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Thanks Dad, for inspiring me to explore the worlds of science and technology,

and Mom, for instilling in me a passion for all things political. Without family, I

could never have gotten this far.

Special thanks also to my advisor, Professor Kapustin, whose patience and

wisdom since freshman year have been invaluable. I promise, this is the last draft!



The plain message physical science has for the world at large is this,
that were our political and social and moral devices only as well
contrived to their ends as a linotype machine, an antiseptic operating
plant, or an electric tram-car, there need now at the present moment
be no appreciate toil in the world, and only the smallest fraction of the
pain, the fear, and the anxiety that now makes human life so doubtful
in its value. There is more than enough for everyone alive. Science
stands, a too competent servant, behind her wrangling underbred
masters, holding out resources, devices, and remedies they are too

stupid to use.

- H.G. Wells, 4 Modern Utopia (1904)!

! Herbert George Wells, A modern Utopia (New York: Scribner and Sons, 1904), 102.

~ 1 ~



Table of Contents

ACKNOWIEAZEMENLS «..cuuviinnriiniiitiieieiiieticrccre e s e s s s e s e s as e e s e s as e s ss e s ane s snessnesssnesnnens i
Table of Contents
INErOQUCTION ...ttt e e e e e e R e R e e R e R e e et re e R e e e e e nee e nee e e eenenenene e
Part 1: The Formation of the Modern Idea of Progress...............c..ccouiiiiiiiiiiiii e
I. Analytic Dimensions of Progress ........couiuiiuiiiiniiniiniiniiiiiiiccicicriinnnccnesscsscssesseseesessesssesssesseenne 2
I1. Pre-modern Ideas of Progress and HiStory ......co.couieuiiiiiiinuinnuinicniinicneinnenscsncnncssnessessesnesssessessesseees 3
Classical Era Notions of Progress and HiStOTY.............c.ccoocviiviiiiiiiiiiiiiieieecccsee s 3
Judeo-Christian Providential Progress
II1. The Enlightenment Ideal of Progress........cocovueeuiviineiniinuinnuinnuinnicnicnicnesnncnnconeseesessessessessesssssseees 8
Turgot’s Conception Gf PrOGTess..............cceiieieiiiiuiuiuiiiiiieieieiccciee st 11
Condorcer’s IAea Of PrOZress............c.cueueeeuiieieieiiuiieteteieies ettt 16
SUIIATY ... 19
Part 2: The Emergence of the Technocratic Idea of Progress ...............cccccoiiiiiiiciiiiiiceec

L INtroduction ...ceeeeeeeeeeeeeeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseseesesssssesssssssssssens

II. Historical Context of Technocratic Progress

The Industrial REVOIULION ..............coieieuiiiiiiiiiiieteietetetc ettt ae s tens
Role of Technology in CUIEUTE ..................c.ouoiiiieieieicteeete e 26
I11. The Invention of “Technology ......ccoccevuerueniinirninnuinnuinninieniinseissiesessessesseeseessesssesssssssesssssssessesssessns 28
The AGe Of MIACHITIETY ...ttt ettt ettt ettt en 28
Technological RALIONALLY .............coc.coovovemimiiiiiiieieieicccee e 30
IV. The ‘Atrophy’ of the Enlightenment Idea of Progress ........cc.ccouevuervuinsuinnucneiniincinennncnnncnncneeneenennnenne 31
V. The Ilustrative Case of Industrial Development in the Early United States.........cooueeevvuernucnrucnrecnsecnnecnnens 33
VI. Towards Technological Determinism......c..coueeiinienieniicsinsiinsieneineineesseesseenessessesseeseesseessessssssesssees 35
Hard and Soft Technological Determinisim ..............couvueeeueeeieiiiiiiisiiiiieieteceeicteies et aens
Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of Social Evolution
VII. Marxist Variations on the Technocratic Idea of Progress........cccoeevuiinuiiuinninicniinennnenninnncnnncnecneinneens 40
VIII. 20% Century Modifications of the Technocratic Idea of Progress........ccooueeueveenecieciinncnsncnsecnsecseceneens 43
Rostow’s Modernization THEOTY .............ccccweviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicieic ettt ae st ens 44
EJIul’s Pessimistic DELerIMiniSm ........cueevuerueruerueereuteiteiteuteiesteet et ettt st st et ettt ae s st esae st eseeaeestebesae s e eneeneenes 46
IX. SUMMALY..uviiitiiiitiiiiiiiiitiiie ittt cs s e ssas s ss s sas e s s s s saa e s bs e sss s s baessbsesbsessbaesbaessnnesonnesennese 50
Part 3: Intellectual Dissent and Popular Disillusionment ..............c..cccooviiiimiiiiiii e
INErOAUCHON caeeeineiineiieticit ittt ettt s st s se s s ae s se s s s e e s st s s st s s saesssaesnsassssessssessnsesonsessnness 51
I. Historical Context of Disillusionment .........ccooueiuiiiienieniiniiniiiinicciecieieesseeiesnesnessn s essesseessessnes 52
Machine and Nature in the 19" COntury...........cvwceveeueeniieinicisinieisiseeisesets sttt 53
THATNUS AT THOUL ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et be ettt enes 54
World Wars and the Great Depression...............ccueiueuiviiiiiiiiiciiieiieicisie ettt 55
Centralization of Power and the Technological Counterculfure....................ccoveeveiviniiniiiniiiiiniiiiieiciseeeeesenenes 59
II. The Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) ......cuuiviiniininniinniiniiniiniiincnnecnesncscssesseeseeseesses 61
Criticisms of the SCOT APPTOACH...........ococvoveveiiiiiiiieieie ettt 63
IT1. Alarmist CLitiqQUe(s) cveereerrereeruesuessisisieiniirisiissessessissiseestessessessessessessssssesssssessessessessessessssssesessessesssns 65
The Limits GF GFOTWER «....c.cuvvvieeiiciiiieieee e eaenenea
Criticism of Alarmist Methodology
IV. The Uprising, QUEILEd......cccoverruirruinuiniininninruiniinienenntessesssesssessessssssssssesssesssessssssssssssssssssssssessssnses
Part4: After the Fall............oooiiiiiiiii ettt ekt e e stk nene e n e e r e e b
L INtrodUCHON cuccnviniictietieticiectcctectecrct st a e a e a e n e R e s s s e n e b e an s 76
II. Critical Theory of Technology ......c..ccocueetinirnuiininnuinenniiniininncnnesiienesstesessseesesssessssssssesssesssssssssnses

