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British Abolitionism and the Question 
of Moral Progress in History
Edited by Donald A. Yerxa 

The idea of progress may well be one of the most important products of Western civiliza-
tion. Yet most historians avoid the subject, especially the notion that there has been 
significant moral progress over time, and favor contingency and human agency over 
teleology as the engines of contemporary historical inquiry. In this collection, an interna-
tional cast of prominent historians uses the abolition of the British slave trade as a case 
study for exploring the larger interpretive question of moral progress in history. 

Approaching their subject from the standpoints of social, economic, religious, sci-
entific, and political history, the fourteen contributors explore connections between 
religious belief and social transformation, the material and cultural structures needed to 
translate altruism into successful political movements, and the measurements—if any—
historians might use to denote moral progress. In taking up this inquiry, the essayists also 
broach larger questions of identifying what forces truly can be said to shape history and 
how one might delineate the capacity and limitations of historiography as a source for 
instructive philosophical lessons. The result is an illuminating conversation on aboli-
tion as a springboard for understanding the nature of historical knowledge in relation 
to authorial perspective, political and religious values, and postmodern philosophical 
claims of direction in the human experience. The work serves as a model for approaching 
the big questions of history with a goal, not of consensus, but of spirited debate and rich 
engagement.
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