


370  FEDERICO BINA 
 

  

The paper develops as follows. In section (1) I clarify the main differences 
distinguishing this concept from other, related ones, and introduce a distinction 
between two possible understandings ð namely, moral progress as morally desirable 
change and as progress in morality (1.1). I then outline a minimal theoretical 
framework including four requirements that I will argue any theory of moral 
progress should meet (1.2). In (2) I emphasize the need for normative and 
axiological ethical reflection in moral progress theory, also by responding to a recent 
ônon-idealõ objection to this approach. In (3) I expose my original view on the issue, 
setting the ground for an agency-based theory of moral progress. According to this 
view, referring to the values of agency and autonomy ð in terms of their increased 
exercise as a result (3.1) and as a driver (3.2) of socio-moral change ð is a reliable 
proxy to justify progressive shifts and to accommodate problems of alternative 
criteria for moral progress. 

1. THE IDEA OF MORAL PROGRESS 

1.1. Conceptual and comparative analysis 

According to a minimal conception, òMoral progress occurs when a subsequent 
state of affairs is better than a preceding one, or when right acts become increasingly 
prevalentó (Jamieson 2002, 318). This definition, however, seems far too minimal 
and vague, and asks for further specification. ôBetterõ how? What ôrightõ acts? And 
what justifies considering them as such? 

Before presenting a more structured framework including four essential 
elements that I will argue any theory of moral progress should contain, letõs briefly 
consider what the concept of moral progress is not, and how it differs from related 
concepts. First, the idea of moral progress is different from that of ômereõ moral 
change. Moral change can be conceived of as a system of historical processes 
concerning shifts in moral institutions, practices, beliefs, emotions, theories; these 
systematic changes can be observed and analyzed with a descriptive and (as much 
as possible) non-evaluative, non-normative, non-prescriptive attitude. Theories of 
moral change aim at describing and explaining these processes; on the contrary, the 
idea of moral progress is an evaluative concept, which expresses a morally positive 
evaluation of instances of change. As we will see in a moment, moral progress can 
be the evaluation of instances of both moral and non-strictly moral change, and here 
resides one of the main sources of controversies and misunderstanding in the 
contemporary debate. 

The idea of moral progress is also different from the idea of moral development 
(see Schinkel & De Ruyter 2017). Technically, the latter refers to the ontogenetic 
process by which individuals develop morally relevant cognitive and behavioral 
traits, in the sense that they directly concern ð and on them it depends ð their own 
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moral outlook on the world.1 Classic research in developmental psychology has 
suggested that moral development follows relatively rigid genetic stages ð each 
specifically characterized in terms of, e.g., empathic and/or reasoning abilities ð, 
typically moving from self-centered and egocentric to more empathic, controlled, 
imaginative, universalist, care-based perspectives (Hoffman 2000; Kohlberg 1981; 
1984; Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues 2022), despite significant 
disagreement among theories and relevant individual and cultural differences. 
Although moral development plays an important role in the dynamics of moral 
progress (and vice versa), two main aspects differentiate the two:  

- Moral development should be understood, like moral change, as a 
process that can be observed, understood and described in non-
evaluative terms;  

- Moral development refers to the ontogenetic evolution of single 
individualsõ morally relevant cognitive and behavioral traits ð of course, 
unfolding in communities through social learning and experiences ð from 
early infancy to adulthood. 

On the contrary, moral progress typically refers to broader historical and societal 
moral shifts (Buchanan & Powell 2018, 47). 

Partly analogous considerations can be made for the concept of moral learning. 
The concept of moral learning can also be reasonably non-evaluative, and it differs 
from moral development for its reference to more abstract cognitive and/or 
computational processes of value acquisition and representation that are not 
necessarily limited to the early moral, social and cognitive development of humans 
or other animals. Moral learning processes also occur later in life, and some of their 
computational underpinnings can be modeled by drawing on formal methods such 
as Bayesian inference, reinforcement learning, and other machine learning 
techniques (Cushman, Kumar & Railton 2017).  

A final important consideration is in order about the meaning of ômoralõ in the 
aforementioned concepts. On the one hand, in the cases of moral change, 
development, and learning, the word ômoralõ has a descriptive, non-evaluative 
meaning: all these concepts typically refer to historical processes regardless of their 
being considered good or bad, desirable or not.2 Specifically, the concepts of moral 
change, development, and learning are not evaluative in a ôpositiveõ sense: we can 

 
1 Even losing 100 euros can be ômorally significantõ, but not in enabling and shaping oneõs moral development or 

outlook. 
2 Defining ómoralityô and what is ómoralô is a particularly complex task. However, while people might disagree 

about what morality is in descriptive terms (as a bio-cultural phenomenon, institution, set of practices, etc.) this does 
not imply that this disagreement is moral or evaluative in nature, i.e., a disagreement about what is good or bad, 
right or wrong. Morality and related concepts can be understood as a set of real bio-cultural phenomena which exist 
independently of our evaluations, so that disagreement about what morality descriptively is not an instance of moral 
disagreement. To say that morality or some of its components (e.g., moral cognition) exist and are natural facts is 
different from saying that there are moral truths (or facts) in the sense implied by moral realism (see e.g., Joyce 
2007). 
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easily think of good and bad, virtuous and vicious, desirable or not, normal and 
pathological (etc.) examples of these processes. In all these cases, the term ômoralõ 
simply refers to their involving changes in cognitive and behavioral traits, institutions 
(etc.) that are related to our general ð or technical ð accepted understanding of what 
morality is as a bio-cultural, social phenomenon, or that are ômorally relevantõ in a 
very broad, weak, non-evaluative sense.3 

On the other hand, the concept of moral progress is evaluative in a positive sense. 
But where does its evaluative element reside? This issue has been a source of 
disagreement among scholars in the recent debate on moral progress. I suggest 
there can be two main possible readings here. One could attach the main evaluative 
element of the concept of moral progress either in the adjective ômoralõ or in the 
concept of ôprogressõ. Let us briefly see how. 

 
i) Moral progress as ômorally desirable changeõ. Those who defend this view tend 

to attach a positive value to the term ômoralõ. When speaking of moral progress, 
they implicitly rely on a normative conception of morality and what is moral. Hence, 
according to this view, the idea of moral progress refers to historical processes: 

- Whose main subject of change and whose primary progressive element(s) 
can also be not intrinsically related to morality; 

- Which are also ômoralõ in the sense of being desirable or welcome from a 
moral point of view.  

Think, for example, of techno-scientific or economic progress. The kinds of 
historical changes these expressions typically refer to are not directly related to 
morality: first, they do not necessarily involve the exercise of, or change in, moral 
agency, reasoning, beliefs, norms, understanding, sentiments or motivation.4 
Second, the criterion by which their ôprogressivenessõ is typically valued is not 
necessarily a moral one: it can be related to how well certain artifacts perform their 
function, to the fact that they make it easier to perform actions or practices, to their 
implications on well-being, etc. (Buchanan & Powell 2018, 48-53; Kumar & 
Campbell, 2022, 177; Sauer 2023). According to this view, the concept of moral 
progress can be applied broadly to many types and cases of social change, if their 
social implications are simply ôwelcomeõ, or desirable from a moral point of view 
(Sauer 2023; Sauer et al. 2021). For instance, according to this understanding, the 
idea of moral progress can be applied to situations in which institutions, social or 
economic systems become more equitable, fair, or produce better consequences in 
terms of subjective well-being. According to this first meaning, the evaluative core 
of the concept of ôprogressõ can be independent of genuinely moral considerations 

 
3 Changes in values or cognitive abilities resulting, for example, from the affirmation of capitalism or new 

technologies can be seen as moral changes, but there is nothing evaluative in this statement. 
4 Here, with òdirectly related to moralityó I mean being related to a non-instrumental concern for the interest of 

other subjects, and to the distribution of burdens and benefits of social interactions. 
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(and grounded, for example, on prudential ones), while the use of the term ômoralõ 
is used in a positive evaluative sense, similarly to its use in the expression ôa moral 
personõ. 

 
ii) Moral progress as ôprogress in moralityõ. A second possibility consists of 

locating the main evaluative element of the concept of moral progress in the term 
ôprogressõ, and to conceive of the word ômoralõ with the same descriptive attitude we 
should have ð as argued above ð towards concepts such as moral change, moral 
development, and moral learning: that is, to refer to processes and changes in 
institutions, norms, sentiments (etc.) that are directly related to morality, in the sense 
that they constitute the main elements of morality as a bio-cultural phenomenon 
that can be also studied from a naturalistic standpoint. According to this use of the 
concept, the idea of moral progress is closer to that of ôprogress in moralityõ (see 
Kumar & Campbell 2022, 179). 

A few contributions to the recent debate on moral progress have reflected on this 
important but often neglected distinction, first emphasized by Buchanan & Powell 
(2018). Both Buchanan & Powell (2018) and Kumar & Campbell (2022) consider 
this distinction important to understanding the concept of moral progress, and both 
conceive of types of the second kind ð progress in morality, moral capacities, or the 
ômoral mindsõ of humans ð as a privileged kind of moral progress, if not the most 
important and the only ôgenuineõ or ôproperõ one (Buchanan & Powell 2018, 63; 
Kumar & Campbell 2017, 179). Nonetheless, none of these authors provides a 
convincing justification for why such a distinction should be considered important, 
except for its undeniable intuitive appeal (Buchanan & Powell, 51). Such a lack of 
justification has been recently emphasized by Hanno Sauer (2023, 3.6), who 
highlighted several inconsistencies entailed by accepting a sharp distinction between 
these two meanings of moral progress ð ôbroadõ vs. ônarrowõ ð, concluding on the 
fundamental inadequacy and uselessness of the distinction (see also Kitcher 2017, 
53). One of the aims of this paper is to add further critical insights to this discussion, 
trying to understand whether this distinction is justified from a normative-evaluative 
standpoint (Section 3.2). Before doing that, let us consider the basic elements that 
any sound theory of moral progress should include.  

 

1.2. A meta-theoretical framework 

In what follows, I provide a meta-theoretical framework including a few minimal 
criteria that any reasonable theory of moral progress should satisfy. This framework 
is meta-theoretical (or methodological) in the sense that it does not pose substantive 
constraints on what should count as moral progress, but rather on how the issue 
should be addressed by any theoretical project. 
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I suggest that any account of moral progress should include the following four 
theoretical elements:  

1) A normative-evaluative standard to assess when, whether, and why trends or 
instances of moral-social change are morally progressive. Such a standard should 
work as a reliable proxy to state when-whether-why a state of affairs, institution, or 
character x at t1 is morally ôbetterõ compared to a previous configuration of x at t0 
(ôintra-comparisonõ) or compared to another entity y (ôinter-comparisonõ) either in 
the same period or in a different one (Rßnnow-Rasmussen 2017). 

