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Abstract: Moral progress and some of the conditions under which groups can make it is the
focus of this paper. More specifically, ! address a problem arising from the use of pluralistic
criterfa for determining moral progress. Pluralistic criteria can allow for judgments that moral
progress has taken place where there is causally related moral regression. Indeed, an otherwise
well-argued pluralistic theory put forward by Michelle Moody-Adams allows for such conflicting
judgments. | argue, however, that the way in which Moody-Adams handles these conflicts
can be made less counterintuitive. Ultimately, | limit the types of moral progress that arise in
instances of value conflict. To demonstrate the attractiveness of my revision, | apply it to the
content of a symposium on moral progress built around a John Lachs essay.

. Introduction

This paper’s general [ocus is on the idea of moral progress and some ol the
conditions under which groups can make it." My specific concern is to ad-
dress a problem arising [rom the use of pluralistic criteria [or determining moral
progress, because such criteria allow for judgments that moral progress has taken
place where there is causally related moral regression. Any reasonable theory of
moral progress, it will be argued, should have something constructive to say about
handling these conflicts.

I begin with a few prefatory remarks regarding the idea of moral progress
generally. Indeed, 1 first want to suggest what judgments of moral progress can
amount to, and preliminarily considering the contemporary United States’ moral
progress can aid with this. Thus, consider how someone might argue that the con-
temporary U.S. [requently stands out as a morally advanced nation. Justifying such
a claim could involve identifying hallmarks of the United States’ moral progress,
say, its embrace ol democracy, its respect [or human rights, and its tolerance of
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religious pluralism. Such indicators of moral progress, though, seem to depend on
more basic criteria for moral progress, since these aforementioned hallmarks are
seemingly motivated by certain moral values, for example, alleviation of suffering
and respect for autonomy/rights.

Notice that once necessary and sufficient conditions for measuring moral
progress are identified, these criteria may be useful in providing answers to
questions of moral progress across time or between societies. This is because the
basic question regarding moral progress, “What is it for a society to make moral
progress?” allows for, as Ruth Macklin has pointed out, epistemic restatements
that are of cross-temporal and cross-cultural kinds.? The cross-temporal restate-
ment is: “How do we justify cross-temporal judgments of the form: ‘Nation ®
at time T1 is more morally progressed than nation @ at time T2?”” For instance,
people are inclined to make claims like: “The contemporary U.S. is more morally
progressed (on balance) than it was in the year 1800,” this latter year having seen
the repugnant institution of slavery still in existence in the North and strongly
entrenched in the South.

Whatever criteria one employs in settling cross-temporal claims of moral
progress might help answer the cross-cultural reformulation of the moral progress
question, namely, “How do we justify judgments that ‘Group @ has progressed
morally further than Group W?” That is, a person may feel justified in making a
claim like, “The U.S. today exhibits a higher degree of moral progress than does
the closed society of North Korea.” Is this last claim of moral progress warranted,
for example, when it is pointed out that the present-day U.S. has a better record of
respecting the rights of its citizens than does N. Korea (e.g., respecting the general
public’s right to free expression)? Or is it that people suffer less in America than
they do currently in N. Korea? Perhaps, as the weight of these examples seems to
suggest, it may be that both rights and suffering are important considerations when
it comes to measuring instances of moral progress. Appropriate criteria for moral
progress, then, might be pluralistic.

This paper’s contribution to answering when a society can reasonably lay
claim to moral progress centers on the use of pluralistic criteria for measuring
moral progress. It uses as a springboard a 2001 debate that focuses on whether
humankind has progressed, morally, over history. The first essay found in this
debate is written by John Lachs, and therein he argues that humans have in fact
made moral progress over time, with such progress being largely due, he thinks,
to those activities characteristic of first-world nations like the United States.
Lachs’s argument, however, is followed by four authors arguing in response that
Lachs’s conclusion is unsound. Analysis of the Lachs debate shows that some
philosophers are wary of insisting that a single value criterion is what is necessary
to support claims of moral progress. Instead, pluralistic criteria seemingly prove
more attractive.
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But are pluralistic criteria for moral progress reasonable? One philosopher
who suggests that pluralistic criteria are reasonable is Michelle Moody-Adams. In a
written piece separate from the Lachs debate, she expounds and defends a pluralis-
tic theory of moral progress. Some might contend, however, that Moody-Adams’s
theory is too anemic to face a problem plaguing pluralistic theories generally. This
problem centers upon the idea that privileging a number of values—where an in-
crease in activity with respect to any single value represents moral progress—allows
for greater conllict than monistic theories will encounter. Of specific concern is
the reality that the promotion of one value may come at an unreasonable expense
of another; thus, pluralistic theories can yield judgments that moral progress has
taken place where there is sometimes an attending moral regress. Any adequate
theory of moral progress should have something constructive to say about handling
these conflicts.

