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

There are several different approaches that define and explain the development of moral reasoning. For the purpose of this essay, it will look at one of the more prominent approaches, the cognitive approach. There is a substantial number of contributions regarding cognitive theorists and their research which attributes to its clarification. Such well known cognitive theorists includes that of Piaget, Kohlberg and Gilligan, each of whom play an integral part in the cognitive explanation of the development of moral reasoning. 

Life as we know it all stands by some sort of code, adhering to expectant moral rules and societal norms. Moral reasoning, by general definition, is that of self-evaluation, judgement, and the consideration of certain events to determine the right and wrong courses of actions and behaviours to demonstrate. Logic of which may be supported by those specific societal values. Piaget (1932) defines moral reasoning as a construct of an acceptance of moral rules, more clearly put in this statement “All morality consists in a system of rules, and the essence of all morality is to be sought for in the respect which the individual acquires for these rules.” (Langford, 1995, pp.55, as cited in Piaget, 1932, pp.1). The development of moral reasoning requires a change in a person’s behaviours, thoughts, and feelings concerning their view on what is right or wrong (Langford, 1995; Santrock, 2014).

Piaget (1932) was the first to show interest in how children cognitively relate to moral issues. His research consisted of the observation and direct interviews of children between the ages of four and twelve to try and determine their development of moral reasoning. He challenged their morality by presenting them with ethical issues (theft, justice, punishment) and observed their thought process towards rules through that of play (game of marbles). Piaget stated that different ages operate different processes of reasoning which derives from ongoing learnt experience, complex thinking, and cognitive development (Santrock, 2009; Santrock, 2014).

From his research Piaget constructed to two phases of moral development that children experience where maturation of the brain allows cognitive and complex thoughts. The heteronomous phase (around 4-7 years) and the autonomous phase (10 years and over) with the age between seen as a transitioning period. The heteronomous phase more commonly resides within young children where their construct of moral reasoning stems from that of their initial authoritative figures such as their parents, where rules are absolute. According to Piaget, a heteronomous thinker always believes a violation of rules will automatically result in punishment served, whether it be immediate or delayed. This is called immanent justice, and young children make their judgment on right and wrong behaviour by considering the consequences of the actions (Gross, 2020; Santrock, 2014).

The autonomous stage consists of a development of awareness that rules are created by people. Concerning the game of marbles, the children understood the rules were created by the children themselves and, with the agreement of others, the rules could be altered. Here, a child’s thought process of morality has become more advanced. They display moral orientation towards peers and not just respect of authoritarian rules, creating a cooperation on social affairs over only adhering to the unchangeable laws. Their judgement consists also of a consideration an individual’s intentions and not just the consequences alone. Piaget stated that the change between these stages occurs due to the child’s ability to view situations from another person’s perspective as their thought process changes from egocentric to operational (Fleming, 2005; McIlveen and Gross, 2004; Santrock, 2014).

Piaget’s theory set president within the field of cognitive development and challenged prior theorists over the definition of cognition within children. Piaget’s research also encouraged others to further develop his theory, and his findings has contributed to education. His central ideas have been supported with more research. Wimmer et al (1982) conducted a study to test Piaget’s theory which although found children do have a good understanding of cause and effect, it concluded that younger children still present themselves to be moral realists as Piaget states. His natural observations vastly contrast to his successor, Kohlberg, whose basis for moral reasoning derived from hypothetical dilemmas and thus, Piaget demonstrates a high ecological validity (Gross, 2020; Krebs and Denton, 2005; Mitchell & Ziegler, 2007).

Piaget’s studies of moral reasoning look at its development through the rules of game play, rules easily change depending on the child’s reasoning and understanding. Concerning morality, its rules are usually structured without room for alteration, and although Piaget included some ideas of theft and lying, some of his research was based initially on how people play games, creating critique over the validity concerning his theory of morality. Bussey (1992) investigated children’s moral judgement of false statements, as he felt some aspects of children’s judgement of lying had been disregarded within Piaget’s research. Bussey (1992) established that children do have a comprehension of lying and not just the judgement that lying was wrong because punishment would follow (Bussey, 1992; Gross, 2020). 

There is an evident gender bias within the work of Piaget. His study of the game of marbles was predominantly played by boys which creates restraints within his findings. Even though Piaget made comparisons between male and female participants, the games played by the girls was seen as less complex regarding the rules, therefore an equal comparison between genders would not be entirely attainable. Piaget stated comparisons were difficult as the opportunities were slight, due to the simplicity of girl’s games, but did notice girls were more relaxed towards the licit rules over boys. Piaget regarded the diminished rigidness towards the legalities as a lack of development in moral reasoning. Gilligan (1982) further criticises Piaget’s gender bias which created a negative perspective over women’s moral development (Fleming, 2005; Gross, 2020)

Another influential perspective to moral reasoning was developed by cognitive theorist Lawrence Kohlberg (1958, 1986). A Piagetian theorist, Kohlberg’s theory lays its foundations to that of Piaget’s research, where both believed that morality develops and changes throughout childhood and adolescence. However, Kohlberg expanded Piaget’s ideas, developing three levels, each with two different stages to achieve a state of moral reasoning. The three levels being preconventional morality, the conventional morality, and the post-conventional morality. This stage development of morality is based upon an individual resolution of cognitive conflict and are a universal development (Gross, 2020; McIlveen and Gross, 2004; Santrock, 2009).