2) A value theory that provides independent justification for the normative-
evaluative standard and specifies the relations between intrinsic and extrinsic values. 
Value theory can be conceived of as òan abstract structure that specifies a set of 
fundamental values that, when conjoined with propositions about particular people, 
societies and so forth, implies a nested hierarchy of less fundamental valuesó 
(Jamieson 2002, 327). Jamieson calls òmore fundamental values ôdeep valuesõ, and 
less fundamental values ôshallow valuesõ. Values can stand in relations of ôdeeperõ 
and ôshallowerõ with respect to each otheró (Ibid.). While this lexicon òmay sound 
foundationalist [...] this way of representing a theory of value is consistent with 
alternative models, such as coherentist onesó (327-328, footnote 29).5  

The normative-evaluative standard is crucial for stating whether, when and why 
a state of affairs, institution, or character is morally better than others (mostly, 
previous configurations of it). This standard should serve as the normative reference 
for determining whether an instance of change is morally progressive; and as a clear 
and consistent (albeit fallible) criterion to morally evaluate different states of affairs, 
institutions, or persons (inter-comparison) or the same object of evaluation in 
different moments in time (intra-comparison).  

Despite significant overlapping on several moral issues, different normative views 
and value theories may disagree about the progressiveness of specific instances of 
socio-moral change, in light of the weight and priority they attribute to different 
goods and goals. Moreover, while some classic and general normative ethical 
standards, such as increase in population welfare (cf. Evans 2017), gains in social 
equality, and moral inclusiveness can be appropriate criteria to roughly assess the 
progressiveness of moral shifts (see Kitcher 2011; Luco 2019; Sauer 2023, chapter 
5; Scanlon 2018; Singer 1981/2011), each of them also present important 
limitations. I will argue that these limits can be explained and corrected by 
attributing a prior role to the respect for, or increase of, agency and decisional 
autonomy in the evaluation of historical moral shifts. As I will argue in Section 3, 
such a reference to the value of agency-autonomy provides:  

- A coherent and unifying justification for more ôshallowõ normative criteria 
of moral progress ð such as gains in equality and well-being ð with which to 
judge instances of moral change as progressive (and to shed light on the main 

 
5 For a similar view, see Brink (1989, chapters 5 and 8). 
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limitations of alternative criteria). To put it differently, agency is the intrinsic 
value that is promoted in instances of moral progress, and equality and well-
being are valuable because, and only when, they increase agency; 

- A reliable criterion to distinguish between different degrees of worth in 
instances of moral progress, correcting too coarse-grained distinctions 
between ôsocialõ and ômoralõ, ôwideõ and ônarrowõ moral progress (or 
ôdesirable social changeõ and ômoral progress strictly speakingõ);  

- A reliable criterion to distinguish between more and less stable instances of 
moral progress; 

- A reliable criterion to guarantee pluralism and openness to revision on the 
normative-evaluative level, while overcoming the theoretical and practical 
limitations resulting from the excessive fragmentation and lack of clear 
normative-evaluative guidelines of the most recent and influential theories of 
moral progress. 

3) A set of reliable assessment tools to evaluate whether and to what extent the 
change or trend under evaluation is an instantiation of the evaluative-normative 
standard of reference, as well as whether promoting or realizing extrinsic values 
actually promotes or realizes intrinsic value(s). Reliable assessment tools are 
fundamental in a theory of moral progress, since without them it would be hard to 
assess the actual progressiveness of moral shifts in light of given normative-evaluative 
standards. For example, to evaluate the moral progress of a society in terms of 
increased agency-autonomy, we would need to determine how these constructs are 
operationalized and measured. Several measures can be used, including quantitative 
measures of political and economic freedom, statistical analysis of qualitative data 
(such as surveys of individualsõ perceptions of their own autonomy and agency), 
comparative historical analysis, case studies, interviews, and so forth. Once the 
constructs are operationalized, several statistical tools can be used to assess, for 
instance, whether a society presents higher levels of individual autonomy and agency 
than before, as well as correlations and/or causal relations between measures of 
agency, equality, well-being, and/or more inclusivist and democratic institutions 
(Welzel 2013)6. 

4) Finally, a reliable descriptive theory of moral change (non-evaluative) is 
necessary to understand how moral shifts actually occur (both desirable and 
undesirable, progressive and regressive, as well as those characterized by greater 
normative-evaluative uncertainty). Without reliable scientific explanations of how 
moral change did (or did not) occur in the past, it would be hard to develop effective 

 
6 As Sauer notices, such a view ñinvolves very strong commitments to the possibility of moral comparisons 

between cultures: [...] societies in which children are beaten, most women disenfranchised, most men oppressed, 
and which are joyless, impoverished hellholes (think of various theocracies or authoritarian regimes today or 
throughout history) are less morally developed than some existing alternativesò (Sauer 2023, 53). 
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strategies for avoiding regressive shifts and/or stabilizing or promoting further 
improvements in the present and future (Kumar & Campbell 2022; Kitcher 2021).  

Some of the most paradigmatic instances of moral progress, such as the abolition 
of slavery, the emancipation of women, reduction in racial and ethnic discrimination 
and prejudice, the gradual expansion of human rights, the condemnation of 
aggressive war, greater freedom of expression, increasing concern for the condition 
of non-human animals, future generations, and ecosystems occurred thanks to a 
combination of social movements, shifts in public opinion, theoretical reflection, 
technological and economic change, favorable ecological conditions, and more. A 
realistic descriptive theory of moral change should take into account the role and 
relative weight of these factors in specific cases by referring to reliable historical data 
and analytic tools.  

A few final general, methodological considerations on the idea of moral progress 
are in order before outlining a positive view. First, as many contributors to the recent 
debate have stressed, the idea of moral progress has no need to rely on the postulate 
of a perfect or ideal end-state to progress towards. As noted by Sen,  

If a theory of justice is to guide reasoned choice of policies, strategies or 
institutions, then the identification of fully just social arrangements is neither 
necessary nor sufficient. To illustrate, if we are trying to choose between a Picasso 
and a Dal², it is of no help to invoke a diagnosis (even if such a transcendental 
diagnosis could be made) that the ideal picture in the world is the Mona Lisa. [é] 
Indeed, it is not at all necessary to talk about what may be the greatest or most 
perfect picture in the world, to choose between the two alternatives that we are 
facing. Nor is it sufficient, or indeed of any particular help, to know that the Mona 
Lisa is the most perfect picture in the world when the choice is actually between a 
Dal² and a Picasso (Sen 2009, 15).  

 
But this should not lead us to give up reflecting on the normative-evaluative core 

of the idea of moral progress altogether. If we want to understand what makes 
instances of socio-moral change morally progressive, denying the need for a justified 
normative-evaluative standard ð however imperfect ð would be a mistake. Such a 
standard does not have to be understood as ôidealõ or ôteleologicalõ7; on the contrary, 
I suggest conceiving of it in negative, flexible, and open-ended terms, rather than as 
inherently postulating a positive, determined fixed content. According to this view, 
moral improvements should be understood in terms of òa moral betterment relative 
to the status quo, where this does not entail that there is some endpoint against 

 
7 Here I use the term ôteleologicalõ in its evaluative-normative sense according to which the value of an instance of 

change should be measured according to its approaching an end or a goal that has been identified in advance (i.e., to 
ôprogress towardsõ), in contrast to an idea of improvement mainly understood as ôprogress fromõ something. The 
agency-based view I defend here is non-teleological in this specific sense. In line with Kitcherõs pragmatic account of 
moral progress (2021), I prefer conceiving of progressive shifts as emancipative rather than in terms of problem-solving 
(as Kitcher does). To be clear, I am not using ôteleologyõ in the sense that there are some laws or supra-individual 
mechanisms that necessarily (or very likely) will lead humanity towards progress (a thesis defended in Sauer 2023).  
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which improvement is to be gaugedó (Buchanan & Powell 2018, 46). To put it 
differently, moral progress should be mostly understood as emancipation from, 
rather than as improvements towards. As Jaeggi recently observed,  

Equal consideration, inclusion, or democracy (in a Deweyan society that ôgives the 
oppressed a steady voiceõ) is not a reified goal, not something we aim at and might 
gain as a trophy at the end of our journey but a mode of operation, a process (Jaeggi 
2021, 135; see also Kitcher 2011; 2021).  

A second procedural point on which scholars widely agree is that judgments of 
global, all-thing-considered, and long-term historical moral progress should be 
avoided. While in the case of more local and short-term comparisons it is easier to 
identify causal connections between causes and effects, in the case of global 
evaluations too many variables are usually at play (Buchanan & Powell 2018; 
Jamieson 2002; Kitcher 2011, 242; Kumar & Campbell 2022, 181-184; Sauer 2023, 
3.4). Third, it is important to keep in mind that morally progressive and regressive 
shifts can co-occur at the same time (Sauer 2023, 3.9). For example, increase in 
antibiotics administration can be considered both positive and negative, since while 
antibiotics have greatly improved the ability to treat bacterial infections, their 
overuse and misuse can lead to the development of antibiotic-resistant bacteria, 
making it more difficult to effectively treat infections in the future, leading to the 
destruction of beneficial bacteria in the body, with serious negative impacts on 
overall health.8 An even more relevant and paradigmatic type of ambivalence 
concerns unequal increase in economic well-being. While this may appear as 
morally progressive for those who benefit from it (Evans 2017; McCloskey 2010, 
26; Sauer 2023, 5.1), inequality in wealth also typically creates or exacerbates 
differences in autonomy and social power between people and societies 
(Bornschier 2002; Piketty & Saez 2003; 2014). In what follows, I offer some insights 
to address the problem of evaluating ambivalent cases like these.  

2. A ôNON-IDEALõ CHALLENGE 

So, when and why can we justifiably say that a state of things, institution, or 
character x at t1 is better than its previous configuration of properties at t0 with respect 
to morality? As stated above, moral progress is an evaluative concept; one of the 
core claims of this paper is that accounts and judgments of moral progress should 
be explicit about the normative-evaluative premises, principles, or intuitions they 
rely on. This operation demands, first, reference to more ôsuperficialõ or ôshallowõ 
normative-evaluative standards to assess progressive moral shifts, and which can, 

 
8 Easterbrook (2018) mentions the case of progress in the construction of weapons systems: while weapons like 

missiles and bombs have become more precise and deadlier over time, they have also become much safer to use 
(155). 
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prima facie, justify why they are progressive. Second, accounts and judgments of 
moral progress should be clear about their ôdeeperõ or more ôfundamentalõ 
evaluative core, i.e., the value theory they rely on (cf. Jamieson 2002, 327-328). That 
is: What is it that matters morally that makes it reasonable to deem socio-moral 
shifts progressive?  

