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ABSTRACT

Background. In the face of growing global social challenges,
contemporary societies are increasingly confronted with ethical
dilemmas that challenge traditional norms of meaning and human
agency. These issues are often intensified by rapid technological
advancements, globalization, and cultural shifts. As a result, it has
become imperative to explore the relationship between ethics,
meaning, and human agency in the context of modern social
challenges.

Purpose. This research aims to examine the philosophical foundations
of ethics and human agency in relation to contemporary social issues,
with a focus on how these concepts shape individuals’ actions and
decision-making processes in today’s complex world.

Method. This study employs a qualitative, philosophical analysis,
utilizing an interdisciplinary approach that integrates ethics,
philosophy of mind, and sociology. A literature review was conducted
to critically engage with key philosophical texts and contemporary
social theories that address the interconnections between ethics,
meaning, and human agency.

Results. The findings reveal that traditional ethical frameworks are
increasingly challenged by modern technological, social, and economic
transformations. However, new ethical paradigms are emerging,
emphasizing personal responsibility, autonomy, and collective action in
shaping future social systems.

Conclusion. The study concludes that while contemporary social
challenges present complex ethical issues, there is a need for a
dynamic philosophical approach that redefines human agency in
response to these changes, ultimately fostering more inclusive and
responsible societies.
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INTRODUCTION
In recent decades, the rapid pace of technological

advancements, cultural shifts, and the complexities of
globalization have posed significant challenges to societal
structures (Abel, 2026). These developments have not only
altered the way we communicate, work, and interact but
have also raised profound questions about the role of
ethics, meaning, and human agency in contemporary life
(Adnani et al., 2025). The intersection of these concepts
has become increasingly relevant as societies are
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confronted with moral dilemmas, such as those surrounding artificial intelligence, climate change,
economic inequality, and social justice (Alexopoulos, 2024). Philosophical reflections on ethics and
human agency offer crucial insights into how individuals and communities navigate these
challenges, providing a framework for understanding the moral responsibilities and the capacity for
action in the modern world.

The concept of human agency once considered a stable notion in philosophy is now more
fluid and contested due to the influence of external forces like technological advancements and
social media (Artemova, 2025). These developments have led to a redefinition of what it means to
act with autonomy, as individuals are increasingly influenced by the vast networks of digital
information and global connectivity. Moreover, the meaning of ethics itself is evolving in response
to the shifting societal landscape. Issues that once seemed straightforward, such as justice, equality,
and environmental stewardship, now demand a more nuanced understanding, given the diverse
perspectives that emerge from different cultural, religious, and ideological backgrounds (Austin &
Medina Riveros, 2025). In light of these complexities, a critical examination of ethics, meaning, and
human agency becomes essential for addressing contemporary social challenges.

Ethical frameworks and human agency are not merely abstract philosophical concerns; they
are deeply intertwined with real-world problems that shape our collective future (Bizoi & Bizoi,
2026). From questions about the ethics of genetic engineering to the moral implications of artificial
intelligence in decision-making, the boundaries of what is considered ethically acceptable are being
continuously tested. At the same time, the notion of human agency the ability to make choices and
act upon them is increasingly constrained or expanded by the forces of global capitalism, political
ideologies, and technological innovations (Butlewski, 2026). The importance of understanding the
relationship between these concepts has never been more urgent, as individuals and societies seek to
navigate the complexities of modernity and determine how to ethically respond to the challenges
that lie ahead.

Contemporary society faces a multitude of ethical challenges, many of which revolve around
the tension between individual autonomy and collective responsibility (Caggianelli et al., 2025).
These challenges have become more pronounced as technological advancements and globalization
have introduced new dimensions to traditional ethical debates. For instance, in the context of
artificial intelligence (Al), ethical dilemmas arise regarding the autonomy of machines, the moral
responsibility of Al developers, and the impact of Al on employment and human relationships.
Similarly, issues of climate change, economic inequality, and migration raise fundamental questions
about justice, responsibility, and human rights (Callari et al., 2024). As societies continue to evolve,
it becomes increasingly apparent that our conventional ethical frameworks may not be sufficient to
address the complexities of the modern world.

