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LECTURE IX, Part I: Questioning Progress



Response Paper VII: Concerns?



Lecture IX: Questioning Progress



Goal: To develop awareness of 
and make judgments on various 

teleological and non-
teleological views of history 



A Brief History of “Progress” 



Anaximander (610-546 B.C.) 

Proto-evolutionary theory  Proto-evolutionary theory  

Searching for 
common origin of 
all substances in 
universe: apeiron

Searching for 
common origin of 
all substances in 
universe: apeiron

Apeiron: The 
beginning and end 

of all things 

Apeiron: The 
beginning and end 

of all things 

Universe ultimately 
cyclical, but between 
cycles we see progress

Universe ultimately 
cyclical, but between 
cycles we see progress



Heraclitus (535-475 B.C.) 

Change as natural law (recurs in 18th and 19th century thought)Change as natural law (recurs in 18th and 19th century thought)

Πάντα ῥεῖ = “everything flows”Πάντα ῥεῖ = “everything flows”

ὁδὸς ἄνω κάτω = “up-down path”ὁδὸς ἄνω κάτω = “up-down path”

Progress in the eye of the beholder Progress in the eye of the beholder 



Plato (427-347 B.C.) 

Great World-Year: Marks time between cycles of universe



“Posterity will seem amazed that we did not know some things that 
seem obvious to them. We imagine that we are initiated into the 
mysteries of nature; but we are hanging around her outer courts.”

--Seneca, 4 B.C. – 65 A.D. 

“Posterity will seem amazed that we did not know some things that 
seem obvious to them. We imagine that we are initiated into the 
mysteries of nature; but we are hanging around her outer courts.”

--Seneca, 4 B.C. – 65 A.D. 

“Each age is better than the last.”

--Pliny, 23 – 79 A.D. 

“Each age is better than the last.”

--Pliny, 23 – 79 A.D. 



Original sinOriginal sin

Miserable humanity Miserable humanity 

Focus on afterlifeFocus on afterlife



“The flower of humanity, captive in gem, will blossom out one day into the 

true form of man like unto God, in a state of which no man on earth can 

imagine the greatness and the majesty.”

–Herder 

Secularization

Rapid 
change

Empiricism



Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)   

Antinomies of thought: Can intuitively prove contradictory ideas: 
Beginning of universe, immortality of soul, existence of God

Antinomies of thought: Can intuitively prove contradictory ideas: 
Beginning of universe, immortality of soul, existence of God

At some point, our thinking and progress have limits At some point, our thinking and progress have limits 

On a certain level, we have to take things on faith, not reason: Lack of progressOn a certain level, we have to take things on faith, not reason: Lack of progress



Darwin (1809 – 1882)   Malthus (1766-1834)   

“Man’s progress toward a higher state need never fear a check, 

but must continue to the very last existence of history.” ---Herchel

Marx (1818-1883)



Arbitrary Standard 



Arbitrary Standard Arbitrary Standard 

Complex system

Individual 
Society 
Species  

Progress

Regress

Arbitrary = 
Lacking 
external 
criteria; 

decided by us. 
How do we 

decide how to 
define this 
standard? 



Has the human race progressed throughout history? Has the human race progressed throughout history? 

What are the standards we can use to measure progress? What are the standards we can use to measure progress? 



Prompt: Revisit one of the questions in response papers I through VII and analyze it much 
more deeply. Attack the question from different angles. Attack your own angles from more 
angles. Substantiate your arguments with more evidence. Raise further questions to which 
your original topic leads you. Be creative with this opportunity to make this paper your own. 

Schedule: 

December 23: 
Thesis

Full graphical outline (including least 3 primary and 2 secondary sources)

December 30: 
Draft of at least 6 pages (including at least 5 primary and 3 secondary sources)

January 6: 
Draft of at least 10 pages (including at least 6 primary and 4 secondary sources)

January 13: Final project due: 12-15 pages (including at least 6 primary and 4 secondary 
sources)

Research Symposium Date TO BE ANNOUNCED


