Describe and discuss the cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning. 


Moral reasoning is the process of forming judgements and decisions based on the principles that promote the rights and welfare of others (Dahl & Killen, 2018). The ability to form moral judgments has been studied by psychologists for many years, and a number of theories have been developed that focus on how individuals develop and utilise this ability (Bucciarelli, 2008). Several explanations and approaches exist for moral development, including Turiel and Shweder's sociocultural approach, Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, and Bandura's social learning theory. However, this essay will focus on three main psychologists, Piaget, Kohlberg and Gilligan, and their cognitive explanations for the development of moral reasoning in children and young adults. 


Jean Piaget was a cognitive psychologist who researched and developed theories focusing on the learning and development of children (Lefa, 2014). He suggested that as a child develops, they pass through four key stages of cognitive development. These stages are sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational which leads into adulthood (Wood et al, 2001). Piaget also produced theories around the development of moral reasoning. Through conducting two different studies, Piaget discovered two key stages of moral development. The first study involved presenting a group of children with different moral dilemmas in the form of stories and then asking them if they believed these scenarios to be morally wrong and, if so, which one was worse. The second study involved observing children aged from 5 to 13 play a variety of different children’s games, the main one being a game of marbles (Weiss & Bredemeier, 1986). Through observing the children play, Piaget developed an understanding of what rules the children would follow, how those roles were obeyed and if there were any instances of manipulation of those rules (Carpendale, 2000). Through observing these two experiments, Piaget concluded that there were two stages of moral development. He introduced them as heteronomous morality or moral realism, and autonomous morality or morality of operation (Lickona, 1994). Piaget suggests that in the first stage of moral development, heteronomous morality, children would follow and conform to external rules because they have been taught by authority figures, whether that’s parents or teachers, that those rules must be followed (DeVries et al, 2000). Because of their egocentric nature, it is difficult for a child to perceive rules from the perspective of others, therefore they rely on those who are in the autonomous stage, such as parents or teachers, to guide them (Fleming, 2005). When children reach the second stage of moral development, usually at around ten years old, they begin to follow rules they perceive as morally right (Fleming, 2005). They develop the ability to analyse situations and consider the perspectives of others and how certain choices or actions may affect them. They also begin to understand that not all rules are fixed and are able change, this includes laws and social standards of behaviour (Fleming, 2005). Piaget suggested that children are able to progress from heteronomy to become moral, autonomous adults through being reinforced for their heteronomous behaviours. As a result of a parent or teacher reinforcing a child's heteronomous behaviour, whether positively or negatively, their perspective on the behaviour and rules changes, resulting in the development of their autonomous mind (Kamii, 1984).
 Many theorists and psychologists have since criticised and critiqued Piaget’s theories and research into the development of moral reasoning. Bloom (1959) suggested that Piaget’s theory of moral judgement was based on a very behaviouristic approach, and that he believes that the children’s moral responses were a result of response conditioning by the authority figures rather than as a result of the child’s cognitive and intellectual development (Lickona, 1969). Additionally, Piaget’s theories tend to ignore the influence of age, gender, level of education and many other important factors that may influence an individual's development. However, he did acknowledge the role of social factors and viewed them to be a vital part of the developmental stages and progression of moral reasoning (Lourenço & Machado, 1996). 
Although Piaget’s theories on the development of moral reasoning had their limitations, they were extremely influential and even became the foundation for other psychologists, and researchers such as Kohlberg and Gilligan. 


