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?

To begin answering the question of if it is meaningful to speak of human progress through the ages and if there is a useful distinction to be made regarding technological cultural and moral progress let’s begin by looking at Wengrove and Graeber’s book ‘the dawn of everything’.
In this they warn against the traditional theories of social evolution/progress for example Lewis Henry Morgan’s theory of social evolution which asserts that there are 3 stages to social evolution; Savage (Hunter gather), Barbaric (Beginnings of agriculture), Civilized (learn how to write). (Creary, 2022)
Wengrove and Graeber warn against this sort of sloppy thinking as each forager society was or still is unique and specific to themselves and it’s wrong to assume that all these societies lived in small groups, had similar levels of food or resources, had no hierarchy/differentiation etc. or that they disappeared/ assimilated into other groups the same way. (Wengrove and Graeber, 2021)
They also note that we need to “abandon the garden of Eden once and for all” and do away with the notion that historically all these societies and groups shared the same form or social organisation and re-examine what led to our modern notion of social evolution; that being the idea that human societies can be arranged according to stages of development each with their own characteristics, technology, and forms of organisation. (Wengrove and Graeber, 2021)
This leads us to a key definition for discussing the question of human progress through the ages and that is cultural relativism.
Cultural relativism essentially states that cultures are essentially different from each other and so are their moral structures and relation frameworks, it is essentially understanding a culture based upon its own standing rather than measuring against your personal culture. (Ntara, 2021) So, in short, we shouldn’t rank human societies against each other or in a linear path like what social evolutionary theories state, instead they should be examined in their own rights. (Ntara, 2021) As a theory, cultural relativism aims to show that norms and values within one culture are developed within that particular social context and that no culture is superior to another on the merits of morality or politics.  (Ntara, 2021)
There are two ways to interpret this concept, the first is that there’s, therefore, no set standard for what’s right or wrong that’s applicable cross-culturally as moral norms and values are specific. The second is that ethics are also relative to the specific culture and so cultural relativism can help explain the meaning of unfamiliar cultures and practices. (Ntara, 2021)
The reason this term is so important is that my stance on this question is that it’s not meaningful to speak of human progress through the ages on a simplistic scale and hierarchy like the social evolutionary theories imply. It’s not valid to generalise the complex and unique groups to fit a western standard of what we believe is the correct path of progress. Instead, I believe it's far more meaningful to view each society in its own right instead of trying to fit them into a highly restrictive hierarchy for social progress.
With this view in mind, that’s why cultural relativism is so key as it explicitly means what I am arguing, all cultures and societies are different and so we should understand them in their own context rather than measuring them against our own society, however, as I will going through examples of human progress through the ages that I do believe are key and meaningful to speak of as a whole, it’s important for me to show the distinction between my stance that there should be a standard for the treatment of individuals and the environment but we should also value cultures and their specific progresses out of standard rather than putting everything on a hierarchy. This is because radical cultural relativism can be used as a tool to hinder the application of human rights and radical following of cultural relativism gives too much space for those in power to abuse their position and hide behind the shield of it being their ‘culture’.
Because of this, I will now go on to present three key pieces of progress that I believe are meaningful as while I do believe in looking at individual cultures and their specific progress rather than blanketing all human progress, these three examples are standards that shouldn’t be debated upon regardless of social and societal norms.
The first example is the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action (DDPA) which occurred from August to September of 2001 at a united nations world conference in Durban.
The DDPA is the UN’s blueprint to combat global intolerance specifically focusing on racism, racial discrimination and xenophobia. The DDPA called for concrete action by states to tackle these issues, specific problems such as inadequate funding in health systems, education, housing, electricity and clean water, environmental control methods and promoting equal employment opportunities to aid in the reduction of income and wealth inequalities. (Sundberg, 2002) The DDPA Is widely regarded as a milestone in human rights development as it proposed practical measures from all of civil society.
It’s important to note that the DDPA is a political commitment, not a legally binding document, therefore it’s up to the international community and their commitment to this document for change to happen, which is something that the document recognises and states that it will take global commitment to tackle racism and that no country can claim to be free of it. (OHCHR, 2015)
It’s also important to note that some countries did oppose the DDPA, and they were as follows, Australia, Canada, Chile and the USA. Australia opposed under the Howard government on the grounds that it elevated customary law above national law, however, this was changed 16 months later by the Rudd government and signed on. Canada opposed it because “free prior and informed consent” and similar provision within this document clashed with Canadian constitutional law. Chile voted on a new constitution which would’ve empowered indigenous people further and this was rejected with only 6 of the 346 electoral districts voting in favour of this new constitution. Finally, the USA rejected it on the grounds that they believed it didn’t accurately address the issues of ethnic minorities. (Sundberg, 2002)
The DDPA is quite clearly a key example of human progress as it made an effort to tackle the ongoing problems of racism, discrimination, and xenophobia by promoting good practices and challenging the existing norms through its plan of action. (OHCHR, 2015)
The next example we’ll be focusing on is the Millennium Development Goals and Sustainable Development goals.