Although Moody-Adams’s theory negotiates such conflict by specilying sepa-
rate value domains for moral progress (i.e., she says moral progress can take place
with respect to one value, where stasis or regress occurs in another), her strategy
appears counterintuitive—it assigns the positive label of ‘morally progressive’ to
the proliferation of one value whose growth is causally refated to the reduction of
a different, yet similarly enfranchised value. The ultimate objective of this paper is
to argue that Moody-Adams’s pluralistic theory can be made less counterintuitive
on this point.

II. The Lachs Debate Over Moral Progress

John Lachs'’s essay argues that humans today are better morally, on balance, than
those who have lived in previous generations.> And what he means by humans
being “better” is that we contemporary humans “not only . .. do good things more
often, but also that we are, on the whole, morally more admirable people.” Lachs
backs up what can be labeled here a ‘cross-temporal judgment of moral progress’ by
citing a relationship between the moral progress in question and the proliferation
of commerce that has taken place globally. In essence, he maintains that there is a
strong connection between material advancement and moral progress. Affluence,
he thinks, increases virtue.®

Lachs’s argument for this relationship between affluence and virtue proceeds
as follows. Virtuous behavior, he says, occurs more [requently in the absence of
sulfering; but suffering is itself lessened when there is greater material gain; thus,
greater material gain fosters greater virtue.® Moreover, Lachs thinks humans have,
on balance, achieved greater material gain. Indeed, we humans do things now
that he surmises “prior generations could hardly imagine the gods performing:”
we commuicate at any time ol the day or night, we control the temperaiures of
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the material security that this allluence provides is making virtues like PenCrosity,
courage, and magnanimity flow more readily; consequently, huwmans have made
moral progress because of their becoming more virtuous in light of their wealth.”
Furthermore, he suggests that increases in well-being and decreases in sulfering are
also of intrinsic moral value, and therefore, they too should figure in our asses-
ments of moral progress.” Again, because the world is wealthier today than it has
been previously, the well-being that this prosperity fosters supports, Lachs thinks,
an additional positive claim regarding moral progress.

As was indicated, though, Lachs’s arguments do not convince his interlocu-
tors. In one reply, Cynthia Willet claims that Lachs’s thesis i gnores just how the
so-called ‘virtuous’ first-world members of the middle-class acquire their wealth'®
She observes that certain continents plunder other continents, and this neocolo-
nialism fosters the aggrandizement of goods at the expense of the impoverished,
thus contributing to their living “lives of despair and degradation.” The materially
prosperous, then, far from being paragons of virtue, are morally culpable precisely
because of how they derive their wealth. Willet further maintains that Lachs is incor-
rect in claiming that sulfering is not the norm. Most persons in this world are nat
amongst the prosperous middle-class; they are the aforementioned impoverishei
who are poorly paid and whose lives could be made much better by those Lachs
deems moral."! She thus concludes that Lachs’s notion that this is aworld teeming
with virtue and well-being is simply false.

Dennis J. Schmidt responds to Lachs’s essay by taking issue with the thought
that material prosperity entails moral growth.'” The former argues that the moral
life of a person is centered on the value of freedom, and material prosperity does
not invariably lead to more freedom; the kind of freedom that Schmidt hopes for
is Nietzschean in flavor, where going beyond the calculus of good and evil is es-
sential."® Thus, in assessing moral progress, individuals, on Schmidt’s account,
ought not to be tied to conventional ideas of right and wrong; rather, they shoul¢
become persons who set standards for themselves, measuring their progress rela-
tive to whether “the possibilities of freedom have been magnified.” So, while Lachs
is cheering on growth in both leisure and convenience, Schmidt warns that Lachs
seems to conluse these lesser things with the true expansion of [reedom.'* More-
over, Schmidt wants to call into question the notion that morality only concerns
humans. Nature and animal life, he thinks, also shape problems of morality, and
this is something Lachs seems not to recognize.