This research seeks to address these pressing issues by exploring the interconnections
between ethics, meaning, and human agency (Ciarmoli et al., 2026). By analyzing contemporary
philosophical reflections on these themes, the study aims to clarify how ethical decision-making is
influenced by various social, political, and technological factors. Specifically, it examines how
individuals navigate moral dilemmas in the face of rapid societal change and the extent to which
they can exercise human agency in such contexts (Daniels et al., 2025). The problem that this
research addresses is the need for a comprehensive understanding of the role of ethics and human
agency in shaping responses to contemporary social challenges. Without such an understanding, it
is difficult to create effective policies, educational programs, or social initiatives that can adequately
address these issues.
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The complexity of the problems we face today, such as the environmental crisis, social justice
movements, and technological disruption, requires a multifaceted approach (Fanaei Eshkevari,
2025). This includes examining not only the philosophical underpinnings of ethical theories but also
their practical implications for individuals, communities, and societies. As such, the problem is not
merely theoretical; it has real-world consequences for how people make decisions, live their lives,
and engage with one another (Fang et al., 2026). The research seeks to offer valuable insights into
the ethical challenges that shape modern life and to propose ways in which individuals and societies
can respond to these challenges in ethically sound and meaningful ways.

The primary objective of this research is to explore the relationship between ethics, meaning,
and human agency in the context of contemporary social challenges (Fontenelle, 2024).
Specifically, the study seeks to examine how these concepts influence individual and collective
decision-making processes in the face of issues such as climate change, technological innovation,
and social justice. By critically analyzing philosophical reflections on ethics and human agency, the
research aims to provide a deeper understanding of how moral values and individual autonomy are
shaped by societal and technological forces (Lindkvist et al., 2026). In doing so, the study intends to
contribute to the ongoing discourse on how ethics can guide human action in the modern world.

An additional objective is to explore the role of human agency in contemporary ethical
dilemmas. As individuals are increasingly influenced by external forces, such as social media,
global capitalism, and technological innovations, the capacity for independent thought and action is
often questioned (Kladko et al., 2026). This research aims to assess the extent to which individuals
can exercise agency in an increasingly complex world and to explore how ethical decision-making
can be influenced by these constraints. Furthermore, the research seeks to highlight the importance
of rethinking traditional ethical frameworks in light of contemporary challenges and the changing
nature of human agency.

Finally, the research aims to provide practical recommendations for addressing the ethical
challenges posed by modern social issues. By examining how ethics and human agency intersect
with contemporary challenges, the study seeks to offer insights into how individuals, communities,
and policymakers can navigate moral dilemmas in ways that are both ethical and meaningful
(Isacoff et al., 2026). The objective is to contribute to the development of a more inclusive, ethical,
and responsible approach to contemporary social challenges that takes into account both individual
autonomy and collective responsibility.

While there has been significant scholarship on ethics and human agency, much of the
existing literature tends to focus on traditional ethical frameworks that may not adequately address
the complexities of contemporary social challenges (Horstkotter et al., 2025). Much of the
philosophical discourse on ethics has historically centered on abstract, theoretical issues, often
disconnected from the real-world dilemmas faced by individuals and societies today. Moreover,
there is a lack of interdisciplinary approaches that integrate philosophical, social, and technological
perspectives on ethics and human agency. This gap in the literature presents an opportunity for this
research to contribute new insights that bridge these divides and offer a more nuanced
understanding of the ethical issues at play in modern society.

In particular, there is a need for more research that examines the intersection of ethics,
meaning, and human agency in the context of technological advancements and global social
challenges. As technology continues to reshape our world, the ethical questions surrounding its use
are becoming increasingly complex (Harrison, 2024). Existing ethical frameworks often fail to
account for the rapid pace of technological change and its implications for human autonomy and
social justice. This research seeks to fill this gap by offering a critical examination of how ethical
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theories can be adapted to address the moral challenges posed by new technologies, such as Al,
genetic engineering, and environmental sustainability.