This project has been surprisingly underestimated by recent accounts of moral 
progress. Except for a few scholars, like Singer (1981/2022), Evans (2017), Luco 
(2019), most of the contributors to the contemporary debate do not engage in the 
project of justifying moral progress judgments via normative-ethical and axiological 
reflection, preferring to develop multi-parametric indexes, descriptive typologies, 
and lists of paradigmatic instances of moral progress (Buchanan & Powell 2018; 
Jamieson 2002; Sauer 2023)9. These weaker philosophical projects contribute to an 
improvement in our understanding both of the dynamics of moral change and of 
the main theoretical problems involved in the idea of moral progress; however, they 
can only moderately help us to point out which instances of change can be 
considered progressive (e.g. among novel and ônon-paradigmaticõ ones) and, 
especially, why. In other words, they only provide very ôshallowõ and coarse-grained 
tools to evaluate socio-moral shifts, often providing no ôdeeperõ moral justification 
of why those types or instances of moral or social change can be considered 
progressive. Several scholars have justified their choice not to engage in this kind of 
ethical inquiry on different bases.  

One of the most radical objections against the idea that we should justify our 
evaluative judgments about socio-moral change via normative ethical reasoning and 
value theory has been recently raised and defended by Victor Kumar and 
Richmond Campbell (2022). In their book on evolution and moral progress, 
Kumar and Campbell argue that such a demand for justification and for a ògeneral 
ethical theory that explains why some changes are progressive and why others are 
regressiveó (189) is an overly skeptical move, that relies on an old-fashioned and 
incorrect way of doing ethics. According to Kumar and Campbell, traditional ethical 
theories ð understood as generalizations that are supposed to justify more specific 
moral evaluations ð are òlofty idealizations that lie beyond the limits of human 
knowledgeó (190) and such an òethical code is, to say the least, very hard to come 
byó (ibid.). Indeed, they add, òa universal ethical theory is much more controversial 
than what is being asked to justifyó (197). 

 
9 The most paradigmatic cases of moral progress on which virtually everyone (at least in the philosophical 

literature) agrees are: the abolition and repudiation of slavery; the reduction of discrimination and prejudice based 
on ethnicity and race; the emancipation of women; reduction in the stigmatization and increased acceptance of gay 
people; the decline and condemnation of aggressive war, colonialism, apartheid, exploitation, and violence towards 
Indigenous people; abolition of the most cruel forms of punishment; the extension of political participation rights; 
greater freedom of expression and from religious persecution (see Buchanan & Powell 2018, 47-48; Kumar & 
Campbell 2022, 181). A more controversial case is the better treatment of nonhuman animals ï considered by some 
an instance of progress (Buchanan & Powell 2018, 47), but by several others one of the clearest instances of moral 
regress (Huemer 2019; Kumar & Campbell 2022, 181; Sauer 2023, 2.3), because of the increasing number of non-
human animals suffering from human causes (Fitzgerald 2008; Ritchie et al. 2017; 2023).  
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Yet it seems that Kumar and Campbell are also skeptics here, in a quasi-fideistic 
way. Since human limited rational capacities cannot grasp the moral truth ð nor any 
other kind of more abstract, reliable, independent justification for moral judgments 
ð we should stop inquiring and rely on uncontroversial truths concerning a few 
particular instances of moral progress. In their view, these truths are not revealed 
by God or any other transcendent entity, but they are vindicated by the rational 
evolutionary processes that led humanity to unveil and realize them:  

morality is the product of Darwinian processes that are much smarter than any 
individual, smarter indeed than any group of individuals engaged in collaborative 
reasoning [...] Darwinian processes have crafted a much more worthwhile system than 
any that humans are capable of inventing on their own. [...] It may seem as though 
you can build your morality from scratch, but this is an illusion (191).  

I do not disagree with the final sentence of this passage, but it would be way too 
optimistic to believe that all our moral systems, institutions, beliefs and attitudes are 
justified by their evolutionary history. Fortunately, however, we can evaluate our 
received judgments in light of independent considerations and standards, and revise 
them even radically (Brink 1989; 2014; Greene 2017; Singer 2005). Human agency 
and reasoning abilities have been able to produce fairly ôsmartõ stuff too, and in 
much shorter time spans than those needed by natural selection; and that is not 
entirely explainable in Darwinian, selectionist terms (Buchanan & Powell 2015; 
Singer 2005; 1981/2011). 

Kumar and Campbell correctly remark that òMoral conclusions cannot be drawn 
from purely factual premisesó, but this seems what they are doing, in two 
problematic ways. First, they seem to violate their own warning not to trespass the 
fact/value distinction by claiming that evolutionary processes are ôsmartõ and biased 
towards progress (196; for a more systematic defense of a similar teleological view, 
see Sauer 2023). Such a view could be acceptable if they provided independent 
ethical reasons to ground the normative-evaluative core of their idea of progress: in 
that way, showing that evolutionary processes progressively promote it or realize it 
(albeit never completely and perfectly) would be a feasible theoretical strategy. But 
by avoiding any normative-evaluative discussion and justification, their theory of 
moral progress remains a sophisticated theory of moral change, but not a convincing 
theory of progress. 

Second, Kumar and Campbell claim to adopt a ônon-idealõ approach to moral 
progress theory, as well as to philosophical ethics more broadly. This strategy 
consists in starting from relatively uncontroversial moral judgments and 
paradigmatic cases of moral progress ð e.g., that chattel slavery or racial 
subordination are wrong, and their abolition is good and just ð to build ethical 
theories.10 However, by emphasizing that òClear cases of moral progress (and moral 

 
10 Or perhaps just to inform our future experiments in living, since they appear extremely critical about the 

overall utility of any traditional theoretical project. A similar view has been defended in a recent paper by Lea Ypi 
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regress) are the most secure starting place for ethics, much more so than [...] 
universal ethical theories [...]ó (192), Kumar and Campbell seem, again, to cross the 
is/ought line they warn we should not pass. It is true that we cannot formulate our 
moral judgments and theories from scratch ðð we always need to start somewhere 
(Neurath 1921; Rawls 1980; Reichlin 2018). But if we only started from peopleõs 
beliefs and evaluative attitudes about historical shifts and trends ð what are 
commonly seen as clear instances of moral progress by most in a given population 
ð with no reference to independent support to assess the reliability of those beliefs 
and attitudes, this means (once again) to derive moral conclusions from factual 
premises, as any judgment of the form òx is good/right for population Pó is. It also 
means to have a too optimistic consideration of commonsense morality ð an 
overconfidence that risks leading to conservative implications (cf. Singer 1974). To 
infer that something is good or right from the fact that we, many people, or our 
ancestors consider it self-evidently good or right is notably one of the most 
problematic fallacies and conservative methodologies in ethics (Hare 1952, 41-44 
and 81-93; 1963, 30-35; 1972; 1981, 17; Hume 1739/2000; Mackie 1977, 68 and 
72; Nowell-Smith 1957, 35-38).11 

Although certain cases or issues may be less morally controversial than others, 
simply referring to self-evidence about the correctness of particular judgments, 
received opinion, or superficial agreement is usually ruled out from acceptable 
methods for moral justification (Brink 1989; Hare 1972; Harris 2012; Singer 1974; 
2005; Scanlon 1998). This is relevant for historical evaluations, since if history, 
cultural evolution and progress are even just partly under human control, it would 
be useful to develop intersubjectively justified tools or procedures for the 
collaborative assessment of future challenges and changes.  

Without an explicit reflection on the normative-evaluative core of our moral 
judgments, independent of the descriptive inquiry that aims to explain them, both 
the evaluation of past events and the definition of prospective strategies to promote 
progress and avoid regress seem to lack any normative criterion beyond contextual 
evaluative attitudes and beliefs. Kumar and Campbell are optimistic that their non-
ideal approach might also identify strategies to promote further progress in light of 
how it has been achieved in the past (2022, 193). In their view, their non-ideal, 
naturalistic methodology consists of vindicating moral shifts in light of their being 
rationally driven (195-198): moral change is progressive when it is rationally 
promoted. On this account, we just need to empirically assess when moral and 
social changes are driven by a rational effort; there is no need to refer to any 

 
(2024), where she suggests a personal reading of Kantôs view of moral progress (also significantly filtered by 
Hegelôs reading of Kant). In line with Kumar and Campbell ï and perhaps less faithfully to Kant ï Ypi suggests a 
radically opposite view to the perspective I am offering here. According to Ypi, we need to refer to the progressive 
moral achievements that humanity realized so far in order to justify to the skeptic the normative authority of morality 
(and not vice versa). Unlike Kumar and Campbell, however, Ypi proposes a clearer normative-evaluative criterion 
to assess the progressiveness of moral shifts ï i.e., the progressive realization of the kingdom of ends on earth. 

11 As well as a potentially regressive threat for liberal democracies: see, e.g., Giubilini (2022).   
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traditional ethical theory to assess the progressiveness of socio-moral shifts. This 
strategy, however, presents several limitations. First, Kumar and Campbell are 
introducing here (without noticing or deliberately camouflaging?) a normative 
element ð rationality ð to evaluate moral shifts. But in this way, what they are doing 
comes very close to what they wanted to avoid. Rationality is a normative concept, 
and even a particularly complex and controversial one: it is notably difficult to 
formulate a theory of it ð as they believe it is the case for other normative theories 
ð both in general terms and in its relation to morality (what is rational, and what is 
morally rational?).  

Second, it appears challenging to evaluate whether and when the instances of 
moral progress they have in mind are actually rationally driven or not. How can we 
make such an assessment? Third, we can think of several cases that are ôrationally 
drivenõ in which it is not clear why they should be also considered instances of moral 
progress (e.g. social movements, public policies, wars, scientific and technological 
developments). Of course, this just tells us that rationality might not be a sufficient 
condition for moral progress, but it could still be a necessary one. However, it is not 
even clear that rationality as a driver is present in any case of moral progress (more 
on this below).   

Finally, since it is not clear why rationality should have intrinsic moral value ð it 
might have, rather, merely an instrumental or extrinsic one ð Kumar and Campbell 
should justify their view by engaging, I suppose, in the traditional ethical 
philosophical method that they reject. In the next section, I suggest a partly different 
view. In my account, socio-moral change is progressive when it involves the exercise 
or increase of peopleõs agency and autonomy ð not only when it is rationally driven. 

