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Alpa Shah, author of The Incarcerations

‘This is a wise book, and hopefully its wisdom will rub off. We need to take the human traits that fixated on “more” and turn them towards “better”’

Bill McKibben, author of The End of Nature

‘There is an idealism to this book that refreshes readers jaded by the claims of “techno-futurism” and the aspirations of oligarchs. You read this book and want to love the earth rather than reach for stars’

Kirkus Reviews

‘From debunking creation myths to arguing for a deeper happiness, Progress upturns shibboleths and warns of a potentially dire future. Without new understandings of our past, such as that given here, chaos may be inevitable’

Danny Dorling, author of Inequality and the 1%

‘An urgent critique of the ideology of progress, for readers who enjoy the work of Thomas Piketty, David Graeber, and Jared Diamond’

Library Journal

‘This book shatters the ideological foundation of liberalism and capitalism … Samuel Miller McDonald could not have chosen a timelier moment to reveal the violent and ecologically catastrophic underbelly of the myth we call “progress.” The rousing implication is that each and every day of our precarious lives on this precious planet must be seized for collective struggle and worldbuilding. The future will not save us’

Thea Riofrancos, author of A Planet to Win

‘Geographer McDonald debuts with a sweeping reappraisal of the notion of historical progress … The result is a provocative interrogation of the very foundations of modern society’

Publishers Weekly

‘Explodes the great myth of our time. Spanning cultures, continents and millennia, Samuel Miller McDonald shows how the pursuit of progress has always been a zero-sum game and dares to imagine something better might be possible. Lucid and wise’

David Farrier, author of Footprints




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Praise

What is Progress?

BEFORE PROGRESS

Savagery and Civilisation of the Ohio River Valley

The Vital Science of Human Ecology

Animism and a Theory Of Everything

Joy and the Meaning of Nature

The Science of Hierarchy

I  HEAVEN

Context

Myths of Mesopotamia

The Ends of Zoroaster

The Dominion of Abraham

The Age of Athens

Peace of Rome

Kingdoms of Christ

Vikings of Valhalla

Empires of Islam

Coda

II  NATION

Context

Wealth of Europe

Histories of Progress

Philosophies of Progress

The Forging of Liberalism

A Nation of Destiny

The Civilisation of Density

The Rise of Evolution

The Fall of Revolution

Coda

III  SYSTEM

Context

The Future of Fascism

The Ambivalence of Modernism

The Destiny of Nazism

Stability of Keynesianism

Cults of Stalinism-Maoism

The Theocracy of Neoliberalism

Heavens of Tomorrow

Frontier of Ghosts

Coda

AFTER PROGRESS

Economies of Reciprocity

Cities and Farms of Wilderness

Equilibria of Energy

War of Life

Societies of Tomorrow

Meaning Beyond Progress

Acknowledgements

Endnotes

Index

About the Publisher




What is Progress?

Let the philosophical observer commence a journey from the savages of the Rocky Mountains eastwardly towards our seacoast. These he would observe in the earliest stage of association, living under no law but that of nature … He would next find those on our frontiers in the pastoral state, raising domestic animals … and so in his progress he would meet the gradual shades of improving man until he would reach his, as yet, most improved state in our seaport towns. This, in fact, is equivalent to a survey, in time, of the progress of man from the infancy of creation to the present day. And where this progress will stop no one can say. Barbarism has, in the meantime, been receding before the steady step of amelioration, and will in time, I trust, disappear from the earth.[1]

This passage is from a letter Thomas Jefferson wrote in 1824, two years before his death and forty-one years after the end of the American Revolutionary War. Jefferson was the United States’ third president and one of the country’s most important Founders. This short text illuminates both the spiritual foundation of the country and the idea at the heart of this book. So let’s deconstruct it.

If you were to travel from the Rocky Mountains in the west to the Atlantic coastline in the east, Jefferson suggests, the land you would pass through and the buildings dotted along your road would appear as they had at earlier points in human history, as if you were travelling along not just miles but centuries. Your journey would reflect the passage of time, the progress made by European settlers since they reached the east coast of North America. In other words, by ‘savages … living under no law but that of nature,’ Jefferson means that at the Rockies there would be ancient wilderness housing violent fur-clad people without society who foraged for food and shelter, and dangerous beasts, representing life in humanity’s earliest years. By the time you reached what are now the Midwestern states, you would find early agricultural societies, flocks of sheep, herds of cattle, and rows of corn and wheat surrounding simple towns and villages. Finally, reaching the end of your mirror-image quest of American westward frontier expansion, arriving in Washington, DC, New York City or Boston, you would find the as-yet ‘most improved state’ of human beings and their societies: laws, dense cities, bustling trade and sophisticated technology. There, you could rest assured that such developments would continue into a bright future. What Jefferson is sketching out is a grand narrative in a specific tradition that can be best captured in one word: progress.

Pick up any crime novel and you are likely to find a narrative formula. The details may change from story to story, but the general structure stays the same: a crime is committed, a detective begins the process of finding and piecing together clues, and the story culminates with the crime solved and the criminal brought to justice. Like crime novels, narratives of progress follow their own formula. This excerpt from Jefferson’s letter offers an ideal distillation of that formula. Though the details have changed through time, from culture to culture, the formula’s essential elements have remained remarkably consistent over not just centuries, but millennia.

The formula starts in the dark and wild beginning of humanity and moves forward and upward into a superior, more refined present, through changes that compound over time, culminating in some still vague, ever-future paradise. The story always parcels its characters into a binary, splitting those deemed civilised from the savage, the heathen from the blessed, the wild from the domesticated, the developed from the undeveloped. There is almost always some kind of frontier space, physical or metaphorical, into which the blessed must enter. The salvation awaiting in the future is set aside for the chosen, but only if they remain obedient to this quest, or, rather, to those leading it.

This narrative formula has served as the intellectual foundation on which Western civilisation itself has grown and spread. The American sociologist Robert Nisbet, the last author to publish a broad historical account of the idea of progress, wrote of the concept in 1980: ‘No single idea has been more important in Western civilisation for nearly three thousand years.’[2]

The narrative formula of progress has been important for even longer than that, across many geographies and cultures. It has been important to how countless people over the last five thousand years have understood their place in the cosmos, the timeline reaching back to the beginning of all things and forward to the end of all things. It has been important to how armies are motivated, slaves and peasants are placated, gods invented and emperors unleashed. The formula has been foundational to those who have made major scientific discoveries or peeked beyond the planet’s atmosphere, but also to those who have waged world wars and enslaved masses. Tracing the lineage of this narrative, we can not only see the evolution of an idea, but also understand more clearly the process that created a certain kind of society that we call civilisation, an anomaly that was sparked first in one place, and has since burned across time, peoples, and far stretches of the earth. Though two hundred years old now, Jefferson’s letter appears in the latter part of this history. His worldview was grown out of a lineage that stretched back nearly five millennia, to the world’s earliest civilisation in Mesopotamia. But that tradition did not end with Jefferson. The progress formula still occupies a central place in societies and minds all over the world. It remains the default, subconscious framework by which most of us understand our place in our species’ history and our societies’ trajectories through time, and thus by which policies are decided and enacted. It remains the foundation on which we are currently building the future.