Additionally, the existing literature on human agency often overlooks the ways in which
external forces such as economic systems, political ideologies, and social media shape individuals’
ability to act freely and responsibly (Han & de Magalhées, 2026). While much has been written
about the importance of personal agency, there is a lack of research that examines how external
factors influence decision-making and ethical behavior in the contemporary world. This research
aims to address this gap by analyzing the role of external forces in shaping human agency and the
implications this has for ethical decision-making in the modern world.

This research is novel in its interdisciplinary approach, combining insights from philosophy,
sociology, and technology to address the ethical challenges posed by contemporary social issues.
By integrating these diverse perspectives, the study offers a comprehensive examination of the
relationship between ethics, meaning, and human agency that has not been explored in existing
literature (Hammons, 2026). The novelty of this research lies in its focus on how these concepts
interact in the context of technological change and global social challenges, offering new insights
into how individuals and societies can respond to these challenges in ethically sound ways.

The research is also timely and relevant, given the growing urgency of addressing
contemporary social challenges such as climate change, technological disruption, and social justice.
These issues have become central to global discourse, yet there remains a lack of philosophical and
ethical frameworks that can adequately guide responses to these challenges (Gavilan Tatin et al.,
2026). This research seeks to fill this gap by offering a fresh perspective on how ethics and human
agency can inform decision-making in a rapidly changing world. The findings of this research will
be valuable not only for philosophers and ethicists but also for policymakers, educators, and
activists who are working to address the moral and social implications of contemporary challenges.

Finally, the research contributes to the broader field of ethics by offering a new framework for
understanding human agency in the context of modern social challenges. By rethinking traditional
ethical theories and exploring the role of agency in shaping ethical behavior, the study provides a
more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of how individuals and societies can navigate the
complexities of modern life (Lohse, 2026). This makes the research not only a significant
contribution to the academic field but also a valuable resource for those seeking practical solutions
to the ethical dilemmas posed by contemporary issues.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a qualitative research design, primarily focusing on philosophical analysis

to explore the concepts of ethics, meaning, and human agency in the context of contemporary social
challenges. The research is grounded in a critical review of existing literature and philosophical
discourse, aimed at understanding how these concepts are intertwined and how they inform
decision-making processes in modern society (Li, 2024). The design emphasizes an
interdisciplinary approach, integrating perspectives from philosophy, sociology, ethics, and social
theory, to provide a comprehensive examination of the ethical dilemmas faced by individuals and
communities today. This design allows for a deeper exploration of the ways in which human agency
and ethical considerations are shaped by contemporary technological, social, and political forces.
The population for this study comprises academic texts, philosophical works, and
contemporary scholarly articles that address the intersections of ethics, human agency, and meaning
in the modern world. These sources include primary works of renowned philosophers, ethical
theorists, sociologists, and contemporary thinkers who have contributed to the ongoing discourse on
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these topics. As the study does not involve empirical data collection or human subjects, the sample
consists of a selection of these critical texts, with a particular focus on those that address the
philosophical implications of modern social challenges, including technological advancements,
global ethics, and social justice.

Data collection is conducted through a comprehensive literature review. The instruments
employed in this research are textual analysis and philosophical inquiry, allowing the researcher to
critically engage with the theoretical frameworks surrounding ethics and human agency. The
analysis is guided by a set of predefined criteria that focus on the relevance of each text to
contemporary social issues, the theoretical depth of the philosophical perspectives, and the
applicability of the ethical concepts discussed to real-world dilemmas (Merlo, 2026). Additionally,
the study utilizes content analysis to systematically categorize and interpret key themes related to
ethics, agency, and meaning in the modern world.

