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A SHORT HISTORY
OF PROGRESS
by Ronald Wright
Can%éate, £7.99 e
& £7.59 (free p&p) .-
Eschatology is an
ancient art, Since the
beginning of time,
people such as
Nostradamus have
E predicted the end. In
r books and lectures,
' =T writers such as Jared

Diamond, for example, have been pointing out

for years that the ecology of the planet is near
_ collapse. “Climate change” is now a phrase on

many lips. Can we do enough quickly enough to

stop, or even reverse, the damage?

This short book is a welcome contribution to
the debate and a further call to action. We have
heard it before, but we need to hear it again
and again. “Chvilisations often fall quite
suddenly,” Wright writes, “because as they
reach full demand on their ecologies they
become highly vulnerable to natural
fluctuations.” Wright's background as a historian
and archaeologist equips him to prove his
point. He ranges from Easter island to the Incas
as he shows that we need to apply the lessons
of the past to the present.

He is right to point out that human progress
is accelerating: three million years from the first
chipped fiints to the first smeited iron, but only
3,000 years from that to the atom bomb. So
the theory is good. The practice? His book
repackages a series of lectures that Wright
gave in his native Canada. That shows on the
page in the over-use of metaphor and
alliteration. It also shows in the simplistic
condemnation of “the conceit of laissez faire
economics”. China is fiberalising, and so will
even Cuba soon. So yes, capitalism will kill us.
What won't?
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A SHORT

HISTORY OF

PROGRESS
A smrt mstory Of Progress by kmald
Wright, Cane £799
WHERE do we coime trom? What are we" Where

are we going? The questions that form the name

of Gauguin's mural also structure Ronald Wight's -
unsettiing history of civilisation. The Victoria
regarded progress in itself as good, an
since become practically a secular relig)on But it

*%g',

comesatapnce.andmatpnmisself—desmxtm
Atpemdicmwvals.rmdmhasafﬂlcteﬂ
gfwﬂ fead ewcatas{mﬁﬁ%
resources ng o ?mve
weakened societies. Delusions thatthe:
s:tepmatﬁselastnmnenttosaveﬁe ithful

"} prevented the same people from saving
+ mmwemmmwmwmme

mewmirmw
i »_thﬁil gods. As

. Wright puts t: "The people:who'f

‘ - tree could see it was the last,: cduld know with

 complete certaintythat there-would never be
auather And they flled it anyway” Wright reveals

ght's - | an w\successfui(l{y hushed up Pertagon report

predicting worldwide famine and andrchy within a

; ‘«genembon oy s, for reasons Easter Islanders
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AShort History of Progress
Ronald Wright z
Canongate, £7.99

Historian Wright argues that the
invention of gunpowder ensured
a surmpluous spectacle at
Chinese festivals but eventually
blitzed a path to the atomn bomb,
while agriculture allowed
tribes to feed thernsetves
consistently but the resultant
population explosion resulted
in the rape of our planet. Written
with exhilarating elan, Wright's
polemic unfortunately wan't be
in most consumers’ overloaded
trolleys. it ought to be.
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R— AWriter at War:
Vasily Grossman’
: with the Red Army. -
.; 1941-1945, edited .
‘and translated by
Antony Beevor and
LubaVinogradova
imlico, £8.99) -

The manuscript of Gm‘s\sm.ar'z’s; master- |
piece Life and Fate was confiscated by:
-the KGB and he diedin 1964 believing *

it1ost for ever. Fortunately a copy was

smuggled out of the Soviet Unionand
published to worldwide acclaim. It has
‘been called the greatest Russian novel
of the20th céntury. When the Wehr- -

machtinvaded the USSR in June1941

Grossman joined the Red. Army as a war

. correspondent and began keeping se-
_cret notebooks, which later provided .

raw matetial for Life and Fate. They are
devastatingly honest aboutthe army’s
lack of preparation, but also passionate

in their sympathy for soldiers and civil-.
. jans alike. It is difficult to overpraise - -
-this skilfully assembled collection of. « -
- his wartime notebooks; articles and

s

Jetters. His report “The Killing of Jews
in Berdichev” was censored by the

Soviet authorities (he was Jewish, and .

