Describe and discuss cognitive explanations of the development of moral reasoning.
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_WAspBwvY][bookmark: _Int_58ys29JQ]As humans grow and develop, they begin to discover an idea of what is moral in the world. Each individual’s experiences account for a part in the development of their moral reasoning, which is brought upon them in many ways. The development of moral reasoning occurs over the life span, beginning at childhood. Many theorists have developed findings to attempt to explain the processes and reasoning behind the development of morality, and how children come to develop an understanding of what is right and wrong. To begin to understand how a person will reason, one must first decipher how they think. As such, many theorists have viewed moral development through the development of cognition.
Main Body
[bookmark: _Int_5x7WJB7C]One of the key figures in the research of moral reasoning was Jean Piaget. Piaget (1932) developed a theory of moral development by his observations of young children. This included various experiments with children’s games and interviews with children aged 4 – 12 years. Piaget found that children within the age bracket of 4 – 7 years thought differently in terms of morals compared to their older peers. This is what Piaget (1932) referred to as ‘heteronomous reasoning’, where the children believed primarily in predetermined rules rather than the circumstances of the people involved in whatever situation was presented. The children observed to behave in this way placed a greater focus on obedience, as their primary goal was to follow predetermined rules. In contrast to this, children aged between 10 – 12 years tended to believe and behave differently towards morality. These children were dubbed ‘autonomous’ in their reasoning by Piaget and tended to consider the circumstances surrounding a conflict instead of relying on predetermined rules that cannot be changed. This was demonstrated by asking different groups of children to change the rules in a game of marbles. 
Piaget (1932) noted that heteronomous thinkers refused to change the rules of the game when it was suggested, whereas the autonomous thinkers agreed to change the rules. In the eyes of the younger, heteronomous group, it was simply wrong to think about changing the rules as they were set in place already. These individuals perceived the rules of the game to be unchangeable rather than refusing for another reason. In contrast, the autonomous thinkers agreed to change the rules of the game, as they recognised that said rules were not definitive and could be adjusted to better fit the players or circumstances of each game of marbles. 
[bookmark: _Int_HqBXpxJu]Although some of his observations included children acting in groups, Piaget’s theories on cognitive development focus on the child’s solitary development. In contrast, another theorist, Lev Vygotsky, focussed on the idea that children develop by interacting with others. In terms of moral reasoning, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory is argued to encompass heteronomous reasoning, compared to Piaget’s autonomous reasoning focus (Lourenço, 2012). The theory proposed by Piaget (1923) focuses on egocentrism, which describes the stage in-between symbolic and logical thought. Egocentric children focus on their own perspective when perceiving the actions of others rather than understanding another person’s point of view. However, other findings suggest that children are indeed able to understand someone’s intentions when they commit an immoral act. For example, studies conducted by Vaish, Carpenter, & Tomasello (2010) showed that children are less likely to offer help to an adult who has been shown to purposefully harm another.
[bookmark: _Int_dZtwu6lh][bookmark: _Int_PGrPlCj1][bookmark: _Int_yH4o9Esc][bookmark: _Int_gxny31xJ][bookmark: _Int_nanOXHMz]Another key theorist in the field of moral development is Lawrence Kohlberg. Kohlberg (1958, 1986) also interviewed children of various ages, in which he proposed a moral issue to the child. He studied a group of young male participants over an eighteen-year period to record his observations of their moral development. Each participant was given a hypothetical scenario, where a man would steal a drug to help his wife. Upon being given the scenario, the participants were then asked if they thought the man was morally right for his actions. Responses to the scenario was not particularly important, however the reason behind each person’s answer helped Kohlberg to determine the levels of his theory. From his findings, Kohlberg theorised three distinct levels of moral reasoning, with each level consisting of two stages. The first of these levels is the ‘preconventional reasoning’ stage. At this level, children are said to primarily consider the consequences or reward related to an action. The first stage of this level encompasses children who focus on the punishment or reward available because of an action. Stage two of this level describes children who placed importance on upholding a good image in front of others. The second level, ‘conventional reasoning,’ involves children becoming able to base their moral logic on rules imposed by others. This level includes stages three and four of Kohlberg’s model, with stage three placing a focus on morally positive behaviour as a way of seeking approval from others. Stage four expands upon elements of the previous stage, encompassing individuals who see moral behaviour as a way of upholding their duty to be good in society. The final level, ‘postconventional reasoning,’ is the highest level proposed by Kohlberg. At this level, individuals can create and recognise their own moral code, in accordance with ethical factors within their society. Only some individuals can achieve this level of reasoning however, as these stages involve abstract ideas. At stage 5, individuals will be able to uphold societal values as a basis for their moral beliefs, whereas stage 6 places a heavier focus on the person’s own moral values. As a result of this, many individuals fail to reach the higher stages, as doing so involves developing a great understanding of their own moral values as well as those from their society. From his observations of the participants in his study, Kohlberg (1958, 1986) recorded a similar pattern of development from each participant, leading him to develop his stage theory.