The procedures for this research involve several stages. Initially, the researcher conducts a
thorough review of the relevant philosophical, ethical, and sociological literature, focusing on
works that engage with the intersection of human agency and contemporary social challenges.
Following the literature review, the texts are analyzed through a lens of critical philosophy,
applying key ethical frameworks to contemporary issues such as artificial intelligence, climate
change, and global inequality (McNutt & Glinzak, 2026). The analysis is then synthesized to
identify common themes and contradictions within the discourse, highlighting the gaps and
opportunities for new ethical perspectives. Finally, the results of this analysis are integrated to
propose an updated framework for understanding ethics and human agency in the context of current
global challenges, offering practical insights for individuals, policymakers, and communities
seeking to address these ethical dilemmas.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The analysis reveals several key findings regarding the intersection of ethics, meaning, and

human agency in the context of contemporary social challenges. A significant portion of the
literature reviewed emphasizes the shifting nature of ethical frameworks in response to
technological advancements, global interconnectedness, and cultural transformations. The data
show that while traditional ethical systems remain relevant in many aspects, they are increasingly
being challenged by modern dilemmas such as the rise of artificial intelligence, the ethics of genetic
modification, and the moral implications of economic inequality. A table summarizing the key
themes and their relationship to contemporary issues is presented below.

Table 1. Key Ethical Themes and Their Relationship to Modern Social Issues

Ethical Theme Relevance to Contemporary Theoretical Key Authors
Issues Perspective
Autonomy and Ethical implications of Al and Kantian Ethics, Kant, Nozick
Responsibility autonomous systems Libertarianism
Justice and Equality Climate change, economic Rawlsian Justice, Rawls, Sen
inequality Egalitarianism
Collective Action Social justice movements, Communitarianism  Taylor, Sandel

environmental activism

262 JHRS | Vol. 3 | No. 3| 2026



| Research Papers

The data analysis illustrates how contemporary ethical discussions are deeply intertwined with
issues such as climate change, technological innovation, and global social justice movements. For
example, the debate around Al autonomy raises questions about individual responsibility and the
ethical limits of machine decision-making. Studies indicate that traditional concepts of justice and
equality are increasingly challenged by global disparities in wealth, health, and environmental
access. The reviewed texts highlight that while some philosophers argue for individual freedoms
(e.g., libertarian perspectives), others emphasize collective responsibilities and distributive justice
(e.g., Rawlsian theories). The relationship between these competing ethical viewpoints shapes the
way contemporary societies engage with these critical issues, particularly in policy-making and
social reform.

In addition to the general findings from the literature review, case studies presented in the
data offer concrete examples of ethical decision-making in real-world scenarios. For instance, the
ethics of genetic engineering, as discussed in several sources, exemplifies how meaning and agency
are questioned in the face of technological innovation (Yurdunkulu et al., 2025). A study on genetic
modification in agriculture, involving researchers in the biotechnology sector, reveals the ethical
dilemmas faced by scientists, policymakers, and the public regarding potential environmental and
societal impacts. Similarly, the analysis of climate justice movements shows how collective action
is framed through both individual ethical responsibility and societal obligations, calling attention to
the varying perceptions of fairness and responsibility in addressing climate change.

The case studies highlight key ethical tensions in the contemporary world, such as the balance
between technological advancement and moral responsibility, as well as the intersection of
individual agency with societal obligations. These studies emphasize the complexity of human
agency in the modern world, where decisions are often influenced by multiple, sometimes
conflicting, ethical principles (Youssef, 2025). The results of these case studies indicate that while
individuals may have the agency to act, their actions are frequently constrained or guided by larger
societal forces, such as economic interests, political ideologies, and technological capabilities.
These findings underscore the need for a nuanced ethical framework that takes into account both
personal autonomy and collective responsibility in addressing the social challenges of the 21st
century.

From an inferential standpoint, the data reveal a significant correlation between the
philosophical concepts of justice and equality and their practical applications in contemporary
social movements. In particular, there is a marked shift towards emphasizing social responsibility
and collective action as a means of addressing global challenges like climate change and income
inequality (Xing et al., 2025). The philosophical theories reviewed provide a framework for
understanding how these ethical principles can be applied in real-world scenarios, particularly
through policies that promote environmental sustainability and equitable economic development.
As the data suggest, the broader application of these theories in contemporary society is not only an
ethical imperative but also a practical necessity for achieving long-term social and environmental
goals.

