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Economic anthropology is a subfield of anthropology that examines other cultures' and civilizations' economic systems, practices, and beliefs, including their production, distribution, and the consumption of goods and services. It draws on theories and methodologies from anthropology, economics, sociology, and other disciplines (Graeber, 2001). According to Keith Hart, economic anthropology "seeks to understand the economic dimensions of social relations and cultural meanings, and to explore the ways in which economic processes are embedded in other aspects of culture and society" (Hart, 2001). Economic anthropologists have been interested in understanding how human societies have changed over time, and whether or not the change is considered progress. One of the key questions economic anthropologists have grappled with is whether it is meaningful to speak of human progress through the ages and if there is a useful distinction to be made between technological, cultural and moral progress. This question is particularly poignant in today's world, as we live and work in an era of rapid technological and cultural change. In this essay, I will explore the various perspectives on human progress from the point of view of economic anthropology, including the arguments for and against the concept of progress. I will argue that there is a useful distinction to be made between technological, cultural, and moral progress and that these different forms of progress are interrelated and mutually reinforcing as they have transformed human civilizations throughout history. To support my arguments, I will draw on a range of anthropological theories and empirical studies, including the work of Karl Polanyi, Marshall Sahlins and Keith Hart.

To begin answering the question, we must first define what we mean by "human progress." Human progress may be defined at its most basic level as the growth and advancement of human societies across time which can include new technology, cultural practices, and moral systems, as well as increases in living conditions, health, and the general quality of life. This concept is often associated with modernization and industrialization, which are seen as markers of progress. However, economic anthropology challenges this idea by showing the different societies have different ways of organizing and valuing economic activity, and these ways may not necessarily be better or worse than others (Graeber, 2011). Additionally, the concept of human progress often overlooks the negative impacts of modernization and industrialization, such as environmental degradation and social inequality. The concept of progress has been an integral part of human progress since antiquity, while some scholars argue that there is a clear trajectory of progress in human history, others argue that progress is a complex, culturally specific concept that cannot be universally applied.

Throughout history, people have debated the significance of human progress. Aristotle and Plato debated the notion of eudaimonia, or the "good life," and whether real pleasure could be obtained by worldly riches and power in ancient times. Aristotle thought that leading a virtuous life and reaching one's potential led to eudaimonia, but Plato believed that true pleasure could only be obtained via knowledge and comprehension of the eternal forms (Aristotle,n.d.; Plato, n.d.). Philosophers such as Immanuel Kant and Jean-Jacques Rousseau debated the notion of progress and whether it was helpful to humanity during the Enlightenment. Kant believed that progression was essential for the advancement of civilisation and the welfare of humanity, but Rosseau believed that progress was a hazardous illusion and that humanity's natural condition was preferable to that generated by civilization.
One of the key arguments against the idea of human progress is that it is frequently based on a Eurocentric perspective, which asserts that Western societies have progressed to a superior state of development compared to non-Western societies. This viewpoint is problematic because it ignores the diversity of human experience and the reality that many non-Western nations have their own distinct methods of organizing and comprehending the world. According to economic anthropologist Keith Hart, the idea of human development is predicated on the premise that the West possesses a monopoly on reason and that non-Western countries are inferior and in need of modernization (Hart, 1973).

However, it is important to note that progress is a complex and multifaceted concept. It is possible for human societies to experience progress in one area while experiencing regression in another. For example, a society may experience technological progress while moral values deteriorate. Furthermore, progress is not a universally accepted concept, and different societies may have different ideas about what constitutes progress and what is deemed as desirable. For example, some civilizations may emphasise spiritual development while others favour technological advancement; or some communities may prioritise economic growth while others prefer social harmony or environmental sustainability. Economic anthropologists recognized that progress is not always spread equitably among cultures or groups within communities. For example, agricultural progress and the expansion of trade networks have resulted in increased wealth and influence for certain communities, while others have been marginalised or left behind (Sahlins, 1972). Furthermore, the influence of technical and cultural advancement is frequently mediated by social and political issues such as power and resource distribution within a society (Sahlins, 1972). Conversely, anthropologist Keith Hart has suggested that progress is a relational concept shaped by interactions between diverse groups of people and the resources at their disposal. He contends that “progress is not a property of societies themselves, but of the relations between them" (Hart, 1985: 124). This viewpoint emphasises the significance of comprehending the dynamics of economic interchange as well as the manner in which various societies and cultures interact with one another in determining human progress. In recent years, there has also been a rising understanding of the significance of addressing the intersectionality of development and its impact on marginalized communities, as well as the importance of considering future generations' well-being.