The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are a set of 8 goals that were laid out by the united nations with the goal of achieving all of the targets by 2015, which was 15 years after their creation. I will summarise the 8 goals here briefly. The first is the eradication of poverty and hunger, the second was to achieve universal primary education, the third was to promote gender equality and empower women, the fourth was to aim to reduce child mortality, the fifth was to health the spread of HIV/AIDS, the sixth was to help better maternal health, the seventh was to ensure environmental sustainability and finally the eight was focused on the establishment of global partnerships for development. It’s also noted on the UN website that by working with governments, civil societies, and further partners they aimed to build upon the momentum generated by the MDGS in order to carry on with a strong post-2015 development plan and agenda. (Un.org, 2015)
The agenda for sustainable development/ Sustainable development goals (SDGs) was accepted by all the United Nations members in 2015, following on from MDGs and extending till 2030. This shared agenda provides a plan for 17 sustainable development goals that are as follows; tackle poverty and hunger, address health and wellbeing, focus on universal education and quality of education, promote gender equality, focus on sanitation and clean water, look at clean and affordable energy sources, addressing responsible consumption and production in industries, addressing economic growth and working environments, reduce inequality, plans to look at how to make cities more sustainable, focus on climate action specifically life below water and also on land, goals for peace and justice and finally goals to develop industry, innovation and infrastructure partnerships.  The UN notes these 17 goals to be a call to action by all countries be it developed or developing for partnership globally. (Un.org, 2023)
Alike its predecessor the MDG does heavily focus on and aims to tackle poverty and deprivation and reduce inequality, however, this does have a heavier focus on climate change and the active measures that need to be taken to protect our environment.
Similarly, to the DDPA, these two examples of human progress made a good effort to tackle inequalities, although these (especially the SDGs) definitely highlight the environmental problems that need to also be addressed.
The final example we’ll be using is that of the Human Declaration of Rights (UDHR). This document is known as a milestone in the history of human rights and has been adopted legally by a multiplicity of countries and is recognised as the international standard for human rights. It was drafted after WW2 as efforts ramped up to foster peace and avoid anything like that war and the atrocities happening again. This first led to the establishment of the United Nations in 1945, then later in 1948 representatives of the 50 member states of the UN would come together to draft the UDHR. In December 1948, the document was completed and announced as the basis for human rights as we know them today. The UDHR also marked a crucial shift by stating all human beings are free and equal regardless of colour, religion or creed, this is widely regarded as the first-time human beings were put at the heart of global agenda instead of political power or gains. (AmnestyUK, 2017) The document itself outlines fundamental rights and freedoms that all human beings are entitled to, there are 30 in total and to name a few examples there’s the right to asylum, freedom from torture or slavery, the right to free speech, the right to an education and also economic, social and cultural rights. (OHCHR, 2023)
The UDHR is considered to be a living document, what this means is that the document is not legally binding however it has a strong moral and political force as it acts as the foundation for the International Bill of Human Rights. These documents are legally binding and go into further detail on human rights and obligations. (OHCHR, 2023)
To conclude these examples, I would like to conclusively round up why I used them to help answer the question of if it is meaningful to speak of human progress through the ages. These milestones in the development of human rights I do believe are meaningful and should be discussed. However, like what criticisms have been discussed in the wider debate on this question I do believe for these documents to be universal, it is crucial that they are compatible with cultural differences. So, in the case of these universal rights or aims, it shouldn’t constitute a fixed approach, and should mutually constitute each other instead.
Finally, to finish I will focus on the final part of the question, which is whether there is a useful distinction to be made regarding technological, cultural, and moral progress. Personally, I don’t believe these categories should be viewed in isolation as something like technology can affect the other categories and vice versa. In addition, categorising human progress so narrowly reduces them down to a single defining theme or trope. At the same time, as we’ve seen in the examples listed, they are a combination of many different goals and aims and cannot be accurately categorised without being reductive.  
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