To illustrate how the progress narrative still inflects our worldviews today, let’s look at some examples a bit more recent than Jefferson’s time.

In 1903 – a single human lifetime after Jefferson wrote his letter describing the Rockies as primitive wilderness, and a period nearly equidistant between the Declaration of Independence and the publication of the book you’re reading – Orville and Wilbur Wright flew the world’s first aircraft.[3] The wood-and-muslin biplane reached around 3 metres above sea level. Thirty years later, dozens of aeroplanes clad in metal were flying at about 13,000 metres above sea level. Just under thirty years after that, Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin became the first human to cross the Kármán line, the imaginary boundary between the Earth’s atmosphere and outer space. That abstract line slicing the terrestrial from the celestial reaches about 130,000 metres above sea level. In other words, within just fifty-eight years, human beings went from flying 3 metres in the sky to over 130,000 metres. Sixteen years after Gagarin’s flight, the United States launched the Voyager 1 spacecraft. It is currently floating about twenty-one trillion (21,000,000,000,000) metres from Earth. If one made a graph of humanity’s leap in flight capability, from life on the ground at the dawn of our species over 300,000 years ago up to the present, it would look like this: 


   
[image: Start of image description, A chart showing an astronaut’s flight. The y-axis represents height in meters ranging from 0 to 40 trillion, while the x-axis shows time from 300,000 years ago to the present day. A figure of an astronaut labeled ‘Flight’ is positioned at the present time, indicating recent achievements in space travel., end of image description]
Figure 1 Flight through time




We could chart the development of many other technologies, plot them on a similar graph, and come out with nearly ninety-degree upward lines starting around the twentieth century.

In the twenty-sixth century BCE, the
   world’s tallest building, the Great Pyramid, was built by
   Egyptians in Giza. At its tallest, it was around 146 metres. About 3,800 years passed before it was displaced as reputedly the world’s tallest building by Lincoln Cathedral at about 160 metres, built by the Normans in England in 1311. But in the early twentieth century, skyscrapers began erupting from the ground all over the world, eventually reaching heights into the hundreds of metres, dwarfing the old world’s pyramids and cathedrals. Where once monuments to the deified dead or to an invisible god reached highest into the sky, suddenly their status was usurped by monuments to finance and commerce, or to penthouse palaces for earthly lords. The tallest building at the time of writing is the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, hitting 828 metres (or a little more than five and a half Great Pyramids stacked atop each other). A chart of building heights (see Figure 2) would look like a fairly flat line for the first 300,000 years of human existence, then a higher line starting about 4,000 years ago made up of squat pyramids and stout temples, until the sudden, rapid ascension of familiar skyscraping towers of modern skylines starting around 1900.[4] While this graph may not go from 0 to 100,000 as fast as flight, it’s still a razor-sharp incline, and both flight and buildings explode within a mere decade of one another.


   
[image: Start of image description, A chart titled ‘Building heights over time’ that goes from 13,000 BCE to 2,000 CE, showing an almost flat line until just before 4,000 BCE, then a gradual increase until roughly 2,000 BCE, and then a sharp rise near 2,000 CE, featuring a silhouette of modern skyscrapers., end of image description]
Figure 2 Building through time




Flight and construction engineering aren’t the only feats of technology we’ve seen recently blast off into the stratosphere. A black powder that would eventually be used in weapons was first invented in ninth-century China. Use of gunpowder artillery in Europe began with the first English cannons rolling into battle using combustive chemicals packed into iron tubes to toss heavy balls around. This started sixteen years after Lincoln Cathedral was built. Such artillery didn’t change much until the twentieth century when, mirroring flight and buildings, firepower exploded upwards in scale. Weapons technology reached its peak – literal and figurative – with the Russian tsar bomba. The tsar bomba was detonated in a 1961 test, just six months after the first human touched space. Its mushroom cloud reached a height of 65 kilometres, more than halfway to outer space, equivalent to about seventy-eight Burj Khalifas (or more than 460 Great Pyramids) stacked atop one another. Achieving such a massive explosion required huge amounts of energy to be accessed. A shell from a French 75mm 1897 modèle gun released about 2,600,000 joules of energy; the tsar bomba released 209,000,000,000,000,000 joules.[5] The tsar bomba was about 1,500 times more powerful than the atomic bombs the United States dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined, or, perhaps more stunningly, about ten times more powerful than all of the combined munitions used during the Second World War.[6] Again, a chart comparing the energy released from premodern cannons with that of the tsar bomba would look similar to the sharp upward growth lines of buildings and flight.[7]

These are just some of the starkest graphs showing the sharp increases in technological sophistication that started in the twentieth century. Other material shifts can be seen in public infrastructure – with widespread growth in electrification, indoor plumbing and urban sanitation occurring through that century – and in medical triumphs like the widespread deployment of penicillin, broad implementation of vaccines, and internal imaging. There are other indicators people traditionally point to when describing this rapid change: human populations skyrocket. Life expectancies increase. Per capita wealth rises. What demographers often call ‘well-being indicators’ all start to go up for many people during the twentieth century. Essentially, the amount of energy and resources that each person has access to increases, and that in turn translates for many into increased wealth and health. This vast increase in technological sophistication, human infrastructure, well-being indicators and wealth around the middle of the twentieth century is called the Great Acceleration, and it is often attributed to an innocuous-sounding process called economic growth. It is no surprise that such a phenomenon as ‘growth’ is tied to the kind of narrative formula of progress this book is interested in. No less a body than the United Nations Sustainable Development Group proclaims today on its website, ‘Sustained and inclusive economic growth can drive progress, create decent jobs for all and improve living standards.’[8]

There is good reason for some to view the twentieth century as an era of progress. In the Global North, like the United States, the United Kingdom and Europe, there was an increase in not just wealth, but wealth equality during this period, which itself is a major contributor to increasing well-being indicators and the building of history’s biggest ‘middle’ class. In the realm of social justice, there were important gains in minority rights and women’s rights. All sorts of new regulations were passed in the mid to late twentieth century aimed at protecting public well-being, or at least reducing harms. It was during these dizzy decades that the twentieth-century idea of infinite economic growth and perpetual progress entwined and became the foundational default assumption of most people.

Does this mean progress is real? Is it true that humanity as a whole has moved from dark savagery to enlightened modern civilisation? Even if we home in on only the twentieth century, is it fair to say this period has been marked primarily by ‘progress’?

It’s worth taking a moment to complicate the answers to these questions and consider the possibility that they are more often closer to ‘no’ than ‘yes’. So many of us have had notions of progress deeply forced into the architecture of how we understand the world, an alloy melted into the beams that bear the weight of our knowledge. In order to understand the story and phenomenon of progress, it is important to quiet the nagging voice that continually asks, ‘But haven’t we made progress?’