Like Schmidt, Andrew Light disputes Lachs by suggesting that the scope of
morality can and should be broadened to encompass non-humans, but Light also
thinks it appropriate to extend moral consideration to [uture generations of hu-
mans as well."” This expanded moral scope, Light urges, implies that many of the
technologies Lachs touts as responsible for increases in material prosperity (and
thus, on his account, responsible for increases in virtue) can be indicted as harm{ul,
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precisely because so many people use them. This will be true whenever such broad
use creates negalive externalities that more than cancel out the immediate value for
individual users (e.g., those users belonging 1o the middle-class).?

Finally, Russian philosopher Nikita Pokrovsky argues that the economic
growth in his homeland has not led to moral progress through increased virtue.!”
Pokrovsky observes that the very thing that Lachs touts as the engine of moral
progress has caused the Russian people to merely “functionally interact” with each
other and has left a vacuum where shared values and purposes used to dwell.
Pokrovsky explains this last claim, writing: “No one [in Russia] wants a union of
almost any kind with anyone else. Most interactions are limited to sho rt-term, direct,
and narrowly oriented contacts very often associated with either hidden or even
open instrumental orientation.”® Thus, Pokrovsky implies that those who have
been fortunate enough to experience increases in wealth are not leading lives that
Lachs would call *virtuous.” Pokrovsky thus calls into question the causal relation-
ship between material advancement and a concomitant moral progress through
increased virtue. '

It is interesting to observe from this debate that neither Lachs nor his critics
(lat-out endorses a single value criterion for measuring moral progress; the latter
either argue that the values Lachs identifies have not been adequately realized and
thus moral progress has not occurred, or that the realization of those values has
come at an unreasonable cost to other important values Lachs neglects to mention
(i.e., there has been attending moral regress 1o go along with the supposed moral
progress). Thus, the participants in this debate either endorse or presuppose plu-
ralistic criteria for moral progress.

But is a pluralistic take on moral progress reasonable? This question arises
[airly quickly, insofar as it is clear that favoring a number of values—where an in-
crease in activity with respect to any single one represents moral progress—allows
[or greater conflict than a monistic theory. Promotion of one value, that is, may
come at an expense of another, and thus pluralistic theories can produce judg-
ments that moral progress has occurred where there is sometimes a simultaneous
judgment that moral regress has also occurred. Absent a system of weighting the
various values—a system that will surely be charged with arbitrariness—it appears
that one is stuck with the reality of conflicting judgments.

Perhaps Pokrovsky’s Russia is a good example of a society that, upon analysis,
yields conflicting judgments regarding moral progress, given pluralistic criteria. If
Pokrovsky’s assessment of Russia is correct, then capitalism (or the perverted form
Pokrovsky identilies as having taken root)™® has brought more goods and services
to some in post-Soviet Russia, contributing Lo increases in material well-being, Bu
such relorms may also have led 1o persons treating each other with grealer disrespect;
individuals, thatis, are seeing one another increasingly as mere means, rather than
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both the promotion of well-being and the flourishing of virtues, as John Lachs would
have it, then the supposed capitalistic reforms largely characterizing post-Soviet
Russia are to be judged both as morally progressive and as morally regressive. That
is to say, Lachs’s pluralistic criteria allow for judgments that both moral progress
and moral regress can result from the same set of reforms. Yet, doesn't allowing
inconsistent judgments like these reflect poorly on pluralistic criteria generally?

IIl. Moody-Adams’s Theory of Moral Progress

An author who argues for the reasonableness of pluralistic criteria for moral progress,
even in light of this inconsistency problem, is Michelle Moody-Adams. Her article,
“The Idea of Moral Progress,” represents the sketching out of a pluralistic theory
of moral progress coupled with a defense of its reasonableness. She suggests that
moral progress can lake two forms:

(1) There can be moral progress in belief—this involves an intellectual progress,
the manifestation of which is a deepened understanding of an existing moral
COI’ICCP[.

(2) There can be moral progress in practice—this involves taking a deepened
understanding of a moral concept and effecting progressive change in be-
havior or social institutions.”

The moral concepts doing the work in these types of moral progress are, for
her, fundamental (i.e., they are moral concepts that are basic to all peoples at all
times). She identifies the moral concepts of righteousness, justice, and compas-
sion as being amongst those moral ideas that she thinks to be surely basic.** Thus,
it is when humans examine their behavior and institutions to see if they reflect a
concern for basic concepts like righteousness, justice, and compassion that they
may deepen their understanding and effect positive change; again, moral progress
occurs either when this deeper understanding of fundamental values is had or when
that understanding effects greater realization of those values.

