dogma. For the individual also “dogmatic belief is not less indispensable to him in order to live alone.” It was Cardinal Newman who wrote: “Men will die for a dogma who will not even stir for a conclusion.” The idea of the slow, gradual, inexorable progress of mankind to higher status in knowledge, culture, and moral estate is a dogma, precisely the kind that Tocqueville and Newman had in mind.

Everything now suggests, however, that Western faith in the dogma of progress is waning rapidly in all levels and spheres in this final part of the twentieth century. The reasons, as I attempt to show in the final chapter, have much less to do with the unprecedented world wars, the totalitarianisms, the economic depressions, and other major political, military, and economic afflictions which are peculiar to the twentieth century than they do with the fateful if less dramatic erosion of all the fundamental intellectual and spiritual premises upon which the idea of progress has rested throughout its long history.

Perhaps I exaggerate. But I cannot help but think we shall know shortly whether civilization in any form and substance comparable to what we have known during most of the preceding twenty-five hundred years in the West is possible without the supporting faith in progress that has existed along with this civilization. Our problem in this final part of the twentieth century is compounded by the fact that the dogma of progress is today strong in the official philosophies or religions of those nations which are the most formidable threats to Western culture and its historical moral and spiritual values —one more instance of the capacity for Western skills and values to be exported, corrupted, and then turned against the very West that gave them birth.




Chapter 1

The Classical World

IS the idea of progress to be found in classical Greek and Roman thought: the idea that mankind has slowly, gradually, and continuously advanced from an original condition of cultural deprivation, ignorance, and insecurity to constantly higher levels of civilization, and that such advancement will, with only occasional setbacks, continue through the present into the future? The answer to this question is an emphatic yes, as the contents of this chapter will make evident.

It would be disingenuous, however, to omit reference here to the long-held, contrary view of this subject, one with a great deal more currency than the one 1 have just stated. From at least the time of Auguste Comte, whose volumes on Positive Philosophy published in the 1830s made the “law of progress” the very foundation stone of his view of civilization, the judgement has prevailed that the ancients knew nothing of the idea of the continuous progress of mankind from past to future. So learned a mind as Walter Bagehot wrote in 1872: “The ancients had no conception of progress; they did not so much reject the idea; they did not even entertain the idea.” J. B. Bury, in his Idea of Progress, also denied the existence of the idea of progress in Greek and Roman thought (and in Christian thought as well) on the grounds, first, that their philosophers lacked awareness of a long historical past within which progress could be discerned; second, that they were victims of their own belief in a theory of historical degeneration (with the story of mankind perceived as one long decline from an original golden age); and, third, that Greek and Roman philosophers were generally com- mitted to an envisagement of human history as endlessly and recurrently cyclical, thus making any thought of linear advancement through the ages quite impossible.

Bury’s assessment of the matter—which, as noted, only echoes the assessments of Auguste Comte and a large number of other nineteenth-century philosophers, scientists, and historians—remains to this moment a part of the conventional wisdom regarding the classical world. Thus John Baillie, in his learned The Belief in Progress, finds the faint beginnings of the idea of progress not earlier than the beginning of Christianity. F. M. Cornford argues in his The Unwritten Philosophy that a conception of progress could not possibly have existed in Greece—so deeply and widely held was the idea of historical degeneration. The erudite W. R. Inge, Dean of St. Paul’s in London, in his Romanes Lecture—-delivered in 1920, the year Bury’s book was published-—declared that this “pernicious superstition” was the spawn of modernity, with not a trace of it to be found in either classical or Christian thought. R. G. Collingwood’s Idea of History does not allow the ancient Greeks even a true sense of time and history, much less a conception of progress. And Hannah Arendt, who was so perceptive of the nature of the idea of progress and its capacity for evil as well as good, denies flatly that “such a thing as the progress of mankind [existed] prior to the seventeenth century.”

Weighty testimony indeed. But the truth, I believe, lies in the opposite corner. Through the specialized scholarship of such eminent classicists as Ludwig Edelstem, M. I. Finley, W. K. C. Guthrie, and Eric R. Dodds—not to ignore earlier studies by Frederick J. Teggart, Arthur O. Lovejoy, and George Boas—we have come to see that the Greeks and Romans, contrary to conventional interpretation, did have a distinct awareness of a long past, did see a measured progression of the arts and sciences and of man’s estate on earth, and did on occasion refer to a future in which civilization would have gone well beyond what it was in their own time. In the late sixth century, Xenophanes wrote: “The gods did not reveal to men all things from the beginning, but men through their own search find in the course of time that which is better.” Ludwig Edelstein, who regards Xenophanes’ words as the first statement in Western history of the idea of progress, assures us that Xenophanes meant his generalization to apply to the future as well as to the past and present.

M. I. Finley, in his TJie World of Odysseus, suggests that a recognition of the advancement of mankind through the centuries may be found even in Homer. The dread Cyclopes were seen by Odysseus as devoid of all culture, even agriculture (“they neither plant anything nor till,” Homer writes); but they were also seen as examples of what the Greeks themselves had once been, so far as culture was concerned. Behind the account of the Cyclopes, Finley writes, lies “a distinct view of social evolution. In primitive times, the poet seems to be suggesting, man lived in a state of permanent struggle and war to the death against the outsider. Then the gods intervened, and through their precepts, their themis, a new ideal was set before man, . . .” An ideal, Finley concludes, that would go a long way toward generating the actual progress the Greeks experienced down through the great fifth century B.C.

