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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?

Many philosophical thinkers before the Enlightenment period believed that life was static, with society and the economy remaining unchanged.[footnoteRef:2] Knowledge of science and history grew, and suddenly it became clear that human life had evolved over the centuries. Subsequently, westerners would begin to embrace the concept of progress, which can be traced back to the classical Roman and Greek thought that, [2:  Cyril S. Belshaw, ‘The Contribution of Anthropology to Development’, Current Anthropology, 15.4 (1974), 520-526 (p. 523).] 

 ‘Mankind has slowly, gradually, and continuously advanced from an original condition of cultural deprivation, ignorance and insecurity to constantly higher levels of civilisation and that such advancement will, with only occasional setbacks, continue through the present into the future’.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Devi Prasad Subedi, Social Change and Development, (Academia, 2015) < https://www.academia.edu/1862375/Social_Change_and_Development#:~:text=Progress%20is%20the%20idea%20that,which%20are%20taken%20into%20account>] 

Considering the point of view of economic anthropology, one can certainly see human progress as a by-product of economic growth. With rapid strides in human development in the last century, questions have arisen that challenge and question its development; Is change progress? What is progress? And can one truly apply the same criteria of progress found in the West on other parts of the world? This essay will explore the ‘progress’ that has taken place in China and why, to some extent, it has not replicated the Eurocentric view of progress found in the West. It will also address the rise of technology within China and its impact on moral and cultural progress. 

The Enlightenment period had inspired a range of thinkers to adopt the ideals of progress, that argued humans could improve their knowledge, and thus save themselves from ignorance and abject poverty. As a result, proponents of progress assume that the human condition has improved over time and will continue to improve. The Industrial revolution marked a significant turning point in human history as humanity had previously been trapped in the so-called Malthusian trap, living primarily on a minimal level[footnoteRef:4]. It successfully applied the principles of the enlightenment that would enhance human development. What would follow would begin to improve the standard of living of those in North America and Europe, ushering in a new era of permanent growth in per capita income.[footnoteRef:5] However, only a few other countries would be successful in their pursuit of progress including Japan, Europe, the United States, and others. Interestingly, China would not part take in these advancements until the late 20th century. Under the rule of Mao Zedong, the Chinese economy had deteriorated and since its partially colonialisation by the British had continued to suffer from its ‘100 years of humiliation’. In fact, 35 years ago, China’s per capita income was approximately one-third of sub-Saharan Africa, it was evident that Mao had done little to bring China back its once great name and improved that lives of its citizens.[footnoteRef:6] The late 1970s would see Deng Xiaoping and many political thinkers acknowledge China’s need for progress. This would involve adopting the somewhat capital dogma of the West and opening its economy. Mao’s Marxist rule had ravaged the Chinese economy and left millions of Chinese citizens living in impoverished situations. Although it is important to note that some notable efforts of growth in industrialisation had been attempted, after the establishment of the Peoples Republic of China, the percentage of those still working in the agricultural sector remained relatively high up until 1970s. However, China would transform itself from a once impoverished agrarian economy into an industrial powerhouse capable of manufacturing almost half of the world’s commodities.[footnoteRef:7] A series of reforms would begin to take place including the opening of the economy through the promotion of transnational trade and encouraging foreign investments in China. The economic reforms would have a positive impact on the living standards within China. In 2022, China had lifted approximately 800 million people out of poverty.[footnoteRef:8] Access to education, health and other services has improved significantly. China is now considered to be an upper-middle-income country. It is evident that China had acknowledged its need to accept western capitalist ideals to improve its economy. Such acceptance served to propel human progress by way of improving the standard of living, environment, and culture. Certainly, this demonstrates the importance to speak of human progress from the point of view of economic anthropology. [4:  Ernst Mayr, The Growth of Biological Thought: Diversity, Evolution, and Inheritance, 1st edn. (Cambridge, Belknap Press, 1982) p. 489.]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Yi Wen, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis (2016) <https://www.stlouisfed.org/publications/regional-economist/april-2016/chinas-rapid-rise-from-backward-agrarian-society-to-industrial-powerhouse-in-just-35-years> [Accessed 24 January 2023].]  [7:  Wen, 2016.]  [8:  The World Bank, ‘The World Bank in China’, (2022). <https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/china/overview#:~:text=Since%20China%20began%20to%20open,services%20over%20the%20same%20period> [accessed 26 January 2023].] 

