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MORAL PROGRESS AND SOCIAL REALITY

What is Ethics or Morality and what does moral progress mean?

❑ Morality seeks out right action or (via Socrates) “how we ought to live”.

❑ “Moral judgments must be backed by good reasons; … morality requires

the impartial consideration of each individual’s interests” (James Rachels &

Stuart Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 2010, p.10, emphasis added)

❑ Moral progress is “the improvement in the survival and flourishing of

sentient beings”    (Michael Shermer, The Moral Arc: How Science and Reason Lead

Humanity Toward Truth, Justice and Freedom, 2015, p.12)

❑ Moral progress involves the use of reason and expanding the circle of 

empathy to embrace the value of a good life for people everywhere.
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❑ Martin Luther King Jr delivered this 1965 speech outside the capitol in 

Montgomery, Alabama following the five days march from Selma. 
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“The arc of the moral 

universe is long, but it 

bends toward justice”

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

“We Shall Overcome” Speech

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VeHNb

GE3tJw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VeHNbGE3tJw
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❑ Martin Luther King Jr delivered this 1965 speech outside the capitol in 

Montgomery, Alabama following the five days march from Selma. 

➢ “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice”

❑ Dr King was referencing the words of Theodore Parker, 19th Century 

abolitionist preacher who provided this optimistic view in 1853.

➢ “I do not pretend to understand the moral universe; the arc is a long one, my eye 

reaches but little ways; I cannot calculate the curve and complete the figure by 

experience of sight; I can divine it by conscience. And from what I see I am sure it 

bends towards justice” (Ten Sermons of Religion, Sermon III: Of Justice and Conscience)
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MORAL PROGRESS CRITERIA

“It is not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the 

whole world to the scratching of my finger. It is not contrary

to reason for me to choose my total ruin, to prevent the least

uneasiness of an Indian or person wholly unknown to me.”

(David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 1739-40, Book 2 Part 3 Sec 3 Para 6)

❑ Moral progress involves acceptance, to an extent, of the moral equality

of all human beings, concern for others, and protecting rights or interests 

of people everywhere through national and transnational laws or action.

How would "a man of humanity in Europe" respond to a major calamity 

like a devastating earthquake affecting people far away compared to 

his own discomfort? (Adam Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1759 Chap 3)
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MORAL PROGRESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS

❑ Human Rights are high priority moral claims which correspond to duties

for others to protect basic freedoms or provide for vital human needs.
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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

was adopted by the UN in December 1948 

with no opposing votes after World War Two.

The UDHR reflects a "universal recognition that 

basic rights and fundamental freedoms are 

inherent to all human beings, inalienable and 

equally applicable to everyone, and that 

every one of us is born free and equal in 

dignity and rights“ & led to a body of legally 

binding international human rights treaties.

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights +

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights +  UDHR  =  International Bill of Human Rights
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❑ US, UK, and global Abolitionist, Civil Rights, Women’s Rights, Gay Rights, 

Indigenous Rights Movements, among others, have advocated for and 

achieved significant moral progress for diverse individuals and groups.

❑ Improved gender equity (women better educated, earning more, have 

greater power and influence); increased life expectancy, more children 

engaged in early childhood education, but rising incarceration rates for 

Indigenous people (Australia) and higher rates for people of colour (US).

❑ Decline in poverty worldwide, lower homicide rates (100 in 100K in the 

Middle Ages to 1 in 100K in the West today), death penalty and torture 

outlawed in most countries, falling global rates of violent crime.

MORAL PROGRESS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
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MORAL PROGRESS AND SOCIAL HARMS

❑ Moral progress is also indicated by reductions in the social harms 

experienced by individuals and groups in most contemporary societies.

❑ Deeming some lives to be less worthwhile formed the basis of racist and 

discriminatory policies in many countries: slavery was practiced in UK 1562 

to 1807, US from 1619 to 1865 and Australia from 1860s to 1930s/1950s (NT).

❑ Legalised racial discrimination, slavery, forced sterilisation, homosexuality 

being criminalised, legal bans on same-sex marriage were removed from 

legal statutes in the 20th and 21st Century in most (some in all) countries.
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SOUTH AFRICA: MORAL PROGRESS?
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“In many ways, this book is not about the politicians who are

turning the ANC and Nelson Mandela’s legacy into a nightmare.

It is about all of us, South Africans, who keep quiet when our voices

are needed.” (Justice Malala, We have now begun our descent, 2015)

Thabo 

Mbeki

“Poverty, Inequality and 

Looting: Everything You 

Need to Know About 

South Africa's Protests”

(Global Citizen, July 2021)

https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/everything-you-need-to-know-south-africa-protests/


SOUTH AFRICA: MORAL PROGRESS?