By the time we come to the fifth century B.C. awareness of and fascination with the idea of progress were relatively widespread. At the very beginning of that century Protagoras set forth his view that the history of man had been and would remain a progressive history. “By the classical period of Greek thought.” writes W. K. C. Guthrie, “the idea of a past Golden Age had been very widely replaced by the view of man’s early condition as ‘brutish’ and ‘disorderly.’” These words—-especially “brutish” or “animallike” are repeated as an echo by a number of writers. In this chapter we shall see abundant evidence of Greek and Roman belief in the progress of mankind through the ages as expressed in Hesiod, Protagoras, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, Zeno, Lucretius, and Seneca. As Protagoras put it: “In the course of time” or in Plato’s words, “little by little,” and pedetemtim pr ogre dient es, or “step-by-step” in Lucretius’ statement of the matter.

I am not arguing that the perspective of progress is the entire story of classical belief. There were those who were convinced that degeneration rather than progress was the true picture of man’s history, that a golden age had once existed, with all subsequent history one of decline and decay. Some of the writers we shall be concerned with in this chapter were able to hold to concepts of progress and of degeneration. None of this is to be denied. But it might be noted that we do find in our own century contrasting views of progress and decline, even theories of recurrent cycles. The point is not that the Greeks and Romans were unaware of the phenomena of degeneration, that they were without any belief whatever in a primordial golden age: it is that along with these beliefs existed beliefs in the progress of man from the remote past through the present, even to the distant future. Preoccupation with the future may not have been the same obsession among classical thinkers as it was among philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but, as Edelstein has demonstrated in detail, belief in progress extending into the distant future is to be found throughout the entire period that stretches from Xenophanes at the end of the sixth century B.C. to Seneca in the first century A.D.—belief for which the words of Seneca are entirely apposite: “The time will come when mental acumen and prolonged study will bring to light what now is hidden. . . . the time will come when our successors will wonder how we could have been ignorant of things so obvious.” We shall commence our story with Hesiod, who was second only to Homer in his appeal to not only the Greek philosophers but to countless other European thinkers down to the beginning of the modern age.


Hesiod

Any account of belief in progress among the ancient Greeks must begin with this extraordinary and so often misunderstood Boeotian farmer-philosopher of the late eighth century B.C. Almost invariably he is cast in the lineaments of pessimism (which to be sure he was not wholly lacking in) and of unqualified belief in degeneration from past to present and in the hopelessness of the future. But there is another, truer, and far more fertile Hesiod than the conventional one, and we shall be concerned here with him. For he is the real source of the Greek belief in progress, through history and reform.

His Theogony is cosmic in scope, a history of the formation of earth, sky, ocean (each likened unto a god or goddess), and of the convulsive couplings of gods and goddesses and the resulting births of new ones, which kept the universe for so long in a condition of war and other torment that makes Hobbes’s state of nature seem mild by comparison. “Verily, at first Chaos came to be,” Hesiod tells us—-but then shortly after, Earth and then, indis pensably, Eros or Love (in the Symposium Socrates, three centuries after Hesiod, would pay tribute to Hesiod’s vital introduction of Love). Afterward Heaven appeared on the scene, to He with Earth in one of the most cataclysmic embraces known in all literature, thus giving birth to Cronus who in turn sired, and came from jealousy to hate, Zeus. The great and ultimate achievement of Zeus, Hesiod declares, is the creation, but only after frenetic battles with the feared Titans and his theft of their awesome thunderbolts, of order and stability in the world. No one reading The Theogony could possibly deny Hesiod, or so it seems to me, a very real sense of both the passage of very long periods of time and of the progressive amelioration of the world in which humanity was to come into existence.

But for all the interest that The Theogony generates with its rich sexual and parturitional imagery, its episodes of terroristic war, mutilation, destruction, and final outcome of good, it is Hesiod’s Works and Days we are obliged to turn to, at least for purposes of our narrative. This is the work, written, it is judged, after the Theogony, that makes it possible for one commentator to declare Hesiod the first in the European tradition to use poetry for purposes of instruction: moral, religious, yes, but also political, social, and economic. In many ways, the book is a miscellany. We get from it extremely practical advice on the tilling of the soil and the proper harvesting of crops, on the proper ways to conduct business relationships, on the condition of justice in Hesiod’s time (appalling!), and on a great many other matters rooted in past, present, and also, by implication or adjuration, the future.

Among the book’s bequests to posterity are two which have had immense influence in Western thought: Hesiod’s telling of the myth of the successive, metallic ages: the golden, silver, bronze, and iron (with an age of heroes intercalated between the third and fourth); and second, the myth of Prometheus and his stealing of fire from Mt. Olympus to give to mankind, thus generating mankind’s capacity to move from primordial deprivation and fear to eventual civilization. There is a third myth, that of Pandora and her forbidden opening of the chest, thus inflicting upon man miseries not before known, which might be termed the genesis of male chauvinism in Western thought. 1 shall pass over it as it is not as closely related to our subject as the other two are.

Let us begin with the myth of the ages. The idea of a succession of ages over a long time span is by no means original with Hesiod or the Greeks. Other, much older literatures in the world, Egyptian and Babylonian included, make reference to these ages in one context or other. There is indeed, as has often been pointed out, a certain degree of archaeological sophistication in them. Irrespective of moral and spiritual implication, the succession from gold to iron has some correspondence with the actual historical succession of cultures in early times in the prehistory of Europe. Use of gold for ornamental purposes undoubtedly preceded use of silver, certainly of bronze and iron.