his mother died therewhenthe .
Germans invaded), but his harrowing

" article “The Hell Called Treblinka” was

.used in evidence at Nuremberg. Why
write about such horrible things? “It is-
the writer’s duty to tellthis terrible
truth, and it is the civilian duty ef the

_reader tolearnit.”

lan Pindar -~ - . g ’
The Utility of Force:
‘The Art'of War in

the Modern World,
by Rupert Smith
(Penguin, £9.99) -

oty ok

“War no longer exists,” declares Sir
Rupert Smith at the outset of this kis-
tory of warfare. He means “indiistrial -
war”, when nation states resolved their
differences on secluded battlefields us-.
ing military force. What-we have today -
is “war among the people”; the battle-
field is everywhere, there are né obvi-:

Paperbacks
Non-fiction

ous targets and no clear-cut strategic |
goals —and the mediaarealways  °

.watching. The “rhizomatic command

system” of modern guerrilla and terror-

st networks is almost impossibleto

uproot, says Smith, so no decisive mili-
tary victory is likely: The military is ill-
equipped towin “hearts and minds”
(Iraq being a primé example) and what
we need is niothing less than “a revolu-~

tion in our thinking”. That’s no small

task, but as Smith commanded the UK
Armoured Division in the Gulf war
(1990-91) and UN forces inBosnia -

(1995), and was GOC Northern Ireland -

(1996-99) before'serving as Deputy .

Supreme Allied Commander in Nato, =

his thoughts on modern wazfare de-
serve close consideration. Thisbook -
reads like a long memo to the political -

‘powers that might be summed up as:

stop relying on milifary might and start
usingyourheads.lp - . -
The Year of Magical
Thinking, by Joan
Didion (Harper . ..
grennial, £7.99)

Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne
shared the same working space — their
various homes in California and New
York — for all but five months of their '

.40-year marriage. “Therewas nothingI

‘did not discuss with John,” Didion.
‘states. At the end of 2003, Dunne died
-at their dinner table from a heart
attack. The Year of Magical Thinking
is Didior’s journal of how she managed

“to cope with her grief in the following

year. Her distressis both compounded”
and helped by the miserable co-
incidence of theit newly married and
only daughter, Quintaha, spending
long periods in intensive care. Didion’s.
evasive merital habits flutter away
from raw confrontation with John’s
absence into more or less secure . " -
:memories, which gradually reveal the
emotional depth and mutual reliance
of their intellectual partnership. Asa -
writer, Didion’s inherent professional-
ism forces her to shrink from mawkish-
fiess and self-pity, making this austere
and very moving memoir of her own
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fragile recovery partly a meditation on
the psychological hazards of mourning
and partly a hymn of love to John
Gregory Dunmne. *

James Urquhart .
A . AShort History of.
A S H 0 RT Progress, by Ronald

HISTORY OF Wright (Canongate, -
PROGRESS £799) R

o et wiots”

RONALD WRIGHT

Ronald Wright’s previous interestin .
fictional dystopias gathers urgency in
this alarming treatise on mankind’s -
record of reckless consumption leading
directly to the'collapse of civilisation. A
Short History of Progress explores four
examples: the Roman, Mayan, Sumer-
ian and Easter Island civilisations,
which last offers a microcosm of our
contemporary rapacious exhaustionof
the planet’s “natural capital”. This ten-
dencyis not new. Pursued by “abad
smell of extinction”, Cro-Magnon'man
wandered the world until his hunting :
expertise decimated his prey. Such
technological innovation averloading
environmental ¢apacity Wright calls “a
progress trap”. Nuclear weapons arean
obvious example, but shortsighted, in-
tensive modern farming constitutesan -
evenbigger threat. This sharply per-- *
suasive blast'is wrapped in Wright’s
felicitous'prose and illuminating im-- .
agery, such.as thi$ Chinese saying: “A -
peasant may stand 3 long time on a hill-
side with his mouth open before a roast-
duck flies in.” Esealating wealth imbal-
ance is far likelier to cause ecological . -
devastation and societal chaos, Wright
asserts, than are the fanatics pursued
in President Bush’s war on térror. JU .
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