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Progress Without Anchors: Why Idealism 
Must Stay Grounded in Reality 

A case for progress that protects purpose, safeguards the 
conditions of human flourishing, and recognises that society 

cannot be remade by idealism alone.  

Adam Tugwell | 3 August 2026  

 

Every society depends on frameworks it rarely notices until they begin to weaken. 
Families, communities, institutions, customs, duties, shared expectations and moral 
restraints are not decorative features of social life. They are the guardrails that help 
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people meet basic human needs: safety, belonging, health, stability, happiness, 
meaning and the confidence that tomorrow will not be wholly unlike today.  

Progress is necessary because these frameworks are never perfect. They can exclude, 
constrain, stagnate or fail to adapt. But the fact that something is imperfect does not 
mean it is disposable. Many inherited structures exist because they solve recurring 
human problems. They help people cooperate, raise children, care for the vulnerable, 
transmit trust, resolve conflict and live with limits. 

The central danger in modern progressivism is not that it seeks improvement. The 
danger is that it can mistake moral aspiration for practical wisdom. It can assume that if 
an ideal is sufficiently compassionate, inclusive or emancipatory, then society should 
be reorganised around it immediately, regardless of whether the conditions exist for that 
ideal to work in the real world. 

This essay is therefore not an argument against progress. It is an argument against 
progress without anchors: change that removes safeguards before replacements are 
ready, dismisses disagreement as backwardness, and treats human beings as material 
to be reshaped rather than creatures rooted in reality, habit, culture, obligation and 
need. 

1. The False Promise of Progress Without Limits 
Much progressive politics begins with a noble instinct: the belief that suffering should 
be reduced, unfairness challenged and life improved.  

At its best, this instinct has corrected real wrongs. It has expanded dignity, challenged 
cruelty and forced societies to confront harms they preferred to ignore. 

But noble instinct is not enough. A political or institutional project becomes dangerous 
when it assumes that the moral desirability of an outcome proves the practicality of the 
route towards it.  

Wanting a more equal, inclusive or liberated society does not mean that every structure 
standing in the way is merely oppressive. Some of those structures may also be holding 
society together. 

This is where progress can become false hope. It promises a better world while 
weakening the conditions that make any better world possible. It speaks of liberation 
while eroding responsibility. It speaks of inclusion while neglecting cohesion. It speaks 
of rights while forgetting duties. It speaks of change while showing too little interest in 
continuity. 
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The issue is not whether the ideal is attractive. Many ideals are attractive. The issue is 
whether the ideal bears a workable relationship to human nature, social trust, 
institutional capacity and the lived realities of ordinary people. 

Few people fall in behind an idea simply because it has been declared morally superior.  

They do so because they can see how it serves them, their families, their communities 
or the society they inhabit.  

This does not mean every popular instinct is right, nor that every unpopular reform is 
wrong. It does mean that progress must persuade reality before it attempts to 
command it. 

When change moves faster than trust, capacity or consent, it does not create 
progress. 

It creates instability. 

2. Why Social Guardrails Matter 
Guardrails do not exist to prevent all movement. They exist to stop movement becoming 
destruction. The same is true in social life. Law, custom, family, community, faith, local 
identity, civic duty and shared restraint all limit individual will, but they also make 
freedom liveable. 

A child does not flourish merely because every inherited constraint has been removed. 
A neighbourhood does not become strong because all local norms are treated as 
suspect. An institution does not earn trust because it has adopted the newest language 
of reform.  

Human beings need stability as well as opportunity, boundaries as well as choice, and 
belonging as well as recognition. 

The frameworks that protect life are often slow, imperfect and frustrating. They rarely 
satisfy the utopian imagination because they deal in compromise rather than purity. Yet 
they are usually the means through which basic goods are actually delivered: safety, 
health, happiness, social trust, mutual care and a sense of purpose. 

This is why reform carries a burden of proof. Those who seek to dismantle an inherited 
structure must show not only that it has flaws, but that what replaces it can perform its 
essential functions at least as well. Otherwise change may remove visible injustice 
while producing invisible fragility. 

