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I N T R O D U C T I O N 
In h i s to ry d i f fe ren t v i e w s o n t h e n a t u r e a n d m e a n i n g o f h i s t o r y h a v e g l v e n rise t o d i f f e r e n t t h e o r i e s 
o f h i s t o r y — t h e t h e o r y o f p r o v i d e n c e , t h e o r y o f h istor ical cyc les , t h e un i l inear t h e o r y , a n d t h e 
c o n t i n g e n c y t h e o r y . Char les Beard , a n A m e r i c a n h is to r ian says that h is to r ians a n d p h i l o s o p h e r s 
h a d a c h o i c e a m o n g t h r e e v i e w s t o exp la in the m e a n i n g o f h is tory . T h e y a r e ; " H i s t o r y is chaos 
a n d e v e r y a t t e m p t t o in te rp re t it o t h e r w i s e is a n i l lus ion. H i s t o r y m o v e s a r o u n d in a k ind o f 
cyc le . H i s t o r y m o v e s in a l ine, s t ra ight o r spiral , a n d in s o m e direct ion."01 Beard's o w n act o f 
fa i th a f f i rmed that h i s t o r y h a d a d i rec t i on ; it a i m e d at fulf i l l ing t h e A m e r i c a n d r e a m o f a j us t a n d 
d e m o c r a t i c soc ie ty . It w a s this rea f f i rmat ion o f Beard that n o w takes us t o a n o t h e r c o n c e p t u a l 
leve l v i z . t h e idea o f p r o g r e s s t o w a r d s a n "abso lu te g o o d " - n o w en t i r e l y d e p e n d e n t o n h u m a n 
cho ice . In t h e case o f Bea rd t h e "abso lu te g o o d " i s n o t h i n g b u t a j us t a n d d e m o c r a t i c soc ie t y - a 
soc ie t y o f a p l a n n e d a n d col lect iv is t nature.02 T h e idea o f p r o g r e s s w a s a d v a n c e d , l ong b e f o r e 
Beard, b y T u r g o t a n d C o n d o r c e t . P rog ress is a m o v e m e n t f r o m a less d e s i r e d t o a m o r e des i red 
pos i t i on , t h e e v o l u t i o n o f t h e s imp le In to c o m p l e x b y success ion d i f fe ren t ia t ion . 

T h e r e are h is tor ians w h o h a v e c o n c e i v e d h i s t o r y i tself as the s t o r y o f p r o g r e s s a n d h u m a n 
e m a n c i p a t i o n . T o L o r d A c t o n , h i s to ry w a s p r o g r e s s t h r o u g h t h e t r ansm iss ion o f acqu i red skills 
f r o m o n e g e n e r a t i o n t o ano the r . A c t o n , in t h e r e p o r t o f 1896 o n t h e p ro jec t o f t h e C a m b r i d g e 
M o d e m His to ry , r e fe r red t o h i s t o r y as a " p r o g r e s s i v e sc ience?and in t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e first 
v o l u m e o f t h e h i s t o r y p ro j ec t w r o t e that " w e are b o u n d t o a s s u m e , as t h e scient i f ic h y p o t h e s i s o n 
w h i c h h i s t o r y is w r i t t e n , a p r o g r e s s in h u m a n affairs."03 L o r d A c t o n c o n c e i v e d h i s t o r y - t h e c o u r s e 
o f e v e n t s a n d t h e r eco rd o f t h o s e e v e n t s - as p r o g r e s s t o w a r d s l i be r t y a n d t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
l iber ty . T h e s e t w o p rocesses a d v a n c e d side b y side.04 