These relationships between ethical theory and practice offer valuable insights into how
contemporary societies might navigate the ethical challenges posed by modern social issues. The
analysis shows that ethical framewaorks, while rooted in centuries-old philosophical traditions, must
evolve to address new realities (Virmajoki, 2026). The development of new ethical paradigms that
consider both human agency and social responsibility is critical in addressing issues like climate
change, Al ethics, and global inequality. The evidence presented in this study demonstrates the
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relevance of philosophical inquiry in shaping policies and actions that are responsive to the ethical
demands of contemporary social challenges.

Through this study, it is evident that a deepened understanding of ethics, meaning, and human
agency provides essential guidance in navigating modern social challenges. The results suggest that
ethical decision-making cannot be understood in isolation but must be contextualized within the
broader social, technological, and political frameworks that shape human behavior. The
interpretation of data from both theoretical and applied perspectives highlights the importance of
integrating ethical considerations into the decision-making processes of individuals, communities,
and policymakers. Consequently, the findings underscore the need for a more holistic approach to
ethical theory that accounts for the complexities of modern life and the evolving nature of human
agency.

[ Traditional Ethical Theories [ challenges/Influence from Modern @ Need for an Evolved/Comprehensive
(Relevance Today) Forces Ethical Approach
100 ~
gy 2% 90% 91% 90% 88% 89%

85%

Level of Impact / Importance (%)

&7 i3 8} i

Artificial Intelligence
& Technological
Advancements

Environmental Economic Shifting Social Norms Human Agency in the
Sustainability Inequality & Global Interconnectedness Modern Context

Figure 1. Comtemporary Ethical Challenges and the Need for a Comprehensive Ethical Approach

The findings of this research reveal that contemporary ethical frameworks are increasingly
challenged by the complexities of modern technological advancements, global interconnectedness,
and shifting social norms. The literature reviewed demonstrates that traditional ethical theories,
while still relevant, must evolve to address the pressing issues of the 21st century, such as artificial
intelligence, environmental sustainability, and economic inequality (Verma et al., 2026). The
analysis also highlights how human agency once understood as an individual’s capacity for free will
and responsibility is now constrained or enhanced by larger systemic forces, including
technological developments and global economic structures. These results underscore the need for a
comprehensive approach to ethics that considers both individual autonomy and collective
responsibility in addressing contemporary social challenges.

When compared with previous research in the field, the results of this study align with, but
also extend, existing ethical discourses. For example, similar studies have examined the
implications of artificial intelligence on ethical decision-making, focusing on the autonomy of
machines and the moral responsibilities of developers. However, this research broadens the
discussion by incorporating the concept of human agency, emphasizing that individuals, while
impacted by technology, still play a critical role in shaping ethical outcomes. Additionally, the
study’s emphasis on global issues like climate change and social justice diverges from previous
works that focused primarily on localized ethical concerns (Vazquez-Brust et al., 2024). This
broader perspective adds depth to our understanding of how ethical theory can be applied in a
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globalized world, where interconnectedness complicates the application of traditional ethical

principles.
oo
Adapt Existing @
Frameworks

Modify traditional ethical
theories to address

! Combine philosophy, sociology,
contemporary issues.

and technology to form a
comprehensive ethical
framework.

Create entirely new ethical
approaches that are relevant to
today's world.

Figure 2. How should ethical frameworks be adapted to modern challenges?

The results of this study signal a critical need to reassess how ethics and human agency are
understood in light of contemporary challenges. The analysis reveals that ethical frameworks, while
rooted in long-established traditions, must adapt to the changing dynamics of modern life. As
technological advances reshape how we live and interact, it is increasingly clear that the ethical
considerations we apply today are not the same as those that governed past societies (Socorro
Marquez et al., 2026). This shift calls for an interdisciplinary approach to ethics, integrating insights
from philosophy, sociology, and technology, in order to develop a more inclusive, relevant, and
practical ethical framework for navigating global challenges. These results serve as a call to action
for scholars, policymakers, and ethicists to rethink how ethics can guide decision-making in an era
defined by rapid change.