Today, when someone wants to make the case that the world has made progress, they typically deploy quantitative data and, from that, create data visualisation images like those earlier graphs.[9] Quantitative data and graphs can be good for answering certain questions, but when approaching the question of progress, they are less useful. To make the case for progress, you have to wade through historical complexities, moral dilemmas and the foggy realm of the human heart. After all, claims of progress imply an agreement around fundamental philosophical questions about good and evil, about what constitutes a meaningful life, about what should be the priorities of a society, that are far from settled.

When someone is trying to convince you that humanity has made progress in a grand narrative, in most cases they are doing so because they have an ideological agenda. The graph is the perfect tool for ideological propaganda because it erases complexity and encourages audiences not to look too closely at the data on which the graph is based, or the methods used to obtain and interpret that data.

One recent example of this is a narrative of progress based on poverty data. Many of those propounding a narrative of progress like to claim that economic growth has lifted all boats and poverty has been dramatically reduced. One statistic often deployed to support this grand narrative suggests that the percentage of those living in poverty has fallen from 90 per cent of the world’s population in 1820 to just 10 per cent in 2015. But as economic anthropologist Jason Hickel has argued, this statistic is grossly misleading.[10] The data depends on redefining ‘extreme poverty’ as earning power of $1.90 per day, but the purchasing power of this amount is ‘lower than the consumption level of enslaved people in the United States in the 19th century.’[11] To arrive at this claim that poverty has been greatly reduced and at the impressive-looking graphs, proponents of this claim, including billionaires like Bill Gates, simply reduce the amount of daily per capita income that constitutes ‘poverty’, creating the illusion of progress. In fact, poverty is not falling in most places, it’s rising, and it will likely continue to rise as energy and resource limits are exceeded and wealth continues to be concentrated in ever smaller groups.[12]

‘Data’ is not an objective mass of numbers and lines. The numbers themselves are gathered by fallible people, from often incomplete sources, and within set ranges. Those numbers must then be interpreted, and all data interpretation is inevitably skewed by the biases, limitations and agendas of the interpreter. This does not mean that there aren’t true facts or falsehoods and it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to understand the world through data gathering. What it means is that we have to approach data and simplistic visualisation tools with scepticism, because very often such neat graphs and charts have been constructed to present a particular picture, not to give us raw information or rigorous interpretations of how the world works. When they want the line to go up, it goes up. When they want the line to go down, it goes down. It just depends on where they put the numbers on the X and Y axes and what they choose to measure, or to exclude. 

When such narratives are invoked, it is very rare that these invocations are accompanied by a sophisticated definition of what constitutes progress. They rarely include research on what actually makes people better off or what worthwhile goals of society should be. Such definitions and goals are simply taken for granted. So let’s not take them for granted. Let’s break down the question, But haven’t we made progress? with more sophistication than can be found in a graph.[13]

One of the first major issues with these sorts of graphs is that they extrapolate very recent data to include all of human history. But the evidence they provide to support that claim rarely, if ever, covers the span of time or space they are making claims about. Further, they attempt to use quantitative data – sometimes cherry-picked or manipulated – to make claims about phenomena that simply cannot be made into a numerical abstraction, but which may be vitally important to the question of health and well-being, like whether a person feels intimacy and belonging, feels a sense of meaning and purpose, feels contentment or an absence of fear. Another issue with this sort of data interpretation is that it tends to create aggregates and averages that represent a fictional being. Such aggregates are meant to encapsulate sometimes many millions of people (or more!) in a single average. The averages very rarely reflect the actual realities of the physical beings they are attempting to describe.

One claim in particular illustrates these issues well, and that is the claim that life expectancy has increased through history, thereby indicating universal progress. This claim seems straightforward: life expectancy is the average number of years a person can expect to live, and, some claim, that number has moved from low in the past to high in the present. It seems like a simple number that you can plot on a graph and see the line go up over time. If you glance at such a graph, it can be easy to simply accept it and move on. The conventional narrative is that, in the past, human beings could only expect to live into their forties or fifties, at most. Then, the twentieth century saw a massive increase in per capita GDP and suddenly people began living much longer, into their seventies or eighties.

But the simplicity of this narrative can be misleading. To make such a claim, commentators will include an average for large populations from birth to death. The problem with that methodology is that it does not take infant mortality into account. Lots of children dying in childhood skews life expectancy data. What has decreased child mortality are interventions in medical practices and public sanitation, like germ theory in medical science and publicly funded water and sewage treatment and waste collection. These have led to much greater hygiene in both hospitals and other public spaces, making natal and public healthcare far safer. The reduction in infant mortality has made graphs of life expectancy show an increase. Of course, it is a good thing that there is more widespread practice of good hygiene and that fewer people die in infancy. To use this to prove a grand narrative of human progress would require showing that it is, first, universal, second, a major break not just from the near past but the deep past, and third, permanent.

None of these criteria hold up to scrutiny. First, there are the geographic disparities in life expectancy. Even today, there are wide margins in life expectancy from region to region, with the lowest country, Chad, at fifty-three years and the highest, Monaco, at eighty-seven years.[14] Some kind of geographic disparity has without doubt existed throughout human history, so extrapolating an average across all of humanity doesn’t give us a very revealing picture of whether progress has occurred for all of humanity. But the bigger issue is proving progress with the dearth of data from tens of thousands of years ago when lifestyles and risk factors were quite different from today. We’ll come back to this problem in a moment.

But first, there is the confounding factor of class. Those in more affluent economic classes will enjoy higher life expectancies than those in lower classes. Elite ancient Romans, who enjoyed more leisurely conditions and had better access to good hygiene, food and medicine, could expect to live for around seventy years, with some individuals living to be over one hundred.[15] Meanwhile, according to medical historian Valentina Gazzaniga, a study of two thousand ancient skeletons from common graves showed poor Roman workers had an average life expectancy of just thirty years due to the prevalence of disease, accidents, and injury from hard labour.[16] Such inequality is not a thing of the past. Using the Gini coefficient, the tool economists use to measure inequality, with 0 being perfect equality and 1 perfect inequality, British archaeologist Ian Morris puts the first century of the Roman Empire at 0.43. What does that mean in real terms? In Morris’s calculation, ‘the Roman elite (comprising something like 10 per cent of the population) was extracting wealth from the rest of the Romans at roughly 80 per cent of the theoretical maximum possible rate of exploitation.’[17] Even during Republican Rome, enslaved people would have made up somewhere between 15 per cent and a third or more of the population.[18] While some of the most equal modern societies, like Iceland, Denmark and Norway, have Gini coefficients nearly half that (0.26), a sobering fact is that, at the time of writing, the United States has a Gini co-efficient the same as Ancient Rome (0.43, or even higher by some measures); given where trends are going, it will likely be higher by the time you read this.[19]

The reality is that human beings likely have a ‘natural’ lifespan into their seventies.[20] That is, the human body is fit to live well naturally into seven decades. What prevents humans from living this long are factors like disease, violence, famine and vulnerability to ecological instability. All of these conditions increased in number and severity with the rise of dense cities: close proximity to domesticated animals, which brought about zoonotic diseases like smallpox; intensive agriculture, which made people sedentary and tied them to food sources vulnerable to climatic instability; and high rates of warfare, all of which began to expand rapidly around 5,000 years ago. Measuring recent life expectancy against that rather recent history – rather than in relation to all of human history – skews the graph to create an illusory image of progress in longer-living humans, and avoids difficult questions about geographic and class differences.

