


From the point of Archaeology and 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? 


Progress is defined as the movement towards a ‘perceived, refined, improved or otherwise desired state’ (Collins English Dictionary, 2024). In regard to looking at progress through the ages and taking a look at moral, cultural or technological progress then it is subjected based on the society view on what progress is and how we measure progress in certain areas. The UN, UNSDG, GDP, UDHR and Colonisation have all has impacts due to this ‘need’ for Progress. By using these examples we can look at technological, cultural and Moral progress through the ages and observe if it is meaningful to speak about the progress made. By looking at these three areas of progress we can determine how we could be improvement in the current political world.

Progress is a way of glorifying the existence of the society (Baudouin, C. 1950. p2). Progress is used in many ways for societies to prove they are better than the rest. For example the GDP is a method used by 177 countries worldwide to measure the value of products bought and sold, however the GDP is flawed due to environmental damage caused by trading not being taking into consideration (WorldOMeter. 2024). Another flaw is that the GDP fails to acknowledge the sustainability of the economies that it measures. Simon Kuznets, the Economist who invented the GDP told the US congress in 1934 of the fundamental inaccuracies with his calculations (Tziamalis, A. 2018). Certain areas like the Black Market, cash-in-hand payments and tax evasion are all excluded from the GDP calculations (Tziamalis, A. 2018). Looking at the faults with using the GDP it is clear that there are various problems and flaws, yet it still remains a vital part of economic politics in the 177 countries. However, Bhutan use a Happiness Index, GNH, which is used rather than GDP. Gross National Happiness was a term used by the 4th King of Bhutan, King Jigme Singye Wangchuck in the late 1970s. He stated that “Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross Domestic Product” and in the present day the GNH influences Bhutan development policies (OPHI, Gross National Happiness, 2024). The GNH is a measuring tool used for Bhutan policymaker. GNH Index includes both traditional areas of socio-economic concern such as living standards, health and education and less traditional aspects of culture, community vitality and psychological wellbeing (OPHI, Gross National Happiness, 2024). The GNH brings a more personal touch to policy making that includes all citizens and general domestic situation whereas the GDP only looks at the economy and the formula used in the GDP is flawed as said by the inventor of the GDP. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948 presents the values of Western Society. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was set up for all nations however only Australia, Chile, France, the Soviet Union and the United Kingdom, the representatives of China, Lebanon and the United States signed it. Therefore there should be questions whether other indigenous nations should be forced under the UDHR when their society has traditions and cultural ways that do not agree with the UDHR (United Nations). An issue with the UDHR is that some of the Human rights are imposing on indigenous groups. For example Article 15 of the human rights which is specifying that everyone has a right to a nationality, however, some tribes, for example the !Kung tribe spread across the Kalahari desert which spans three countries therefore it brings into question what nationality they belong in and meaning that the territory they live in is governed by separate nations bringing their homes under threat (United Nations, Universal declaration of Human Rights). This is evidence that progress is subjective and not meaningful to enforce ideas onto other societies as those societies have their own cultures in the example of the !Kung Tribe. Therefore, what nationality can the !Kung people be defined if their ancestral lands is the Kalahari desert. This presents the fault of article 15 of the UDHR as it forces indigenous societies to be under governments and follow laws that are not what they want. Therefore it is meaningful to reflect on this not as a positive step in progress but as a negative.

The United Nations Sustainable Development group in the 2024 Sustainable Development Goals Report stated that ‘half of the 17 targets have been met but only showing minimal or moderate progress’ (UNSDG. 2024 SDG report. 2024). This data is a great way to look at progress and it is meaningful to measure and observe progress in this way as the UN looks at the current progress of the country and holds the countries to account if there is a lack of progress. The UNSDG serves as a high-level forum for joint policy formation and decision-making. It guides, supports, tracks and oversees the coordination of development operations in 162 countries and territories (UNSDG. Who are we?. 2024). The UNSDG looks at progress based on countries meeting targets that they have set, however one observation that could be made is that the UNSDG do not include in the report if there have been any factors that have resulted in the countries not reaching these policy goals set in the UNSDG. Therefore, the UNSDG doesn’t encourage the nation members of the committee to commit to the pledges they made, and this results in lack of positive progress. 

According to Baudouin, the belief in progress saw a better future with the progress of science, innovation and change but the end result and purpose has been forgotten and the ‘means became an end to themselves and speed and the machine are among the principal elements of the new myth’ (Baudouin. 1950. P10). Baudouin questions why the aim was abandoned and understands that modern progress could ‘plunge us into the abyss and result in a rise in inflation’. What Baudouin wrote in 1950 is evident in the present day with the rise in inflation and the damage caused by machines (Baudouin. 1950. p11). He also writes that the Myth of Progress inspires humanity to be better and improve (Baudouin. 1950. p12). It is clear to see that using Baudouin, progress is subjective to the reason why that that Progress is being looked at and the period that the progress is being reflecting on. As seen in his examples, the goals humanity has in the journey to progress has evidently been lost. Therefore can observing progress through the ages be meaningful if the objective of the progress has changed?

By looking at the evidence, it seems in the UNSDG, the UN, GDP and comments written by Baudouin it is clear to see that it is not meaningful to look at progress throughout history as progress changes even when the goals have been set. By looking deeper into these areas, we can see many issues. These issues can be factored into three areas of progress.