But Hesiod’s employment of the metallic ages is indubitably set in spiritual and moral contexts. It is important, however, to observe that Hesiod, in Works and Days, does not refer to ages as such, but to races. Thus in his telling it was the “golden race” that the gods first created. This race, we learn, was characterized on the one hand by ignorance of the practical arts, and on the other by moral probity, peacefulness, and, in general, happiness. This race existed in the time of Cronus, predecessor to Zeus, and eventually they were removed, hidden in the earth. Following them is the “silver race.” “in no way like the first, in body or mind.” Such indeed was their wickedness, their fondness for war and other kinds of strife, that Zeus, by now supreme, put them out of existence. Thee Zeus created a third race, one of bronze. What this race of men cherished above all things was martial combat» They were hardhearted but nevertheless impressive in their pursuit of valor. Their armor, housing, and implements, were all made of bronze; iron had riot yet come into being. This bronze race, Hesiod writes, destroyed themselves through unending warfare and went down without name or any other identity to Hades. Zeus then created a fourth race, of ‘“hero-men”—also skilled in the arts of war, brave and bold in battles at Thebes and Troy, and, unlike their predecessor race, aware of and respectful to justice. Eventually they too disappeared, many by death in battle, but others, by Zeus’s own providence, permitted to live eternally, in happiness and moral probity, on the Isles of the Blest. Last of all comes the “iron race.” of which Hesiod himself was a member. He has much to say about the toil, the torment, the injustice, the cruel deprivations to which his own racéis subjected. Hence the famous words: “Would that I lived not among the fifth race of men, but had died before or been born afterward.”

Clearly, there is basis for the conventional interpretation of the myth of the ages : that of a cycle of degeneration beginning with the golden race and culminating in the iron; a cycle that would repeat itself endlessly, thus giving foundation to Hesiod’s wish that he had been bom earlier—among men of gold, say, at the beginning of his own cycle, or later at the beginning of the new cycle, also golden. There is basis for this reading of the myth, and I am frank in saying that until three or four years ago Î so read it myself.

I do no longer. Careful reading of the myth itself and a placing of it in conjunction with other themes of Hesiod’s work suggests something rather different. In the first place, the sequence given us by Hesiod is by no means one of unrelieved worsening of the lot of mankind. There is no doubt that for Hesiod the first of the races, the golden race, was indeed a pure and happy one, devoid though it was of the skills and arts which would in time increase man’s material comforts. But the very next race created (there is no implica» tion in Hesiod of any genetic descent of the races) is not a second best in any sense. It comes close to being the very converse of the first. The bronze race that is third in order of time is markedly better than its silver predecessor and the next succeeding race, that of “hero-men,” is better yet. This, as noted, is the race that acquitted itself so valiantly that those not killed in war were settled by Zeus in the Isles of the Blest.

Nor, to come now to the real point, is the iron race as monolithically evil as conventional interpretation would have it. Moreover, this race is far from being committed by Zeus to early extinction because of its injustices and immoralities. True, Hesiod tells us that Zeus will destroy this race, but that declaration ends with the words “when they come to have gray hair on their temples at birth,” a fate Hesiod does not seem to believe to be exactly imminent. His comment, taken in larger context, is much like our own “until hell freezes over.” a reference of unlikelihood, not of serious expectation. And consider the following passage from Works and Days. It appears after one of Hesiod’s several condemnations of those who fail to observe justice and thus cause much unhappiness.

But to those who give straight judgment to strangers and to the men of the land, and not aside from what is just, their city flourishes, and the people prosper in it. Peace, the nurse of children, is abroad in their land, and all-seeing Zeus never decrees cruel war against them. Neither famine nor disaster ever haunt men who do true justice; but light-heartedly they tend the fields which are their care. The earth bears them victual in plenty, and on the mountans the oak bears acorns upon the top and bees in the midst. The wooly sheep are laden with fleeces; their women bear children like parents. They flourish continually with good things, and do not travel on ships, for the grain-giving earth bears them fruit.”

This is no golden age of the past that Hesiod is writing about, but rather the kind of life that all of his own race may anticipate provided they clean up current injustices and commit themselves to lives of rectitude. It is, only too clearly, progressive reform that Hesiod is holding up to us, reform that can make life for this contemporary iron race of men not only endurable but desirable. The eminent Berkeley classicist, the late George M. Calhoun, a half-century ago reached this assessment of Hesiod in his book, The Growth of Criminal Law in Ancient Greece:

One cannot read far in the Works and Days without perceiving that here is the genesis of our political literature. For the first time an author addresses himself consciously and deliberately to the social and political problems of his day. He presents a vigorous arraignment of things as they are, and also a program of reform, founded upon the twofold gospel of industry in the individual and justice in those who rule the state. Bitter as is the poet’s sense of personal injury, it is almost lost, as he progresses with his theme, in righteous indignation against the greater social wrong of which his own experience is but a single instance.

Let us go back again to the famous lines in which he laments the hardships and injustices of his own age: “For now, verily, is a race of iron, Never do men rest from toil and hardship, nor from suffering by night, and sore cares shall the gods lay upon them. Howbeit, even for these shall good be mingled with evil.” (Italics added) Any dispassionate reading of that final line suggests no doomsayer at all, but instead a mind that can see and foresee the good that comes from discipline, hard work, and honesty.

Why would Hesiod be as admonitory to his brother Perses as he is in the following lines, if only inexorable decline and destruction were seen by Hesiod to lie ahead?

To you. Perses, Î speak with good intent.... Long and steep is the way thereto, and it is rough work at the first, but when one has reached the top, easy is it thereafter despite its hardness .... Both gods and men are wroth with a man who lives in idleness, for in nature he is like the stingless drones who waste the labor of the bees, eating without working; but let it be your care to order your work properly, that in the right season your barns may be full. Through work men grow rich in flocks and substance and working they are much loved by the immortals. Work is no disgrace; it is idleness that is a disgrace.

Those are the words not of a believer in relentless, unremitting decline and in eventual extinction of a race, but of a believer, instead, in a philosophy of life and work not very different from what in modern history is termed the Protestant Ethic, the kind of advice that we find in Poor Richard’s Almanack. There is hope, indeed faith, in Hesiod’s words of warning to his brother—at, of course, a price. But the price is no more than hard work and honesty in personal dealings.