So what is the problem with the methodology that leads to such skewed graphs, which are often at the base of narratives of progress? First, as mentioned, is the fact that all commentators making claims of progress over human history based on life expectancy have insufficient data to make such a claim. This is because they typically start their period of measurement in the very recent past, within the last few decades or centuries, since data for life expectancy is simply more abundant and reliable in this period. They cannot obtain large datasets of the life expectancy of people living 300,000 years ago because the data does not exist, or does not exist with the ubiquity and reliability that one would need to make a graph or a strong statement. Even data reaching more than a few hundred years into the past becomes thin and open to broader interpretation. To make a graph or statement about all of humanity through all of history requires extrapolating far beyond what such information can show.

As the data is limited temporally, so it is limited spatially. Data about life expectancy is geographically fragmented even for recent periods. Some regions will have much more robust and reliable data than others, and there will be a large gap in life expectancy across regions. When such a gap exists, the data visualisers have only one recourse: to aggregate and average the data, creating a meaningless abstraction of a lifetime. These temporal and spatial limits mean that what one can say about life expectancy across time and across all human beings is extremely limited. But this does not stop many from extrapolating a grand narrative about progress across all people and all history from twentieth-century data. They set goal posts that are rhetorically meaningful, but not analytically meaningful.

Another underexamined issue with the life expectancy graphs as evidence for progress is that commentators tend not to question whether greater life expectancy necessarily yields more positive outcomes for health and happiness. Even if it were true that humans are living much longer today than they have at any other point, they still take for granted that more years is on its own an unquestionable good. This is because many such commentators put forward a worldview based on the belief that quantity of human life is more important than quality, both in years and in number of humans living at any given time.

It should be self-evident that more years do not mean better years, nor does more people mean better lives for those people. We know this when we apply the principle to a species other than Homo sapiens. For example, there are many animals that have longer life expectancies when they live in captivity, like a zoo or rehabilitation centre. Yet we understand that their quality of life may be significantly diminished if they are not allowed to live a ‘natural’ life in the wilderness, regardless of how many extra years of living they have. In a similar way, human life may be extended in quantity even as it severely deteriorates in quality. We may have more years, but they may be worse years. Better years are impossible to quantify and turn into a graph. Similarly, population densities do not predict greater happiness, health or well-being, and very often correlate with (and often cause) the opposite result. More people does not mean happier or healthier people.

Life expectancy is just one of the measures that are commonly used to make the case for the progressive movement of history, and general improvement over time. Other oft-cited indicators include aforementioned reductions in poverty, increases in per capita gross domestic product – the average wealth that individuals control – and growth in the accessibility and usefulness of certain conveniences, like faster transportation or automated washing machines. In each of these cases – most of which we will return to later in the book – the reality is more complicated. Reductions in poverty have been greatly overstated, and perhaps even exaggerated to the point of falsehood. A major recent study found that increases in GDP do not correlate or have any meaningful causal relationship with increases in human or animal well-being.[21] As mentioned, reductions in infant mortality are primarily associated with very recent improvements in public hygiene, sanitation and medical hygiene practices, which are certainly good in themselves, but have little to say about the thrust of human history and more to say about the benefits of very recent science-based practices. As for technological conveniences, their accessibility varies greatly across the world, and though they make some things easier, they make others harder and worse. Faster transportation is one of the greatest causes of premature death and illness and the greatest driver of climatic warming, while washing machines are a major source of poisoned water. Plastic bags are sometimes convenient; they have not made the world better.

Perhaps a more convincing narrative of progress today is in social justice issues, the belief that there have been steady improvements in fairness, equality, and opportunity for more people. Many claim that with the abolition of slavery and the enfranchisement of women, and many other new laws like civil rights legislation and changing gender norms, there has been great progress. Today, this kind of progress is most often depicted by representational politics, the idea that the representation of a minority group or of women in positions of power and privilege are indicators of progress. But is progress really the right frame to apply to these changes? Again, that a good thing happens does not necessarily indicate a pattern of progress.

In 1964, Malcolm X said: ‘If you stick a knife in my back nine inches and pull it out six inches, there’s no progress. If you pull it all the way out that’s not progress. Progress is healing the wound that the blow made. And they haven’t even pulled the knife out, much less try and heal the wound. They won’t even admit the knife is there.’[22] Consider for a moment this quote and what it means with regard to the Atlantic slave trade. Huge numbers of African people were living out their lives, often in peace and equanimity, when out of nowhere, armed men appeared. These men kidnapped them and put them on ships where they either died or suffered extreme fear and illness. They then arrived in an alien land in harsh conditions, and worked brutally for long hours under the constant threat of corporal or capital punishment doled out by masters who feared no consequences for their violence. Meanwhile, the slaves’ families were broken up, left impoverished, and in many cases their cultures, languages and land were soon imperilled by invading colonial forces. Even if the severity of this mayhem is grudgingly reduced – after great public agitation and a civil war – given the starting point in Africa prior to enslavement, we cannot reasonably call that ‘progress’.

The abolition of slavery cannot be counted as evidence of a long moral arc, a momentum of human history, indicating a pattern of progress. Those who were captured lived a far different trajectory from the European one they were thrust into: they suffered a sudden, history-breaking apocalypse, the traumas of which their descendants still endure, with many trapped in the limbo of a dystopian system. Even if certain conditions have changed for the better, their enslavement lasted 246 years, while their relatively emancipated condition (such as it is) has lasted for only 156.[23] To return to Malcolm X on the ‘freeing’ of African Americans: ‘How can you thank a man for giving you what’s already yours? How then can you thank him for giving you only part of what’s already yours? You haven’t even made progress, if what’s being given to you, you should have had already.’[24]

The Atlantic slave trade was evil and a world in which it is no more is a world improved, but its abolition is not evidence supporting a grand narrative of historical progress. There are a few reasons for this.

One is that for all or most of the people ensnared in the slave trade, their lives were undoubtedly better before capture and their ancestors’ lives were better for generations upon generations prior to enslavement. To place people in the worst possible calamity and then take some of that evil away, as mentioned, is not an example of progress. In the same vein, slavery as an institution is an evil that, to our knowledge, is probably only five thousand or so years old. As we will see throughout the book, for the vast majority of human history, slavery was non-existent or rare, sporadic rather than institutionalised. Then it became commonplace and inescapable. Returning to a situation in which slavery is rare, or even a situation in which slavery is totally abolished, is simply returning to a more natural state of being human, not advancing to some higher state from a primitive one.