“South Africa can either choose to have an ANC government or it 

can have a modern industrial economy. It cannot have both” 

(R.W. Johnson, How Long Will South Africa Survive?, 2015)

1948 Election of National Party, Apartheid Era; 1955 Freedom 

Charter, vision for united, non-racial, democratic South Africa

1994 First Democratic Elections, African National Congress Govt.

1995 Truth and Reconciliation Commission, restorative justice

2009 Jacob Zuma; 2018 Cyril Ramaphosa elected President
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“In many ways, this book is not about the politicians who are

turning the ANC and Nelson Mandela’s legacy into a nightmare.

It is about all of us, South Africans, who keep quiet when our voices

are needed.” (Justice Malala, We have now begun our descent, 2015)

Kgalema 

Motlanthe

Thabo 

Mbeki



MORAL PROGRESS IN AUSTRALIA

❑ May 1967 Australian Referendum supports equality for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples, with a record 93% of the vote in favour.
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❑ Nicky Winmar famously protested against racial 

vilification at the hands of Collingwood supporters 

during a match at Victoria Park, Melbourne in 1993.

❑ 13 February 2008 Prime Minister Kevin Rudd made a 

formal apology to Australia’s Indigenous peoples, 

particularly to the Stolen Generations whose lives 

had been blighted by past government policies of 

forced child removal and Indigenous assimilation.

❑ 9 December 2017 Marriage Equality became law 

after majority support (61.6%) in a postal survey.



GLOBAL CONFLICT: MORAL LESSONS?

❑ Moral progress is based on human flourishing and individual freedoms, in 

many cases, and equally on survival and reductions in violence and wars.

❑ International law clearly identifies humanitarian interventions as ‘Just Wars’ 

and some justified action in Afghanistan to root out Al Qaeda terror bases.

❑ Russian President Vladimir Putin said lessons of the Russian departure from 

Afghanistan in 1989 was that foreign values cannot be imposed by force.

➢ ”Any such socio-political experiments have never been crowned with success and only lead 

to the destruction of states, and the degradation of their political and social systems” (Putin)

➢ “Democracy is not like Coca Cola, a syrup that can be distributed around the world” 

(Chinese Foreign Affairs Spokesperson, also on SBS World News, Saturday 21 August 2021)
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WAR: BATTLE-RELATED DEATHS

Philosophy Matters – January 2021



MORAL PROGRESS AND STRANGERS
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❑ Moral progress is neither uniform in different places nor over time spans, it 

precisely relies on personal and political commitments and our values.

❑ Moral failures and social issues abound due to abiding self-interest, racism, 

sexism, homophobia, religious and ideological fanaticism, and more.

❑ For example, US policing targets crime via ‘traffic stops’ with Kansas City 

gun seizure experiments (1970s, failed, 1990s, locally successful) adopted 

nationally and some 55,000 a day or 20 million stops a year now in the US.

❑ Our inability to understand or talk to strangers gives rise to direct or indirect 

harms like the death of Sandra Bland, stopped after leaving her new job 

at Prairie View University, Texas, taking her own life in jail days later in 2015.



MORAL PROGRESS CONCLUSIONS
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❑ Moral progress is evidenced over decades and centuries, by and large, 

through improvements in “the survival and flourishing of sentient beings”.

❑ There are no guarantees for moral progress to continue in any given time 

or place as it depends on individual, social or political debate and action.

❑ Moral progress depends on key humane values like empathy, inclusion, 

diversity, and promoting the worth of all people in the global community.

❑ Ethical, social and religious progress is possible in the quest for a moral 

compass based on “logos” rather than “mythos” since the Axial Age.



MORAL PROGRESS READINGS
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❑ Malcolm Gladwell (2019), Talking to Strangers: What We Should Know about 

the People We Don’t Know

❑ Kenan Malik (2014), The Quest for a Moral Compass: A Global History of Ethics

❑ Steven Pinker (2018), Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, 

Humanism, and Progress

❑ James Rachels & Stuart Rachels (2010), The Elements of Moral Philosophy

❑ John Rawls (1971/1999), A Theory of Justice; (2001) Justice as Fairness

❑ Michael Shermer (2015), The Moral Arc: How Science and Reason Lead 

Humanity Toward Truth, Justice and Freedom
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MORAL PROGRESS VIEWING
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Steven Pinker and Rebecca Newberger Goldstein: The long reach of reason

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uk7gKixqVNU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uk7gKixqVNU

