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[bookmark: _GoBack]	 How does the ‘Victorian ideal of progress’ contribute to an ideology of progress that obscures the fact that our civilization is in the midst of ‘the biggest progress trap in human history’? The Victorian ideal of progress obscures the fact the we are in the largest progress trap ever by contributing the idea that progress only leads to improvement when in fact it does not. By looking at past examples of progress traps, examining the current predicament humans are in and by focusing on the future, I intend to prove that the Victorian ideal of progress and its contribution to society’s understanding of progress has obscured the fact that we are in the largest ever progress trap. In this essay, I will firstly explain how the book “A Short History of Progress” provides foundation to my argument and its relevance on the topics. I will then go on to define the terms ‘progress’ and ‘progress traps’ to provide a better understanding of my argument. I will then present three types of progress traps from the past and explain how examining them can help us solve our problem. I will then show examples of two civilizations and show how our problem and the similarities between the past and present, while analyzing the problems occurring in our society currently. I will then finally talk about the documentary ‘Surviving Progress’ and use it to help analyze our future and ways to escape this progress trap.
	“A Short History of Progress”, a book written by Ronald Wright, is a book that focuses on the term ‘progress’ and looks at progress traps and former civilizations to not only define the term but also to understand its affect in today’s world. It looks at society’s evolution all the way from the first civilization in southern Mesopotamia to our world today which is the largest civilization ever to exist on our planet. The book also analyzes the evolution of the human mind and body and how much it has changed or not changed in the time humans have existed on earth. 
	The book’s importance is that it provides us with a very good understanding of how progress has affected people in the past and help us look at the similarities of how progress is affecting us now. By looking at progress traps of the past such as hunting, farming and the expansion of civilizations, we can begin to realize that progress is not great in all aspects. The Victorian ideal of progress has affected our common understanding of progress and made society believe that the more progress there is, the better off we are. 
	The term progress has many different meanings. In its relation to material things its means that they continue to get better and better (Wright, 60). In its literal meaning, it means to go forward towards a location or destination. Finally, in its social meaning it is “defined as the capacity of a society to meet the basic human needs of its citizens, establish the building blocks that allow citizens and communities to enhance and sustain the quality of their lives, and create the conditions for all individuals to reach their full potential” (Social Progress Index, 2016).  Ronald Wright’s understanding of the term seems to be a combination of the material and social where the progress in today’s technological culture which improves material things leads to the betterment of society and helps sustain their way of life. Wright believes that not all progress is good and that progress in some areas of life leads to progress traps. He defines the traps as points in the path of progress where progress or improvement reaches a certain scale that more of it has a downside. (Surviving Progress). 
	Wright provides three specific examples of progress traps in his book, hunting, farming and civilization. Each progress trap can be looked at to see the what happens when progress reaches a point where it leads to the demise of people who have entered the trap. The first example he provides relates to hunting and how the gradual increase in hunting size lead to the downfall of paleolithic hunters. Wrights describes that “Paleolithic hunters who learnt how to kill two mammoths instead of one had made progress. Those who learnt how to kill 200 — by driving a whole herd over a cliff — had made too much. They lived high for a while, then starved” (Wright, 11). The hunter had made progression in their ways on hunting that reached a scale which was too much to handle at once. The hunters killed a large number of mammoths at once and they killed off such a large part of the population that they did not have more to hunt in the future. Their progress led to a short-term period of good but ultimately destroyed a large part of their way of life. Wright states in the documentary “Surviving Progress” that very little about the human brain and body has changed in the last 50,000 years and that since we spent a large part of the last 50,000 years as hunters and gatherers that a part of that mindset still resonates in us today (Surviving Progress). This can be seen if you relate the progress trap of hunting back then to a part of the current progress trap that we are in. We have progressed so far technologically that hunting is no longer needed and instead it has led to practically farming the animals since there is little to no competition in between us and the animals we used to hunt. 
	Farming is another progress trap that Wright describes. A prime example is of the Empire of Ur and the Sumerians. The empire had become too big and had progressed too much to point where “land began to turn against its tillers” (Wright, 58). Before their demise, when the empire was smaller, they could use up resources in a certain part of the land and then continue to move on. However, as they grew so did greed and expenditure. Their irrigation system had spoiled all the land that they had to use due to salination. It caused so much damage that all the crops had “turned white” (Wright, 59). It led to a collapse they never recovered from. The connection of this progress trap to today’s world can be seen through our excessive use of the earth’s resources. A large part of the concern that has to do with the largest progress trap going on right now stems from the use of the earth’s resources. The Victorian ideal of progress has caused us to think that more and more progress is better and that it leads to more and more for us, but earth has a finite amount of resources that are due to run out soon if we do not change our ways. If we continue to go on like this, then we will end up the same as the Empire of Ur.