III. The Internet as Digital Utopia

IV. Conclusions .........coverueenennen.
Bibliography and Works Cited



Introduction

What can mankind expect from the future? For the better part of the last 300 years, the
answer to this question has been “progress.” The modern idea of progress was born of the
Enlightenment, and it is a belief that advances in reason will empower changes in the human
moral, political, and material condition: these changes were believed to come in effect
concurrently, driven by the broad impact of scientific reason upon disparate aspects of life.

This powerful idea faced serious criticisms in the late 19" and early 20™ centuries, and
ultimately ran aground on the shoals of the 20 century. In the present era this idea of progress is
a suspect figure, popularly doubted and seen as a vestigial naiveté in many intellectual circles. Is
this modern ambivalence a repudiation of the very idea of progress, or just a temporary setback?
Its promises unfulfilled, the universal notion of progress is today broken down into constituent
ideals — among them, political progress, social progress, and economic progress.

Essential faith in technology, science, and reason was formerly the dynamo at the center
of this universal ideal, but the enlightenment idea of progress has been discredited for its broken
promises, unfulfilled utopias, and misguided adherents. It has been reduced to a narrower thesis
which privileges technology, rather than reason, as the key arbiter of human advancement. This
reduction took place for political reasons essential to understanding present civilization.

In this paper I will examine the constitutive elements of the Enlightenment ideal of
progress, highlight certain historical antecedents, describe its later transformation into the
technocratic or technologically deterministic idea of progress, and explain its subsequent fall
from grace. Finally, I will address the question of whether or not certain elements of this idea can
or should be salvaged, and if so, how. The changing nature of the idea of progress is a function
not only of changing technical and industrial circumstances, but of shifting social priorities and
changes in the institutions of political power. The subject is important, but too often ignored, for
if, as Charles Beard writes, “The world is largely ruled by ideas, true and false,” there have been

tew more influential than the idea of progress.?

2 “Introduction” to J. B. Bury, The idea of progress : an inquiry into its origin and growth (New York: Dover

Publications, 1960) 357, ix.




Part 1: The Formation of the Modern Idea of Progress

This first section of the paper is divided into two parts. First I will discuss the ideal-type
pre-modern ideas of progress and history. Two pre-modern narratives will be analyzed: the
ancient Greek tradition, as well as the early Christian theological conception of “providential
progress.” These will illuminate certain historical antecedents to the modern notion while
illustrating the contrasts between these pre-modern ideas and the subsequent ideological break of
the Enlightenment. I will then define the generalized Enlightenment notion of progress while

briefly explaining its development and history in the 18" century.

I. Analytic Dimensions of Progress

Philosophies of progress differ in their form and substance, but all must answer certain
fundamental questions to satisfy analytic challenge. These problems concern the relationship of
progress and history, as well as the constitutive elements of a given idea of progress itself. The
following framework of inquiry will facilitate the exploration and comparison of the differing

ideas of progress discussed in this paper.

1. How does a particular idea of progress assess (or not) the advancement of history?

Without history, there can be no progress, for progress is the advancement from one
ry, progress, prog

phase or condition to another. Whether progress is a process or an ewvent, it must be

historically contextualized.

2. In what fashion does progress occur? Progress may be linear and accumulative, or it could

be non-linear and abrupt in nature.

3. Does progress have an end state? Is there an end of history, or does a specific flavor of

progress advance infinitely?
4. What is the nature of change which constitutes a particular idea of progress?

5. How is this progress spatially organized? How or why may it be so distributed?



6. What is the mechanism of progress? How can this means be distinguished from its end?

Answering these questions in the context of pre-modern Western notions of progress will
present an illuminating contrast to subsequent investigations of the Enlightenment ideal of

universal progress.
II. Pre-modern Ideas of Progress and History

Classical Era Notions of Progress and History

Classical Western ideas, as typified by the tradition of Ancient Greece, lacked what is
now known as “scientific historicism.” This idea of history emphasizes the importance of
causality in the patterning of human events, and is an attribute of history as a “social science.”
The ideal-type Greek metaphysics were incompatible with a view to such capacity; Greek
historicism, such as it existed, resonates more with the Arrendtian idea of history-as-storytelling:
history as a moral and political reflection on human affairs. Greek thought distinguished
between ‘knowledge’ and ‘opinion.” The former is timeless and essential to the nature of the
world, and is to be developed through reason. The latter is the human perception of transitory
events, a perception which can never fully or objectively appreciate a changing reality. History in
the scientific sense was therefore impossible to the Greeks, because transient sense perceptions
could not provide a scientific record of events which would accommodate an exploration of
causality.?

These metaphysical beliefs impacted the nature of Greek historiography, and helped to
shape Greek notions of the past and future in relation to the present. The prevailing perspectives
of the Classical Age believed in history as a cyclical or nonlinear process. ‘History,” such as it

existed, was interpreted as a process of ei
































































































































































































































