Ta lk ing a b o u t Un i ve r sa l H is to ry , a n e w k i nd o f ph i losoph ica l h is tory , H e g e l c o n v e y s a simi lar idea. 
A c c o r d i n g t o H e g e l , Un i ve r sa l H i s t o r y o f m a n k i n d is a sor t o f ph i l osoph ica l h is to ry , exh ib i t i ng 
a p r o g r e s s from p r im i t i ve t imes t o c iv i l i za t ion . T h e p lo t o f this s t o r y is t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f 
f r e e d o m , w h i c h Is ident ica l w i t h t h e m o r a l reason o f m a n as e x h i b i t e d in a n ex te rna l s y s t e m o f 
social re la t ions "05 

W h i l e a n inc reas ing n u m b e r o f p e o p l e e q u a t e d t h e c o n c e p t o f e v o l u t i o n w i t h t h e i n te rp re ta t i on 
o f w o r l d h i s to ry as h u m a n p rog ress , L o r d A c t o n , ma in ta in ing a safe d is tance f r o m b l o t o g i s m a n d 
posl t iv ls t e m p i r i c i s m , in 1898 res ta ted s u p e r b l y t h e v i e w o f un i ve rsa l h i s t o r y b a s e d o n h u m a n 
p rog ress as fo l l ows : 

"By Un ive rsa l H i s t o r y I u n d e r s t a n d tha t w h i c h is d is t inc t f r o m t h e c o m b i n e d h i s to r y o f all 
coun t r ies , w h i c h is no t a r o p e o f sand , b u t a c o n t i n u o u s d e v e l o p m e n t , a n d Is no t a b u r d e n o n 
t h e m e m o r y , b u t a n i l l umina t ion o f t h e sou l . It m o v e s in a success ion to w h i c h t h e na t ions are 
subs id iary . T h e i r s t o r y wi l l be to ld , no t for the i r o w n sake, b u t in r e f e r e n c e a n d s u b o r d i n a t i o n 
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t o a h i g h e r ser ies, a c c o r d i n g t o ' t h e t i m e a n d d e g r e e in w h i c h t h e y c o n t r i b u t e t o t h e c o m m o n 

f o r t u n e s o f mank ind . "06 

F r o m t h e f o r e g o i n g s ta temen ts it b e c o m e s clear that t h e r e a re h is tor ians w h o c o n c e i v e d 
p rog ress in h i s t o r y as a m o v e m e n t tha t p r o c e e d s in s t ra ight l ine. T h i s is ca l led t h e l inear t h e o r y o f 
p rog ress . T h e idea w a s f i rst s u g g e s t e d b y t h e G r e e k h is tor ian T h u c y d i d e s w h o r e v e a l e d t h e inner 
s t ruc tu re o f h is tory . H e said tha t all h istor ical facts are re la ted o n e t o a n o t h e r in s o m e rat ional 
a n d p e r m a n e n t m a n n e r a n d tha t t h e s t u d y o f a n y o n e par t icu lar fac t o f h i s t o r y is invar iab ly 
re la ted t o t h e s t u d y o f ano the r , t hus t o u c h i n g u p o n t h e c o n c e p t o f h is tor ica l re la t i v ism. If th is 
w e r e t o b e t rue , w e h a v e t h e n t o a c c e p t t h e l inear v i e w o f p r o g r e s s tha t t h e en t i r e m a r c h o f 
h i s to ry is o n e c o n t i n u o u s w h o l e a n d it is ch i ld ish t o pe r i od i ze h i s t o r y in to anc ien t , m e d i e v a l a n d 
m o d e r n . W h a t i s a n c i e n t is a lso m o d e r n a n d w h a t is m o d e r n is m e d i e v a l a n d anc ien t . T h o s e w h o 
h o l d t h e l inear v i e w o f h i s t o r y t h i nk o f it as a s t ra ight l ine f r o m a r e m o t e past pass ing t h r o u g h 
a c o n t e m p o r a r y a n d k n o w n p r e s e n t a n d m o v i n g o n t o a n u n k n o w n f u t u r e . A c c o r d i n g to this 
v i e w , t h e r e is a c lose c o n t i n u i t y a n d a f o r w a r d th rus t in its m o v e m e n t m a k i n g p r o g r e s s as it 
g o e s t o w a r d s a des t i na t i on . T h u s t h e idea o f p r o g r e s s l inks u p t h e past w i t h t h e p resen t a n d 
fu tu re , t o o , a n d g i v e s u n i t y t o h is to ry , m a k i n g it a sol id p iece, as if a s teel r o d . " P a s t p resen t a n d 
f u tu re w a s o n c e m o r e l i nked in a d e v e l o p m e n t w i t h a c o m m o n d i rec t i on . T h i s t i m e no t t o w a r d 
a spir i tual g o a l b u t t o w a r d h u m a n b e t t e r m e n t In this wor ld . "07 