Moody-Adams is hersell reluctant to identify a “destination” toward which
all morally progressive beliefs and practices must head. This reluctance is due to
her conviction that moral concepts, due to their complexity, have an indefinite
“semantic depth.”* Thus, Moody-Adams subscribes to a notion of moral progress
that connotes a progressive building upon of older moral concepts, whose mean-
ings, implications, and ramifications have exceeded our grasp and implementation.
So, [or example, the moral philosopher interested in moral progress cannot,
according to Moody-Adams, identily the end-all, be-all concept of justice” and
subsequently, on the basis of that identification, point society in the right direc-
tion by advocating certain changes. Rather, the moral philosopher will probe the
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advocate social change. The moral philosopher does this knowing that some new
understanding or realization of justice may be found in the future that expands
the concept even further.

It is also because of the indelinite semantic depth of basic moral concepts,
writes Moody-Adams, that one ought not to expect morally progressive notions to
be consistent with some one moral theory.*! I take this point to mean, for example,
that the implications of some basic concept like justice could, in some circumstances,
be consequentialist whereas in others they could be deontological (even though
negative consequences might at times ensue when we act deontologically). So, we
can suppose that the concept of justice may require an individual to possess morally
good intentions in some circumstance where those intentions have nothing to do
with bringing about good consequences. Alternatively, we can imagine that another
aspect of justice may require the provision of goods in a certain circumstance, and
thus what is important here are consequences and nothing more. After acting we
may find that even further exploration of the semantic depth of justice may yield
other judgments that are in agreement with aspects of either consequentialism or
deontology, or perhaps neither. The upshot here is that any enrichment of a basic
value that takes the form of either a new belief, or actions taken on behalf of that
new belief, can provide for moral progress without being consistent with some
one moral theory.

Now, it is also possible, thinks Moody-Adams, that because moral progress
takes place in “relatively circumscribed domains of concern,” that you can have
moral progress in one domain with accompanying moral regress in a “neighboring”
one.* For example, moral progress that consists of being more compassionate to
some persons but which comes at the expense of coercing others could cause a
regress in the domain of justice. Such incompatibility seems inevitable to her, given
the plurality of values embraced and the tendency for those values to recommend,
at times, conflicting courses of action. According to Moody-Adams, though, the
number of basic values is [ixed, and so conflict is limited to the actualization of a
finite set of values.

Moody-Adams’s explanation of how a pluralistic theory of moral progress
can reasonably be conceived seems, for the most part, attractive: it allows for
moral progress in both idea and action,; it spells out the necessary and sulficient
conditions for such progress; and the values at work in these conditions largely
map onto the intuitively appealing values discussed by major moral theories (i.e.,
compassion hearkens to utility/well being, righteousness to virtue, and justice to
autonomy/rights). Indeed, it is also noteworthy that the moral concepts, identilied
by her as “basic” and as having “indefinite semantic depth,” accommodate quite
well most of the values discussed in the Lachs debate.

Notice too that Moody-Adams’s point regarding moral progress taking place
in relatively cireiimseribed domains of concern™ potentially helps someone like
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John Lachs answer several of his critics. For example, even il Lachs concedes that
the moral progress he argues lor (i.e., that represented by the prolileration of well-
being and virtue) came at the expense of other important values (e.g., Schmidt’s
Nietzschean [reedom), he can still avail himselfl of the notion that there really is
moral progress with respect to those domains, despite the regress elsewhere. That
is, embracing Moody-Adams’s conceptual separation of moral domains allows him
to acknowledge moral progress in one domain while recognizing moral regress
in another.

Would Lachs, however, really benefit [rom using Moody-Adams’s theory
like this? Separating moral progress into different domains, as rigidly as she does,
allows for positively assessing some value’s advancement when this progression is
causally related to the devaluation of another. This causal connection can make
things awkward, I think, as the reality of attending moral regresses can dampen
the positive connotation one would expect from a judgment of moral progress.
The criticism here is that the moral domains carved out by basic values aren’t so
“circumscribed” that regardless of what happens outside some domain @, progress
with respect to domain ® is able to be morally evaluated simply in terms of those
things narrowly consistent with @. This is because presumably there is some shared
conceptual or emotive element that qualifies each basic value as a moral one rather
than as something belonging to a different conceptual sphere.