Additionally, many people have long wondered why China did not wholly embrace progress in the form of industrialization sooner. The various beliefs and religions of the West and East all play a role in this. Aristotle, Plato, Socrates, and Judaeo-Christianity shaped much of Europe's belief systems, whereas Confucius, Lao Tzu (Taoism), and Buddha founded Chinese society (Buddhism). The European belief system was more focused on the individual, whereas Chinese beliefs were more focused on interpersonal relationships. For most of Chinese history, the family unit was considerably more crucial than the individual, and so this played a significant role in China's delay in participating in the Industrial Revolution. Scholar Joel Makyr also contends that the culture of interstate competition was a major driving force in the earlier industrialization of Europe.[footnoteRef:9] In the east, China was the regional hegemonic power, and so the absence of a power struggle did not create a competition model that would allow for unprecedented economic, cultural, and technological progress in China.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Michael B. Shermer, ‘This View of Science: Stephen Jay Gould as Historian of Science and Scientific Historian, Popular Scientist and Scientific Popularizer’, Social Studies of Science, 32. 4 (2002) 489–524 (p. 506).]  [10:  Cyril S. Belshaw, ‘The Contribution of Anthropology to Development’, Current Anthropology, 15.4 (1974), 520-526 (p. 523).] 

However, despite China’s acceptance to open the economy and adopt Western capitalist dogma, one may note that China did not in fact progress in the western sense.  Often the measurement of progress is usually held by the Eurocentric standard of development. Stephen Jay Gould, an evolutionary theorist, and palaeontologist, explains that ‘[progress] is a deep cultural bias of Western thought,’[footnoteRef:11] and that many held the view that had China not adopted the ideology of the West then it would have failed. Such thoughts certainly allow one to accept the doctrine of ‘survival of the fittest’, which suggests that those who do not 'survive' are deemed failures. In the case of colonialism, this was justified on the grounds that it spread progress to backwards people. Many colonists assumed that indigenous peoples would voluntarily reject their own cultures when they encountered ‘superior’ cultures, and that they would do so ‘in order to obtain a better life,’ according to Bodley.[footnoteRef:12] Coccia and Bellitto argue that progress is driven by democratisation and that progress was largely seen in western style economies.[footnoteRef:13] China, however, had bucked this trend where so many of its other fellow former colonialist countries had failed. It had managed to accept to some extent that it had to adopt western dogma and open itself up. However, it rejected key western capitalist principles of democracy; avoided removing the hand of the state, and totally opening the countries trade and foreign investment. The economy was essentially socialist with Chinese characteristics. China had achieved its own form of progress that had flourished and even threatens to outperform those in the West. As such, it has brought into question the true definition of progress? Change is not progress. China had managed to circumvent the need to adopt western liberal changes to become a ‘better society’. With its belief and cultural systems, it had managed not to sacrifices its cultural identity and instead flourish in a capitalist world. [11:  Stephen J. Gould, The Structure of Evolutionary Theory, 1st edn. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2002), p. 168.]  [12:  John Bodley, Victims of Progress, 5th edn. (Lanham: AltaMira Press, 2008), p. 87.]  [13: Mario Coccia and Matteo Bellitto, ‘Human progress and its socioeconomic effects in society’, Journal of Economic and Social Thought, 5.2 (2018), 160 -178 (p.162). <DOI:10.1453/jest.v5i2.1649 >.] 