But I should hasten to point out that we do not currently live in a condition in which slavery is rare or has been abolished. There are three times more enslaved people today in absolute numbers than there were at the height of the Atlantic slave trade – 40 million people, or around one in every 200, are enslaved (this is not including ‘wage slavery’, in which people are forced to participate in a labour market for a pittance or even for wages that are then stolen, which is much more widespread).[25] As Kate Hodal writes for the Guardian, ‘there isn’t a single country that isn’t tainted by slavery’, with enslaved people still manufacturing clothes, growing food, and mining minerals used in technology, even in richer countries. The UK has an estimated 13,000 enslaved people. Even though there are prohibitions on slavery, the institution persists across the world.

The second reason is that progress narratives depend on an arc bending in a particular direction, which presumes the existence of a future end state. But there are no such stasis points in time: things change and rarely settle permanently. There’s no good reason to believe that slavery will remain ‘abolished’ in the United States and Europe and elsewhere. There have been many times throughout history when slavery was suppressed, even abolished in part, for extended periods, and then resumed. The Achaemenid Empire, founded by Cyrus in what is now Iran, likely diminished slave labour considerably for as much as two centuries before it returned for many centuries more. In the ancient Mauryan Empire in India, Ashoka may also have temporarily reduced slavery by abolishing slave trading, but this change too was not permanent.[26] There are many reasons to believe that some form of forced labour will return to many of the places where it has so recently been abolished – as it was recently in the wake of Muammar Gaddafi’s overthrow in Libya[27] – though it may not look like it did in the past, or may not be racialised in the same way. This is because climate change and ecological collapse are very likely to cause political fragmentation that nullifies legal and cultural precedents like abolition, and bring about agrarian and manufacturing crises and scarcities in which people are forced into labour. If market economies continue, there is little reason to assume they will not return to trade in indentured human beings.

But what if we home in from the very large scale of all of human history to more recent times? What if we just look at progress in social justice within the scope of a period from the recent past to the present: have things generally been getting better?

The United States has by some way the highest incarceration rate and imprisoned population in the world,[28] with 2.1 million prisoners. That is about 400,000 more than the next highest country, China (about 1.7 million), even though it has less than a quarter as many people (328 million to 1.4 billion). The proportion of Black Americans in the United States is one-fifth (13 per cent) that of White Americans (64 per cent), but Black people represent the same proportion of the prison population (about 40 per cent) – meaning the incarceration rate of Black people is five times higher.[29] ‘More than half of all black men without a high-school diploma go to prison at some time in their lives,’ writes Adam Gopnik for the New Yorker. ‘Mass incarceration on a scale almost unexampled in human history is a fundamental fact of our country today – perhaps the fundamental fact, as slavery was the fundamental fact of 1850.’[30] About twice as many Black men are under state and federal criminal supervision – in prison, under probation – as were enslaved at the height of antebellum America.[31]

Those prisons can be hellish. Forced unwaged or underwaged prison labour, sometimes in extreme, dangerous conditions like fighting wildfires, remains a stark reality for many.[32] ‘Prison inmates are picking fruits and vegetables at a rate not seen since Jim Crow,’ reads one recent report on the practice of ‘leasing’ convicted federal prisoners to do farm labour.[33] Forcing people in chains to work in fields or at wildfires is not meaningfully different from, or morally superior to, nineteenth-century chattel slavery. Is this really progress?

A callous observer might reply, ‘Well, if they didn’t want to be forced to work in brutal conditions, they shouldn’t have committed a crime.’ But the fact is that Black people are policed differently, sentenced differently and imprisoned differently from non-Black Americans, who are also over-surveilled, over-incarcerated and living in a virtual police state. The vast majority of inmates in local jails have not even been convicted, and only about half of inmates in prisons are there for violent crimes.[34] According to one study, Black men are sentenced to an average of 10 per cent more time in prison than White men for committing the same crime.[35] Though the rate of marijuana consumption among Black and White Americans is comparable, Black users are 3.7 times more likely to be arrested for possession.[36] A recent study at Northwestern University found that White Americans vastly overestimate racial progress.[37] And it’s not just in the difference in treatment by the legal system: the fact is, the wealth gap between Black and White Americans has not shrunk in over half a century.[38] Although the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was a landmark policy change, rampant voter disenfranchisement remains a major problem among Black communities.[39] Social psychologist Jennifer A. Richeson wrote for The Atlantic, ‘Some essential civil rights have advanced, though unevenly, episodically, and usually only following great and contentious effort. But many areas never saw much progress, or what progress was made has been halted or even reversed.’[40]

The representation of marginalised identities in power, business or media is often hailed as indisputable proof of progress. But this representation does not yield improvements for most people who share those identities any more than having monarchs and emperors of a certain race or gender has improved conditions for workers and peasants of the same race and gender during history’s millennia of slavery, serfdom and conscription. Such representation is more often used as a tactic for blocking egalitarian policies than for achieving them.

Former President Barack Obama offers an illuminating illustration of this. President Obama has been one of the deftest wielders of progress narratives in modern history. It comes as no surprise that his 2020 autobiography is titled A Promised Land – the ‘promised land’, as this book will detail, is a millennia-old cliché representing one of the original progress narratives. In a way, Obama’s career perfectly represents the hollowness of representation politics and the cynical deployment of progress rhetoric.[41] Instead of widespread liberation for many, his own success stands in to embody progress. As Current Affairs reports: ‘[Obama] admits that his campaign deliberately “helped to construct” this association in the public’s mind between the election of Barack Obama to the presidency and the fulfillment of America’s promise and the end to people’s troubles. The route to the “promised land” was through his presidency.’[42]

But even despite Obama’s presidency, the Promised Land remains out of reach for most. Or, in part, it remains out of reach because of Obama’s presidency: aside from the financiers his administration bailed out with trillions of taxpayer dollars, the top 1 per cent of wealth holders who captured 95 per cent of income gains under his administration (one of the largest transfers of wealth to the already-wealthy in history) and his own family, whom he enriched thirty-fold while in office, President Obama did not lead anyone to the Promised Land.[43] Far from Black people being liberated, conditions changed little for marginalised groups and Obama’s administration even found opportunities to brutalise them. In 2015, Black Lives Matter protests erupted against police terrorism and a lack of racial progress during his administration. Obama’s response was the violent suppression both of Black Lives Matter protestors and primarily of Indigenous Water Protectors, who protested against the expansion of oil pipelines in Standing Rock land in North Dakota.[44] The aggregate wealth of Black Americans decreased under Obama’s administration. As Jacobin reports:

Between 2007 and 2016, the average wealth of the bottom 99 percent dropped by $4,500. Over the same period, the average wealth of the top 1 percent rose by $4.9 million. This drop hit the housing wealth of African Americans particularly hard. Outside of home equity, black wealth recovered its 2007 level by 2016. But average black home equity was still $16,700 lower. Much of this decline … can be laid at the feet of President Obama.[45]

In a perhaps too on-the-nose example, Obama’s Presidential Center, currently under construction in Chicago, is set to displace a community of working-class Black people.[46]

