Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning

 In this essay, I will be discussing different explanations of the cognitive development of moral reasoning. Cognitive development is closely focused on how individuals interpret their environment and the world. Many different theoretical models are used to display the mental processes that cause certain behaviours. Many cognitive theories look at the application of learning new information and skills that the brain requires to form connections and store memories. This leads to the development of moral reasoning, which is how an individual perceives behaviour as wrong or right. Many theorists that I will be discussing believe different stages of development help us  form understanding and judgements. 


Jean Piaget was a Swiss psychologist known for his contributions to psychology through his work and studies on children and cognitive development. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development states that children think and see the world differently from adults. As stated in the work of Saul McLeod, PHD (2018) Piaget also believed that children actively gain their knowledge of the world and that they are not being filled with information from authority and influential figures. Piaget investigated how children develop moral thinking and moral understanding which included many methods one of them being through the use of games and rules. Piaget specifically used marbles and hopscotch in his research. Piaget had confidence that if he observed children playing games and then question them on the rules and their importance of them, he would develop an understanding of how morality principles develop. 
In Piaget's book The Moral Judgement Of The Child (Piaget,1985) he observed children specifically boys playing with marbles. Piaget would use the technique of feigned naivety to see if the children were able to understand the rules of the game and explain them clearly to him. Through this, he determined that young children mostly 8 and under reasoned with what he called heteronomous reasoning, which meant that they played marbles a certain way as they were taught to play by authority figures. The children understood the sacredness of the rules as they had been passed down. Piaget stated that the children did have an understanding of intentions and had the intention to play properly even if a situation did occur where something went wrong within the game however, the children did have an awareness of the consequences and judged the outcomes of behaviours. 

Furthermore, Piaget found that children more so boys typically over the age of nine reason with what he called autonomous reasoning which displayed more independence and demonstrated more flexibility to switch the rules. This coincided with intention and motivation as they understood that if something did go wrong for example if someone fell into someone else that there was no bad intention or motivation. To examine how girls reason he used the game of hopscotch. He found that girls move into autonomous reasoning earlier than boys. He stated that perhaps girls reason differently than boys as they are treated differently in society. Although Piaget identified these two ways of thinking he also proposed that there is progress in thinking morally. He stated that there were different domains of thinking where one child might think heteronomously while another child may think autonomously about different moral dilemmas or questions. Piaget also suggested that there is a shift in moral thought linked with an understanding of social relations and bonds however this wasn’t a clear shift. 
 
Piaget also used moral dilemmas to see how children were morally thinking. 
One scenario he used was the roll & the ribbon. The children are presented with two people who both steal, one being Alfred who stole food in order to help his friend who is poor and was hungry. Alfred stole this roll as he had no money himself. The children are also presented with Henriette, who stole a piece of ribbon as she thought it would look nice on her dress. Piaget found that many of the younger children chose Alfred as the naughtiest as they followed material consequences associated with sanction and how easily he would have been caught as he stole something larger. Piaget also found that many of the older children chose Henriette as the naughtiest, due to motivation and intention which has shown an impact on the judgement of morality. 

The influence of Piaget’s ideas in psychology has been extremely important. Piaget inspired many other psychologists to research further which has allowed us to gain knowledge in cognitive development. Piaget’s theory is used universally within the schooling system and helps with the development of curriculums for children. His theory also produced the idea of where children’s capabilities should be and that education should be structured around development. Saul McLeod, PHD (2022)


Although Piaget’s work is being positively used many theorists have challenged his theory, such as Bussey 1992. Bussey believed that children were aware that lying is wrong even if it is undetected. She investigated and studied morality in pre-school children. Her results show that preschool children identified 70% of lies and truthful statements. (Bussey 1992) This challenges Piaget’s theory as this demonstrates moral thinking at a younger age. 
Furthermore, Vygotsky and Bruner question if the stages are even real. They both view cognitive development as a continual process. Some studies show that not all stages are guaranteed to be met. This is demonstrated in Keating’s work (1979) which shows that 40-60% of college students fail at formal operational tasks which relate to scientific reasoning. 
Saul McLeod, PHD (2018) 



Furthermore, I will also be discussing the theorist Kohlberg. Lawrence Kohlberg was an American psychologist best known for his theory of stages of development. In line with Piagetian tradition, Kolhberg researched morality by taking the importance of maturation, brain development and stages into account.  Kohlberg did not create an emphasis on social relations as he believed that logic was a key factor within moral thinking. He believed that rational thinking had to be present in order to form a moral judgement. 
Kohlberg  created one moral dilemma called “Heinz Dilemma.” Heinz’s Dilemma is about a woman in Europe who is dying from cancer. There was one drug that could save this woman  however, this drug was very expensive to make. Heinz who is the dying wife’s husband borrowed all the money he could however, this still only left him with half the money that he needed. Because Heinz did not have enough money he broke into the drug store and stole the drug for wife. The question then Kohlberg asked was,  should Heinz have stolen the drug? One moral issue that arises here is saving somebody’s life whereas the other moral issue is that it is wrong to steal. Differently to Piaget Kohlberg found that there was no evidence in moral worlds of child/adult or peer morality. Kohlberg did not believe in heterologous and autonomous thinking, he believed that children and adults were developing at their own rate. Kohlberg found that majority of individuals believed that Heinz was correct in his actions and that he should have stole the drug. These individuals believed that the moral dilemma of ‘it is right to preserve life’ is morally superior. Kohlberg also found that some children were more focused on that “it is wrong to steal” 
This can be argued and critiqued that children may already have the knowledge that stealing is wrong however they may never have been exposed to preserving a life. 
Children are often protected from these type of stories however, to hear about stealing is more accessible to children. 