At the beginning 1 spoke of two myths in Hesiod which have had a great deal of impact in Western thought, starting with the Greeks themselves. We have just examined the first. The second is the myth of Prometheus. In Hesiod’s telling of this myth, the original condition of mankind was one of great material want, of unhappiness and fear. It was Prometheus, braving the wrath and terrible punishment of Zeus, who out of pity for this wretched condition of mankind brought fire, thus generating the advance mankind would subsequently make to civilization. It is a myth, clearly, in the direction of progress, man’s progress from want to plenty. Nor is Works and Days the only text of its age in which this contrast between a bad past and a good present is set forth. In the Hymn to Hephaestus there is a contrast between the “old men [who] used to dwell in caves in the mountains like wild beasts” (like the Cyclopes of Homer’s telling), and men of today who, thanks to the bequest by Hephaestus of crafts and arts to men, “easily live a peaceful life in their own houses all the year round.”

Hesiod’s myth of Prometheus would become one of the very building blocks of the Greek idea of progress; nowhere more vividly than in the great fifth century B.C. where we find its serious use in the writings of Aeschylus, Protagoras, Plato, and many others. Prometheus was rivalled in Attic affection and gratitude only by Demeter, goddess of the grain, who also had a heroic role in every Athenian telling of mankind’s liberation from want and fear. (By comparison, the outcome for Hesiod’s other myth of the original condition, of man—that of Pandora, of the Woman and the Chest, with its implication that everyone was happy until Zees put a woman on earth to make men miserable—was ignoble. So little was the credence given it that it became a mere staple of comedy in later Greek writing.)

In summary, Hesiod—the Hesiod who was to have such a profound effect upon philosophers from Xenophanes through Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, all the way to Hellenistic philosophers such as Epicurus and Zeno and to the Romans—was not one who seems to have given much thought to a golden age of the past or to a future irremediably and inexorably degenerate. With justice made universal in the human community through calculated and unremitting social reform and through individual hard work, there was a benign future to anticipate. The careful reading of Works and Days reveals a mind strikingly like that which would be extolled by Protestants, especially Puritans, many hundreds of years later. Hesiod was a believer in progress and in the effect man himself, through the abolition of strife, through the universalization of justice, and through hard work, would have in bringing about a progressive future. What Teggart writes seems to me authoritative:

Hesiod set before men the first idea of human progress: the idea that the good life is attainable; that this attainment is dependent upon the thought and activity of men themselves; that the essential requisite is the actuation of the members of the community by a common regard for justice.

We shall see in the ensuing pages the steady expansion of Hesiod’s vision of a progressive, rather than a degenerative, mankind—an expansion that lights up the pages of some of Greece’s greatest artists and philosophers.



Aeschylus

Nowhere in Greek literature did Hesiod’s myth of Promethus and the giving of fire and thus the means of civilization to mankind make its appearance more magnificently and eloquently than in Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound. Aeschylus’ life spanned the formation of the Athenian polis just before the great fifth century B.C. began, the epochal wars fought between the Greeks and the Persians (in which Aeschylus himself fought bravely and effectively), and the subsequent eruption of economic wealth, political power, and cultural genius that made Athens for nearly a century the greatest city in antiquity. It would be a long time before Europe came even close to the artistic, literary, arid philosophical efflorescence of the age in which Aeschylus lived.

It is easy to imagine the pride Athenians took in their culture. E. R. Dodds observes in one of his essays that there is usually a correlation between the actual, perceived experience of progress and the belief in mankind’s progress. Small wonder, then, are the contrasts made by Athenians with respect to themselves and other, contemporaneous peoples, and to past ages. Small wonder too is the presence in the dramas of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and others of a faith that what the Athenians wrought would be built upon and improved in the future.

It is in Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound that we can see most clearly faith in progress, and conviction that in all major respects the life of man is better today than at any point in the past. Prometheus was of course a favorite god among all Greeks. He epitomized the spirit of revolt against fettering tradition, of man’s accomplishment through his own efforts of a better and freer society. No one in Greek literature so successfully conveys the grandness of liberation from primal ignorance and fear and the achievement of the kind of civilization, material and spiritual, which the Athenians cherished, as does Aeschylus’ Prometheus. W. K. C. Guthrie of Cambridge University gives us some interesting insight into the very word “Prometheus.” in his In the Beginning. He states, “Prometheus is an ancient and fully personalized mythological character, prominent already in Hesiod, yet his name is one of transparent meaning. It is a regularly-formed Greek word, and means Forethinker (or perhaps Forethought in the abstract).” This fact, Guthrie continues, is emphasized early in Aeschylus’ play “when Zeus’s minion taunts the fettered Titan on the inappropriateness of this name: ‘Falsely do the gods call thee Forethinker’ (Forethought?), for thou are thyself in need of a forethinker (or ‘of forethought’).”

Prometheus’ crime in the eyes of Zeus was of course that of having lifted mankind from its primal degradation and misery to a level where man might seek to rival the gods. He is punished accordingly, for all eternity. But Prometheus does not accept his dreadful fate without seeking to justify what he has done. His brief for himself is one of literature’s most famous passages.

But harken to the miseries that afflicted mankind—how they were witless and I made them to have sense and be endowed with reason ....

First of all, though they had eyes to see, they saw to no avail; they had ears but understood not; but, like to shapes in dreams, throughout their length of days,without purpose they wrought all things in confusion. Knowledge had they neither of houses built of bricks and turned to face the sun, nor yet of work in wood; but dwelt beneath the ground like swarming ants, in sunless caves. . . .

Not only did Prometheus bring man into full use of intelligence, but he either endowed human beings with, or spurred them to discover for themselves, mathematics, the alphabet, and written language, with the knowledge that made possible the use of beasts of burden in agriculture and commerce, and ships for crossing the seas. Nor was this all. “Hear but the rest and thou shalt wonder the more at the arts and resources I devised”: medicines with which to heal the sick or infirm, food, drink, and luxuries that man could not possibly have dreamed of had not Prometheus taken a hand. And then the culminating words: “Hear the sum of the whole matter in the compass of one brief word—every art possessed by man comes from Prometheus.”