H e r b e r t S p e n c e r {1820 - 1903), t h e soc io l og i s t ident i f ied h i s t o r y w i t h na tu ra l e v o l u t i o n . H e 
a c c o m p l i s h e d t h e ' a u t h o r i t a t i v e " i n te rp re ta t i on o f t h e c o u r s e o f h u m a n d e v e l o p m e n t as 
evo lu t ion .08 S p e n c e r m a d e t h e m o s t amb i t i ous ef for t t o a p p l y e v o l u t i o n as a un ive rsa l 
i n te rp re ta t i ve pr inc ip le , us ing it t o e x p l a i n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f h u m a n soc ie ty as w e l l as o f 
t h e an ima l k i n g d o m . "His d o c t r i n e o f i n teg ra t i on f o l l o w e d b y d i f fe ren t ia t ion rema ins h i g h l y 
s u g g e s t i v e t o t h e h is to r ian e v e n today?s ta tes A l l e n Nev lns .09 T h o u g h t h e y h a d a n impl ic i t fa i th 
In h u m a n p r o g r e s s , scho lars l ike H e r b e r t Spence r he ld t h e v i e w tha t t h e r e w a s n o u n i f o r m ascent 
f r o m l o w e r to h i ghe r . T h i s v i e w w a s f u r t h e r s u p p o r t e d b y t h e a n t h r o p o l o g i s t E. Rectus w h o said: 
T h e c o u r s e o f p r o g r e s s runs n o t incessant ly o n w a r d s in a s t ra ight l ine at a u n i f o r m s p e e d . It 
p r o c e e d s in i r regu la r m o t i o n s a n d s o m e t i m e s b y c u r v e s , b y b r o k e n o r e v e n b y spiral l i nes . ' Edga r 
Q u i n e t (1870) in his La C r e a t i o n a r g u e d tha t p r o g r e s s w a s no t a f fec ted a l ong a s ing le l ine a n d 
that it w a s n o t c o n t i n u o u s a n d d i d n o t p r o c e e d in t h e s a m e d i r ec t i on o r at t h e s a m e rate. T h e r e 
w e r e t imes o f re lapse, abe r ra t i on , a n d d e c a d e n c e , a n d n o t e v e r y spec ies o r g e n e r a t i o n w a s a n 
i m p r o v e m e n t o n tha t w h i c h p r o c e e d e d . 