Kohlberg suggested that they are stages linked to moral development however, he did not link them with age. He believed individuals work through stages.   Kohlberg  divided three  levels into two stages. Level one being the pre conventional stage. The first stage is the heteronomous. Kohlberg does believe that this stage is present however is not linked with age. His idea of heteronomous morality is very similar to Piaget’s as he states that the avoidance of breaking rules stems from the fear of punishment. The second stage is more individual-based with purpose and exchange. In this stage Kohlberg believes that individuals 
act in accordance with their interest. In this stage, it is suggested that in this stage individuals are still egocentric and see only from their viewpoint.  Level two is called the conventional level. Stage one is based upon mutual interpersonal expectations, relationships and interpersonal conformity. This stage is about living up to expectations, this is where individuals start to learn about duties and responsibilities. Individuals also learn that we maintain relationships and can maintain trust if we act accordingly with expectations. The second stage is about the social system and conscience. Individuals begin to learn that society has expectations along with authority figures. This stage is also very much based on rules and how they should be upheld unless they conflict with expectations. 
This a can be shown through Piaget’s work with moral dilemma’s. His work shows that Alfred broke the rules however he contributed to a society in which this stage is all about. Kohlberg believes that if you positively contribute to society you have nothing on your conscience. The third and final level is the post-conventional. The first stage is based upon having a social and moral contract and how we behave with other people and how we expect individuals to behave towards us. Kohlberg believes in this stage we have more of a moral awareness of different perspectives in that not every individual share the same beliefs. In this stage, Kohlberg believes that we begin to learn that some  individual rights should transcend. The second and final stage is based upon universal ethical principles. Kohlberg argued that this was the highest stage of moral thinking that an individual could reach, he also argued that only certain individuals would reach this point. Kohlberg believed that individuals who reached this stage positively impact society as he believes they challenge moral standards. 

 Kohlberg’s theory has used positively in psychology. Kohlberg used Piaget’s work as a base and then delved further into morality in his research. Kohlberg also covers development beyond the middle teens. Although Kohlberg’s research has been used positively there has been many arguments against his theory. Many theorist question if moral judgement matches moral behaviour . Kohlberg never stated that there was a direct correspondence between the both however, he did suggest that they were linked. Bee (1994) believes we need to take other factors into account such as, habits that people have developed over time, the cost and benefits of behaving in a certain way, competing motive such as self-interest and peer pressure. Overall, Bee believes that is moral behaviour is one factor of moral reasoning and that social factors are equally as important.  McLeod (2013) 


I will finally be discussing theorist Gilligan. Carol Gilligan is an American psychologist who is best known for her research into moral development of girls and women. Gilligan had very different views to Kohlberg in fact she critiqued his work as she believed it was gender bias.
She believed that Kohlberg had created a morality of justice which was purely based on rules rather than a universal state of morality. She believed that this was resolved by how values, principles, and standards were maintained Gilligan believed that there was a different type of morality which was morality of care. This was also sectioned into levels then stages. Level one being the pre-conventional level with the first stage based upon self care. Stage two is where Gillian believes where individuals become concerned about how we are looked selfishly however the learning of concerning for others and ourselves is still present. The second level is then the conventional stage where the first stage is about caring for others equated with self sacrifice. Gilligan believes in this stage individuals learn through
the responses of others in society. The second stage is about how individuals begin to learn and see inequality and how it becomes evident. This is where individuals begin to see that they may have more or less than others. The final level is the pre-conventional stage. The first stage is about the dynamics of relationships and how to eliminate tension between others. The final stage is about how care is extended beyond personal relationships and hurt and exploitation comes into account. This is where individuals become interdependent. Gilligan (1988) 



Gilligan’s work has been used positively in psychology and help us understand how girls and women  morally develop when there was a gap in that research. However, many argue that Gilligan’s work was reverse bias as her work was solely on women and her work was stereotypical on gender roles. 



To conclude, all three theorists research has positively impacted psychology within moral development even though there are many critics to each piece of research. I feel that all theorists have provided excellent research and ideas however, I do feel that there has been a gap in gender equality in research as the theorist have favoured a gender in their research.  Although I do agree more with Gilligan’s work as she believes that all individuals can reach the highest point of moral development opposed to only certain individuals. 
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