Or from forethought! Aeschylus was the writer of tragedies, yes, in which gods, demigods, and mortals utter their matchless lines. But Aeschy lus was also the philosopher—he could not have been other—keenly interested in what it was that had allowed human beings to progress from initial savagery to the kind of culture that, in his mind, Athens so resplendently exemplified. Again Professor Guthrie gives us clarifying insight:

How hard it is to enter fully into the minds of men to whom personification comes so naturally as it did to the Greeks! if the spirit of Forethought—Prometheus—-is not a living, divine person, suffering torments for having defied the tyranny of Zeus, the whole tragedy has no importance. Yet I find it difficult to believe that in writing this speech Aeschylus had no thought of the meaning of the word, no consciousness that he was really describing a technical revolution brought about historically by human ingenuity alone.

Aeschylus was by no means alone among dramatists in his celebration of human progress, in his stark contrasting of primitive ignorance, squalor, and mental torment with the combination of technology, arts and sciences, material luxuries, and political greatness contained in the present. There is the famous chorus in Sophocles’ Antigone with its most celebrated line: “Many a wonder lives and moves, but the wonder of all is man.” From this Sophocles moves, as had Aeschylus before him, to a recounting of all the achievements by which mankind had progressed from past into present. It is man, not the gods; whom Sophocles lauds in such lines as “Wise utterance and wind-swift thought, and city-moulding mind,” “Full of resource, without device, he meets no coming time,” “Inventive beyond wildest hope, endowed with boundless skill,” and so on.

Nor were the dramatists simply hailing progress from past to present. As Ludwig Edelstein points out in his The Idea of Progress in Classical Antiquity, Aeschylus’ Prometheus is careful to say that men will learn many arts in the future. And in Sophocles’ ode to the inventive genius of man there are the words: “with plans for all things, planless in nothing, he awaits the future.” (Italics added) in truth, as Edelstein shows us in such richly documented detail, Greek religion as well as the drama that sprang from religious rites was steeped in conviction that the remote past had been the very opposite of any golden age, that the present was superior to the past, and that hope in future was assuredly present even if not always as explicit as in Sophocles’ode.

When, Edelstein observes, the Athenians in 418 B.C. invited all the Greeks to send offerings and sacrifices to the goddess Demeter (by all odds the Athenians’s favorite), “their plea was most probably based on the claim that Eleusis was the cradle of agriculture and therefore of all civilized life,” in the future as in the present. Nor can we afford to forget the spirit behind the words of Xenophanes—so often to be quoted by later Greek writers— already cited in this chapter: “The gods did not reveal to men all things in the beginning, but, in the course of time, by searching, they came to find better.” In that sentence are to be seen more than mere hints of, first, teleology—design for the future left unrevealed at the outset; of human ingenuity behind the “searching” for the better; and very important, the notion of measured progress through time: all of these vital in the shaping of the Western idea of progress.



Protagoras

Protagoras was the first and greatest of the Sophists, so far as we know, and did much to give Greek philosophy a moral as well as physical dimension. To be sure, many of the concepts basic to Sophist and then Socratic and post-Socratic moral and political philosophy are really only adaptations of ideas present, as we have seen, in Hesiod and also, as the classicist John Linton Myres pointed out many years ago in an epochal study, in the pre-Socratic physical philosophers—Anaximander, Empedocles, above all Her-aclitus among them. Not only is the idea of progressive development, of growth and evolution, to be found among these physical philosophers but also an interest in social and political matters—the consequence, Myres suggests, of the actual political careers many of them had or had had prior to their turning to cosmic problems.

Still, it is only fair to think of Protagoras as the first systematic social and moral philosopher among the Greeks. Socrates (as cited by Plato) believed him to be. Protagoras’ most famous utterance is, of course: “Man is the measure of all things.” What is less well remembered is that immediately following this line—indeed, continuing its thought—-are the words: . . . “of things that are, that they are; of things that are not; that they are not. . . . All matter is in a state of flux [the Heraclitean heritage]. A fluctuating thing may retain its shape, however, because matter is essentially the sum of all the seemings it has for any and all persons.” And finally: “As for the gods, I have no way of knowing either that they exist or that they do not exist, of what form they are. For the obstacles to that sort of knowledge are many, including the obscurity of the matter and the brevity of human life.”

These surviving fragments of Protagoras’ thought are but anticipatory. For his full conception of mankind’s progress, we must go to Plato’s dialogue Protagoras. There is no reason whatever to believe that Plato did other than set down as accurately as he could the actual, stated views of Protagoras. The respect for Protagoras is evident throughout, and the detail that is provided of Athenian political and intellectual life gives a high degree of support to the view that it is in fact Protagoras, and not Plato speaking his own views through the personage of Protagoras, who comes to the fore.

“The Sophist’s art,” Protagoras tells us, “is an ancient one”—that is, the search for knowledge, for the truth, as contrasted with conventional myth or legend. But in earlier times, as with Homer and Hesiod and their contemporaries, it was necessary to cover true objective with the veil of poetry or religion, the better to escape the odium that might have attended the quest for truth and reality. It is different, though, in his day, Protagoras declares. “1 admit to being a Sophist and an educator, and I consider this a better precaution than the other—admission rather than denial.”

The context of Protagoras’ delineation of human progress is his discussion with Socrates of the nature of virtue and of the extent to which it can be learned by human beings through experience. It is precisely at this point that Protagoras asks and receives his hosts’ permission “to tell you a story.” The “story” is nothing less than a condensed account of the development of mankind, from cultúreles s primitivism all the way to the civilization the Greeks knew and loved.