Another criticism levelled against the notion of human progress is that it is founded on a linear perspective of history, which posits that human societies have advanced in a linear fashion toward a preset endpoint. Economic anthropologists, on the other hand, think that human civilizations are always evolving and adapting to their conditions, with no set goal. The idea of human development, according to David Graeber, is founded on the premise that history is a tale of inexorable progress toward a better future, which obscures the intricacies and diversity of human experience (Graeber, 2011).
Technology has made significant breakthroughs in recent years, altering and supplying society with a huge array of new products, services, and possibilities. As a result of this advancement, the globe has become increasingly linked, enabling for the exchange of knowledge and communication across the globe. The creation and use of new technologies that increase the efficiency and effectiveness of economic production and consumption is referred to as technological progress. The creation of the wheel, for example, aided transportation and trade in ancient times, whilst the printing press in the 15th century revolutionised communication and education (Diamond, 1997). The introduction of the plough in ancient times enabled early human societies to farm more efficiently and produce more food, which led to population expansion and urbanisation (Boserup, 1965). The industrial revolution brought about significant technological advancements in areas such as machinery, transportation, and communication from the 18th to the 20th centuries, resulting in significant changes in the way societies and economies were organised and goods were produced and distributed (Marx, 1867). These innovations enhanced production and efficiency, resulting in the expansion of large-scale enterprises and the emergence of urbanisation (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). More recently, developments in information technology have had a significant influence on how economies operate. The internet and the expansion of digital technology have enabled the development of new kinds of communication and commerce, as well as new industries and employment (Castells, 1996).

Economic anthropology, on the other hand, emphasises the constraints of technological growth. Some anthropologists, for example, claim that the adoption of new technology may have negative repercussions for specific groups of people, such as those who are displaced or marginalised because of the changes (Sahlins, 1972). It has the potential to promote inequality since certain groups or individuals may have more access to or profit from new technology. Moreover, anthropologists have pointed out that technical progress may lead to the depletion of natural resources, pollution, environmental degradation, and nuclear weapons, all of which have disastrous effects for human civilization and the environment (Diamond, 2005). Furthermore, it may result in job displacement when automation and other technology improvements replace human labour in some areas (Acemoglu & Restrepo, 2018). Finally, technological advancement has been identified as a source of social isolation and addiction to technology, both of which can have detrimental consequences for mental and physical well-being in relationships (Turkle, 2011).
Another facet of human progress is cultural progress. The evolution of beliefs, attitudes, and practises that shape human civilizations is referred to as cultural progress. Economic anthropologists have acknowledged the importance of cultural achievements in moulding human civilizations, as they offer the social and institutional framework that allows people to collaborate and organise themselves to create and distribute goods and services. Cultural developments, according to economic anthropologist Clifford Geertz, have enabled human civilizations to build elaborate symbolic systems that aid in understanding and making sense of the world (Geertz, 1973). For instance, the establishment of cities and governments, the construction of legal systems, and the development of literature, art, and music are all significant cultural achievements that have contributed to the richness and diversity of human society. Economic anthropologists have observed that cultural norms and institutions are continually evolving and adjusting to new situations. Furthermore, various cultures may have different notions about what constitutes development, and there is sometimes a lack of agreement across civilizations about what is regarded ethically acceptable. Furthermore, because there is so much variance across civilizations and cultures, different cultures have established distinct economic systems and practises that reflect their individual values and beliefs (Polanyi, 1957). Some civilizations, have created gift-giving economies in which commodities and services are exchanged based on social duties and connections (Mauss, 1925). Other civilizations have created market economies in which the trade of goods and services is based on supply and demand principles (Smith, 1776). Additionally, the growth of trade and commerce influenced the formation of cultures and communities. The Silk Road, for example, fostered the exchange of goods and ideas, resulting in the spread of Buddhism and the development of cosmopolitan cultures in cities such as Chang'an (Xian) and Alexandria (Frank, 1998).