The most serious political errors often begin when leaders confuse a guardrail with a 
prison wall. A guardrail can constrain, but it can also protect. Remove it without 
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understanding its purpose, and the people most exposed are rarely the powerful. They 
are the people with the fewest reserves when systems fail. 

3. Human Beings Cannot Simply Be Redesigned 
One of the most dangerous assumptions in modern institutional life is that people can 
be forced to think differently if the environment around them is redesigned with 
sufficient confidence.  

‘i.e. Change the language, incentives, policies, symbols and structures, and eventually 
the human being will follow.’ 

Yes, there is some truth in this. Environments do influence behaviour. Laws do shape 
expectations. Institutions can normalise habits.  

But influence is not control. People do not surrender conscience, instinct, memory, 
loyalty or belief simply because a new moral architecture has been imposed above 
them. 

Many will continue to disagree. Some will comply outwardly while withdrawing inwardly. 
Others will wait until the old safeguards have been removed and then use the new 
openness to introduce their own competing certainties.  

A society that dismantles restraints in the hope that everyone will become more 
enlightened may instead discover that restraint was protecting it from many directions 
at once. 

4. Progress Requires Preconditions 
There are reforms that may be desirable in principle but destructive in practice if 
introduced before the surrounding culture, institutions or habits are ready to sustain 
them.  

This is not an argument for permanent delay. It is an argument for seriousness.  

Progress is not simply the removal of barriers. It is the creation of conditions in which 
people can flourish after those barriers have been removed.  

That requires trust, competence, responsibility, shared standards and enough common 
ground for disagreement not to become social fracture. 

This is why progress is often slow. Slow change can be frustrating, especially to those 
suffering under genuine injustice.  
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But slowness is not always cowardice. Sometimes it reflects the time required for 
institutions to adapt, for communities to absorb consequences, for trust to be built and 
for replacement structures to become capable of carrying real human weight.  

The tragedy of impatient idealism is that it can damage precisely the people it intends to 
help.  

When systems are not ready, the costs of disorder are not evenly distributed. The secure 
can adapt; the vulnerable are left exposed. 

5. Purpose Is Not Manufactured by Ideology 
A society does not live by administration alone. People need more than services, rights 
and managed outcomes. They need purpose. They need a sense that their lives are 
connected to something beyond immediate appetite or individual preference: family, 
duty, vocation, place, faith, citizenship, service, memory, inheritance, love.  

The risk in a rootless progressivism is that it dissolves the very sources from which 
purpose is drawn. If every inherited obligation is treated as arbitrary, every boundary as 
oppression, every tradition as suspect and every identity as self-created, then the 
individual may be left freer in theory but more disoriented in practice.  

This is not liberation in any meaningful human sense. It is exposure.  

A person released from all attachments may not become autonomous, rational and 
fulfilled. They may become lonely, anxious, manipulable and dependent on large 
systems to supply the meaning once provided by smaller human bonds.  

Progress that destroys purpose cannot finally be called progress. It may expand choice 
while weakening the reasons for choosing well. It may remove constraints while leaving 
people without orientation. It may promise happiness while undermining the 
relationships and responsibilities through which happiness is usually sustained.  

The mature question is not how to free people from every framework, but how to 
maintain a healthy relationship between human beings and the world around them.  

That relationship requires freedom, but also responsibility; compassion, but also truth; 
reform, but also continuity; openness, but also protection from chaos.  

6. Utopia Is Not the Human Condition 
Utopia is a beautiful idea, but it is not what the human experience is about. Human life 
is marked by limitation, conflict, dependency, disagreement, loss, loyalty, love and 
imperfection.  
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Politics cannot abolish those realities. Leadership cannot design them away. 
Institutions cannot transform finite human beings into frictionless moral actors.  

The pursuit of perfection becomes dangerous when it turns disagreement into evidence 
of moral failure. If a leader or movement begins from the assumption that its own 
interpretation of the good is immediately and unquestionably correct, then persuasion 
soon gives way to imposition. The cost is justified by the destination. Resistance is 
treated not as a warning, but as a problem to be overcome. 