Obama’s administration increased drone strikes tenfold in the Middle East, deported a record number of people, and constructed the border detention centres that would become infamous under his successor, President Trump.[47] A report by the Manhattan Institute (a ‘free market’ think tank, to be sure) argues that Obama’s presidency failed to deliver any of the promised progress to Black Americans, stating, ‘During an era of growing black political influence, blacks as a group progressed at a slower rate than whites, and the black poor actually lost ground.’[48] It was Obama’s administration, as well, whose handling of the overthrow of Libya’s dictator led to slave markets being reopened there.[49] Obama even dramatically increased fossil fuel exploitation and carbon emissions during his administration, and then bragged about it to a roomful of oil moguls.[50]

This elite trickle-down racial progress is not new, and Obama’s presidency was not the first time a person of a minority identity has done harm to marginalised people. Despite claims that Kamala Harris was the first vice president of colour, the first person-of-colour to hold that role was Herbert Hoover’s Vice President Charles Curtis, a member of the Native Kaw Nation.[51] Progress narratives often erase past instances of what they’re defining as ‘progress’ to appear new, as if they actually are a step from a worse past to a better present, and thus an even better future; and Native Americans are generally erased from mainstream history as part of their ongoing genocide.

Curtis used his position of power to harm other Native Americans, even his own nation. As a Congressman, he wrote the Curtis Act of 1898, which broke up tribal self-government and the communally owned lands of five tribes – the Choctaw, Chickasaw, Creek, Cherokee and Seminole – in what soon thereafter became Oklahoma. The law stole 90 million acres from the tribes and granted authority to the federal government to choose tribe members.[52] And in 1902, the Kaw Allotment Act dissolved the Kaw Nation, which led to its ultimate extinction: the last full-blood member of the Kaw Nation, William Mehojah, died in 2000.[53] As an enrolled member, Curtis and his family were allowed to claim 1,625 acres of land in Oklahoma.[54] Curtis officially supported the move.[55]

When it comes to gender equality, the idea of trickle-down progress is just as pernicious as in racial matters. Margaret Thatcher, Britain’s first woman prime minister, did no more to help women than Queen Elizabeth I, or any other queen, has ever done to help liberate or elevate other women.[56] Her government eroded public services, while unemployment rose, the economy was wracked by recessions, and poverty and inequality both increased.[57] These conditions hurt most Britons, of course, not women exclusively, although austerity measures do typically do greater harm to women.[58] But perhaps more egregiously, the pay gap between men and women grew under Thatcher’s government, again illustrating how those of a particular identity can use their power to harm others of that identity.[59] While women have enjoyed some great successes in expanding equality – like the right to vote, own property, control reproduction and leave unhealthy marriages – much of women’s liberation has meant only that a privileged few women get to dominate while most of the rest still must toil for a small elite, and many of these successes are being eroded. And, as we will see often in deconstructing the progress narrative, the systematic curtailing of gender equality or women’s rights is relatively new, with the rise of a certain kind of society we call civilisation. Creating oppressive conditions and then improving them slightly does not indicate a long-term trend of progress.

* * *

Whether or when progress can be shown to have occurred depends entirely on when measurements start and end, where the lens is focused, how those measurements are conducted, and what data researchers choose to include or omit. Sometimes what appears to be progress in technology is actually just the solution to a new problem caused by some other technology that falls outside the scope of a given study, while progress in justice and civil rights may be but a slight improvement on conditions that were not natural or eternal, but were newly created horrors at the beginning of the time period under consideration. Grand narratives of progress begin to break down when you look closely at them. It soon becomes clear that they instead often serve more cynical purposes.

This faith, that history moves progressively, is at the foundation of my own upbringing. My parents have engaged in lifelong battles to improve the world they inherited, with an earnest urgency one sometimes finds – for better or worse – in US Midwesterners, which I could not help but absorb. They’ve protested in Washington, DC, they’ve volunteered for local and national candidates for office and for local and national organisations. They obviously do not believe progress is natural or inevitable. They believe you have to fight for it. And they instilled in me a deep-buried belief in the possibility of societal progress: of the value of participating in collective action movements to do whatever one can to make life better for other human beings and for all the other creatures that share the one planet known to house life. Some of my earliest memories involve attempting to decipher protest signs in the garage (‘Keep your laws off my body’?) or accompanying my mother to envelope-stuffing gatherings for a local politician. I began attending rallies and protests in my teens, seeing both the heart-fluttering power of hundreds of thousands of voices ringing together and the cold terror of kids being beaten bloody by riot police. Growing up among wild habitat in northern Michigan, I felt more at home among forests and hills than anywhere else. Seeing first-hand the destruction of beloved places, I have felt deeply committed to wilderness protection. After years of participating in activism and becoming disillusioned with its lack of success, I have lately been focusing on scholarship and public writing. It is this combination of experiences and a desire to contribute to meaningful change that turned my eye towards the idea of progress itself.

Studying progress as a cultural artefact and its connection to material systems, like economies and ecologies, is not straightforward. It is interpretive and, given the importance and complexity of the idea, must be approached from multiple angles. I set out to study this phenomenon first through the lens of my area of expertise, geography. From the Greek γεωγραφία, combining ‘earth’ and ‘writing’, integrated geography is the study of how ecological systems interact with human systems through space and time. It is an interdisciplinary field, and as such I have approached the subject with the tools of multiple disciplines. Progress as a narrative formula that shapes the identity and priorities of cultures can only be understood this way, by understanding not only the culture itself, but also the ecological context in which that culture exists and is shaped.

As I began going through documents, reading books on the idea, thinking through my own relationship to these assumptions, it became clearer that the narrative infrastructure that I took for granted did not necessarily reflect history and reality. What if, I wondered, these progress narratives were not just wishful thinking, not just a human tendency to yearn for hope and paradise, but were active forms of propaganda? What if this narrative was itself a rhetoric deployed for political ends, like conquest and control, as a perverse obstacle to actually achieving progress? And, further and more subtle, though we can easily identify such propaganda when political opponents deploy it, is it possible that seemingly virtuous ideas of progress can be just as corrupt, just as wedded to systems that ultimately undermine their own stated goals?

* * *

Of course, we today can look at Jefferson’s letter and know that his simplistic narrative is rather naïve. Jefferson’s understanding of history was limited by the absence of what we think of today as systematic professional history. His depiction, as we will see, does not reflect how our species has actually moved through space and time. Perhaps he can be excused such an error based on simple ignorance. But, regardless of its accuracy, his depiction should not really be considered ‘progress’, even if we take that to mean only the advancing betterment of human life, or the extent to which technology and society can satisfy human wants and needs – or allow us, in his words written elsewhere, to pursue happiness. Moreover, for that error he has no excuse of ignorance. After all, Jefferson’s progress was bought with the blood of millions of Native people, the eradication of billions of animals, the destruction of uncounted natural habitats and cultures, and the prohibition of ways of life that do maximise human health and well-being. He was personally involved in all of this, a wealthy slave owner and founding president who knowingly engaged in active, deliberate genocide and land theft. We twenty-first century people have evolved beyond this, surely, and can avoid falling into the same narrative trap.