Lawrence Kohlberg was a psychologist with an interest in moral and developmental psychology. Kohlberg took an interest in Piaget’s explanation of moral development and began his own research to further enhance the theory. He conducted systematic studies involving observing and analysing children’s responses to a variety of different moral dilemmas (Leung & Shek, 2018). As a result of this study, Kohlberg proposed that there are three levels of moral development: pre-conventional, conventional and post-conventional morality or reasoning (Cullen & Wilcox, 2010). The first level, pre-conventional morality, was found to be prominent in young children around the age of four years old and has two key stages. (Leung & Shek, 2018). Throughout the first stage, it is believed that children behaved in a way that conformed to the expectations of authority figures in order to avoid punishment without the full understanding of their behaviour. (Cullen & Wilcox, 2010). However, during the second stage, children begin to understand that others have needs that differ from theirs, to which they then use these needs to behave or act in a certain way as a means of receiving something in return. (Leung & Shek, 2018). The third and fourth stage occur within the conventional level of morality, whereby the children begin to behave in a way that conforms to societies rules and standards, while also trying to impress those around them, including parents and peers, by behaving in those ways. (Leung & Wilcox, 2018., Cullen & Shek, 2010). Stages five and six occur in the post-conventional level which usually occurs within early adulthood. During this stage, the young adults or adolescents use their own conscience to decide what behaviours are appropriate, what they deem as ethical or moral and have an understanding of the respected laws and rules that must be followed within society (Mathes, 2021). 
Kohlberg suggests that his theory can be applied universally as all children will progress through these levels of morality as they cognitively mature  (Mohegdi et al, 2020). However, his findings cannot be generalised to all children as the studies conducted by Kohlberg only contained American participants, therefore ignoring the factor of cultural and individual differences (Mohegdi et al, 2020). Additionally, many researchers and psychologists such as Koh (2012) criticised his use of the term universal as they found that most children would only progress through stages one to three, with some reaching stage 4 (Goldschmidt et al, 2021). Kohlberg acknowledged this within his revisionist model where he explained that stages five and six were not culturally universal and it was much less common for a young adult progress further than the first three or four stages (Goldschmidt et al, 2021). In addition to only American participants, Kohlberg also only included male participants in his studies (Fleming, 2005). Gilligan (1982) believes that women may have a different approach to men when making moral judgements, therefore there is also the issue of gender bias within his research, and it cannot be generalised to both men and women (Fleming, 2005). Kohlberg, however, fails to explain the rigidity of the stages of moral development, and whether they occur sequentially or if certain stages could be missed not achieved at all (Reiter, 1996). In addition to this, Kohlberg also ignores the question of do moral actions reflect one’s moral development and, if so, then why do some individuals go on to behave in an unmoral way. (1996).


[bookmark: _Int_lsZJ3A05] 	Throughout Kohlberg’s research there were instances of gender bias that would ignore the differences between men and women, and how these differences could influence their moral judgement. Carol Gilligan, a former student of Kohlberg, identified different moral perspectives and expanded on Kohlberg’s theory of moral development to highlight the distinction between genders. (Muuss, 1988). In her research, Gilligan interviewed numerous women who had previously been faced with the difficult decision of whether or not to go through with an abortion (Smith, 1989). As a result of these interviews, Gilligan proposed that a person's moral response is determined by one of two perspectives: the justice perspective or the care perspective (Kyte, 1996). In the justice perspective, situations are perceived in a fair or equal way, whereas the care perspective is the tendency to view situations from the perspective of others with their needs in mind (Kyte, 1996). Gillian suggests that men usually follow the justice perspective and follow a hierarchical and moral order, and women value a more sensitive, person-centred and caring perspective (Muuss, 1988). This suggests that moral judgement is greatly influenced by the individual’s own perspective and not just a set of cognitive functions that is the same for everyone, as suggested by Piaget and Kohlberg (Muuss, 1988). Gilligan explained that the development of the justice and care orientation begins within early childhood as children develop different attachment styles and an understanding or experience of inequality, which is influenced and reinforced by societies views of each gender. (Kyte, 1996. Jaffee & Hyde, 2000). For example, young girls may be brought up by and have a close attachment to their mothers who have a gentler nature and take on a more caring role of the house, whereas boys may identify with their fathers who are seen to be an authority figure and the businessman and protector of the family (Jaffee & Hyde, 2000). However, Gilligan acknowledges that these voices of morality are not gender-specific roles and anyone can possess either or both perspectives, therefore she proposes that we recognise these perspectives by their themes of relationship and responsibility rather than as a male or female perspective (Reiter, 1996). Similarly to Kohlberg, Gilligan’s theory of moral development and moral perspectives lacks any information or explanations regarding the process of moving on from one stage to another, as, much like Kohlberg and Piaget, she fails to recognise or examine the concept of development (Auerbach et al, 1985). 


It is evident that Piaget, Kohlberg, and Gilligan have contributed vast amounts to the theories behind the development of moral reasoning, with their research continuing to be taught and discussed today. However, much of their research and findings are outdated and are subject to criticism and critiques. There is noticeable amount of bias present in all three approaches, therefore it is difficult for their findings to be generalised as individual and cultural differences have not been acknowledged. Kohlberg, Gilligan and Piaget all produced very little information on the developmental process itself and were unable to explain the process of progressing from one stage to another (Auerbach et al, 1985). Finally, there is only a small amount of current empirical literature surrounding this topic and future research should aim to provide more insight into these theories for further development as these theories would not be applicable in today’s society due to their lack of validity and amount of limitations. 
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