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It is impossible to formulate a final judgment about the success or failure of an
idea or a critical position in the more or less open market of political concepts.
The idea of progress has been engaging the mind of humanity since antiquity.
Throughout the course of history, it is possible to distinguish five different
basic interpretations of this idea.

First, history is incapable of being shaped by humans. It has a God-given
beginning and a God-given end.

Second, development is a continuous downfall. Each generation is a bit worse
than the previous one and we are drifting ever farther away from the good old
days, from the Golden Age. (Critical of belief in progress).

Third, development pursues a neutral path between progress and downfall,
constantly producing new combinations of advantages and disadvantages.
What we call "development” is merely stumbling from one muddle to the next.
(Skeptical of belief in progress).

Fourth, development takes a cyclical or dialectical course. Times of progress
alternate with periods of downfall. Although we may be able to reach a level of
technical perfection, a comparable level of perfection in human behavior and
morals will remain an illusion, and the curse of uninterrupted progress is
permanent regression. (Ambivalent toward the idea of progress, a middle
way).

Fifth: development means qualitative improvements for everyone. Technical
progress also has a benign effect on human relationships and culture. That
humans can be educated has been empirically proven, although it takes
longer than many would hope. (Belief in progress).

At the workshop of the Progress Foundation, where fourteen classical texts were
used to discuss primarily the third, fourth and fifth positions, none of these
standpoints was capable of convincing a majority of the participants. A moderate,
modest optimism with regard to the idea of technological and commercial progress
received the most favorable reception, although it left many questions unanswered,
especially in relation to cultural and ethical progress.

While the French Enlightenment author and co-founder of positivism, Auguste
Comte, posited a state of harmony between science, technology and ethics in days to
come, Daniel Bell cautioned against having politicians and technocrats compete, and
against placing too great a value on rational social organization. However, both
believed in progress, each in his own way.