T h e r e w e r e a lso p h i l o s o p h e r s w h o e n u n c i a t e d t h e t h e o r y o f h is tor ica l cyc les . A c c o r d i n g t o this 
t h e o r y h i s t o r y m o v e s in cyc les b y w h i c h w a s m e a n t tha t h istor ical e v e n t s r ecu r p r o d u c i n g t h e 
s a m e c o n s e q u e n c e s . Because h i s t o r y repeats i tse l f , they a r g u e d , it has r e l e v a n c e t o us w h o l ive in 
the p resen t w h e n w e are a ler t t o t h e lessons it of fers. A f t e r t h e Rena issance a t t e m p t s w e r e m a d e 
to r e v i v e th is t h e o r y a n d m a n y e n d e a v o u r e d to d i scove r paral lels b e t w e e n t h e anc ien t G r a e c o 
- R o m a n w o r l d a n d M o d e r n E u r o p e . T h e a lmos t ident ica l cond i t i ons t ha t g o v e r n e d t h e r ise a n d 
fall o f e m p i r e s o f A s s y r i a , B a b y l o n , Pers ia, G r e e c e a n d R o m e , Spa in a n d F rance a n d G r e a t Bri tain 
led t h e a n a l o g y - h u n t e r s t o be l i eve in g r a n d histor ical cyc les . T o th is g r o u p b e l o n g e d O s w a l d 
Speng le r a n d A r n o l d J . T o y n b e e . 
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T h o s e w h o h o l d t h e cycl ica l v i e w o f h i s t o r y th ink tha t h i s t o r y m o v e s in a circle. T h e r e is a s tar t ing 
po in t , a n d t h e n t h e u p w a r d m o v e m e n t unt i l it r eaches t h e peak. T h e r e a f t e r t h e d o w n w a r d 
m o v e m e n t sets in unt i l it t o u c h e s t h e l owes t po in t w h e r e it d isappears . T h e n t h e p rocess starts 
all o v e r aga in . T h e cycl ica l v i e w c o n f o r m s t o t h e o r g a n i c v i e w o f b i r t h , g r o w t h , ma tu r i t y , dec l i ne , 
d o w n f a l l a n d d i s i n teg ra t i on o f c iv i l izat ions. T h e rise a n d fall o f all cu l t u res c o n f o r m t o th is 
pa t t e rn . T h e c o n c e p t o f G o l d e n A g e a n d t h e Dark A g e " t he o ldes t a n d m o s t u b i q u i t o u s o f all 
h u m a n m y t h s " ! 0 a lso c o m e s u n d e r this c a t e g o r y . 

A s e x p l a i n e d a b o v e t h e t h e o r y o f h istor ical cyc les makes it c lear t ha t n o o n e can e v e r m a n a g e to 

r e m a i n at t h e s tate o f p e r f e c t i o n fo r ever . W h e n t h e w h e e l takes a ful l t u r n , t h o s e at t h e t o p c o m e 

t o t h e rock b o t t o m a n d v i ce ve rsa . In o t h e r w o r d s t h e e x p o n e n t s o f h istor ical cyc les b e l i e v e d 

tha t p r o g r e s s w a s i n d e e d a par t o f h u m a n l i fe ,but it w a s ne i the r i nev i tab le n o r p e r m a n e n t . T h e i r 

f i rm bel iefs w e r e : 

T h e fate w h i c h ru les t h e w o r l d wi l ls that e v e r y t h i n g s h o u l d pass a w a y . T h e happ ies t state 
o f an ind iv idua l o r a n a t i o n has Its l imits. E v e r y t h i n g carr ies w i t h i n Itself a h i d d e n g e r m o f 
d e s t r u c t i o n . " ! ! " A l m o s t all t h e na t ions o f t h e w o r l d t rave l th is c i rc le t h e y b e g i n w i t h be ing 
b a r b a r i a n s ; t h e n t h e y b e c o m e c o n q u e r o r s a n d we l l - o r d e r e d na t ions ; this o r d e r p e r m i t s t h e m to 
g r o w , a n d t h e y b e c o m e re f i ned ; r e f i n e m e n t en feeb les t h e m , a n d t h e y r e t u r n t h e barbar ism."12 

