Progress

There is this to be said: The fundamental principle of true living is eternal progression. There is no final attainment in progressive achieving. (Nona L. Brooks, in Mysteries, p. 147)

It’s a common perception that our species is today “more brutal and more blood-thirsty than at any other point in history,” said Leon Neyfakh in The Boston Globe. But what if the opposite were true? In his superbly argued new book, Harvard psychology professor Steven Pinker lays out the counterintuitive claim that we humans are actually less likely to kill one another than we’ve ever been. Combing through 5,000 years of evidence, from archaeologists’ studies of ancient grave sites to contemporary law-enforcement statistics, Pinker charts a slow but sure decline in violence going back to Neolithic times. In the early stages of the 21st century, he concludes, our “better angels” are actually besting our inner demons. Pinker’s theory seems to hit a snag when his chronology reaches the 20th century, said James Q. Wilson in The Wall Street Journal. After all, the two world wars and other mass killings took 130 million lives. But to Pinker, what matters is the number killed relative to the era’s total population. The Mongol conquests of the 1300s killed some 40 million – a number that is equivalent to 278 million today. As for why we might have become less violence-prone, Pinker cites a long “civilizing process” dating from when people began living in large groups. As communities grew, people came to accept codes governing everything from table manners to moral conduct, then sanctioned states to enforce the most significant rules. As these systems became more refined, so did we. Central to our kinder, gentler natures is our capacity to reason, said Peter Singer in The New York Times. Pinker strongly credits the Enlightenment with shaping the principles that have brought us to our long peace. “Reason does, Pinker holds, point to a particular kind of morality,” one rooted in the understanding that “we live in a world in which others can make a difference to whether we live well or die miserably”: We want others to treat us well, and we agree that in exchange we will not treat them badly. Though an optimist, Pinker isn’t so naïve as to declare our capacity for cruelty defeated. Still, this is a “supremely important book,” one that at its best can help shape policy, or at the very least, may help us appreciate that we’re perhaps not as bad as we think we are. (The Week magazine, October 21, 2011)

When Pablo Casals reached 95, a young reporter threw him a question: “Mr. Casals, you are 95 and the greatest cellist that ever lived. Why do you still practice six hours a day?” And Mr. Casals answered, “Because I think I’m making progress.” Your goal is to make progress every day of your life. (Dr. Maxwell Maltz)

I wish parents would understand that if their child drops eight fly balls one day, then only drops six the next, that’s a reason to go to Dairy Queen. The principal thing is competing against yourself. It’s about self-improvement, about being better than you were the day before. (Steve Young)

Progress is man’s ability to complicate simplicity. (Thor Heyerdahl, adventurer)

I've never been satisfied with anything we've ever built. I've felt that dissatisfaction is the basis of progress. When we become satisfied in business we become obsolete. (J. Willard Marriott, Sr.)

My golf instructor says I’m doing “just fine.” He says I’m missing the ball much closer than I used to. (Harvey Holman)

We're all in favor of progress, providing we can have it without changing. (Morrie Brinkman)

My Favorite Saying: “Live your life to improve yourself, not to prove yourself.” (Ann Hyatt, in Reminisce magazine)

No matter how little progress we sometimes seem to make, we’re all steadily advancing towards the future. (Ashleigh Brilliant, in Pot-Shots)

Progress isn’t made by early risers. It’s made by lazy men trying to find easier ways to do something. (Robert Heinlein, author)

Great medical progress has been made in the past generation. For instance, what used to be merely an itch is now an allergy. (Herm Albright, in The Saturday Evening Post)

Progress is not created by contented people. (Frank Tyger, cartoonist)

What we call progress is the exchange of one nuisance for another nuisance. (Havelock Ellis, psychologist)
An amateur pilot wannabe, I knew I’d finally made progress with my flight training the day my instructor turned to me and said, “You know, you’re not as much fun since you stopped screaming. “(Barbara MacLean, in Reader’s Digest)

The U.S. reduced its crude oil imports last year by 10 percent, or a million barrels a day. (Los Angeles Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, March 23, 2012)

Technology keeps making things and people harder to lose and easier to find – is this really progress? (Ashleigh Brilliant, in Pot Shots)

Progress Report: The other day, our old toaster finally gave up. I remember when we bought it, we had to pay extra because it had a wonderful feature – when the toast was done at just the right degree, it popped up! So we went shopping and purchased a new toaster. Again we had to pay extra because the new model also has a wonderful feature. It’s called a “Hold Warm Control.” When the toast is done to the right degree, it doesn’t pop up! (Frank W. Schrader in a letter to Sarasota, Florida, Herald-Tribune)

By the late 1960s, almost no one was viewing nature as the servant of man, a resource to be done with as he wishes. When we recognized that it was within our power to eliminate any ecosystem that stood in the way of “progress,” we altered our old definition of progress. When we recognized our capacity to exterminate the large predators our ancestors once feared, we decided to protect, by force of law, at least a few of the animals and their habitats. (Dallas Murphy, in To Follow the Water, p. 212)

 We should so live and labor in our time that what came to us as seed may go to the next generation as blossom, and that what came to us as blossom may go to them as fruit. This is what we mean by progress. (Henry Ward Beecher)

In all honesty, I don’t feel like a legend; I feel like a work in progress. (Barbra Streisand)
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