In the beginning, according to Protagoras there were gods but no mortal creatures. The latter were formed by the gods from within the earth out of a mixture of earth and fire, and “the substances which are compounded from earth and Ere.” The first of mortal beings were subhuman: animals, birds,fishes, and so forth, and these spread out on earth in accordance with the differential of strengths and weaknesses among them. The small were given speed for their protection, others were granted strength alone. “Thus he [Epimetheus, who assisted Prometheus] made his whole distribution on a principle of compensation, being careful by these devices that no species should be destroyed.”

All the while, Protagoras continues, man alone was left uncared for: “Epithemeus was not a particularly clever person,” And when Prometheus came to inspect the work entrusted to his assistant, he was shocked to discover man still “naked, unshod, unbedded and unarmed,” Being compassionate, Prometheus stole from Hephaestus and Athena both the gift of skills in the arts and also fire. “Through this gift man had the means of life . . .”

What follows is Protagoras” detailed account of progress in culture, in the arts and sciences, from a state of nature in which by reason of constant strife men almost destroyed themselves completely. Soon, with the help in the very beginning of the gods, they “invented houses and clothes and shoes and bedding and got food from the earth,” They also created altars in shrines as the means of rendering thanks to the gods who had brought them out of their initial wretchedness. Protagoras relates that language, too, came early, “articulate speech and names.”

Thus provided for, they lived at first in scattered groups; there were no cities. Consequently they were devoured by wild beasts, since they were in every respect the weaker, and their technical skill, though a sufficient aid to their nurture, did not extend to making war on the beasts. They sought therefore to save themselves by coming together and founding fortified cities, but when they gathered in communities, they injured one another for want of political skill, and so scattered again and continued to be devoured.

At this point Protagoras tells us that Zeus, fearing the total destruction of the human race, sent Hermes “to impart to men the qualities of respect for others and a sense of justice, so as to bring order into our cities and create a bond of friendship and union,” Protagoras is insistent that justice lies at the foundations of civil society. Thus when Hermes asked Zeus if he should distribute these values equally among men, Zeus answered: “To all, let all have their share. There could never be cities if only a few shared in these virtues, as in the arts.”

Protagoras” story is brief, but in his few paragraphs are to be found all the essential elements of a panorama of progressive development, elements which Plato in The Laws and The Statesman expanded upon considerably, as did other Greeks. True, Protagoras invokes the aid of the gods in his saga of mankind’s progress, but let us become accustomed now to that practice. Through ancient (even Lucretian), medieval, and a great deal of modern thought to this very day, the divine is frequently invoked, no matter how much emphasis is placed on mankind’s native endowments.

It is no wonder that Protagoras was treated with such respect by Socrates, Plato, and others in the gathering described in this dialogue. Protagoras was elderly at the time, Socrates’ fame as a mind and debater was very high, and Plato makes us see that Protagoras was somewhat reluctant to engage the eminent (and younger) Socrates in debate. But it is one of the joys of this dialogue, as W. K. C. Guthrie points out in the introduction to his translation, that Protagoras is shown several times as having the better of Socrates in discussion, and Plato obviously disports himself with both charm and humor, gently baiting now one, now the other of the two great philosophers. The pleasure taken by all present is evident; there are spoken thanks for the pleasure of ‘listening to wise men.” Plato’s respect for Protagoras throughout is unqualified.

Apart from Protagoras, the Sophists generally have been given a bad press by historians of Greek thought—largely the result of Plato’s frequently uncharitable treatment of some of them. But there is much more in common between the Sophists, the abler ones at least, and those who like Plato made Socrates their hero, than we are wont to acknowledge. The Sophists, well before Socrates, advocated the use of knowledge and reason in matters of government and public policy. If they—-like Socrates—could seem on occasion to be flouting the verities of Athens, it was chiefly because so many of them had traveled widely, observed carefully, and sought to infuse in Athens, which they cherished, some of the better laws, customs, and conventions which they had encountered. Most of the Sophists believed as ardently as the philosophes of the French eighteenth century that given the irrefutable fact of the progress of the arts and sciences over the ages, no reason existed why educated minds drawing from the yield of this progress should not consciously and deliberately improve things for the benefit of posterity.

We need only read some of the plays of Aristophanes, a kind of pre-Burkean conservative in political philosophy, to see through his caricatures and lampoonings the actuality of an Athens well populated by intellectuals committed to belief in progress and to the kind of improvement upon historical progress that could be effected through reason.



Thucydides

How conventional among Greeks a sense of advancement from a remote past was can be inferred easily enough from the opening pages of Thucy-dides’s History of the Peloponnesian War. The primary purpose of the book is of course that of setting down in exact detail the personages, acts, and events which figured most prominently in the war between Athens and Sparta. Himself a participant in the war for a time, Thucydides decided early that this war “was certainly the greatest movement that ever happened among the Greeks, and some part of the barbarians, and extending, as one may say, even to most nations of the world.” Having so decided, Thucydides thought it his duty to leave a record of the war for posterity. His work, he tells us, “is composed as a possession forever,” not as a mere literary ornament for the present. “Now, for hearing it recited, perhaps the unfabulous character of my work will appear less agreeable: but as many as shall wish to see the truth of what both has happened and will hereafter happen again, according to human nature—the same or pretty nearly sóror such to think it useful will be sufficient”.

Nearly all of the book is taken up with the military and political events following 431 B.C., but as noted above, Thucydides thought it important to deal briefly at least with the past out of which Athens and the Hellenes had come. It is evident, he writes, “that what is now called Hellas, was not of old inhabited in a settled manner; but that formerly there were frequent removals ...” Moreover, the level of culture was very low. “For as there was no traffic, and they did not mix with one another without fear, either by sea or land; and they each so used what they had as but barely to live on, without having any superfluity of riches . . . they were not strong either in greatness of cities or other resources.”