That is to say, whatever this metaethical element is that underwrites each value
as moral, it is also likely to be the cause of apprehension in attributing progress
in morality where that progress is caused by a belief or practice that also causes
regress in morality, unless, of course, this conceptual or emotive element also
entails a system of weighting its privileged values, such that increases in so many
units of one value clearly outweigh the decreases in so many units ol another. Yet,
any proposed system of weighting endorsed by this metaethical element is sure to
be charged with arbitrariness. Again, without such a system it is permissible for
groups to bring about progress in one domain of morality while causing deficien-
cies, even gross deficiencies, in other moral domains, all the while doing so, and
doing so sincerely, in the name of moral progress.

[ want to suggest that Moody-Adams’s theory, with some modilications, can
be made less counterintuitive on this issue of judging moral progress when there is
an attendant regress. In order to show this, I look to the ideas of another scholar,
Patricia Marino. Certain themes found in her work, centering on the relationship
between moral dilemmas and moral progress, are of great help.

IV. Patrica Marino On Moral Dilemmas

Patricia Marino has argued that a residue account of moral dilemmas helps us make
sense ol moral progress. Utilizing Ruth Marcus’s work on moral dilemmas, Marino
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explains that such dilemmas come about as a result of conflictin gmoral obligations.
A moral dilemma arises when “I ought to perform act A, and 1 ought to perform
act B, and 1 cannot perform both A and B.™® When either act, then, is embraced to
the exclusion of the other, there is a “moral remainder” or “moral residue” left by
the unfulfilled obligation. Marino argues that when the moral agent or the society
in which she lives recognizes the moral importance of the residue and tries to
minimize future instances of it, moral progress occurs.”

Marino’s specific discussion of the relationship between the minimization of
dilemmas and moral progress mentions nothing about pluralistic criteria for moral
progress, but some of the surrounding discussion potentially has implications for
such criteria. For example, consider her response to the objection that moral dilem-
mas may require us to judge rather harshly those who do the best they can morally.
In responding to this objection, Marino invokes the work of yet another scholar,
Patricia Greenspan. Being stuck with the moral residue of a dilemma, Marino urges,
does not make an agent as guilty as someone who is willfully negligent; Greenspan’s
“perspectival approach to emotion,” she thinks, is useful in showing this.

Claiming that there is an evaluative element to our emotions, Greenspan
contends we can judge the appropriateness of a given emotion by contextualizing
it with appropriate background information. We do this so as to find out if our
emotions are appropriate or not, whether they “fit” the world in a suitable way.
In dealing with moral dilemmas, Greenspan herself claims that these give tise to
“appropriate moral guilt without full moral responsibility.”® That is, a person can
feel appropriate moral guilt that he has not done his full moral duty, even though
circumstances that made fulfilling that duty impossible render him not morally
responsible for his moral shortcoming. Applying Greenspan’s ideas, Marino writes
the following regarding the actions of an ideal moral agent:

An agent who has suffered a dilemma will suffer a moral taint, an objective guilt,
since there really was a moral law that he transgressed; the agent’s reaction, then, is
to redescribe the events, both to himself and to his community, to try to highlight the
particular aspects of the evidence that show that he made the best choice he could
have under the circumstances. This redescription might convince us, and we might
conclude that there is no justifiable reason to consider this person blameworthy, that
is, that it is not appropriate to blame him, or to feel anger.?”

Although the moral agent, then, can assuage self-directed and other-directed
criticisms of his dilemma-inspired behavior, he still recognizes the fact that he
has fallen short of the appropriate moral ideal. And it is this recognition, Marino
explains, that can cause him to arrange his future so that the chances of encounter-
ing similar dilemmas are minimized. Again, Marino [urther contends that it is this
change i the sense of one’s obligations over time engendered by past experiences
with dilenmias thie pives rise 1o the idea that one has improved morally, that one
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cnough (pointing, perhaps, to collective responsibility for the dilemmnm in the i
place), one’s socicty may pick up the mantle of mstitutional change 1o ensure the
minimization of these dilemmas.*'

[ want to highlight Marino’s point that a person’s status as moral neednol
invariably track her having acted in an ideal moral manner, A person, that is,can
do the best she can, given the circumstances, and still haye acted morally enough to
be blameless; doing one’s full moral duty and being a moral person come apar. in
relevant circumstances. Again, Marino’s claim is that it i possible for a moral agont
in choosing one hom of a dilemma, a choice that is causally related to an immgral
action (i.e., the other horn of the dilemma), to emerge from the choice blameless hut
morally improved by being motivated to minimize the chances of future dilemmas,
I think that this idea can be useful in modifying Moody-Adams’s theory.

