
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 notion of progress, which can be traced back to the classical Roman and Greek thought that, [2:  ] 

 ‘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:  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 was the most important socioeconomic event in human history as humanity had previously primarily lived at a subsistence level, stagnating in the so-called Malthusian trap[footnoteRef:4]. It successfully applied the principles of the enlightenment that would enhance human development. What would follow would begin to improve that standard of living of those in North America and Europe, leading to an 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, Western and Northern Europe the United States, Japan, 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, Chinas per capita income was approximately one-third of Sahara Africa, with many of its for many politically thinkers, China had not progress at all significantly. The late 1970s would see Deng Xiaoping and many political thinkers acknowledge Chinas need for progress. This would involve adopting the somewhat capital dogma of the West and opening its economic. Mao’s Marxist rule had 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, those the percentage of those still working in the agricultural sector remain high during the late 1970s. However, China would transform itself from a once impoverished agrarian economy into an industrial powerhouse that would produce nearly half of the world’s industrial goods. 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 approximately lifted 800 million people out of poverty. There have also been significant improvements in access to health, education, and other services over the same period. China is now an upper-middle-income country. It is evident that China had acknowledged it 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. [4:  ]  [5:  ] 

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. In the east, China was the regional hegemonic power, and so the power struggle established a competition model that allowed for unprecedented economic, cultural, and technological progress in China.
However, despite Chinas 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:6] 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:7]. Coccia and Bellitto argue that progress is driven by democratisation and that progress was largely seen in western style economies. [footnoteRef:8] 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. [6:  http://openanthropology.org/progressivism.htm]  [7:  http://openanthropology.org/progressivism.htm]  [8: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326518944_Human_progress_and_its_socioeconomic_effects_in_society] 

Furthermore, China's economic growth during the last three decades has served as a critical driver that has also accelerated technological progress. Chinese industries have moved closer to the technological frontier in areas such as machinery, electronics, automobiles, and aviation. 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:9]. The Wall Street Journal reports, ‘Chinas 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:10]. It is undoubtedly clear that Chinas 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 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 reports that China has begun to utilise advanced facial recognition technology to monitor and track the activities of Uyghur Muslims[footnoteRef:11]. The technology has been integrated into Chinas rapidly expanding network of surveillance cameras and specifically that track for Uyghurs based on their appearance and keeps records of their comings and goings for search and review. The New York times of coined them a pioneer in applying emerging technology to usher in a new era of ‘automated racism’[footnoteRef:12]. To counter the threat to its rule, China begun to target this minority group. Biometric checkpoints monitor their movements, while other programmes scan Uyghur digital communications for suspicious patterns and flagging religious speech or even a lack of zeal in using Mandarin. Aside from detentions, Uyghurs in the region have faced intense surveillance, forced labour, and involuntary sterilisations, among other abuses. The current situation in Xinjiang, according to China, stems from efforts to strengthen 'Chinese-ness' to maintain nationalism. Such efforts are doubly important in border areas and other autonomous administrative regions such as Xinjiang. To a large extent, much of the unrest in Xinjiang stems from Uyghur discontent about the pace of economic growth, inequality, and the encroachment of mass Han migration into the area. These sources of discontent have over the years led to a series of uprisings and riots in Xinjiang, notably in 1996 and 2009 (when 197 people were killed). Such unrest constitutes a direct threat to the CCP’s effort to realize Hu Jintao’s “harmonious society, harmonious world.” China’s disregard to consider the way in which its economic growth and need to impose the changes that had taken place elsewhere in the country demonstrates its disregard for Cultural relativism. [9:  https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/understanding-chinas-technological-rise/]  [10:  https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/understanding-chinas-technological-rise/]  [11:  https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/14/technology/china-surveillance-artificial-intelligence-racial-profiling.html]  [12:  https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/14/technology/china-surveillance-artificial-intelligence-racial-profiling.html] 

To conclude