Adding to the insecurity and deprivation of early times among the Greeks was the practice of piracy as described by Thucydides:

For the Grecians in old time, and of the barbarians both those on the continent who lived near the sea, and all who inhabited islands, after they began to cross over more commonly to one another in ships, turned to piracy ... as this employment did not yet involve any disgrace, but rather brought with even somewhat of glory.

We learn that in most ancient times the Greeks “robbed one another on the continent” and “the whole of Greece used to wear arms, owing to their habitations being unprotected and their communication with each other insecure; and they passed their ordinary life with weapons like the barbarians.”

How, we may ask, does Thucydides come by his descriptions of what life had been like so far back in Greece’s past? By the same means anthropologists came by theirs in the nineteenth century—through use of what in that century would be called “The Comparative Method.” that is, the employment of contemporaneous primitive or barbaric peoples as extant examples of what Western civilization itself had been like in primordial times, Such peoples were likened to “our living ancestors.” Still another method used by anthropologists and proto-anthropologists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was that of seizing upon persistences or survivals of the old within the confines of modern Western civilization. In rituals, games, and other pursuits which had no apparent function in contemporary life beyond simple recreation, it was possible to discern actions and beliefs which once had been part and parcel of Western culture but were now simply so many survivals of the primitive past.

Thucydides, it is interesting to see, uses precisely the same kinds of observation to validate his thesis that the Greeks were not always as they were culturally and politically in his day, but once lived in primitive want and barbarism. Thus, defending his view that piracy had once been practiced by Greeks, he writes: “This is shown by some that dwell on the continent even at the present day, with whom it is an honor to perform this cleverly;” he follows the same method with respect to his assertion that early Greeks engaged in direct robbery, arguing that “to this day many parts of Greece live after the old fashion.” So, among distant and unprogressive peoples in Thucydides’ own time “the fashion of wearing arms has continued.” And until fairly recently, he continues, the elderly, slow to change, wore their hair and dressed in a manner that had once been strictly associated with the carrying and use of arms—survivals of what had once been common but has now become outmoded and archaic. And just as among “some of the barbarians, and especially those of Asia, prizes for boxing and wrestling are given, and they wear girdles when they contend for them.” so once in the dim past did Greeks themselves play in this fashion. “And in many other respects.” Thucydides concludes, “one might show that the ancient Greeks lived in a manner similar to the barbarians of the present age.”

The point of this anthropological reconstruction of the Greek past is, of course, to make plain not simply the superiority of present culture among the Athenians but also the emergence of this superiority from a primitive past. Before coming to the great events starting in 431 B.C., in short, it was felt necessary by Thucydides to describe, however briefly, Athenian progress.

In still another respect Thucydides contributed to Greek—and post-classical-—treatment of progress. This has to do with his mode of presenting historical data, the structure of his work. This structure is narrative, unilinear, and chronological, a presentation of past and present that would become and remain to this day the conventional practice of historians. There is beginning, middle and end (though Thucydides did not give his own work an end—the consequence of exile and death). For Thucydides the referent of this unilinear temporal progression was the war between Athens and Sparta. But for a long, still unended line of successors the referent would be anything from a single people to the whole of mankind—fitted precisely into the kind of linear time frame that Thucydides fashioned.



Plato

Is there to be found a clear perspective of human progress over long vistas of time in the works of this most important and influential of all classical thinkers? The answer is a firm yes. But we must be prepared for the onslaughts of all those readers of Plato who find in him nothing but adoration of the unchanging, the timeless, and the perfect. And in almost equal number are the interpretations which make of Plato a simple-minded reactionary, a mind bent solely on returning Greek society to a tribal Golden Age. Legion are the columns of those for whom the thought of any idea of change, development, and progress in Plato is anathema. Only the heavenly world of perfect forms is the real world; all else is but appearance.

But such a characterization does great injustice to a mind made richly aware, through travels and keen observation of political and social changes at home, of the empirical order of “appearance”; richly aware and also profoundly analytical and critical of this order. As F. M. Comford has emphasized in his Plato’s Cosmology, there were for Plato, as there were and would be for so many other philosophers, two orders of reality: that of the essentially religious or mystical, the timeless, eternal, and perfect; and that of the material, the social, economic, and political, the order in which we are obliged to live our days. For Plato this order is, as Cornford tells us, dynamic, always changing.

Plato’s best account of progress is in The Laws, written late in life and embodying all that we have every reason to regard as his maturest wisdom. Book 3 is Plato’s essay, or dialogue, on the development of mankind and the progress of man’s institutions over a very long period of time. As was true of Protagoras’ treatment of the matter, Plato’s is set in the perspective of accounting for, and analyzing, virtue—without doubt the greatest single occupation of the Greek philosophical mind. And just as Protagoras a century or more before had offered a developmental-progressive account, so does Plato in The Laws.

At the beginning we are offered the prospect of a human development involving “thousands and thousands of cities” which has taken place over “an immense and incredible time.” Fluctuation in time is considered axiomatic. Good cities may become bad ones; bad ones, good. All kinds of legends are recognized as dealing with the problem of origins, and for Plato’s characters it suffices to stipulate that at some point very far back in time a great catastrophe, no doubt a flood, has wiped out whatever had previously existed in the way of civilization. Only a few survivors escaped —very probably “mountain shepherds” high enough to remain clear of the devastating waters—to become the primitive beginners of a long new development of mankind.

As would literally hundreds of successors down to our own age, Plato stresses the extreme primitivism of the beginning, the almost total lack of those arts and possessions which bespeak civilization. This cultureless, knowledgeless beginning lasted for “untold thousands of years.” To be sure, there were compensations. The very absence of institutions, skills, metals, money, and political and social complexity threw men back upon themselves, as gradually the number of human beings increased.