T o t h e Ital ian V i c o , h i s t o r y w a s t h e "mod i f i ca t i on o f t h e h u m a n m i n d ' T h e t yp ica l c o u r s e o f c h a n g e 
is a p r o g r e s s f r o m a n a r c h y t o o rder , f r o m savage to "he ro i c a g e s ' ' t o t h e ages o f c iv i l i za t ions. T o 
h i m , p r o g r e s s is, h o w e v e r , w i t h o u t e n d o r fu l f i l lment . In Vico 's v i e w t h e cycl ica l m o v e m e n t is no t 
a m e r e ro ta t i on o f fixed phases b u t a spiral ascent . In th is respec t H e g e l c o m e s v e r y c lose t o 
V i c o . H e g e l , t h o u g h h e b e l i e v e d in p rog ress , d i d n o t be l i eve in t h e cyc l ica l t h e o r y o f h i s t o r y o r in 
h i s to ry r epea t i ng itself. M o v e m e n t s o f h i s t o r y , H e g e l b e l i e v e d , t r a v e l e d no t in circles bu t in spirals 
a n d h e n c e e v e n t h e a p p a r e n t repet i t ions o f e v e n t s s u c h as w a r s c o u l d a l w a y s b e d i f fe ren t ia ted 
b y the i r h a v i n g a c q u i r e d s o m e t h i n g n e w . W a r s r eappea r f r o m t i m e t o t i m e in h is to ry , b u t e v e r y 
n e w w a r is in s o m e w a y s a n e w k i nd o f war , o w i n g to t h e lessons learnt b y h u m a n b e i n g s in t h e 
las tone .13 

In t h e case o f o r ien ta l c iv i l i za t ions t h e t h e o r y o f cyc les has a d i f fe ren t m e a n i n g . A c c o r d i n g to 
t h e anc ien ts in c o u n t r i e s like India t i m e has n o s ign i f icance o r " o n t o l o g i c a l c o n t e n t " at all. It is 
w i t h o u t m e a n i n g . T h e Ind ian t rad i t i on posi ts h u g e t i m e cyc les o f mi l l ions o f yea rs ca l led y u g a s 
(aeons) w h i c h a l w a y s c o m e back to t h e s a m e place. C r e a t i o n , d e s t r u c t i o n , a n d n e w c rea t i on 
g o o n end less ly . A c c o r d i n g to the i r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , t h e r e is n o p r o g r e s s a n d n o g o a l , o n l y t h e 
end less t u r n i n g o f t h e w h e e l o f t ime a r o u n d a n d a r o u n d . U n d e r s u c h cond i t i ons h i s t o r y can h a v e 
n o i r r fpor tSnce. " I nd ian p h i l o s o p h y a n d re l ig ion - w h e t h e r B r a h m a n , Buddh is t , o r Ja in is t - h a v e 
o f t e n t a u g h t p e o p l e t o a i m at escap ing t h e w h e e l o f ex i s t ence b y t r a n s c e n d i n g en t i r e l y t h e t i m e 
- b o u n d h u m a n c o n d i t i o n , t h e g o a l be ing t o at ta in n i r v a n a , a rea lm o f p u r e b e i n g u n b o u n d e d 
b y t i m e a n d space . " ! 4 

T h e c o n c e p t o f p r o g r e s s i n v o l v e s v a l u e - j u d g m e n t also. But w e are no t su re o f a h i g h l y d e v e l o p e d 
soph is t i ca ted scale t o m e a s u r e p rog ress . W e d o no t y e t h a v e a sa t is fac tory b a r o m e t e r to g a u g e 
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p rog ress . Herde r , t h e G e r m a n ph i l osopher , t he re fo re , r e j ec ted t h e F r e n c h n o t i o n o f p r o g r e s s , for 
it a f f i rmed t h e supe r i o r i t y o f E u r o p e a n cu l t u re o f t h e 18th c e n t u r y o v e r o t h e r cu l t u res a n d ages . 
H e r d e r w a s o f t h e o p i n i o n tha t n o p e r i o d m u s t j u d g e a p r e c e d i n g o n e a c c o r d i n g t o p resen t -
d a y s tandards , ra the r e a c h a g e , e a c h cu l tu re , a n d v o e l k car r ied its jus t i f i ca t ion in i tse l f H e r d e r 
empha t i ca l l y dec la red . " E a c h a g e is d i f f e r e n t a n d each has t h e cen te r o f its h a p p i n e s s w i t h i n itself. 
T h e y o u t h is no t happ ie r t h a n t h e i n n o c e n t c o n t e n t e d ch i ld ; n o r is t h e peace fu l o l d m a i n less 
h a p p y t h a n t h e v i g o r o u s m a n in t h e p r i m e o f l i fe."! 5 T o H e r d e r h i s t o r y is a m o v e m e n t t o w a r d s 
g rea te r c o m f o r t a n d happ iness b u t a p r o g r e s s t o w a r d a special state o f c iv i l i ty. 16 