Note that my critiques should not be understood in a realist, anti-naturalist, or 
foundationalist way, nor as the thesis according to which whoever engages in moral 
progress assessments should necessarily endorse a specific traditional normative or 
value theory. What I am claiming is needed in any theory of moral progress is rather 
the necessity to refer to any reasonable normative-evaluative standard to justify why 
we have reasons to believe that the events or trends we are considering are actually 
progressive: for example, because we can assess, in a specific instance of social or 
moral change, the presence of (or increase in) certain values whose importance 
would not reasonably be denied by anybody involved. After presenting my working 
idea of agency-based moral progress, I will return to some of these criticisms, and 
suggest that such account can accommodate critiques of epistemic arrogance, 
vagueness, and arbitrariness. 

3. AGENCY-BASED MORAL PROGRESS 

Recently, several scientists and intellectuals have suggested that evidence shows 
the world is becoming an increasingly better place in many, valuable respects 
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(Cohen & Zenko 2019; Norberg 2020; Pinker 2018; Rosling 2019) ð some 
specifically emphasizing a few of them, such as economic prosperity (Deaton 2013), 
or the decline of violence (Pinker 2011). Philosophers, however, have provided 
deeper inquiries into the ethical core of humanityõs recent cultural evolution. Are 
there instances of moral progress as well? Is there something like moral progress in 
history?  

Some of the earliest theoretical reflections on the topic in the ethical-analytical 
tradition answered these questions by emphasizing a few fundamental principles to 
account for their ideas of moral progress. For instance, Peter Singer (1981/2011) 
paradigmatically recalled William Leckyõs image of an expanding circle of moral 
concern ð which Singer conceived in utilitarian terms (i.e., in terms of an extended 
benevolent consideration of preferences/interests based on sentience); Ruth 
Macklin (1977) emphasized the increased ôhumanityõ and ôhumanenessõ of social 
and political institutions; Peter Railton (1986) suggested one of the first among many 
naturalistic-functionalist accounts of moral progress that flourished in recent years, 
both in realist (Luco 2019) and anti-realist versions (Kitcher 2011); Michele Moody-
Adams (1999) conceived of moral progress as an improvement in the 
understanding of moral concepts.  

More recent accounts of moral progress share a different approach. In the recent 
works of Buchanan & Powell (2018) and Sauer (2023) we find much richer and 
detailed typologies of moral progress, that is, complex taxonomies including several 
different kinds of progressive moral change. Buchanan and Powell avoid directly 
dealing with normative and axiological issues, except, in a few cases, to criticize 
either utilitarian accounts (such as Singerõs and Railtonõs) or the very project of 
dealing with value theory, which in their view would be a too epistemically arrogant 
and dangerous operation (see Buchanan & Powell 2018, chapter 3). Quite 
differently, Sauer faces the normative-evaluative core of the problem more directly. 
Unlike Buchanan and Powellõs, Sauerõs typology is not just a òmapó: it also identifies 
and discusses some core normative-ethical problems and reasons for and against 
considering criteria such as well-being and equality privileged metrics for moral 
progress. What Sauer does not do, however, is trying to delve more into the 
relations between these and other values and criteria in the context of historical 
moral evaluations.  

The main reason why these authors avoid dealing with normative and axiological 
issues is their common acknowledgement of a fundamental and irresolvable 
pluralism in these territories. According to both views, a theory of moral progress 
should be pluralist in at least three ways:  

(i) it should acknowledge that òthere is or may be a plurality of valid basic 
moral principlesó (Buchanan & Powell 2018, 93);  

(ii) it should not be reduced to just one type of moral progress; 
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(iii) it should characterize moral progress ñin an open-ended, provisional, 
epistemically modest fashion, taking seriously the idea that there can be 
and should be progress in how moral progress itself is conceivedò (ibid., 
376; see also Sauer 2023, 3.10). 

I agree with all these requirements, and in what follows I show that directly 
dealing with the normative-evaluative core of our understanding of moral progress 
does not violate them, as these authors believe.  

The already anticipated emphasis of my account on the value of agency and 
autonomy makes this view an ôagency-basedõ theory of moral progress. Similar views 
have been defended in the recent sociological (Welzel 2013) and philosophical 
discussion about more or less directly related topics, but they also present significant 
differences ðð also because they are not directly concerned with moral progress 
(e.g., Brink 1989; Herman 1993; Raz 1986; Sen 1999).  

The way I conceive of agency here ð its exercise and potential improvements ð 
is mainly descriptive12 and closely related to the idea of social and decisional 
autonomy in practical reasoning and decision-making. What I mostly refer to is the 
(increased) ability to represent possible alternative goals and courses of action, 
causal relations between them and the reasons supporting them, together with the 
abilities to (a) revise value representations in light of new information, and (b) to act 
upon them independently from the influence of social norms and pressures, habits, 
biases, pre-reflexive and inflexible cognitive mechanisms (Asch 1956; Bina 2022; 
Cushman 2013; Dolan & Dayan 2013; Graybiel 2008; Greene 2017; Hacker-
Wright 2015; Henrich 2020; Singer 2005; Welzel 2013)13. When I say that instances 
of moral change are progressive when they involve the exercise or improvements in 
agency and decisional autonomy, I mean the exercise of these capacities and/or 
their enhancement.14 I want to emphasize that conceiving of agency and decisional 
autonomy in this way does not mean positing any ideal of perfection or end-state to 
look at, nor does it necessarily entail a commitment to any specific metaphysical 

 
12 In the philosophical discussion on agency and autonomy, it is common to distinguish between descriptive (D) 

and normative (N) conceptions of these ideas. In a nutshell, D conceptions typically refer to a set of features that have 
to be fulfilled to speak of different degrees of agency or autonomy, while N conceptions refer to the moral principle 
according to which agents should be treated as autonomous beings. While the two conceptions are closely related, 
here I will always refer to a D conception of agency and autonomy, unless specified otherwise.  

13 As self-aware and imaginative animals, humans can imagine and desire to live free from external constraints 
and oppression (Deci & Ryan 2000; Sen 1999). The opportunity to believe in this possibility, however, can change 
depending on social and environmental circumstances. When these beliefs and desires are shattered and frustrated, 
people are less able to exert control over their lives and their decisions (Deci & Ryan 2000; Baumeister et al. 2009). 
Following Welzel (2013), I conceive of agency as also strongly related with peopleôs concern for equality of 
opportunities and social justice. As Welzelôs research shows, emancipative processes and values lead people to 
develop lower tolerance to discrimination and injustice, and greater tolerance for norm deviations that pose no harm 
to other peopleôs integrity. As empirical data show, for instance, as agency increases, homosexuality, the 
emancipation of women and of discriminated and marginalized groups gets more tolerated, and behaviors that 
violate other peopleôs integrity get less tolerated.  

14 Importantly, these cases can also include improvements in respect for agency and autonomy, if this 
corresponds to actual increases or improvements of them. 
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view about free will and determinism. Agency and autonomy always come in 
degrees: they are not on/off conditions or capacities (Reich 2002, 93). 

There are two main senses in which agency and decisional autonomy can play a 
prior role in understanding and justifying why instances of change can be held 
morally progressive: socio-moral change is progressive (i) when it leads to an 
increase in agency capacities and their exercise, and (ii) when it is driven by them.  

 

3.1. Agency as result 

In this section, I will present and defend the first of the two core theses of the 
agency-based view proposed in this article. This thesis states that a sufficient 
condition for moral progress is the production of an increase in agency and 
decisional autonomy as the result of a process of change. As mentioned earlier in 
the paper, influential scholars in this debate have recently proposed rich ôtypologiesõ 
of moral progress based on relatively uncontroversial ð ôparadigmaticõ ð cases of 
moral improvement. 

For instance, Sauer (2023, chapter 5) identifies nine types of moral progress: 
gains in equality, increase in well-being, expansions of the moral circle, contractions 
of the moral circle, increase in liberty and autonomy, fewer bad norms (or proper 
demoralization), better good norms (or proper moralization), improved 
compliance with valid moral norms, increase in moral knowledge. Buchanan and 
Powell (2018, 54-60) suggest ten: better compliance, better moral concepts, better 
understanding of the virtues, better moral motivation, better moral reasoning, 
proper demoralization, proper moralization, better understanding of moral status, 
better understanding of the nature of morality, and better understanding of justice. 
Basically, these authors show that there are formal differences in the progressive 
moral shifts that occurred over history; progress can play out in different ways. By 
doing so, however, these typologies mostly do a descriptive, taxonomic work, 
without justifying why the moral changes that occurred in those kinds of shifts 
should be deemed progressive.  

In this section I argue that while gains in social equality, well-being, moral 
inclusion, moralization and demoralization (etc.) are important indicators of 
improvement and are often involved in the most paradigmatic cases of moral 
progress, none of them, taken individually, can be considered a reliable proxy nor 
a prior normative-evaluative criterion to identify and justify progressive moral shifts 
(see also Sauer 2023, chapter 5)15. My main claim here is that focusing on the 
promotion or enhancement of agency and decisional autonomy can accommodate 
this problem. Referring to improvements in agency not only better clarifies and 
justifies what counts morally in the most paradigmatic cases of moral progress in 

 
15 For an attempt to justify the superiority of increase in population welfare as a proxy for moral progress, see 

Evans (2017). As it will become clearer in what follows, I believe this strategy is unsuccessful. 
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history, but also explains why other criteria and types of moral progress (equality, 
well-being, inclusivity, demoralization, compliance, understanding) sometimes 
seem to be appropriate, but do not work as general proxies for moral progress. 

To conceive of moral progress in terms of increased agency as a ôresultõ (or 
ôconsequenceõ)16 means that instances of moral and social change are progressive if 
they produce increases in agency and decisional autonomy, understood as freedom 
and emancipation from several constraints and sources of oppression and 
dependence ð such as unjustified and oppressive social structures, norms and 
institutions; lack or disproportionate distributions of resources and power; 
exclusivist and prejudicial attitudes and beliefs, biases, and more (for a detailed 
typology of exclusivity and inequality, see Kumar & Campbell 2022, chapters 9-10). 
Let us now examine when and why the main types of progress listed by Sauer, and 
by Buchanan and Powell, often fall short, and why the agency-as-result criterion 
appears to better fit the data. 

Increase in equality and well-being. Several influential contributors to the history 
of ethical and political thought over the past century have argued that two of the 
most intuitive normative criteria for moral progress ð gains in equality and well-
being ð should not be considered important per se, but because and only when they 
respect or contribute to improve peopleõs agency, and the capacities which enable 
its exercise (Anderson 1999; Brink 1989; Dworkin 1984; Gewirth 1978; 1996; 
Nozick 1974; Nussbaum 2000; 2011; Rawls 1971; Sen 1985; 1999). Indeed, both 
absolute and relative lack of goods and resources ð e.g., lack of primary goods and 
structural inequalities ð significantly constrain the opportunities and agency of 
individuals, not only materially and in terms of social power and autonomy, but also 
for the negative effects these constraints have on the agency and autonomy of others. 