For one thing, men’s loneliness made them sociable and friendly; for another, there could be no quarreling over the means of subsistence. Except perhaps in some instances at the very first, they were not stinted for flocks and herds . . . there was no shortage of milk or meat, and besides they could supply themselves with plenty of excellent viands by hunting .... Thus they were not extremely poor, for the reason I have assigned, and so were not set at variance by the stress of penury; rich they could never become in the absence of gold and silver which was then their case. No, a society in which neither riches nor poverty is a member regularly produces sterling characters, as it has no place for violence and wrong, nor yet for rivalry and envy. Thus they were good men, partly for this reason, and partly from their proverbial simplicity ....

It is evident from the foregoing that more than a little of Greek primitivism has entered into Plato’s thinking. The equation of cultural simplicity and moral innocence and purity is, as I have iterated, far from being the whole story of Greek thinking in these matters. It is nevertheless a powerful theme in Western thought—-from the Greeks and Romans through the Renaissance, and from the eighteenth century with its cult of exoticism and worship of the “noble savage” down to the vast and growing romantic-ecological literature at this moment in the West. It would be extraordinary if it were not reflected in some of Plato’s anthropological reconstructions.

But, moral ruminations notwithstanding, it is developmental reconstruction. There is the premise of an original condition of homogeneous simplicity, of absence of the central arts of civilization, and of “modern” forms of social and political organization. In the beginning, Plato tells us, human beings were organized solely into kinship units in which only “the oldest members rule.” “The rest follow them, and form one flock, like so many birds, and are thus under patriarchal control, the most justifiable of all types of royalty.”

But there is constant growth in time. The kinship units themselves “are in the process of growth from the smaller and most primitive.” In time, “each group comes accordingly . . . into the larger settlement with special laws of its own, and prepared to imprint its own preferences upon its children, and their children after them.”

Such is, for Plato, the first great stage of social development. The next is coalescence of kinship groups. Now, Plato remarks, for the first time, “we find ourselves insensibly embarked on the beginnings of legislation.” Gradually the heads of the kinship components form themselves into assemblies “and get themselves the name of legislator.” Other developments, of a cultural and technological as well as political character, follow in course. Bear in mind that the purpose of this anthropological-developmental discourse is explanation of the eventual appearance of the city-state, the kind of state the Greeks brought to fullness. For Plato, as for any other Greek, explanations were best when they were cast in the terms of growth, of unfolding of qualities contained in a primal seed.

“We have inspected a first, a second and a third community succeeding one another in order of foundation through a vast period of time, and now, at last, we come, in the fourth place [stage of progress] to the founding of the city-—or, as you may prefer to say, a nation, which persists to this day as it was founded.” (Italics added)

Central to all of this is the long period of time necessarily involved, and the gradualness of development. Hence Plato’s “doubtless the change was not made all in a moment, but little by little, during a long period of time.” (Italics added) Well travelled, he could cite lots of peoples and cultures for illustrations of successive stages.

But one profoundly important aspect of Plato’s discussion must be mentioned before we continue with the classical idea of progress. This is the function of Plato’s digression into the progressive advancement of mankind. Why, in a very practical work on statecraft, are we given a reconstruction of the past? The answer is simple: only when a statesman knows the general course of development of mankind, only when he knows the true course from the countless departures from the true course, will he be able to rule or make laws wisely and justly. For all Greeks—and Plato, his doctrine of eternal forms notwithstanding, was no exception—reality lay in growth; and wisdom or understanding lay in appreciation of growth. The greatest mistakes, Plato writes, have been made by rulers, legislators, and also businessmen who have imagined that some great creation of government or commerce was perfect in itself and would have worked perfectly if only individuals had been found qualified to administer it.

“This, Clinias and Megillus, is the charge I bring against the so-called statesmen and legislators of both past and present, and I bring it in hope that examination into its causes will disclose the very different course which ought to have been taken.”

The course which ought to have been taken! Over and over in the history of the idea of progress we shall find that refrain, as it affects political and economic and social matters, echoed and reechoed. What else were minds as unlike as Adam Smith and J. J. Rousseau interested in, in the late eighteenth century in their Wealth of Nations and second Discourse respectively, but discovery of “the very different course which ought to have been taken” by rulers and legislators? And just as Smith and Rousseau wrote in at least the implied hope that political leaders would read them and take their counsel seriously, so of course did Plato. To suppose that Plato was unconcerned with the future, with the possibility that his wisdom would or might be used to betterment of man, is to suppose nonsense. His cosmology, with its great concentric cycles of time, may have led to belief in some ultimate extinction, or temporary extinction of human institutions, but there is no evidence that Plato had other than a reasonably long human future in mind when he created his political dialogues.

Let it not be imagined that the developmental account of mankind’s progress I have just described in The Laws is something unique or exceptional in Plato. There is, after all, The Protagoras which we have already considered, and which assuredly would not be among Plato’s works if he had not admired that great Sophist. But there is also The Statesman, one of the finest of all Plato’s dialogues and, what with the luster of The Republic, a rather sadly underregarded work. Here Plato introduces us to a “stranger from Elea” who begins his account of human progress with the appearance of a new race on earth countless ages ago.

Once the new race was in existence, the process of advancement com-menced. As in The Laws, Plato posits an initial stage of simplicity in matters of knowledge. “Men lacked all tools and all crafts in the early years. The earth no longer supplied their food spontaneously and they did not yet know how to win it for themselves; in the absence of necessity they had never been made to learn this.” It was in the first instance the gifts from the gods—fire from Prometheus, the crafts from Hephaestus—that led to the beginning of the long ascent of man. But from then on, the responsibility for cultural advancement, for continuing progress in the arts and crafts, was man’s alone.

Precisely as in The Laws, there is purpose and function in Plato’s rendering of the advancement of mankind out of primeval ignorance.
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