[bookmark: _Int_zdZUIfLK]Although Kohlberg (1958, 1986) provided an outline of how he believed children to reason, his theory stresses an importance on the process of making the decision. Most individuals, when faced with a dilemma, will not take the time to fully evaluate each outcome when forming their judgement – it is often a spontaneous decision. In addition to a more logical focus, Kohlberg’s findings adhere to the idea of upholding justice when making a moral decision, rather than exploring what is best for each involved party.
[bookmark: _Int_Eawv12C0]Gibbs (2009) argued to have deepened this understanding of moral reasoning by exploring further into the foundations of Piaget’s ideas. Both Gibbs and Kohlberg anchored the base of their findings within Piagetian ideas, however Gibbs presents a different argument to the processes of moral development. Gibbs (2009) theorised that there are two main phases of moral development over the life span. These phases are the ‘standard moral development’ phase, consisting of many smaller stages, and the ‘existential development’ phase. The first stage of standard moral development is labelled the ‘immature stage,’ focusing on the individual’s own perspective bias. The next stage – the ‘mature stage,’ focuses on the individual understanding the perspectives of others and forming their own moral code. The ‘existential development’ phase describes a point where individuals can understand and create hypothetical situations. This does not occur in all individuals. These ideas were based on the findings of Kohlberg (1958, 1986).
[bookmark: _Int_zcLZ1Eu4]Although Kohlberg’s (1958, 1986) theory held basis in his experiment findings, he failed to consider expanding his research beyond a small group of participants – a group consisting of only men. Another theorist working with Kohlberg, Carol Gilligan, attempted to expand upon the work of Kohlberg by applying his experiment to women. Gilligan (1982) believed that an element was missing from Kohlberg’s study – care. In her own research, Gilligan studied the relationship between gender and morality, believing women to be more caring in their nature than men. She theorised that women have not had enough opportunities to highlight their abilities to make moral judgements due to the male-oriented focus placed on the world and society. This was indirectly suggested by Kohlberg (1958, 1986) believing that men were able to achieve higher stages in his moral development theory compared to women, despite not having the adequate experiment records to truly ground his claim. As a result of this, Gilligan believed that the staged development theory proposed by Kohlberg had a biased outlook in terms of gender. 
Throughout history, women have consistently been perceived as less important than their male counterparts. This is also reflected in many psychological studies, where men are favoured over women as participants. Historically, it has often been a woman’s role to provide care for men and children, which may have influenced previous findings on women’s moral reasoning. This contextualises previous findings as well as Gilligan’s (1982) hypothesis that women are more caring than men. However, Gilligan failed to consider that her beliefs surrounding moral development in women adhered to historical sexism and gender biases. This is also apparent in her studies, as only women were considered as participants. 
Conclusion
To conclude, many theories throughout the years have developed some explanation for the development of moral reasoning in humans. Piaget (1932) developed a cognitive theory attempting to explain moral reasoning and its development via his observations of both older and younger children. These observations lead him to define two major categories of reasoning: heteronomous and autonomous reasoning. Heteronomous thinkers tended to be younger children, who were unable to adapt to changes in predetermined rule systems or come up with their own changes. This was because these children believed that predefined rules governed by adults were in themselves unable to be altered or ignored. Autonomous thinkers were able to adapt to and changes predetermined rues and ideas, as they believed these rules to be more of a guide. These tended to be older children. Piaget (1932) also discovered that younger children were egocentric in nature and were often unable to see another person’s perspective in an argument. Despite all his findings, Piaget placed heavier focus on children’s individual development, rather than expanding on how interacting with others could affect their moral development.
[bookmark: _Int_UVEk7FlT][bookmark: _Int_WFIbhhIv]Kohlberg (1958, 1986) expanded upon the ideas of Piaget (1932). He developed his own theory of moral development in individuals by observing the development of a group of young male participants. From his recordings of moral development process observed by participants, Kohlberg formed a structured stage-based theory explaining the development of moral reasoning. This resulted in a multi-levelled development theory, consisting of ‘preconventional,’ ‘conventional,’ and ‘postconventional’ levels. Preconventional reasoners placed focus on the punishment or reward available as a result of their actions. Conventional reasoners placed a focus on rules as a basis for their moral decisions. Finally, postconventional reasoners placed a focus on both their own moral code, as well as the moral values of their society. While his theory reached new ground in the field of moral development, Kohlberg’s ideas had their own flaws. One such flaw was Kohlberg’s bias towards male participants, indicating that his research was not as complete as it could have been. Another issue with his theory was the focus placed on the process of making a decision, rather than discussing the irrational responses that can emerge when faced with a spontaneous choice.
Gilligan (1982) recognised the gender biases present in Kohlberg’s (1958, 1986) theory and developed her own theory by evaluating women. She believed that women are more caring in their nature than men, which affected how they would score along Kohlberg’s level theory. This was because women were observed to place lower down on Kohlberg’s level theory when they were eventually evaluated by it. Although Gilligan’s theory held some ground, her hypothesis itself adhered to the gender biases she was adamant on dismantling. By only looking at women in her own research, she was no more inclusive than Kohlberg who looked only at men. As a result of this, Gilligan’s findings that women are indeed more caring than men are biased. 
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