To demonstrate the usefulness of the above for Moody-Adams, consider the
following. Imagine that in pursuing some morally progressive policy, a moral regres-
sion also occurs. Further imagine that this is either due to morally non-negligent
ignorance that such a regression would result or due to a type of bad luck (i.e. it
was known that a regression might accompany the progress, but it was, for god
reasons, deemed highly unlikely—un fortunately, though, the improbable happers),
I propose that these situations mirror Marino’s dilemma case.

As with dilemmas, here 100 a morally unhappy result obtains in the process
of attempting to bring about something moral. And just as with Marino’s dilem-
mas, the mitigating circumstances can affect our assessments of these states of
affairs. Specifically, in a case where well-intentioned moral progress occurs at tle
expense of unintentional moral regress, the group responsible appears morally
blameless. Indeed, just as in Marino’s case, the moral agent has done as well s
the circumstances allowed. A conclusion that can be reached from all this is tht
some semblance of a moral progress judgment should be preserved in the face of
such blamelessness.

However, even if blamelessness is not suflicient to preserve the moral progress
Judgment—because talk of expectations, intentions, and sincere efforts does nct
reflect, say, a robust enough concern for consequences—then I would add that ar
inadvertent type of moral progress is also possible in these situations, a type differen:
[rom what was intended. 1 have in mind here a kind of moral progress represente(
by the gaining of new moral knowledge, knowledge of how particular ways of
bringing about moral progress lead to moral regress. For example, in the scenaric
where a group is hitherto ignorant of their actions leadin g to moral regress, here the
group gains a new awareness that the policies they thought were uniquely morally
progressive have unintended consequences. New knowledge arises simi larly in the
case where a group thought a re gression was possible but improbable, if after acting
they come 1o realize either that their assessments of the odds were flawed and/or
become more aware of the causal web linking their efforts to the mixed results.
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1 call attention to the consequential value of this new knowledge, because it
has the potential for encouraging revised practices that minimize the likelihood of
the conllicts that result in moral residues. The new knowledge that I am arguing is
morally progressive can be labeled, and here 1 borrow from Moody-Adams, ‘moral
progress in belief.’ This new knowledge adds to the semantic depths of those values
involved in the conllict, since it becomes clearer which practices and policies are
involved in either the likely promotion or likely hindrance of each value.

These unexpected or inadvertent instances ol moral progress are analogous to a
type of scientific progress, T think. Certain kinds of failures in scientific experiments
(e.g., demonstrating a hypothesis to be false, when the expectations were otherwise)
are often useful in adding to the body of scientific knowledge. Indeed, perhaps the
best analogy derivable from scientific experimentation, given the details of what 1
am here labeling ‘inadvertent moral progress,’ is where a single scientific experiment
confirms part of a hypothesis but disconfirms another part. Although such mixed
results may frustrate, the scientific community still benefits in the form of revised
understandings and modification of practices—scientific progress, that is, is still
made. The epistemic parallel is that from unwanted circumstances resulting from
either ignorance of causal change or from mislortune, one can often learn valuable
lessons regarding what went wrong,

V. Integrating the Ideas of Marino and Moody-Adams

It is time to start meshing these Marino-inspired observations with Moody-Adams’s
notion of moral progress. First, as was suggested previously, it seems wise to jettison
Moody-Adams’s idea that moral progress is present whenever the promotion of one
value comes via the expense of a different value. Recall that the justification for get-
ting rid of this universal claim centers on how the causally implicated moral regress
can strip the positive connotation of the moral progress judgment. Instead, 1 suggest
limiting regress-causing instances of moral progress to those cases where the intention
of some new policy is to bring about progress in one value without regress in another,
but where non-negligent ignorance or bad-luck brings the regress anyway.

