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From the point of view of economic anthropology, is it meaningful to speak of human progress through the ages? Is there a useful distinction to be made regarding technological, cultural and moral progress?   


                                      ‘’The Problem with ‘Human Progress’’. 


Introduction:   

Whilst the field of Anthropology aims to understand the principles of social organisation at all levels (Hann & Hart, 2011), the field of Economic Anthropology focuses on human economic behaviour. Economic anthropologists may strive to underpin the historical development of differing human economies and explore the impact an economic structure may have on a society. Within the field, the vast subject of ‘’human progress’’ (even in the specific terms of economic advancement) is not a simple topic of discussion. The subject raises substantial questions, such as ‘’what is ‘progress’’? And how can such a thing be measured? 
Furthermore, in Economic Anthropology today, it is important that we acknowledge that our view of global economics is ‘’heavily skewed towards a North Atlantic perspective, that reflects European and American dominance of world society’’ (Hann & Hart, 2011, p.5) and that therefore, our very concept of ‘’human progress’’ may be fraught with biases. 
Is it meaningful to discuss ‘’human progress’’ through the ages? To answer this question, we must first examine how we define progress itself. 

Defining ‘’Progress’’: 

As mentioned, ‘’progress’’ is a difficult thing to quantify, particularly as the very word itself may have different meanings to different parties. One culture’s significant ‘’progress’’ may be considered by others to be counter-productive, minimal or even harmful. This also raises the question of whether or not progress is an inherently positive thing. As it stands, no one universally accepted model of progress exists, with different cultures and societies holding different positions on what constitutes as progress. Perhaps the question is altogether too subjective to have a single answer. 

Marx and Morality:

This matter of subjectivity is reflected in the question of ‘’moral progress’’. Who determines the facets of a ‘’moral’’ economy? After the Second World War, Economic Anthropologists strived to determine a ‘’just’’ economic model (Hann & Hart, 2011), yet decades later, it is clear from popular discourse that what constitutes such an economy is still up for debate. 



Much of the world is economically dominated by Capitalism, the economic system in which the trade and industry of a country are controlled by private owners for profit, influenced by private interest, supply, and demand. In a Capitalist society the ever-present relationship between corporation and consumer cannot be understated, with this economic model informing our education systems, career paths and leisure time. However, despite Capitalism’s significant role in our everyday lives, there are many within these societies that deem Capitalism to be an unjust system, harmful to those within it. 

Opposition to Capitalism is not a new phenomenon, with Karl Marx and Frederich Engels having famously been deeply critical of the system in the 19th century. They stated that Capitalism was unsustainable and would inevitably self-destruct, only to be replaced by Communism (Marx & Engels, 1848), a hypothesis that is yet to come to fruition, if ever: ‘’as of 2020, only Laos, China, Cuba, and Vietnam claimed to follow the principles of socialism as dictated by Marxist and Leninist theories’’ (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2022). Marx was critical of progress under Capitalism, as in his view, the system’s progress depended on the exploitation of the ‘’worker’’ (or proletariat), resulting in the alienation of the masses by a privileged few who profited from their efforts (Marx & Engels, 1848). From this example, we can see that the question of progress in moral terms is a complicated issue, as while we have certainly seen technological and perhaps even cultural advancements under Capitalism, there is still an argument to be made against the moral ramifications. While there are those who would argue we have seen substantial progress of worker’s rights since Marx’s lifetime (a form of ‘’moral progress’’), historically, many of the laws implemented to protect human life in the workplace have been the result of moral outrage and activism in the wake of accidents caused directly by disregard for the worker and their wellbeing. 

In March 1911, the New York Triangle-Shirtwaist factory fire would result in the deaths of 146 garment workers who were largely unable to escape the burning factory due to locked exits, absent safety sprinklers, structurally unsound fire-escapes and a lack of evacuation plans (Von Drehle, 2003). This disaster would lead to the implementation of several safety laws, (including the Sullivan-Hoey Fire Prevention Law) that would change the American workplace. This example, like many others, indicates that under Capitalism as an economic system, loss of life and subsequent outrage are often the catalyst for progress. This ‘’progress’’ is therefore inherently immoral and deeply flawed, defined only by a cost that is too high to pay. 


Technology, Industrialisation & Unwelcome Progress: 

As a staple of economic condition, technological progress is a phenomenon that is arguably easier to measure in objective terms than the concept of moral progress. When asked to consider technological progress, many of us could draw from myriad examples, ranging from Neolithic ceramics and tool crafting to the birth of the internet, or the latest smartphone. However, we may find upon dissection that technological development in the context of human progress remains a difficult sensation to evaluate. This may be because the term ‘’progress’’ often suggests development towards a more advanced ideal, yet, historically, many forms of technological progress have been loathed by those most closely affected by them, despite the wider economic implications. 



In the 18th Century the Industrial Revolution would change Britain forever. This period of rapid industrialisation saw the transition from hand-production methods to machine use as well as a drastic rise in factories and a great increase in supply and demand of certain goods and materials. Because of these changes and their impacts, the Industrial Revolution may be cited as an example of definitive technological progress. However, while the economic and social effects of Britain’s industrialisation are clear, the matter of what exactly constitutes ‘’progress’’, and it’s subsequent meaning in academic discussion remains. 