Kohlberg’s theory is composed of research that developed over the course of twenty years and consisted of specific interviews with children where they were presented with hypothetical stories constructed with moral dilemmas. This is a contrast to Piaget’s natural observational research approach where Kohlberg used these moral dilemmas to evaluate an individual’s moral reasoning. Kohlberg was more concerned with concluding the reason, logic, and philosophy behind the moral thought over the moral behaviour. The dilemmas presented would consist of a story with a choice of unacceptable societal moral issues to determine which developmental stage an individual was in Gross, 2020; Krebs and Denton, 2005).

The ‘Heinz’ dilemma helped to explain Kohlberg’s theory and consisted of whether it was morally right for Heinz to steal medicine to save his wife. Kohlberg presented this moral issue to children of different ages and their answer would determine each moral development stage. A preconventional answer, like Piaget’s heteronomous sense of morality, would relate to right and wrong behaviour that is based on the presence of punishment, reward, and egocentric reciprocal exchanges. A conventional answer would be based on the approval of one’s actions to their belonging group and valued societal norms/expectations to determine what is right and wrong. Finally, a post-conventional judgement would be made when an individual basis their moral reasoning on their own moral code with foundations to existing principles. Conflict arises between adhering to legal principles and self-interest when a deeper understanding and individual interpretation of moral principles is reached. Kohlberg thought that the right to preserve life was the highest of moral reasoning and it would be right for Heinz to take the drug to save his wife (Gibbs, 2019; Gross, 2020; McIlveen and Gross, 2004). 

Kohlberg made considerable contributions within the sector of moral development. His expansion on Piaget’s work and further research allowed the progression in cognitive development and attended to the development of morality which surpassed the childhood stages. This presented a wider variation to that of Piaget’s theory and constructed an advanced stage theory and whose research has been highly regarded for the past thirty years. Kohlberg identified ethical behaviour was directed by moral decision making and is a result of correct moral reasoning which related moral development stage process to the cognitive development process (Gibbs, 2019; Gross, 2020; Mitchell & Ziegler, 2007). 

Gilligan (1982), a former researcher for Kohlberg, identified flaws within his theory and argues that his research presents gender bias given that he only conducted his study on males, thus presenting a male only explanation for moral reasoning and limiting an overall result. Gilligan (1982) argues from her own studies that moral judgement concepts differ in men and women and Kohlberg’s research was highly discriminatory (Fleming, 2005; Santrock, 2014).

Kohlberg’s theory can also be seen to be ethnocentric as his research derives from western culture. Western culture has different norms to that of others and would be incompatible with Kohlberg’s stages of development as it would conflict with the difference in a society’s cultural values. This was especially evident within the higher levels of moral development as his scoring system did not recognise cultural differences within this stage. It is important to recognise cultural difference as it has significant influence in the development of morality. This is not prominent within Kohlberg’s research and therefore can be seen to be bias and not a universal progressive pattern for morality as he suggests (Fleming, 2005; Mitchell & Ziegler, 2007; Santrock, 2014).

Gilligan (1982), a former research assistant for Kohlberg, challenged his theory and recognised the flaws in his findings. Gilligan developed her own three levelled, six staged theory to the development of moral reasoning and although it incorporates Kohlberg’s theory, Gilligan’s theory broadens the scope for the moral development of women. Women were not perceived to be highly moral thinkers within Kohlberg theory. In her 1982 book In a different voice, Gilligan confronts the results of sexist research within the field of psychology and challenges the male perception of the world. Her developmental theory challenges Kohlberg’s, stating that his work was entirely gender biased, only studying men, and not considering a woman’s pattern of moral development (Fleming, 2005; Gilligan, 1982; Gross, 2020). 

Gilligan believed that both sexes conceive a difference in their development of moral understanding. Gilligan presents the idea that women’s sense of morality is learned and fuelled from care and compassion and a man’s conception of morality stems from a value of justice. The theory suggests that woman gain their morality by understanding relationships and the responsibility of the effects of their decisions. Gilligan argues that their moral development is a foundation of a care perspective verses that of Kohlberg’s justice perspective. Gilligan identified criteria that did not exist in Kohlberg’s theory, which restricted women’s development of morality in relation to his developmental stages as it did not implement or recognise the importance of a perspective of care. Essentially, she gave women their own ‘voice’ within a predominant male psychological perspective, arguing that there should be distinct theories for each gender to describe their moral reasoning more precisely (Berger, 2008, Fleming, 2005, Gilligan, 1982; Muuss, 1988; Santrock, 2014). 

Gilligan conducted a study on abortion to determine a woman’s moral reasoning towards the decision of the procedure. Gilligan stated that this was an integral part of her research as it created revolutionary findings for women as most psychological research was mainly male dominated. The study signifies a woman’s approach to a moral dilemma. However, this moral conflict is one that can only be biologically experienced by the female gender and can be argued as a reverse bias considering a man’s opinion was not accounted for within the study (Gilligan, 1982; Pitt, 1991).

In conclusion all three theories mentioned within this essay describes cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning, each broadening their predecessor’s research. Gilligan made revolutionary findings to incorporate women within the basis of Kohlberg’s theory, creating a separate explanation through sense of self over cognitively development alone, as well as identifying the apparent gender bias within the psychological field. Although there is conflict to her findings, creating her own gender bias which could contradict her ideas on Kohlberg’s primarily male oriented research. Kohlberg’s theory is still vastly recognised and identifies further stages of development that continue past adolescence. Kohlberg relates cognitive development with moral understanding, and even though the construction of his research has limitations, it still presents an understanding of the logic behind how and why individuals interpret moral conflict. Piaget’s theory presents a simplified account to the development of moral reasoning. Piaget’s research was of a time where adolescence ended at a much earlier stage, and although his studies had restrictions, it laid the foundations for many other theorists, like Kohlberg, to further explore his research within a developing world.
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