One might object that if we accept a form of prioritarianism ð hence excluding 
possible leveling-down objections to egalitarianism ð an improvement in the well-
being of those who are worse-off would constitute an instance of moral progress 
even if it does not increase their agency and the change is not agency-driven (see 
Fig. 2 below). However, data show that if the well-being of a population increases 
there is a high likelihood that the agency/autonomy of that population will increase 
too (Evans 2017; Sauer 2023; Welzel 2013). Moreover, the agency of individuals 
within a population remains highly limited (even if the level of material and 
subjective well-being of its members is sufficient) when the population is 
disadvantaged compared to other populations that enjoy significantly higher levels 
of resources, opportunities, and social power. According to an agency-based 
account, 

 
16 The fact that increase in agency can be a consequence of change does not imply that it is an óend-stateô: on 

the contrary, precisely for its features and for the kind of historical evaluations that I am considering, the greater the 
increase, the more open-ended its own possible consequences will be. Iôll get back to this point below.  
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- if the well-being of the worst-off increases, and their agency also increases, 
the change can be considered an instance of moral progress; 

- if the well-being of the worst-off increases because it is intentionally 
promoted by the better-off, even if the resulting increase in agency for the 
worst off is only moderate, that can be considered an instance of moral 
progress; 

- in the (perhaps rare) case in which the well-being of the worst-off increases, 
but i) this does not lead to an increase in the agency/autonomy of the worst-
off, and ii) it is not agency-driven (e.g., it happens by chance), while the state 
of the world is óbetterô in some other sense, there are no reasons to consider it 
an instance of moral progress (see Fig. 2). 

Since these aspects are crucial to understand the agency-based account defended 
here, below (Fig. 1-5) I consider a few more examples of societal change involving 
different combinations of increase in agency-as-result (A), the presence of agency-
as-driver (Ą), and their relation to (increases in) subjective well-being (W) and 
(in)equality. 

 

Fig. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case 1. At t1, both the worst-off and the better-off of society S have an increased level 
of both agency and subjective well-being compared to t0. Moral progress: YES. 
Scientific discoveries or institutional changes caused by fortuitous events may lead to 
increases in both agency and subjective well-being for both the worst-off and the 
better-off. An overall increase in agency constitutes a case of moral progress regardless 
of whether this was voluntarily promoted through an exercise of agency. The dashed 
arrow indicates unclear, weakly or non-agency-driven moral change.  

 
 
Fig. 2 
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Case 2. At t1, both the worst-off and the better-off of society S have an increased level 
of well-being but the same level of agency compared to t0, and their increased level of 
subjective well-being is not clearly agency-driven (e.g., fortuitous or unclear). Moral 
progress: NO. Economic growth or the reduction of disease due to factors 
independent of human motivation and action can improve material well-being for 
both the worst- and the better-off, without necessarily increasing their agency.  

 

Fig. 3 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Case 3. At t1, the only/most relevant change in society S compared to t0 consists of a 
clearly agency-driven increase in the subjective well-being of the worst-off (no matter 
if produced by the worst-off, the better-off, or by both). Moral progress: YES. 
Examples may be the establishment of welfare programs or social initiatives by either 
the worst-off or the better-off, where the subjective well-being of the disadvantaged 
improves as a direct result of deliberate, agency-driven actions (e.g., grassroots 
movements or policies; charity initiatives). Unlike unintended or self-interested-



388  FEDERICO BINA 
 

  

driven changes, these actions reflect conscious efforts to improve the conditions of 
the worst-off.  

 
Fig. 4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case 4. At t1, both the worst-off and the better-off of society S present an inferior or 
equal level of both agency and well-being compared to t0, after agency-driven efforts 
to promote (or resist) change. Moral progress: NO. Authoritarian initiatives to impose 
ideological control often result in decreased agency and well-being; moralistic efforts 
to regulate behavior, such as prohibitionist policies, reduce agency and can increase 
crime. Conservative resistance to social reforms, such as opposing womenõs 
emancipation and LGBTQ+ rights, also diminish agency and well-being.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5 
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Case 5. At t1, both the levels of agency and well-being of the better off of society S 
have decreased to the level of the worst-off, which has remained the same compared 
to t0. Although the gap between the groups narrows, this is the result of a deterioration 
for the better-off rather than any improvement for the worst-off, making it merely a 
leveling-down of conditions. Moral progress: NO (whether fortuitous or clearly 
agency-driven). 

 

A consequentialist may still raise the following objection: What if increasing 
agency-autonomy leads to a world in which more autonomous agents end up 
making terrible decisions that make them miserable until the sun burns out? Is that 
good? Is that progress? By contrast, a world filled with blissfully happy creatures 
with very limited agency-autonomy appears to the consequentialist to be a fairly 
good world ð certainly better than the high-autonomy, high-misery one. I think that 
this objection does not hold for two main reasons.  

 
1) First, the scenarios just outlined are empirically unrealistic. The only reason 

to consider such an uncoupling of agency-autonomy and happiness-well-being 
(hereafter aa and hw) as plausible ð so to conceive a world with very high levels of 
aa and very low hw (world A), and, conversely, a world with very high hw and very 
low aa (world B) ð would be the endorsement of a purely subjectivist theory of hw, 
like a hedonistic or desire-satisfaction view. In fact, objective list theories of hw (see 
Parfit 1984, Appendix I) typically include aa as a necessary condition for hw (Brink 
1989; Nussbaum 2000; 2011; Sen 1985; 1999). Within an objectivist framework, 
both world A and B are impossible to imagine.  

However, even if we agree to disentangle subjective hw and aa and we grant that 
an increase in hw does not necessarily correspond to a proportionate increase in aa 
(and vice versa), a world with an extremely high level of one and an extremely low 
level of the other would still appear unlikely. On the one hand, a large decrease in 
hw would always conduce to a considerable decrease in aa. Lack of material 
resources and low levels of subjective hw constrain opportunities of action, so that 
world A still appears very unrealistic. Also, empirically speaking, subjective hw is a 
privileged enabling condition for the development and increased exercise of aa 
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(Inglehart 2018; Welzel 2013), so that increased hw is expected to lead ð albeit not 
necessarily ð to at least a moderate increase in aa. On the other hand, the subjectivist 
seems committed to accepting that a reduction in aa does not necessarily produce 
a decrease in hw (otherwise, the theory would collapse into an objectivist one).  

Hence, if we agree that even the subjectivist is committed to recognizing that only 
a moderate version of world A is empirically plausible, A would constitute an 
instance of regress only if/when a decrease in hw leads to a reduction in the aa of 
individuals: since if people decide autonomously to reduce their own level of hw, 
any non-strongly paternalistic view would not consider it a problem (on the contrary, 
if agents autonomously harm/violate othersõ aa it would be a problem, but see point 
2 below). If our hypothetical world gains in aa but loses in hw in a way that prevents 
its population from developing or exercising equal or greater aa in the future, that 
would not be an instance of moral progress. But if aa levels stay high and hw gets 
reduced autonomously and with the objective of increasing agency in the future 
(e.g., people autonomously decide to reduce car driving to avoid the consequences 
of climate change, or decide to fight against an invader by sacrificing resources and 
subjective hw investing in their future aa), thatõs certainly not a case of moral regress! 

Let us now consider world B, a world with higher hw and lower aa. According to 
an agency-based view, this scenario would be positive just in case there are good 
probabilities of further increase in aa (e.g., greater opportunities, lower costs in the 
development of prosocial dispositions and behaviors). In the case that does not 
happen ð high subjective hw and low aa (both concurrent and subsequent of an 
increase in hw) ð there are no reasons to treat this as a case of moral progress. 
Consider in this case Nozickõs experience machine (Nozick 1974, 42-45): would we 
all be OK with the idea of having good (or better) experiences without being the 
authors of our choices and experiences? Or: would we all be OK with a non-violent 
and harmless form of slavery, where enslaved people are treated kindly (or even 
just more kindly) by their oppressors but they are still not free, and both enslaved 
people and oppressors are happy(-er) with their conditions (because, e.g., they can 
see no alternatives)?17 

Consider now a world where ecosystems and animals are thriving, but humanity 
has gone extinct. Would that extreme version of world B (BX) be better than world 
A, according to an agency-based view? To answer that question negatively one needs 
to accept a personal theory of value, according to which ð contra Moore 
(1903/1993, 83-84) ð only humans can be the source of moral value (see Brink 
1989, 218-220). For such a personal view, it is not the simple capacity to feel 
pleasure or pain, or to have interests that has a moral significance, but rather the 
capacity for agency ð the ability to distance oneself from oneõs habits, beliefs and 
actions, to subject them critical scrutiny and to act upon it that constitutes the source 

 
17 For critical discussions of subjectivist theories of happiness and well-being, see e.g. Brink (1989), Colburn 

(2011), Nozick (1974).  



391  Normative ethics and agency in progress 
 

of moral value and normativity (Korsgaard 1996, 120-123). Of course, in BX, 
nonhuman animals would still experience pain and suffer, but there would be no 
moral problem with that. As for the case of factory farming, the moral problem here 
is not that animals suffer period, but that they suffer disproportionately because of 
human action, when humans would have good reasons not to do it, and could easily 
act differently but they do not.  

If humanity were extinct (or not on Earth yet) and a natural catastrophe caused 
a huge number of animals to suffer and die (think of the dinosaurs), there would be 
no reason to judge that event an instance of moral regress (not even of regress tout 
court), while it would still constitute a tremendous reduction in subjective hw.  

 
2) A second answer to the consequentialist objection concerns the conception of 

agency-autonomy (aa) at stake. I already clarified above what I mean with these 
terms, but further discussion may be needed. The idea of aa upon which my 
account is based should not be misinterpreted as the freedom to do whatever one 
wants, but rather as the ability to consider more, new, and different perspectives, 
goals, values, and ways of living; to consider the consequences of each of them and 
the coherence between the expected values of pursuing these options and the values 
or interests that one and others already have. Importantly, this ability can favor the 
consideration of the perspectives, interests, and reasons of other subjects (Darwall 
2009; Forst 2014; Railton 2017; Stueber 2017).  