Furthermore, China's economic growth during the last three decades has served as a critical driver that accelerated technological progress. Chinese industries have moved closer to cutting-edge technology including machinery, aviation, electronics, and automobiles. It has also emerged as a pioneer in driving new innovative technology such as big data, renewable energy, advanced nuclear energy, supercomputers, and artificial intelligence (AI).[footnoteRef:14] The Wall Street Journal reports, ‘China’s technology sector is reaching a critical mass of expertise, talent and financial power that could realign the power structure of the global technology industry’.[footnoteRef:15] It is undoubtedly clear that China’s progress in technology has served to create alternatives that would prove beneficial to human progress, such as its hand in the renewable energy sector. However, such drastic developments have laid bare the impact that technological progress has had on moral and cultural progress. This is exemplified in the Chinese state’s treatment of the Uyghurs using technology. The Uyghurs are a predominantly Turkic-speaking ethnic minority based in Xinjiang. In recent years, China has begun a campaign of high-tech surveillance to bring them ‘in line’. The New York Times (TNYT) reports that China has begun to utilise advanced facial recognition software that can monitor the activities of Uyghur Muslims.[footnoteRef:16] The integration of this newfound technology into its emerging network of surveillance cameras allows them to not only track movement of Uyghurs but also flag them on the system based on their appearance.[footnoteRef:17] TNYT branded China a pioneer in applying emerging technology to usher in a new era of, what they coined as ‘automated racism’.[footnoteRef:18] To counter the threat to its rule, China began to target this minority group. Other software scans Uyghur digital communications for malicious or suspicious activity such as religious speech or even an absence of fervour when using Mandarin. In addition to detentions, Uyghurs in the region have been subjected to involuntary sterilisation, force labour among other abuses. The current situation in Xinjiang, according to China, emanates from attempts to increase its ‘one-nation’ ideology in order to protect national unity. These attempts are extremely crucial in border states and other autonomous administrative regions like Xinjiang. A great deal of the unrest in Xinjiang is caused by Uyghur dissatisfaction with the pace of economic growth, the intrusion of mass Han migration into the area, and inequality.[footnoteRef:19] Over the years, this crisis has resulted to several riots within the region, particularly in both 1996 and 2009.  This dissension directly jeopardises the Chinese Communist Party’s attempts to fulfil Hu Jintao’s ‘harmonious society, harmonious world’.[footnoteRef:20] China’s disregard to consider the way in which its economic growth and need to maintain its ‘one-nation’ policy threatens the culture and environment of the Uyghurs in Xinjiang, thus disregarding cultural relativism. Heinz states that Cultural relativism presupposes that ‘what we hold to be good in one culture can be held to be wrong in another culture; each culture has its own rationality’.[footnoteRef:21] As such one could assume that China, mainly Han Chinese, use of technology to oppress a minority group is by way of its ethnocentric views of the Uyghurs. Certainly, its use of technology poses serious moral and cultural questions.  [14:   Yanfei Li, ‘Understanding China’s Technological Rise’, The Diplomat, 3 August 2018. <https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/understanding-chinas-technological-rise/> [Accessed 22 January 2023]]  [15:  Ibid. ]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Paul Mozur, ‘One Month, 500,000 Face Scans: How China Is Using A.I. to Profile a Minority’ The New York Times, 14 April 2019. <https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/14/technology/china-surveillance-artificial-intelligence-racial-profiling.html%20google> [Accessed 22 January 2023].]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:   Mozur, ‘One Month’, 2019.]  [20:  Ibid.]  [21:  Monica Heintz, The Anthropology of Moralities, 1st edn. (Berghahn Books, 2009), p. 6. ] 


To conclude, it is certainly meaningful to discuss human progress through the ages as it is a direct result of economic growth. As in the case of China, the opening and reforms of the economy served to accelerate the once stunted progress of Chinese civilisation. Living standards drastically improved with close to 800 million people being lifted out of poverty and their emergence as key players in new technologies in sectors like renewable energy served to also improve environmental progress. However, while some may confuse change with progress, China serves as a reminder that that is not necessarily always the case. It has managed to improve human progress without wholly sacrificing its culture and belief system. Additionally, developments in technology have brought into question the cultural and moral use of technology to suppress the cultural practices of the Uyghurs to promote Chinese ‘one nation’ ideals. Evidentially, there is a clear distinction to be made between technological, cultural, and moral progress.
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