As with Marino’s dilemma cases, mitigating circumstances can affect our as-
sessments of moral situations, and in instances where there is moral progress with
an attending regress, it is possible to acknowledge that the group responsible for
both the progress and the regress is blameless due to mitigating circumstances, while
acknowledging that their actions were flawed. I do not think Moody-Adams, given
her theory, would object to the blamelessness of such a group. Recall that amongst
her lundamental values is a concern for both righteousness and justice. Thus, she
should he sympathetic to the idea that persons of good character sometimes make
well-intentioned mistakes and, consequently, ought not 1o be thought of as blame-

worthy i the wnme way as irresponsible or pernicious acting persons,
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As Tor the new moral knowledge emerging lrom instances ol what | have
dubbed ‘inadvertent moral progress,” this knowledge should represent, in Moy
Adams’s terms, moral progress in belief. That is, this knowledge aclds 1o the semartic
depth of those conflicting moral domains involved, because it becomes known how
certain arrangements of circumstances promote and hinder conflicts among the
relevant values. Of course, this knowledge only came about because of something
negative (i.e., because of the moral regress that came along with the intended moral
progress). Yet, the regression was unintended and the new knowledge of how the
regression came about puts a group into a position to make it less likely that such
conflict will be had in the future—it instructs them either on how to undo thirgs
or how to avoid making the same mistake again. In a sense, this new knowledge
prepares groups for the road to moral improvement. Identifying this type of moral
progress in belief, then, puts us in a position to claim that when a group really dees
make it less likely that there is future value conflict, they make additional moral
progress, or borrowing terminology from Moody-Adams once again, they make
moral progress “in practice.”

V1. Conclusion

In this paper, I committed mysell to arguing that Moody-Adams’s pluralistic th eary
can be modified to soften the counterintuitive nature of identifying regress-causing
instances of moral progress. I hope I have achieved this goal by limiting regress-
causing instances of moral progress to instances where the responsible partys
blamelessness diminishes the negative connotation of any attending moral regress;
or if blamelessness is not sufficient, limit regress-causing instances of moral prog-
ress to when the ‘inadvertent’ type of moral progress is made, where it is not only
the party’s blamelessness that changes things, but new moral knowledge is also
delivered, knowledge which includes improvement-making possibilities. Indeed,
to instill confidence in the efficaciousness of inadvertent moral progress, 1 conclude
by briefly applying this notion to the Lachs debate, demonstrating its potential for
enhancing the arguments therein.

Both Lachs and his critics could seize on the idea of inadvertent moral progress
to help defend their claims. For example, Lachs might acknowledge that some of his
critics are correct in pointing out instances of moral regress in our contemporary
world (e.g., regresses in well-being, virtue, and if he were willing, regresses in other
values too). However, he can further explain that many of these instances of moral
regress largely came about in the course of humanity’s well-intentioned pursuit of
moral progress. In particular, the criticisms brought by Andrew Light and Dennis
Schmidt, those emphasizing the reality of environmental harms, are good candidatzs
lor this rejoinder. Lachs, that is, might explain that these environmental harms
really were unintended, and that they came about as persons sought, and actu-
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ally achieved, morally significant increases in their material well-being. Moreover,
when knowledge of these harms was gained, society made a kind of moral progress,
namely moral progress in beliel. The idea being invoked here is that many groups
(e.g., governments) became conscientious as a result of this knowledge (witness,
for example, the ratification of the Kyoto Treaty by scores of governments). Lachs,

then, could pursue this line of argumentation to try and reduce the poignancy of

whatever moral regresses are lobbed at him, attempting to preserve either his claim
of net moral progress or, by being more domain specific, limiting talk of moral
progress to specilic values.

1 daresay, however, that Lachs’s critics would be more than well-armed with
numerous examples of how groups, having made inadvertent moral progress pre-
viously, subsequently failed to use their new knowledge so as to avoid frequently
making the same mistakes (i.e., they did not become truly conscientious). For it
is appropriate that the new knowledge brought by inadvertent moral progress
makes groups morally culpable when they [ail to act in accordance with that new
knowledge in the future (witness, for example, the failure of the United States
to ratify the Kyoto Treaty). Thus, some claims of moral progress, where there is
causally-related moral regress, cannot reasonably benefit from either claims about
good intentions and expectations or claims about new knowledge emerging [rom
moral [ailures.?

The constructive upshot of adding both unintended, regress-causing instances
of moral progress and inadvertent moral progress to an overall theory of moral
progress is to provide [urther distinctions useful to discussants. The hope is that
Moody-Adams’s theory can benefit by such additions, making her already attrac-
tive theory a bit more intuitive. Perhaps the brief application of inadvertent moral
progress to the Lachs debate begins demonstrating the promise of discussing these
types of moral progress.

Ben Dixon, Bowling Green State University
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