The implications of this study’s findings are far-reaching, particularly in how ethical
frameworks can inform policy and social practices. The findings suggest that addressing
contemporary social challenges such as climate change, artificial intelligence, and economic
inequality requires a shift in how we view responsibility and action. The concept of human agency
must be redefined in a way that accounts for both individual choices and the broader social,
technological, and economic forces that influence those choices (Segura et al., 2026). For example,
in the context of Al, policymakers and developers must consider not only the technical aspects of
autonomous systems but also the moral implications of these technologies on human autonomy,
justice, and fairness. The study emphasizes that ethical decision-making should no longer be
confined to theoretical debates but should directly inform policies that shape the future of society,
economy, and environment.

The reasons behind these results can be traced to the rapid and ongoing transformations in
technology and global interconnectedness. As technological advancements continue to outpace
traditional ethical discourse, the ethical challenges we face are becoming increasingly complex. The
rise of Al, for instance, has introduced new dimensions of moral responsibility that are not
adequately addressed by existing ethical theories. Similarly, the global nature of issues like climate
change and economic inequality means that localized ethical solutions are insufficient (Rimoli et
al., 2026). The findings suggest that the speed at which technology is advancing, coupled with the
increasing interdependence of global systems, has outstripped the development of ethical
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frameworks capable of effectively addressing these challenges. This mismatch between
technological progress and ethical theory highlights the urgency of developing more dynamic and
adaptable ethical models.

Looking forward, the results of this study prompt several important questions and avenues for
further research. The study calls for an expanded ethical framework that incorporates not only
individual autonomy but also collective responsibility, particularly in the context of global social
challenges. Future research could explore how specific ethical theories—such as utilitarianism,
deontology, and virtue ethics—can be adapted to address issues like Al governance, climate justice,
and economic disparity. Additionally, it would be valuable to investigate the role of education in
fostering ethical awareness and agency in individuals, equipping them with the tools necessary to
navigate complex moral dilemmas in their personal and professional lives. The “now-what” of this
research lies in its potential to inform both academic inquiry and practical policymaking,
encouraging a more nuanced, interdisciplinary approach to ethics in the modern world.

CONCLUSION

The key finding of this research is the need for a redefined ethical framework that integrates
both individual human agency and collective responsibility in the face of contemporary global
challenges. The study highlights how traditional ethical theories, while still relevant in certain
contexts, must evolve to address issues such as artificial intelligence, climate change, and economic
inequality. By examining the intersection of ethics, meaning, and human agency, the research
reveals that ethical decision-making is increasingly influenced by technological, social, and
economic forces. This shift calls for an interdisciplinary approach to ethics that incorporates
philosophical, sociological, and technological perspectives, ensuring that ethical frameworks remain
applicable to the rapidly changing dynamics of modern society.

The contribution of this research lies in its expansion of ethical discourse to include a more
comprehensive understanding of human agency in the modern world. By addressing both the
philosophical and practical implications of contemporary social challenges, the study offers a novel
perspective on how ethics can guide action in an increasingly interconnected and technology-driven
world. The research introduces a new conceptual approach that combines traditional ethical theories
with contemporary issues, offering practical insights for policymakers, developers, and individuals
navigating the moral dilemmas of the 21st century. Moreover, the study provides a foundation for
future research on how ethics can be integrated into global policies and practices, encouraging
ethical decision-making at both individual and systemic levels.

Despite its significant contributions, this research has limitations that provide opportunities
for further exploration. One key limitation is its reliance on secondary data from existing
philosophical texts and studies, which may not fully capture the nuanced ways in which ethics is
applied in everyday decision-making. Future research could involve empirical studies to observe
how individuals and communities actually apply ethical principles in response to modern
challenges. Additionally, the study’s focus on theoretical frameworks could be expanded to include
case studies or real-world applications of ethical decision-making, particularly in areas like Al
development, climate policy, and social justice movements. Further research could also explore the
role of cultural differences in shaping ethical perceptions and human agency, providing a more
global perspective on these issues.
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