But the fact is that twentieth-century growth, and now the twenty-first-century growth that so many among us yearn for, and who are eager to call it progress, has had consequences in some ways just as bleak and destructive as Jefferson’s eighteenth- and nineteenth-century growth. Setting aside debates around past instances of progress for now – we will come back to those later – it is very clear that whatever genuine claims can be made to improvements in the twentieth century, most or all of these are rapidly disintegrating in the twenty-first, as a direct result of that success.

Thanks to the explosion in fossil energy deployed in the last hundred years, atmospheric greenhouse gases are causing temperatures to rise more rapidly than at any other time in human history, with cascading impacts and feedback loops like increased droughts, wildfires, floods, sea-level rise, the melting of permafrost, glaciers and ice caps, ocean acidification, forest diebacks and desertification, heatwaves, and more. As a result of the widespread expansion in use of synthesised chemical compounds in the Great Acceleration, other forms of airborne, waterborne and soilborne toxic pollution are proliferating at increasing rates.[60] As a result of skyrocketing human populations and the necessity for increased food production and housing during the last hundred years of growth, deforestation and habitat destruction are driving massive terrestrial extinctions, while overfishing, pollution and hotter temperatures are bringing about the collapse of marine life. Since the 1970s, wildlife populations have fallen by 73 per cent.[61] Two-thirds of tropical rainforests have been destroyed.[62] Fish numbers have halved.[63] The result of this? The extinction rate is hundreds of times greater than it would be without such pressures.[64] Waste, too, is a growing problem: due to the invention of plastic and widespread single-use plastics, plastic waste proliferates across every region on the planet, reaching into the remotest parts of the globe, like the poles and sea floor; plastics are even found in human breast milk and blood.[65]

In part as a result of the destruction of the biosphere, and entirely as a result of the processes that drive that destruction, human welfare is worsening in a number of key areas: democracy is declining, economic inequality is increasing poverty and slums are a growing feature of urban life, global life expectancy is falling, maternal mortality for millennials is 300 per cent higher than for their parents’ generation, new infectious diseases are rapidly increasing in reach and number, social trust in institutions and individuals is decreasing, the rate of economic instability is growing and social-economic mobility falling, along with other general well-being indicators in aggregate. In short, nearly everything is dying or degrading.[66] By the time you read this book, such conditions will undoubtedly be worse. That is not a pessimistic assumption, but simply a realistic assessment based on all trend lines in these areas. What had appeared to be indicators of progress in human well-being during the twentieth century – greater equality in wealth distribution, rising well-being indicators, or environmental regulations, for instance – may be little more than a brief blip, at best: a quick flash resulting from all the energy that also ignited the tsar bomba, skyscrapers and space shuttles.[67]

By coincidence, on the day I wrote the first version of this paragraph – Monday, 14 November 2022 – I went in search of the current number of living human beings on the planet, and on that day, the number passed the 8 billion mark.[68] It was 3 billion fewer when I was born in 1986. Between 2018 and 2023, 400 million people have been added to the total count – net, meaning that the number accounts for those who have been subtracted. That’s adding more than the total population of the United States to the Earth in five years. The last time the total number of human beings declined is estimated to have been during the plague pandemic of the fourteenth century, which killed tens of millions.[69] This means the world has seen nearly 700 years of a compounding increase in the total number of human beings. As I write in the early 2020s, there are 4 million cities and towns that house just over half of us.[70] The roads on which many move could wrap around the planet 1,300 times.[71] To feed us, about 37 per cent of the planet’s land is covered by farms, many of them intensive, and between 1 and 3 trillion individual creatures are hauled out of the oceans annually and slaughtered.[72] Two-thirds of the world’s humans have access to the internet: mass digital networks of information, communications and markets.[73] More than three-quarters can read words generated from among this planetary sea of human neurons.[74] The anthroposphere has never been so vast.

The biosphere has shrunk proportionately.[75] Biomass is the total amount of biological material that makes up the living bodies of organisms. The biomass of wild mammals accounts for just 4 per cent of all the mammals in the world. This means human biomass makes up more than eight times that of wild mammals, while domesticated mammal biomass is more than fifteen times greater than wild mammals (see Figure 3). In 2020, the total mass of all animals was 4 gigatons. The total mass of plastic was more than double that, 9 gigatons. That proportion will have grown larger by the time you read this. The mass of humanity’s built environment – the stuff of Jefferson’s as yet most improved state – is greater than all life on the planet, all plants, all animals, all bacteria, everything, which means all known life in existence.[76] The destruction of biodiversity is the sixth mass extinction that researchers know about in Earth’s history, and the first since 66 million years ago when what was likely an asteroid strike shrunk the planet’s biodiversity and ended the age of dinosaurs.[77] There is an unknown and unquantifiable probability that today’s extinction event could end up being the worst in life’s 3.7 billion years on the planet – in all the universe, as far as we know – and could make us extinct along with much else.[78] There is nothing more evil, nothing more horrific or important to avoid, than a situation in which the one planet in the universe known to house life is made inhospitable to most life.



[image: Start of image description, A pie chart depicting mammal biomass on Earth. Livestock and pets comprise 62%, Homo sapiens make up 34%, and wild animals account for 4%. Black silhouettes of animals represent each category., end of image description]
Figure 3 Mammal biomass on Earth[79]




Never before have so many lives, human and otherwise, depended on the immediate decisions of human beings. This exceptional era is the result of many complex processes, from war and conquest, to the global economy’s material metabolism, like a huge god’s gut, that involves processes like the globe-spanning extraction of raw material, the production of goods and services and the excretion of waste materials, to mass transit, to cultural processes like intellectual creation and discovery, and many others still. For all the progress cited in the contemporary version of Jefferson’s narrative, we are all on a precipice whose near future looks far from any sane mind’s idea of paradise. According to the best science today, it is within the range of possibility that the immediate future may bring the greatest destruction of life in all of history.

Progress, in this grand historical tradition, had always been the true north of my moral compass, the engine that powered the momentum of my life. This book focuses on the story that I have carried with me and have lately sought to extricate. I am of the West, raised and educated in its values, and so am sympathetic to that position, and yet it is the lineage of the West towards which I turn scrutiny in this book. It is sometimes painful to look at one’s closest cultural ancestors and the crimes they committed and know that you are a product of those crimes. But it is better to have knowledge than not, though you must pluck out an eye to see, and better to live in a truthful story than one built on a lie. Living in a comforting lie is a coward’s way of living, and there is no time or space for that now. The West is today the world’s richest and most globally powerful region, unique in all of history for the quantity of its might. It is the great pioneer of the idea of progress, with the most available recorded sources engaged in the idea, and so it makes analytical sense to turn the lens of criticism in its direction. Such criticism does not come from any pre-existing hatred or discomfort with Western civilisation on my part. Just the opposite, this is a labour of love and desperation. To read it may be uncomfortable at times, but I hope by the end it will offer a clearer view of the world.