Recall that, above, I defined an increase in aa in the social sphere as the 
emancipation from limiting social habits, norms and pressures that typically 
discourage the possibility of thinking otherwise. These inflexible forms of moral 
reasoning and decision-making correlate with absolute duties to respect those 
norms, and to be loyal and more strongly bound to oneõs cultural identity and group 
members (Cushman 2013; Graybiel 2008; Greene 2017; Henrich 2020). At the 
same time, empirical research shows that greater individualism and social autonomy 
correlate with greater attention to the interests of others and with greater intolerance 
towards the violation of othersõ interests (Ensminger & Henrich 2014; Henrich 
2020, 294, 478-480; Knafo et al. 2009; Marlowe et al. 2008; McCloskey 2010, 26; 
Rhoads et al. 2021; Welzel 2013). Thus, an increase in aa so understood is unlikely 
to lead to a drastic reduction in hw or in the aa of others, since one of its main 
features is precisely the actual ability (not only the intention) to take into 
consideration and to respect the perspectives, interests, reasons and autonomy of 
others. Finally, remember that what is under debate here are historical moral 
evaluations, i.e., judgments comparing (typically) a previous and a subsequent state 
of affairs (see section 1.2 above): so the point is not whether worlds A or B are good 
or bad in absolute terms, but whether they are better or worse compared to a 
previous configuration.  
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Inclusivity (or the expanding circle). While acknowledging its undoubtful 
importance in a complete typology and in the history of moral progress ð according 
to Buchanan and Powell, progressive moral inclusivism is òpossibly the most 
important type of moral progressó (2018, 63; for a similar claim see also Kumar & 
Campbell 2022, chapter 9) ð understanding moral progress primarily a gradual 
expansion of the circle of moral concern presents some limitations. Recently, 
several scholars have stressed that Peter Singerõs central idea that òmorality is 
exclusively or almost exclusively concerned with promoting othersõ interests, and 
that moral progress consists in the move from considering the interests of a small 
group to considering the interests of ever larger groups [...] is far from capturing all 
of the moral evolution that we observe over human historyó (Huemer 2017, 1998; 
see also Sauer 2019; 2023, 5.4).18  

One of the main limitations of equating moral progress with moral inclusivity or 
expansiveness is that this appears unable to account for several other important 
instances of moral progress. As Sauer notices, òthe elimination of taboos on, for 
instance, premarital sex, the decline in social punitiveness, or the abolition of 
dueling and footbinding cannot plausibly be described as expansions of moral 
concernó (2023, 5.4).19 I suggest that, once again, the wrongness of these practices 
and the progressiveness of their elimination appears justifiable, primarily, by 
referring to the constraints they pose to individual freedom and agency and to 
emancipation from them (and in a way which is able to account ð unlike subjectivist 
views of well-being like desire-satisfaction theories ð also for the well-known 
problem of adaptive preferences).20 

Better morality for all!. Finally, both Buchanan-Powell and Sauer include in their 
typologies items such as òbetter moral conceptsó, òbetter moral normsó, òproper 
moralizationó, òbetter compliance with valid moral normsó (and similar others). As 
anticipated above, however, these criteria are not very helpful if we have no meta-

 
18 It has been pointed out to me that Singerôs view of progress as an expansion of the circle of moral concern is 

a statement about how progress tends to play out, not a strict criterion for what counts as progress. This confirms 
my claim that many influential accounts mostly describe how (desirable) moral change occurred and/or how it is 
still playing out, rather than providing one (or more) principle(s) to justify why that kind of change is progressive 
(better, or more desirable). If the expanding circle is correct as a descriptive thesis, we may still ask what makes it 
a good or progressive trend. A consequentialist would claim that the basic utilitarian principle can provide that kind 
of justification, and I am inclined to agree. Indeed, I do not see an agency-based view as incompatible with a (perhaps 
unorthodox) version of consequentialism, though I am not sure that labeling it as óutilitarianô would be fully correct. 
But such a discussion would lead the current one off-track. For a similar compatibilist view, however, see e.g. Brink 
(1989), Railton (1984).  

19 While considering it a favorite type of moral progress, Buchanan and Powell still notice that to reduce any 
kind or instance of moral progress to moral inclusivism would be a mistake: ñThis is true, for example, in relation 
to the moral reclassification of objects or entities that have no morally considerable interests of their own, such as 
sacred artifacts, non- sentient organisms, or abiotic features of the environment like rivers or mountains ï at least 
when according such entities moral standing imposes unacceptable costs on beings that warrant moral regard. 
Fetishism, understood as the mistaken attribution of human or superhuman powers to nonconscious material objects, 
is an instance of ñexpanding the circle,ò but it is not moral progress; in some cases, it is a costly moral errorò (2018, 
63-64).  

20 See Buchanan & Powell (2017; 2018, 240-243). 
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criterion whatsoever to judge when moral norms, concepts or reasoning are better 
or worse, valid or invalid, harmful or not, or when moralization or demoralization 
are proper or improper. All these types might well fit a superficial, formal, and 
descriptive ômapõ of kinds of moral progress, but to say that moral progress includes 
the development of better moral norms and concepts does not sound like a great 
step forward. Is there any possibility of addressing this issue more deeply, perhaps 
by specifying what we mean by ôbetterõ and why?  

I do not seek to claim here what makes moral concepts and norms good and 
bad, better or worse, (de)moralization proper or improper (etc.) in general. But I 
think that referring to improvements in agency, in its exercise or respect ð as a result 
or consequence of social change ð can be, again, a promising route. Some of these 
types of moral progress ð e.g. better moral norms, better understanding of justice 
and the virtues ð can be judged as actually progressive because and when they result 
in greater respect or increase of the agency and decisional autonomy of people 
whose possibility to deviate from the most disparate constraints and forms of 
oppression (enslavement, social exclusion, discrimination, rigid social roles and 
identities, epistemic injustice, ignorance, existential threats, etc.) is/was otherwise 
restricted by habits, expectations, lack of resources, social-moral norms, structures, 
and institutions.  

A closely related consideration concerns ôbetter or improved complianceõ, an 
item included both in Sauerõs and Buchanan-Powellõs typologies. Compliance with 
moral norms or principles is not inherently morally right or good, since the norms 
and principles at stake can be unjustified: in these cases, improved compliance with 
ôinvalidõ moral norms can be an instance of regress, or (at least) a very strong obstacle 
to moral progress. If ôbetter or improved complianceõ always implicitly refers to 
ôvalidõ or justified moral norms, the problem remains that of understanding and 
justifying when and why certain moral norms are better or more valid than others. 
But even in this case mere compliance with justified moral norms and principles 
may be a problematic criterion (or type of progress). A more critical acceptance or 
reflective endorsement of norms may be a better one, more closely related to the 
idea of agency as a driver (Korsgaard 1996) but also functional to the respect and/or 
promotion of increased agency as a result: understanding the reasons in support of 
a norm can make both its respect and justified exceptions easier; moreover, only if 
those reasons are sufficiently clear to oneself they can be intersubjectively 
communicated (Bina 2022; Scanlon 1998; Songhorian et al. 2022).  

Similar considerations can be made for Sauerõs ôimprovement in moral 
knowledgeõ. Since it appears that we have no idea of whether an objective (mind- or 
stance-independent) moral reality exists, the only kind of moral knowledge we can 
reliably say to possess concerns intersubjectively justified principles, norms, and 
judgments. In light of this, improvement can be understood as improvement in 
agency, in the sense that moral principles, norms and judgements are more justified 
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when more potentially affected parties have the possibility to democratically express 
their voice and be their co-authors and co-legislators (Kitcher 2021; Ypi, 2024).  

But moral knowledge can also be conceived in a relativist, descriptive sense, so 
that we can imagine local improvements in what only certain people believe to be 
objective moral knowledge. Improvements in moral knowledge so understood can 
be another strong obstacle to moral progress, since they can rigidly constrain agency 
in each of the relevant ways I consider here. Moral systems that claim to possess 
objective moral knowledge can constrain both the exercise of agency in practical 
deliberation (the possibility to think outside the system from within) and the respect 
and improvement of the freedom and decisional autonomy of others and in the 
future (see Buchanan & Powell 2018, chapter 3; Gaus 2016).  

A further reason for treating gains in agency and autonomy as a proxy for moral 
progress ð and one of its main strengths compared, for example, to Buchanan & 
Powellõs theory ð is that it is able to account for progressive instances of social-moral 
change that occur fortuitously or as the result of causes that are mostly beyond 
human control (or not clearly attributable to human agency)21. According to my 
view, even unintended or only moderately agency-driven socio-moral changes can 
be considered instances of moral progress if they produce an increase in peopleõs 
agency and decisional autonomy ð also because of the potential that such increases 
in agency may have for future agency-driven moral progress.22 Therefore, an agency-
based account seems perfectly able to allow for 

societies to make progress even though the progressive change is unrelated to any 
policy they pursue. A small, poor, country is the only source for some substance; 
technological change generates a world-wide demand for the substance; the citizens 
become much richer, and their capabilities are considerably enhanced. Or an 
entrepreneur, intending only to make a profit, undertakes a venture with similar 
effects. Should we allow progress to be a matter of accident? I claim that we should. 
The pragmatic point of clarifying social progress is to enable future social change to 
proceed more òintelligentlyó (in Deweyõs idiom). But that is compatible with ñ 
perhaps even dependent on recognizing that the bulk of past progress has been 
achieved blindly or accidentally (Kitcher 2017, 64). 

Since here we are considering historical moral evaluations, increase in agency as 
a consequence of acts, events, or processes can (positively) affect further historical 
developments, which is where the second main thesis of my account comes in.  

 

3.2. Agency as driver 

 
21 According to Sauer, this is one of the weakest points of Buchanan and Powellôs theory, and of too ónarrowô 

accounts of moral progress more generally (Sauer 2023, 3.6; see also Kitcher 2017).  
22 As already stated, it is important that such an increase does not create, maintain, or reinforce excessive 

inequality in agency and decisional-autonomy, since this would result in a significant lack of agency-autonomy for 
the more disadvantaged. 
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In the previous section, I suggested that a first aspect of an agency-based view 
may consist in locating the value of progressive moral shifts in the respect and 
promotion of peoplesõ capacities for agency and decisional autonomy, and that this 
justifies both strengths and weaknesses of competing normative criteria and types of 
moral progress. I will now move to the discussion of an even more controversial 
thesis, that is, the idea that only changes that òcome about through the exercise of 
those capacities are instances of moral progress in the most full-bodied senseó 
(Buchanan & Powell 2018, 46).23  

This view is based on the distinction, introduced above, between different ways 
in which one can understand the idea of moral progress. While above I considered 
only two of them ð as Sauer (2023, 3.6) and Kumar & Campbell (2022, 177-180) 
do ð Buchanan and Powell consider three main possible varieties: 

[1] moral progress in the most full-bodied sense is not simply change that is 
desirable from a moral point of view but also must involve the exercise of or 
improvements in the moral powers. 

