Philosophy – Spring Term 2026
“Do we need a moral revolution?”
The last series of “Reith lectures” on Radio 4 were delivered by the Dutch historian Rutger Bregman who is calling for a moral revolution.  He sees what is tantamount to a civilisational collapse in the West and likens it to the fall of Rome with Trump taking the part of Caligula!  It’s not new. In the Nineteenth Century – 1878 – a movement grew up amongst American Churches dubbed “Moral Rearmament” which spread to the UK where it was identified as “The Oxford Group” (not the same as the “Oxford Movement”).  Basically, it sought to encourage people to live under God’s guidance, fostered a belief in moral absolutes, and encouraged people to deepen the spiritual dimension of their life through personal work.  The movement declined after 1965, so it seems that Bregman is taking up the cause.  He is the son of a Lutheran Pastor, and in his teens turned his back on religion and sought purpose meaning and truth in the study of history. 
Another “movement” calling for a moral revolution also emerged in the nineteenth century – the rise of “Christian Socialism”.  It was associated with John Frederick Denison Maurice (1805-72).  He was ordained in the Church of England, but in his early years rubbed shoulders with John Stuart Mill and John Ruskin.  Gladstone is said to have enjoyed his sermons but found him a “bit slippery”!  The housing reformer Octavia Hill was prepared for confirmation by him, and many were drawn to his Theology which had been affected by the revolutionary movements of 1848, and his constant theme was the need for a moral and social regeneration of society. 
In his lectures Bregman stressed the effect individuals can have on changing society, citing in his second lecture the people who worked for the abolition of slavery.  There are many reform movements we can cite – Temperance, Penal Reform, Animal Welfare, moral arguments around “Assisted Dying”, and abortion – which take place on the periphery of the idea of a moral revolution which implies a significant change in a society’s moral beliefs and practices. 
What makes this question so much more difficult for me is that as a society we face a lot of developments which will force change on us.  The rise of AI is debated regularly and over Christmas Mustapha Sulieman, who is the head of Microsoft AI development edited the Today Programme.  Together with Bill Gates he sees the development of AI as being an overall “good thing” but also warns about the downside, which includes making us less able to read and discover things for ourselves.  What isn’t mentioned so often is the rise of “Quantum Computing”.  A group from Brecon U3A went to the Science Museum in London to an exhibition which claimed to explain the idea of Quantum Computing.  Most of us returned not that much wiser!  My pathetic attempt to understand it goes something like this.  Conventional computers work on bits that can only be 0 or1. Quantum computers use “Qubits” which can hold the value of 0, 1 or a mix of both at the same time.  IBM currently has a computer with 127 “Qubits”, which apparently can solve problems that other computers can’t, and I wouldn’t even try and understand.  The only way I can envisage this idea is to imagine a spinning coin, its not just heads or tails whist it spins, it’s both until it lands.  The idea is that Quantum Computers can try lots of different answers at the same time.
If we add Genomics, Immigration, population growth or shrinkage, massive national debt (currently £2.8 Trillion and projected to be £3.5 Trillion by the end of this parliament), and overshadowing the lot is the issue of Climate Change, which does not recognise national borders. 
In his first lecture Bregman quoted the Italian Marxist – Politician – Intellectual Antonio Gramski who founded the Italian Communist Party.  He is best known for his theory of “Cultural Hegemony” – how the state and ruling capitalist class use institutions to maintain wealth and power.  He was appalled by the rise of Fascism in Italy, Spain and Germany, and imprisoned by Mussolini.  He died shortly after his release in 1937.  The Quote Bregman used in his lecture was:
“The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to be born; now is the time of monsters.”
Does this apply to our world in 2026, and is Bregman right – we need a moral revolution?
Happy New Year!
Richard