* * *

For all the fruits of the global economy’s energy – and there are significant material benefits for many – they bring with them at least as many perils. To simply run the world’s economies today entails, by necessity or not, inflicting pain and suffering on uncountable multitudes of people and other animals. The simple cruelty that is imposed on billions of people and creatures is difficult to examine in detail, which is perhaps one reason why so many are reluctant to confront it and so eager to embrace narratives of progress. The calamities of today are assuaged by believing those of yesterday were greater. But they weren’t. The cruelties of today include heaping indignities on people daily, stoking fear and anxiety, and using deception to engage in psychological manipulation that undermines people’s very sense of reality, even to the point that they blame themselves for the cruelty that is imposed on them. To run the present economy requires the destruction of individual plants and animals that have been living for hundreds of years, and of species of plants and animals that have been living for hundreds of millions of years. It necessitates the slaughter of well over a trillion living beings per year, and the killing of perhaps multiple trillions by accident, while both humans and other animals are held in cages against their will, complex minds wracked with fear and boredom. This economy is but the latest iteration of a lineage that has been built on war, genocide and torture, on mass murder of the most intimate and bloody form.

But Homo sapiens has what is known as a prosocial nature, a strong inborn desire to find camaraderie, communion and compassion among other beings, human and non-human.[80] We are a species of ape whose psychological profile is highly social and, under many circumstances, generous and gentle. Acting out all the evil that is required – or if not required, expedient – to run this economy requires engaging in advanced psychological manipulation, of ourselves and others. It is not simply that rulers must achieve positions of power and then trick their prosocial followers to engage in their projects. Class harmony depends on a shared mission. Only a collective mass delusion that is believed in as strongly, or more strongly, by the leaders of this economy as by those whose own hands turn its wheels would allow such a project to continue so smoothly, for so long. There have been many aspects of this psychological manipulation, but the form that is more powerful, more ubiquitous, and older than all the others is Progress.

The story of progress will start in Mesopotamia, where this narrative formula was born, and follow its evolution through other cultures in Southwest Asia, to those in southern Europe and North Africa, throughout northern and western Europe to the Americas, touching upon the influence of these ideas in the Far East. We will investigate the thought of Persia and Judea and Christendom, the geopolitics of Rome and Vikings and Islamic caliphates. This journey will travel through the Enlightenment debates that surrounded Euroamerican colonisation and evolved into the great ideologies, movements and nations that shook the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The book is organised chronologically and will delve both into the various forms progress narratives have taken and the cultural and ecological contexts that shaped them. There are three primary eras in which economies took particular shapes and the progress myths they developed took unique forms with them, from a mythical age to a secular age to an economistic age.

The narrative formula of progress has grown in its potency and scope for the past five millennia. Because of this power, the idea has been wielded in ways positive and negative; its wielding is at the foundation of civilisation itself. Who defines progress controls the direction of politics, economies and nations. Who controls the parameters of what progress means sets magnetic north for many people’s moral, intellectual and political compasses. Given that this narrative formula remains foundational to the societies and economies that rule the world and set the course for the future we are building, the course driving us all towards life’s greatest destruction, this narrative and its role in society is in need of scrutiny more than ever before. As thin fracture lines branch through the current order and accelerating ecological destruction promises to bring catastrophic political chaos, more than ever those on the side of diverse life need the tools to strengthen our wavering hearts, yearning for hope against those who would promise us future salvation in exchange for present obedience. This book, in closely investigating every major version of this potent form of propaganda, aims to equip you with those tools.








Before Progress

In Jefferson’s telling, North America before European settlement bore the image of a primitive past, simple, savage: what he calls ‘barbarism’. This will be a familiar narrative to readers in the twenty-first century. The philosopher Thomas Hobbes rendered this idea most memorably with his description of human life in its original ‘state of nature’ as ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’. In this original state, Hobbes claimed, there is ‘no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea; … no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death’.[1] This Hobbesian argument, that prehistoric and Indigenous cultures described under the ‘savage’ and ‘barbaric’ designations are more violent, less civilised, less sophisticated, and more indolent than the sort of agrarian, urban and industrial European ones that Jefferson considers the height of civilisation, is alive and well at the time of writing.[2] The ideologies that lubricate the engines of global commerce and governance are held together by this general assumption. Though they may not admit it, many still carry around with them this narrative structure of native savages and enlightened colonists. Many still see a teleological aspect to this: that Indigenous colonised peoples represent a figment of the past, while those who conquer and replace them represent a more modern, more developed people. They may use terms like ‘less’ or ‘least developed country’ or the more politically correct ‘developing country’, they may frame their intentions as more benevolent than colonists of the past. But they remain the same. Does this formula on which so much is based bear even a grain of truth? 

Savagery and Civilisation of the Ohio River Valley

When English colonists arrived in North America in 1607 – 46 years before Hobbes’s book was published and 217 years before Jefferson’s letter – they found sophisticated societies with towns and houses protected by wooden walls, whose food and resources were supplied by a combination of agriculture and foraging, who were governed by complex political treaties and had sophisticated systems for distributing wealth and power. The Powhatan peoples they first encountered, in what became modern-day Virginia, were ruled by a paramount chief (named an ‘emperor’ in some sources) who tended to be male and ruled over a complex hierarchy of other chiefs, reflecting on a smaller scale the kind of complex bureaucracy of classical empires. The Powhatan likely consumed the resources in the areas they inhabited to depletion, moving on and only returning once game, fish and soils had regenerated. Even as they practised somewhat gendered divisions of labour, women were still able to inherit wealth and become chiefs, and enjoyed considerable sexual autonomy compared with English women of the time, free to turn down suitors and – with their husbands’ permission – take lovers.[3] American anthropologist Helen Rountree documents that the Powhatan would bathe in the river each morning before dawn both for cleanliness and hardiness, in preparation for a day of outdoor work, while the Elizabethan English may only have bathed a few times each year.[4]

Further north, the peoples of the Eastern Woodlands nations were quite different from the Powhatan. In contrast with the hierarchical and depletive societies of the mid-Atlantic, they engaged in a more sustainable relationship with the ecological systems they inhabited and operated their societies on more egalitarian principles between members – men and women, adults and children – and with extensive sharing of resources. They, too, had complex political treaties between tribes, they practised advanced silviculture, conducted layered and democratic political processes, and maintained a connection to the land that went back thousands of years, sustaining relatively high biodiversity and health and culture.

Almost immediately upon their arrival in North America, English settlers began shooting Natives and attempting to secure land for commodity development like tobacco farms, initiating a process of intermittent wars, alliances, peace and eradication. Alongside hostility and weapons, diseases endemic to Eurasia but not seen in the Americas, like smallpox and measles, decimated the densely populated Indigenous villages early on in the colonisation process. England’s King James cheered this process. By 1620, he had established New England, claiming the land ‘henceforth be nominated, termed, and called by the Name of New-England, in America … We do by these Presents, for Us, our Heyrs and Successors, name, call, erect, found and establish, and by that Name to have Continuance for ever.’ Prior to his declaration, the king praised God for spreading the pandemic that wiped out potentially millions
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