[2] The second and weaker understanding allows changes that are 
improvements from a moral point of view to count as moral progress even if 
they came about through self-interested, prudential, or other nonmoral 
motivations (i.e., without the exercise of the moral powers or improvements 
of them). On the second understanding, Emperor Caracallaõs extension of 
rights to a larger class of individuals would count as moral progress, but the 
reduction of disease due to a naturally mediated decline in parasites would 
not.24  

[3] The third and weakest understanding of moral progress would equate it 
with changes that are desirable from a moral point of view, without requiring 
that any human motivational capacities be involved. On the third 
understanding, the reduction of disease due to factors completely 
independent of human motivation and action would count as moral progress 
(Buchanan & Powell 2018, 51). 

Buchanan and Powell flatly reject the third understanding as a justified kind of 
moral progress, and name Type-1 cases ômoral progress in the robust senseõ and 
Type-2 cases simply ômoral progressõ. As noted by Sauer, however, Buchanan and 
Powell give us òno reasons for this, other than that they happen to find it importantó 
(2023, 3.6). Sauer acknowledges the intuitive appeal of their choice: 

 
23 Buchanan and Powell have been the first to defend this idea in the contemporary debate, and their view still 

remains quite isolated. An only partly similar view ï for some of the reasons discussed above ï has been suggested 
by Kumar and Campbell: ñWhen progress is moral, in our sense, the world improves not just as a by-product of 
other cultural developments (e.g. medicine), but through changes in the moral minds of human beingsò (2022, 179). 
Several scholars in the contemporary debate ï such as Macklin (1977), Sauer (2019; 2023) openly reject this claim.  

24 According to historians, the extension of the Roman citizenship promoted by Caracalla was a purely strategic 
move to curb independentist movements, get more taxes, and create bigger armies.  
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What is the difference this distinction is trying to capture? Perhaps it can be 
explained in terms of the distinction between the wrong and the bad. Tsunamis are 
bad, but they are not wrong, presumably because they do not involve any human 
agency. High infant mortality is, provided that nothing can be done about it, merely 
very bad, but not morally wrong. It makes little sense to declare tsunamis 
impermissible, however devastating they may be. Social progress, then, reduces the 
bad; moral progress, narrowly speaking, mitigates the wrong (2023, 3.6). 

Nonetheless, Sauer also advances several objections to this distinction, which 
makes him òreject it, or at least deemphasize its importanceó, and to conclude in 
favor of a broad definition of moral progress as mere morally welcome social 
change (3.6). Against this view, in what follows I argue that there are reasons to 
consider this distinction important, also by replying to a critique moved by Sauer 
(2023), showing that it is not conclusive.  

Remember that my agency-based view acknowledges that certain instances of 
social and moral change can be justifiably considered morally progressive even if 
they are not significantly agency-driven but, in the first place, when agency is 
improved as a result of the event, trend, or process under consideration. Hence, 
unlike Buchanan & Powell and in line with Sauer, I agree with drawing the 
distinction òwithin the concept of moral progressó (Sauer 2023, Introduction), 
without categorically excluding type 3 cases from my account. Nonetheless, the 
distinction between different senses and ôdegrees of importanceõ of moral progress 
suggested by Buchanan & Powell remains important. Unlike its original proponents, 
however, an agency-based theory is able to provide a preliminary justification and 
the normative-evaluative tools to assess differences of worth in progressive moral 
shifts.  

The main critique moved by Sauer against drawing a clear distinction between 
mere improvements in well-being and more intentional improvements in human 
morality (cf. Kumar & Campbell 2022, 179), relies on the idea that 

improvements in well-being deserve to be classified as a form of moral progress 
because the most important of them ð improvements in health, wealth, and safety ð 
have been brought about by value-guided cooperative efforts to improve the human 
condition. They are the direct result of moral action (2023, 5.1); 

and  

in almost all cases in the real world, even improvements that appear to be merely 
wide òsocialó progress will be in some sense due to human achievement rather than 
happenstance. Even diseases and poverty donõt usually reduce themselves. Even the 
death toll of natural disasters is for the most part dependent on human cooperative 
accomplishments (3.6). 

Consider, for instance, the decrease in deaths by lightning. Not only, Sauer 
suggests, did these advancements increase peopleõs agency, but they are also agency-
driven; as Pinker observes, 
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what about the very archetype of an act of God? The projectile that Zeus hurled 
down from Olympus? The standard idiom for an unpredictable date with death? The 
literal bolt from the blue? [é] [T]hanks for urbanization and to advances in weather 
prediction, safety, education, medical treatment, and electrical systems, there has 
been a thirty-seven-fold decline since the turn of the 20th century in the chance that 
an American will be killed by a bolt of lightning! (Pinker 2018, 189) 

This is true in the case of lightning, but false in many others. As Sauer himself 
notices on several occasions, many other desirable social gains are brought about 
by unintentional processes that are largely beyond human control (Sauer 2019; 
2023; see also Acemoglu & Robinson 2012; Henrich 2015). For instance, 
Acemoglu & Robinson (2012, chapter 4) show how the Black Death in the 14th 
century had a big positive impact on the European economic, political and moral 
institutions in the years to come. Before then, the European economy was a highly 
unequal feudal system. But the great loss of lives the epidemics caused produced 
an unprecedented labor shortage, and wages rose up; this pushed Europe towards 
a different economy dependent on wage labor, who turned out to be much more 
efficient and productive. The bargaining power of workers was also positively 
affected by such a high demand for labor, and this contributed to the dismantling 
of the power of lords and, progressively, to more inclusive institutions ð people 
started to have more opportunities, rights and liberties. Moreover, the Black Death 
killed more people in cities than in rural areas, balancing the geographical 
distribution of power, which also contributed to weakening the feudal system and 
led to more inclusive institutions.  

Even if reduction of deaths by literal lightning ð as other analogous cases ð were 
moderately agency-driven, the degree of agency involved in or improved by this 
process (in the sense in which I characterized it above, and both as driver and as a 
result) is significantly lower than the agency involved and improved in cases such as 
the abolition of slavery or womenõs emancipation. Nobody started to deviate from 
oppressive moral norms in the case of lightning death decline; while this is exactly 
what happens in paradigmatic emancipatory processes.  

The point here is not to see if there are reasons to hold Buchanan & Powellõs 
distinction just as an interesting theoretical or explanatory tool, but also if there are 
reasons to hold it morally significant. An agency-based view seems able to account 
for that: improvements in agency and autonomous decision-making in paradigmatic 
instances of moral progress ð such as women emancipation or the reduction of 
racial and ethnic discrimination ð involve a much greater expression and 
improvement of agency and freedom both as a driver and as result than a reduction 
in deaths by lightning strikes. And this is precisely what makes them paradigmatic 
instances of moral progress.  

What must be emphasized here is that there are not just cases of moral progress 
and cases that are not (or clearly distinguishable instances of non-moral vs. moral 
progress). Moral value, or ôworthõ often seems to come in degrees and ð as in other 
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kinds of moral evaluations ð the difference in the degree of moral worth between 
two instances of change does not mean that one has full value and the other has 
none. Reduction in deaths by lightning strikes might have more moral worth than a 
reduction of a disease due to a natural decline in parasites, but less than a reduction 
of the same disease through a cooperative human effort, and even less than the end 
of a criminal military occupation after the efforts of a resistance movement. 

This does not mean that the process that led to reduction in deaths by a bolt of 
lightning is flawed. Whatever increases moral worth ð agency, reasons, motivations, 
virtues, costs ð is just present to a different degree in the above cases; to have a lower 
degree of what enhances it does not necessarily mean to have zero. Some instances 
of social and moral change can be more progressive than others even if the former 
have been only moderately agency-driven and the latter are more clearly and 
significantly intended, designed and participated (such as, say, the abolition of 
slavery vs. the joint operations of international organizations and charities in 
response to localized natural catastrophes).  

As Kumar and Campbell point out, 

progress does not entail perfection. Nor does imperfection, even severe, entail lack 
of progress. To put this another way, things can get morally better without being good 
enough. For example, the legacies of chattel slavery and colonization are still painfully 
present across contemporary societies. Nonetheless, the world has seen moral 
improvement, even if only fragmentary, though their reduction (Kumar & Campbell 
2022, 182).  

Considering different combinations of the two main measures that I suggested ð 
greater agency-as- result and greater agency-as-driver ð might help us to assess 
different levels of moral worth involved in socio-moral shifts.  

But why should agency-driven shifts be considered more worthy than shifts 
produced with zero or minor involvement of human agency? First, agency-driven 
social and moral change usually involves an understanding of the situation and the 
values at stake and reflective interests to bring about change, which allows greater 
ability to take responsibility for beliefs and actions, and to justify them to others. 
Better abilities to understand morally salient issues, the values at stake and the 
reasons in favor and against certain courses of actions can facilitate the stability, 
transmission, and improvements of certain progressive shifts. This is more difficult 
in the case of accidental ones (even if they are the source of good consequences), 
where there might be no available reasons to justify them, nor future learning and 
transmission to realize them again in different contexts (for a similar point, see also 
Bina 2022; Kumar 2017; Kumar & Campbell 2022, 195-198; Sauer 2017; 
Songhorian et al. 2022). As Sauer notes,  

many practices that used to be widespread but have meanwhile been abolished have 
become òbeyond the paleó. It seems inconceivable for, say, Denmark to decide to try 
slavery again, or roll back womenõs suffrage. Indeed, it is comical to even entertain 
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these possibilities. Why is this? One explanation is that as societies reach certain levels 
of moral development and maturity, it becomes impossible for them to fall behind 
those levels (without disintegrating entirely). One way to conceive of òimprovementó 
in moral understanding, beliefs, and motivation is through the lens of rationality. This 
means that moral understanding, beliefs, and motivations are considered to be 
improved when they are more rational and consistent with one another, and when 
they are grounded in evidence and reason rather than bias and emotion (Sauer 2023, 
1.4). 

But rationality alone might not be enough: evidence and reason can make us 
perform very well even fairly unprogressive actions (or achieve ôunprogressiveõ 
goals) if other kinds of resources, information, and possibilities are limited (see e.g. 
Hacker-Wright 2015). On the contrary, when individuals have greater agency, their 
participation in collective decision-making processes is more likely to expand both 
their freedom and that of others. Moreover, exercising agency is an indicator of 
stability also because it requires the presence of certain relatively stable traits, and/or 
the respect for reliable epistemic and decision procedures (both in the case of 
individuals and institutions). 