The Industrial Revolution transformed Britain from an agrarian economy to a manufacturing economy, which for all its substantial benefits must be considered an example of human progress, ‘’to be sure, industrial change helped to alter social structure, demographic behaviour, and saving habits, all which stimulated economic growth’’ (Crafts & Harley, 1992, p705). However, if ‘’progress’’ is to be defined as a positive move towards improvement, the issue becomes more complex. While economic growth was one of the results of industrialisation, there are other less positive consequences of the period and its changes. For one, industrialisation and the move towards machine manufacturing was met with resistance by many who felt their livelihoods were at risk due to a loss of financial autonomy and ability to compete with factory production (Pearson, 1979). These individuals would sometimes engage in the act of machine-wrecking: acts of violence and destruction against machines and those who began using them (Pearson, 1979). Secondly, the working and living conditions that resulted from the rapid industrialisation saw greatly increased risk to the health and lives of workers. Finally, there is no doubt that the environmental impacts caused by the industrialisation of Britain and following countries (such as the United States of America) have been felt both locally and globally for the worst, with some arguing that the newly emerged economic system damaged both man and nature (Clapp, 2014). The latter consequence is an apt example of how our views of ‘’progress’’ can change over time, as during the Industrial Revolution and earlier 19th Century, our technological developments were certainly considered modern and extraordinary, though in many societies today, we deem the use of fossil fuels harmful and archaic, visibly shifting towards favouring more eco-friendly and environmentally sustainable methods of production, methods we now mark as ‘’progressive’’. 

Outside of the negative implications of technological progress, there is also something to be said for the risk of alienating different societies for their technological methods and economic models. It is dangerous and harmful for us to consider societies we deem less ‘’technologically advanced’’ as less progressive, or even ‘’primitive’’- a word now understandably both avoided and regretted by modern anthropologists. 

Culture, ‘’The West, the Rest’’ & National Disputes: 

As previously mentioned, our world views are often ‘’heavily skewed towards a North Atlantic perspective, that reflects European and American dominance of world society’’ (Hann & Hart, 2011, p.5) meaning we may evaluate other cultures through a biased lense. Furthermore, there is cause to question whether or not it is even appropriate to do so. Cultural relativism dictates that we should avoid judging other cultures in accordance with what we consider ‘’correct’ or hold them to our own personal cultural ideals. 




It could then be subsequently argued that understanding of others is at the heart of the ideal approach to such topic, but ‘’the question of whether, or to what extent, we can understand others is of great philosophical concern (as it involves the central question of rationality)…’’ (Österman, 2021, p.125) and ‘’rationally speaking’’, we may have to acknowledge that there is a limit to what we are capable of truly understanding (Österman, 2021, p.125) due to how we are socialised, conditioned and informed. Difficulties may arise when we are challenged with the views and norms of different cultures, as they may conflict with our own notions of what is progressive and ‘’correct’’. If there is no singular objective economic ideal, then how can we assess the progress made by systems outside of our own? We may strive to avoid interjecting where we are not needed nor welcome, but it is easy to find ourselves objecting when our notions of morality are brought into contention, for example, where Human Rights are concerned. Many Anthropologists are of the opinion that society is yet to have reached its ‘’final form’’ (Hann & Hart, 2011) and if this is the case, then who is to say what is truly ideal? Exploring the topic of cultural progress beyond our own in any depth appears to largely raise more questions than it does answers. 

In terms of assessing our own cultural progress, it is once again clear that the issue is far from straight forward, as notions of cultural progress may differ from person to person, county to county or country to country. An apt example of this is the enforcement of abortion law since the overturn of Roe V. Wade in the USA. In June 2022 the U.S. Supreme Court rescinded citizens legal rights to abortion, ultimately leaving abortion laws in the hands of each individual state, with many states criminalising abortion (C.F.R.R., 2022). Despite the mass unpopularity of the decision, there are of course those who are for the notion. If we could assume that individual state law reflected cultural opinion, an argument could easily be made to suggest that despite close geographical proximity and shared cultural experience, neighbouring U.S. states now hold opposing views on the matter of cultural progress. Following this hypothesis, it would be safe to assume that law abiding citizens of Idaho largely believe that the criminalisation of abortion is a progressive move that protects the sanctity of life, whereas a citizen of neighbouring state Washington may argue that the right to abortion is a staple of human rights and therefore progressive to protect. While this assumption may not accurately reflect the cultural views of progression state to state, to suggest otherwise is of course to suggest that the U.S. Government have breached democracy, an act that would be considered a far-cry from ‘’Western’’ notion of progress. Regardless of personal individual opinion on the matter of abortion, Roe V. Wade is one of many examples of how polarising and contentious discussion surrounding ‘’cultural’’ or even ‘’human’’ progress can be. 


Conclusions:

When we break down human progress into the specific categories of ‘’moral’’, ‘’technological’’ and ‘’cultural’’, it becomes clear that whilst we may attempt to treat the categories as separate, they are not mutually exclusive, each intertwined with the issue of human progress as a whole. 
Cultural considerations must be made when discussing technological progress, just as moral ramifications must be considered when discussing cultural progress and so on. If it were ever meaningful to discuss ‘’human progress through the ages’’, perhaps we no longer live in a time 




where it is possible to do so, in our world brimming with rich diversity of view, subject to rapid development. It is true that no one singular ‘’model’’ (economic or cultural) fits all, just as it is true that these questions have no one singular answer. Instead, the matter must be treated with more careful consideration and nuance. 
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