This is the old danger of utopian politics. It claims to love humanity while becoming 
impatient with actual human beings. It speaks of compassion while ignoring trade-offs. 
It promises harmony while weakening the habits that make coexistence possible. It 
seeks to redesign the world according to an ideal image, then treats the stubbornness 
of reality as an enemy. 

7. The Leadership Test: Better for Whom, and at What 
Cost? 
Responsible leadership begins with a harder set of questions than ideological politics 
usually permits.  

What problem is this reform trying to solve? What good does the existing system still 
provide? Who depends on that good? What will replace it? What are the likely 
unintended consequences? Who pays if the theory fails? 

The question "better for whom?" should be central to every serious reform. A change 
may be better for administrators but worse for families; better for institutional 
reputation but worse for trust; better for ideological coherence but worse for social 
peace; better for one group in the short term but damaging to the shared framework on 
which many groups depend. 

This is not an argument for paralysis. It is an argument for humility. The leader's task is 
not to impose a preferred interpretation of the good at any cost. It is to steward change 
in a way that remains accountable to reality, protects the vulnerable, preserves what 
still works and improves what no longer does. 

8. Progressivism as False Hope 
Progressivism becomes false hope when it promises outcomes that depend on human 
behaviour, cultural adaptation, social trust and institutional competence that cannot 
simply be produced through law, language, policy or moral pressure. 
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It is false hope when it assumes that removing old boundaries will automatically create 
healthier people, stronger communities or more compassionate institutions. It is false 
hope when it treats disagreement as ignorance, inheritance as oppression and practical 
limits as failures of courage. 

Most of all, it is false hope when it weakens the frameworks that protect life in the name 
of an ideal that has not yet proved capable of replacing them.  

A society cannot live inside aspiration alone. It needs habits, duties, trust, restraint, 
competence and institutions that can bear pressure. 

The answer is not to abandon progress. It is to make progress answerable to the world 
as it is. The task is not to preserve every inheritance or to resist every reform. It is to ask 
whether a proposed change strengthens or weakens the basic conditions of human 
flourishing. 

9. What Grounded Progress Requires 
Grounded progress begins by accepting that reality is not an inconvenience to be 
overcome. It is the medium in which all improvement must take place.  

Human nature, institutional capacity, culture, trust, family life, economic limits and 
local circumstances are not secondary details. They are the conditions that decide 
whether an ideal becomes humane reform or destructive fantasy.  

Such progress protects what still works, repairs what is failing and changes only with a 
clear account of what will carry the weight once established structures are altered.  

It understands that people need purpose as well as protection, belonging as well as 
recognition, and responsibility as well as rights. 

It also recognises that disagreement is not always a defect to be corrected. In a free 
society, disagreement is part of the terrain. The aim of leadership is not to eliminate 
difference, but to preserve enough shared ground for difference to remain peaceful, 
productive and bounded by mutual obligation. 

Progress worthy of the name does not ask, "What would the ideal world look like if 
human beings were infinitely adaptable?" It asks, "Given what human beings are, what 
can be improved without destroying the foundations that allow them to flourish?" 

Conclusion: The Discipline of Reality 
The central error of every utopian project is the belief that society can be remade 
according to an ideal vision without cost.  
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Human beings are neither infinitely rational nor infinitely malleable. We are shaped by 
culture, memory, family, place, obligation and limitation as much as by choice. Any 
politics that forgets this will eventually collide with reality. 

Progressivism becomes dangerous when it treats that collision as proof that reality 
must be forced harder.  

The wiser response is different. It is to recognise that good intentions are not enough, 
that safeguards often exist for reasons, and that purpose cannot be manufactured by 
dismantling the relationships and responsibilities through which people learn who they 
are. 

The challenge facing modern leaders is not to resist change, nor to celebrate it 
reflexively. It is to exercise judgement.  

Real progress is neither preservation nor disruption alone. It is the disciplined work of 
improving what exists while protecting the foundations that allow people and 
communities to flourish. 

The question is not whether change is happening. The question is whether the changes 
we pursue leave society stronger, safer, healthier, more purposeful and more capable of 
living truthfully with the world as it is. 
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Further Information 
To explore more of Adam Tugwell’s writing, including the online edition of this post, 
please visit: 
www.adamtugwell.blog 
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