Wittgenstein and the green movement on ‘progress’

“Our civilization is characterized by the word `progress'. Progress is its form rather than making progress one of its features. Typically it constructs. It is occupied with building an ever more complicated structure.”

For Wittgenstein, ‘progress’ is not a feature of the main current of European/American civilization, but its form. That is to say: It is regarded as sufficient justification for any technological or economic innovation, to say “That’s progress”. Or “You can’t stop progress.” There is no possibility (or at least, has not been until very recently) endemic to the main cultural traditions of the West of questioning whether these changes really are progress. ‘Of COURSE’ they are. The only question is how they are to be best used. (Thus Rawls for instance treats technology as a standing resource for humanity, and treats the Earth the same way. There is no question of whether or not we might have fundamentally the wrong attitude to these things.)

For greens, the same is true as for Wittgenstein, on this point. That is to say: greens take issue with the mainstream, in that we ask, heretically, whether many of the changes that we have undergone or are undergoing are really progress. Is it really progress for instance to have (as Wittgenstein puts it) an ever more complicated societal structure? Perhaps globalisation, and longer and longer supply lines, are not progress. Is it really progress, in the ‘developed’ world (a term that needs in any case to be severely interrogated) to have more and more income and wealth, while happiness levels decline and the future is bankrupted? 
� The quote continues: “And even clarity is only sought as a means to this end, not as an end in itself.” For me on the contrary clarity, perspicuity are valuable in themselves. I am not interested in constructing a building, so much as in having a perspicuous view of the foundations of typical buildings.”, p.8.