W h a t shall w e a n s w e r t h e n t o t h e q u e s t i o n " W h a t is P rog ress? " C a n it b e man's m a s t e r y o v e r 
nature? O r can it b e m o r a l advance? Is it a d v a n c e m e n t o f learn ing? O r c a n it b e t h e g rea tes t 
happ iness? H o w w e are t o m e a s u r e p r o g r e s s is t h e m o s t baf f l ing q u e s t i o n . If m a n has p r o g r e s s e d 
in o n e sense , h e has r e t r o g r e s s e d in y e t a n o t h e r sense. If w e w i t n e s s a mater ia l a b u n d a n c e , 
t h e r e is a lso e v i d e n c e f o r a p o v e r t y o f t h e spirit, if t h e r e is a n inc red ib le p r o g r e s s In sc ience a n d 
t e c h n o l o g y , t h e r e is a d e p l o r a b l e s tate o f spi r i tual b a n k r u p t c y , a sch i sm in t h e sou l . T h e r e is an 
e x t r e m e f o r m o f c iv i l i ty a n d cu l t u re ; t he re is an e x t r e m e f o r m o f p r im i t i v i sm a n d b a c k w a r d n e s s , 
t oo . 

A t th is s tage w e a re c o n f r o n t e d w i t h a set o f va l id ques t i ons s u c h as; " W h a t is t h e p u r p o s e o f 
p r o g r e s s ? 7 W h a t is m a n k i n d h e a d i n g towards?7 ls t h e r e a n y destination?', 'etc. T o t h e s e ques t i ons 
severa l g r e a t t h inke rs , seers a n d p h i l o s o p h e r s h a v e g i v e n d i f fe ren t a n s w e r s . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e 
Chr is t ian v i e w o f h is to ry , t h e e n d o f all p r o g r e s s a n d h u m a n c iv i l i za t ion is t h e es tab l i shmen t o f 
t h e K i n g d o m o f G o d a d i v i n e ru le ushe r i ng in a n e w era o f peace a n d j o y , a n e w social o r d e r (a 
n e w h e a v e n a n d a n e w ea r th ) . T o T h o m a s M o r e , p r o g r e s s is t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f an Ideal soc iety , 
a U t o p i a ; T o P la to , the R e p u b l i c ; T o H u x l e y , t h e N e w Brave W o r l d ; T o Karl Marx , W o r l d C o m m u n i s m ; 
a n d t o M a h a t m a G a n d h i , S a r v o d h a y a w h i c h Is to h i m Ramra j . N o w w h a t is o u r a n s w e r t o t h e 
stock ques t ion? O u r a n s w e r s h o u l d be t h e s a m e as tha t o f H e r d e r ; p r o g r e s s t o w a r d s g rea te r 
H u m a n i t a e t a m o r a l d e v e l o p m e n t t o w a r d a special state o f civi l i ty, e m p o w e r i n g e a c h o n e o f us 
t o d e v e l o p a c o n c e r n fo r o the rs , par t icu lar ly fo r t h e less f o r t una te , a n d a l o v e fo r e q u a l jus t i ce f o r 
all m e n . T h u s in t h e f inal analys is , p r o g r e s s is an e th ica l Idea, h a v i n g a g r e a t m o r a l v a l u e a n d a 
social r e l e v a n c e par t i cu la r l y in o u r t i m e o f t roub les . 
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