An already anticipated objection to my view could be that unequally distributed 
increases in the exercise of agency might be unjust and/or lead to undesirable 
consequences. Above, I emphasized the importance of gains in social equality to 
improve peopleõs agency, since unjust social structures and hierarchies oppress 
people by constraining their agency and opportunities (on each side, though of 
course in different ways). However, empirical research shows that this kind of 
freedom is strongly correlated to concern for equality of opportunity, social justice, 
and respect and tolerance for other peopleõs freedom to deviate from social norms 
when no harm and limitation to othersõ freedom is involved (Welzel 2013).  

Furthermore, one might also object that my project of finding a relatively clear 
and consistent normative-evaluative standard to assess already occurred and 
promote further instances of moral progress is exposed to several critiques moved 
by Buchanan and Powell against some of the accounts they criticize (2018, chapters 
2ð3). Above all, it could be objected that, because of my narrow focus on a few core 
evaluative concepts, the agency-based view outlined here risks collapsing into what 
Buchanan and Powell call a determinate fixed content account, that is, a reductionist 
understanding of moral progress that arrogantly claims to have found the definitive 
criterion with which to assess moral progress also in the future, when our evaluative 
standards might even radically change from those that we consider justified 
nowadays. According to them, in fact, òhuman beings have often (perhaps more 
often than not) been wrong about some aspects of morality and [...] there is no 
reason to believe that the sources of their errors have been eliminatedó (Buchanan 
& Powell 2018, 92-93).  

I do understand the reasons behind this concern, and an agency-based account 
appears to me fully able to accommodate this critique and avoid this problem. The 
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emphasis on agency understood as the possibility to open-endedly and critically 
deviate from determinate normative standards precisely allows and requires the 
greatest possible flexibility on the normative-evaluative level (Raz 1986). As correctly 
suggested by Buchanan & Powell (2018, chapter 3), a theory of moral progress 
should not specify a rigidly determinate value as an ideal to promote (see also Gaus 
2016; Kumar & Campbell 2022, chapter 8), since this would not be sufficiently open 
to the possibility of revising our own theories and judgments of moral progress in 
the future. Focusing on gains in agency and autonomy (also prospectively-
teleologically, as a value to promote ð see Herman 1993, 231; Wood 1999, 130 and 
157-158), however, seems to me the least problematic way to guarantee this open-
endedness requirement. Increases in agency (also as a function of increase in factual 
knowledge; Bina 2022; Greene 2017; Kumar & Campbell 2022, 197; Songhorian 
et al. 2022) are precisely what would allow moral agents to òengage in ongoing 
critical scrutiny of the norms they are currently adhering toó (Buchanan & Powell 
2018, 85; Buchanan 2012), to continually re-evaluate and adjust normative 
standards and judgments in light of new information, and to consider diverse 
perspectives and engage in dialogue with them (Kitcher 2021). 

If this is true, however, a further critique might be that such an emphasis on 
agency and freedom is too open-ended and that, ultimately, this would make the 
agency criterion vague, and its implementation arbitrary. Which criteria (if any) 
should in fact regulate the exercise of agency and decisional autonomy in moral 
contexts, in practical interactions and deliberations? Several theories have provided 
convincing and radically non-consequentialist answers to this question, from the 
Kantian, contractualist, and critical theory tradition (Gewirth 1978; Habermas 1990; 
Rawls 1980; Scanlon 1998), from pragmatist perspectives (Kitcher 2011; 2021; Bina 
2024), virtue ethics and epistemology (Baehr 2011), and even in terms presented as 
potentially acceptable by any normative and metaethical perspective (Schaefer & 
Savulescu 2019; Songhorian et al. 2022).  

The evaluation of social and moral changes that are put forth and justified by 
moral reasons is a complex task, as it raises questions about the standard by which 
we can consider these reasons the most justified ones. An agency-based view is 
compatible with a procedural perspective where the justified reasons are those that 
would not be rejected by anybody in conditions where all potentially involved 
parties have the freedom to democratically express themselves (Kitcher 2021). This 
procedural, democratic decision-making approach cannot but be favored by, and 
favor, an increase in the agency and autonomy of individuals compatible with the 
highest possible degree of agency for others.  

A final and more ôspecificõ consideration concerns the fact that an agency-based 
view such as the one outlined here may be seen as unable to account for the better 
consideration and treatment of nonhuman animals as an instance of progress. I 
think that at least one of the two main criteria of the account can be sufficiently 
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satisfied in this case, while the other needs further reflection. Let us begin with the 
problematic one. We may try to conceive of a weaker sense of the agency-as-result 
thesis in terms of increased freedom for animals. Although freedom in this case has 
to be understood in a different way, it can still account for the value of liberating 
nonhuman animals from several forms of constraints and oppression, and 
increasing their chances of living a life as freely as possible according to their 
interests and capacities.  

The question of whether animals can represent alternative goals and consciously 
revise their value representations is complex and depends on how we define agency 
and which animals we are referring to. Recent research shows that several animal 
species are likely to possess these capacities, though in ways that differ from humans 
(Birch et al. 2020). It is well known that some animals, such as primates, birds, 
dolphins, cephalopods, elephants (and many others) show the ability to plan future 
actions, choose between alternatives, and solve problems in ways that indicate a 
certain representation of alternative goals (Schnell et al. 2021a; 2021b). Nonhuman 
animals also exhibit behavior that could suggest a form of revision of priorities or 
ôvaluesõ based on new information or circumstances. For example, social animals 
display cooperative or punitive behaviors which can indicate some revision of 
preferences based on individual and group interactions. So, while it is true that 
animals may not have the same cognitive sophistication as humans in terms of 
representation of goals and values, they seem to possess at least some forms of these 
capacities, although they do not fully correspond to the definition of agency 
described in this paper. This could justify an expansion of the concept of agency to 
include different forms of agency, while still acknowledging the need for further 
reflection on how to adequately develop this concept for nonhuman species.  

A major issue concerns the fact that increase in agency for nonhuman animals ð 
at least as far as we can imagine today ð seems to imply significantly different 
implications compared to increase in human agency. Although freedom from 
avoidable oppression and constraints may allow animals to live experiences that 
would make their lives happier and more fulfilling, there is a key distinction 
regarding the consequences of an increase in agency-as-result for humans versus 
nonhuman animals. In the case of humans, increased agency-as-result enables them 
to make more autonomous choices also based on an increased consideration of 
other perspectives; this, I have suggested, is the other main element of moral 
progress. While it is not impossible in principle, it currently seems more difficult 
for nonhuman animals to exercise agency in the same way humans do (e.g., by 
consciously considering the perspective of many individuals), and for it to be 
possible to speak of the moral progress of nonhuman species in the same way we 
can speak of the moral progress of humanity.  

Second, such better consideration and treatment of nonhuman animals can be 
considered progressive when and because it is driven by the exercise of human 
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agency. Greater concern for the condition and moral status of animals, as well as 
their better treatment, stems from an increase in humansõ decisional autonomy (the 
possibility to conceive a different, non-exploitative treatment of animals) and 
agential capability to act accordingly to genuinely moral reasons (Shafer-Landau 
2012). According to Sauer,  

Perhaps cosmopolitan attitudes and a concern for animal welfare are best captured 
by expansions of moral status. Perhaps, however, they should be described as the 
demoralization of tribal boundaries and species membership. The increasing number 
of entities enjoying moral status may well be a welcome by-product of more 
fundamental changes in what we regard as valid moral norms (Sauer 2023, 5.3). 

Or perhaps they might be better understood in light of our increased capacity 
and autonomy to choose what to eat and how to live, and to decide not to cause 
unjustified suffering to animals because we have alternative options that are not too 
costly for us. Were these options reduced, and the interests of humans and non-
human animals in conflict, one might think that human rights should be prioritized 
over those of animals, as many do believe even among animalists (consider the 
paradigmatic case of the ethics of experimentation)25. Of course suffering is bad, but 
it becomes morally wrong when it is unjustified, or at least blameworthy if it can be 
avoided without sacrificing anything comparably bad. 

The progressiveness of our relationship with nonhuman animals is particularly 
controversial. Notwithstanding the increased consideration from people and 
institutional improvements regarding the treatment of animals, the number of 
animals killed for food purposes has increased tenfold in the last sixty years (from 
8,36 billion land animals slaughtered for meat in 1961 to 83,3 billion in 2022, while 
the population grew from 3,06 to 8,09 billion people. See Ritchie et al. 2023). This 
might lead us to think that there is no moral progress in this respect, as factual 
evidence is evidently worse despite changes in beliefs, motivations and behavior of 
a minority. It may suggest that the path is still long and, for now, change in beliefs 
and the rise of vegetarianism alone are largely insufficient for several reasons (Singer 
2023). To promote significant change more effectively, it may be necessary to alter 
peopleõs incentive structures so that eating meat becomes more costly, and 
alternatives become less expensive or begin to be perceived as more advantageous 
(Pleasants 2010).  

It may also be that the agency-based view outlined here is unable to fully account 
for this issue. However, it seems to me that the distinction between two levels ð 
increase in moral consideration and the worsening of animalsõ condition ð and the 
apparent paradox that it generates (Singer 2023) can be better explained by a ôdualõ 
agency-based view rather than by purely externalist or consequentialist approaches. 
My view claims that for a change to be an instance of moral progress, there must be 

 
25 See Kitcher (2015).  
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either an increase in agency as a result, or an increase in agency as a driver (both 
sufficient but not necessary conditions). If both are present, we are dealing with 
ôparadigmaticõ cases of moral progress. A consequentialist view may be committed 
to state that there is no progress at all in the animal case, since consequences in term 
of well-being are objectively worse than in the past, because such a view would lack 
the theoretical tools to recognize that the increase in the exercise of agency reflected 
in the beliefs, motivations, and behaviors of many vegetarians is also an instance of 
moral progress, albeit not ôin the full-bodied senseõ (as consequentialists, actually, 
do want to admit: see Singer 2023). 

An advantage of a ôdualõ agency-based view of moral progress lies in its ability to 
recognize incomplete or partial cases of moral progress like this. The limitations of 
purely consequentialist views of moral progress have been discussed. Alternative 
accounts focusing solely on increases of agency-as-driver would be also problematic 
because they would be overly insensitive to the actual consequences of human 
action, potentially considering cases like that of nonhuman animals as instances of 
moral progress in the full-bodied sense. Although a dual agency-based view of moral 
progress may seem reasonable here, such a conception has several other important 
challenges to face. While much still needs to be done to develop a full-fledged 
agency-based theory of moral progress, I hope I have been able to show that there 
are reasons to take this view seriously.  
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