Progress can be looked at in three areas; technological, cultural and moral. According to the UNSDG, the progress is clearly not being met as half of the goals in 2024 have not been met, therefore it is hard to say if the term ‘progress’ is meaningful or should be used in politics. 

One of the ways we can look at progress culturally and morally through the ages is Colonialism. Colonialism is defined as ‘control by one power over a dependent area or people’ (Blakemore, 2024). By understanding the definition of Colonialism, we can identify some of the impacts that still occur in the modern era. In the present-day Colonialism still has an impact. Palestine is an example of how the British neglect and lack of hindsight in the past and in the present-day war in Gaza is the result of the past actions by the British (Blakemore, 2024). Globalisation could be linked to Colonialism as at the beginning Global market was used to benefit the ‘Caucasian race’ (Endler, 2021). Part of the link of globalisation and Colonisation was the ‘Caucasian’ settlers to the colonised countries. Globalisation has had negative impacts environmentally, morally and culturally. This is evident with the situation in Palestine due to the cause being of past colonial actions and the war having a global impact.

Signs of colonial impact can be seen when looking at the Native Americans in the US. The  map on the Native Study website shows the Native American land taken throughout US history (McCarthy, 2014). Pre-revolution, the land taken from Native Americans is very limited and small however from progress made by post-revolution America it can be seen that to look at this is meaningful, but it is a reminder that the progress made can also be viewed as negative. In the US in 2020 the percentage of the population in US and Alaska being Native American was 1.8% which is 5,938,923 people (United States Census Bureau, 2021). In Canada, 5% of the population are indigenous which is more than 1.8 million people in 2021 (Government of Canda, 2023). Compared to the US this is significant however both census’s done in 2020 and 2021 shows how colonialism has impacted and reduced native land, and this action has progressed through the centuries to the situation today. 

The war between Ukraine and Russia is based on Soviet Union territory. During the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, Ukraine was part of Russia, and it wasn’t until 1991 when Ukraine became independent (Zasenko, Makuch. 2024). Putin has Imperial Ambitions which Götz and Ekman wrote that Torbakov stared that Putin’s Imperial ambitions and states his ambition being Historic Nostalgia (Götz, Ekman. 2024. p194). Melvin stated that Putin is on a ‘historic mission’ to rectify what Putin believes to be ‘perceived and to regather lost Russian lands’ (Götz, Ekman. 2024. p194). Some Scholars like Khrushcheva wrote that Putin is ego-driven (Götz, Ekman. 2024. p194). It can be seen that Putin’s idea for progress is damaging global politics and the source of his ambition is past colonial actions. Therefore the actions of Colonialism had gone from impacting countries domestically to global politics. Putin wishes to return to the Colonial past of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union with the risk of a Nuclear War. The Nuclear weapons invention is something that threatens world democracy and therefore can it be seen as positive moral progress. The acts of the past have created problems in the present-day and threatens to destroy many different aspects of Global society.

However, in terms of progress, we must question whether it is right to compare the western idea of society to Indigenous cultures. Colonialism is at the root of many of the issues present in current global politics. Due past colonies acts, western ideas are still enforced with the examples of the UN, UDHR and the GDP. All these functions were created by western ideology and therefore could create issues for indigenous cultures with the example of the !Kung tribe and the current situation in New Zeland with the Māori people. It is not right to compare societies that have a cultural difference. Different nations have different progress however there is influence by the western powers due to past colonial powers however current western ideology still gets forced upon other countries. Westernisation is the process to which ‘a country or society adopts the customs and institutions that are said to characterize the Western world’ (Oxford Reference. 2015). It is synonymous in current understanding to Modernisation and development (Oxford Reference. 2015). Questions must be asked to why westernisation is seen as a positive when so many issues have come from past Westernisation. Evidence of the issues can be seen in globalisation with Climate change and various other things such as Warfare and Nuclear weapons or enforcing ideology on other nations with the UN and the UDHR. According to James MacDiarmid, we do not spend enough time looking at history (MacDiarmid, 2022). Looking to the Future means that there is a need to look to the Past and reflect (MacDiarmid, 2022). Looking into the past means learning from it and the past should be celebrated and learnt from (MacDiarmid, 2022). 

Conclusion – 250

In conclusion, progress can be looked at in various ways, however, the purpose of looking at progress is what defines looking at progress as being a meaningful thing to do. Through the ages progress has become more negative due to colonisation. This is due to land being taken from the indigenous for example the Native Americans and also the impact colonisation has on the present-day global politics with the examples of Ukraine and Palestine. By looking at the context of the progress made Technologically, with the Climate crisis and threat of Nuclear war, and Cultural and Modern, with the taking of land and the current political issues caused by past colonialism, then it is clear to see that it is meaningful to look at the progress if it is with the purpose of improving and learning from the actions of the past. Progress is something to be celebrated but also needs to be learnt from by a cultural understanding. Each culture develops in a different way so Westernisation is not moral or cultural progress but can be seen as restricting and dictating how other nations act and behave. This comes in many forms such as the UN, the GDP, the UDHR, the UNSDG and past colonisation that still has effects in the modern day. Therefore, it is only meaningful to look at progress if the person reflecting is learning and understanding the past to improve the present and the future. 
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