Economic anthropology, on the other hand, emphasises the constraints of cultural advancement. It is critical to acknowledge that cultural change may be a cause of conflict and tension. Some anthropologists, for example, feel that certain cultural traditions might be repressive or discriminatory and that they should be questioned and reformed (Fanon, 1961). Furthermore, anthropologists have noted that external pressures such as colonialism and globalisation can impact cultural behaviours, leading to the repression and degradation of indigenous cultures (Wolf, 1982). These challenges underline the need of considering the social and political ramifications of cultural growth rather than focusing just on cultural activities.
Some claim that moral progress has occurred over time, with a greater emphasis on individual rights, equality, and social justice. Others say that throughout human history, there have been recurrent moral failings such as slavery, colonialism, and genocide.   The progression of human ideals and ethical concepts such as fairness, justice, and compassion is referred to as moral progress. Moral progress, according to economic anthropologists, is vital for the functioning of communities because it offers the ethical framework that regulates human behaviours and interactions. Economic systems are about more than simply the trade of commodities and services; they are about the values and moral principles that govern these exchanges as well (Polanyi, 1957). Moral growth may be seen in the development of fair-trade systems and the promotion of social and environmental sustainability, Slavery abolition, women's suffrage, and civil rights movements are all instances of moral development in human societies. Moral progress is also a complicated and contentious topic, since various civilizations have distinct moral codes and norms that regulate economic conduct (Durkheim, 1893). Some cultures, for example, have strong norms of collaboration and sharing, whilst others have norms of rivalry and individuality (Gouldner, 1970).
However, economic anthropology emphasises the limitations of moral progress. Some anthropologists, for example, suggest that some moral codes and values might be repressive or discriminatory, and that these codes and values should be questioned and modified (Fanon, 1961). Furthermore, anthropologists have noted that external pressures like as colonisation and globalisation can alter moral codes and ideals, leading to the disintegration of traditional moral systems (Wolf, 1982). As a result, moral progress does not necessarily equate to an increase in general living conditions or economic growth.

Economists have long struggled to comprehend the gap between technical, cultural, and moral progress. Technological growth is frequently viewed as a precursor to cultural and moral improvement since new technology offer more chances for people to engage with one another, resulting in enhanced cultural and moral development. This link, however, is not always straightforward. When new technology are used to build weapons of mass destruction, technological advancement can lead to a deterioration in moral standards. As a result, understanding the link between technological, cultural, and moral growth is critical to ensuring that progress benefits society. From the standpoint of economic anthropology, technological, cultural, and moral development may be viewed as a complex and dynamic interplay of several variables. "The interplay of technology, culture, and morality is a crucial factor in progress," writes C Isenhour in Economic Anthropology (2016). (p.167). Culture and morals have a strong impact on technology, which is generally viewed as a driving force of advancement. As a result, technology, culture, and morality are closely intertwined and must all be considered when considering the topic of progress. A new technology, for example, may represent a significant breakthrough in terms of efficiency, but if it is not accompanied by a cultural change toward more sustainable behaviours and moral ideals, it may not result in long-term success. As a result, economic anthropology recommends that in order to make meaningful progress, all three factors must be considered.

In conclusion, speaking of human progress through the ages is meaningful from the perspective of economic anthropology, but it is important to understand that progress is a complex, contested, and multifaceted concept that can be denoted and shaped by a variety of factors. Economic anthropologists have demonstrated that various civilizations have different notions about what defines progress and what is considered as desirable, therefore what counts as progress in one place may not qualify as progress in another. As a result, the term must be understood in relation to the specific culture in issue, as well as a fluid and continually growing process. It is useful to make a distinction between technological, cultural and moral progress, as they are all interconnected and impacts one another in intricate ways. In essence, they are all significant forms of progress that have contributed to human civilization' general wellbeing.
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