	The final progress trap that Wright discusses is civilization. Two of the civilizations he focused on were, Easter Island and Sumer. Both of these civilizations collapsed because they could not see an end to what they were doing. They went on to collapse as they destroyed their own livelihood. Easter Island was settled during fifth century A.D. and after a while there was a civilization living there of about 10,000. The people had split up in separate clans and a civilization was formed. The settlers had built themselves homes and had cultivated fields. The people of the island liked to honor their ancestors by building large stone statues for them. The building of the statues became rivalrous overtime between clans and throughout multiple generations they grew bigger and bigger, each one using more and more resources. Eventually it got to a point where resources had run out and more would not grow. They only had enough left to possibly last another generation and “The people then knew there would be little seafood and — worse — no way of escape. The word for wood, rakau, became the dearest in their language. Wars broke out over ancient planks and worm-eaten bits of jetsam” (Wright, 45). Civilizations such as Easter Island and the Empire of Ur collapsed on top of themselves as their progress reached a point from which they could not turn back. The predicament that we are in ourselves, could end up with the same result as either of those two civilizations as we are blinded by the mindset that we will continue to get better when all that we are doing is reaching a point from which we will not be able to turn back and we will be using quicker than what is growing. Examples such as deforestation and overpopulation in modern times and be compared to former failed civilizations and we should learn from their mistakes.
	Civilizations of the past bot successful and unsuccessful can help us learn about the dangers of progress and help us escape from the mindset that all progress is good. Joseph Tainter’s explanation of a “runaway train society” sums up very well the society that we are currently in. He explains that it is a society that “believes there is an endless bonanza, a never-ending horizon of opportunity, knows no boundaries or limitations. An empire can go on for quite a while in this mode, never seeming to really bother with realities other than its own growth” (Fragile Dignity, 2017). This has been re-enforced in our minds by the Victorian ideal of progresses influence on our concept of progress. Currently it seems as if the majority of people on the planet that have the power to affect the path that we are on are not doing so well enough and are continuing on the reckless path as if nothing will change. The people who hold a large influence feel that more and more progress will keep us safe. Both Wright and Tainter make similar points in stating that there will be a point of no return where we cannot turn back as we will have backed ourselves into a corner. Wright states in ‘Surviving Progress’ that “every time history repeats itself, the price goes up” (Surviving Progress). The price we will have to pay now if history were to repeat itself would be the largest ever as our civilization now extends across the globe. Looking at civilizations of the past such as the Mayans, towards the end of their civilization you could see the wealth being kept at the top with the leaders and being used to help only those people. Overtime the poor then stopped believing in their leaders, the people that they believed were mediators with god. Wright states that the poor became disenchanted with them and stop believing in them and their divineness. (Surviving Progress). This could prove to be the same case when people realize that the gap between the rich and the poor in our society today. Michael Hudson, an economic historian featured in ‘Surviving Progress’, feels that the 10% of people at the top who hold most of the power and wealth in the world have given out debts to most of the world and that they would rather annul the 90% of people below them of the right to live rather than annul themselves of being owed that debt (Surviving Progress). The progress of greed has led to this level of separation between people and this scenario can be seen in previous civilizations just before their collapse. 
	‘Surviving Progress’, a documentary focused on the progress trap that we are currently in, is very similar to the book “A Short History of Progress”. It analyzes previous examples of progress traps but dives deeper into our current problems. In the documentary they take a look at how deal with the problem and ways to escape the progress trap. By looking to the future, we can avoid the mistakes of the past and also disprove a fundamental part of the Victorian ideal of progress which states that we are on one single path of progress that will continue to go on with minor fluctuations. One solution that the documentary tries to offer is that more and more progress at a quicker pace in some respects would help sustain our way of life. For instance, creating different forms of renewable energy and plants that require less resources. This solution however, is one that is still far from being achieved and is one that still requires resources to be used. Vaclav Smil, a population scientist, feels that only one solution can help fundamentally and believes that “we have to use less” (Surviving Progress). He believes that even though people in third world countries and even poor people in developed countries need more, it is up to people that are well off to use less. Destroying the mindset that progress will continue to save us is also a large step in the right direction as that will get people to begin consuming less.
	The Victorian Ideal of Progress has had a large influence on our society, and it has obscured the fact that our civilization is in the largest progress trap ever. Looking at examples of progress trap and civilizations of the past and learning from their mistakes, viewing where we find ourselves right now and analyzing future paths are ways to get rid of the way the Victorian Ideal of Progress and the way in which it has obscured our view of the largest progress trap in human history.
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