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Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development remains the most influential framework for understanding the approach of moral reasoning. By proposing an established, six stage sequence of development, enhancing the earlier three stages, originally proposed by Piaget (Peters, 1971). Kohlberg and Hersh (1977) transformed moral psychology from a study of learned behaviours to an analysis of cognitive structures, prioritising the concepts of justice and autonomy. However, some contemporary knowledge suggests that his universal model is fundamentally held back by its western, individualistic origin. This essay will critically discuss the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development to current understandings of the development of moral reasoning. Specifically, this discussion will review Kohlberg's focus on abstract logic against Gilligan’s (2003) theory and Baek’s (2002) findings on Confucian filial piety, demonstrating how gender and culture alter moral maturity. Furthermore, it will utilise contemporary perspectives such as Mathes’ (2021) evolutionary defence of the stages and Krettenauer’s (2022) focus on moral identity, to argue that moral development is not simply an ascending journey towards justice but a nuance integration of oneself and society. Finally, by drawing on the works of Moody-Adams (2025) and contemporary generational analysis by Weber and Urick (2023).
A major contribution of Kohlberg’s framework to current understandings is the recognition that moral reasoning is inherently tied to cognitive maturity. Kohlberg and Hersh (1977) argued that an individual cannot reason at a higher moral stage without first achieving the previous levels of moral understating. This cognitive developmental standard is supported in the work of Sortino (2020), who utilises advances in neurobiology to demonstrate how the brain changers, such as the development of the prefrontal cortex underpin the shift from childhood impulsivity to adult concepts. Sortino’s perspective validates Kohlberg’s lifespan approach, suggesting that the stages are not simply social constructs but are reflected by the increased complexity of the neurological structure. However, the universal nature of Kohlberg's stages finds its strongest modern defence in evolutionary psychology. Mathes (2021) provides an essential contribution by framing Kohlberg's sequence as an evolutionary necessity. According to Mathes, the progression from pre-conventional to conventional reasoning reflects the biological shift from individual survival to group loyalty. This evolutionary perspective provides a powerful counter argument to cultural relativism; this suggests that while the content of moral rules varies by culture, the structure of moral rules and cooperation is a biological necessity shared by all humans. Therefore, Kohlberg's contribution to moral development remains relevant today because it aligns with a life history perspective, where individual differences in moral advancement are seen as adaptive responses to environmental stability, rather than simple cognitive failures. This would suggest that while Kohlberg was right in his theory regarding the biological hardwiring but could have been too rigid about the cultural software (Mathes, 2021; Sortino, 2020).
While the biological and cognitive foundations of Kohlberg's theory suggest a shared human structure, the universal route of Kohlberg's higher stages is significantly challenged by cross cultural empirical data. Kohlberg’s stage 5 and 6 reasoning, is defined by abstract principles of individual rights and justice, this is often criticised as a reflection of western liberal democracy rather than a global human endpoint. Baek (2002) provides a crucial critique through a comparative study of Korean and British children. Her findings reveal that the Korean participants frequently prioritised interpersonal harmony, obedience, and collective duty over the moral individualism that Kohlberg’s theory is framed by. In this context, Korean moral development does not represent a failed attempt to reach post-conventional reasoning, but rather a sophisticated cooperation direction that Kohlberg's justice centric model is incapable of measuring. While Baek (2002) highlights cultural divergence, Karadag (2021) offers a cross-cultural defence of the model by applying it to the Turkish epic Dede Korkut. Through the character of Yigenek, Karadag demonstrates that the progression from conventional social duty to post-conventional justice is present even in ancient non-Western folklore. This implies that while cultural software varies, the underlying 'cognitive hardware' of moral growth identified by Kohlberg may indeed possess a universal, cross-historical harmony. 
[bookmark: _Int_TsKxCIwk]This cultural difference is further explored by Ngangi et al. (2024), who analysed Kohlberg’s theory within the context of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Indonesian junior high school education. They argue that the moral development must be critically analysed through the perspective of local religions and social values, such as those found in Islamic perspectives. For these researchers, the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory is that its utility as a tool for personality development, yet they emphasise that its implementation must be adapted to foster global cultural differences, without erasing local moral identities. In addition, the integration of Kohlberg’s framework into the United Nations sustainable development Goals (SDGs) highlights its continued value as a tool for global governance. Ngangi et al. (2024) argue that by achieving SDG 4(Quality education) and SDG 16 (peace and justice) requires a deliberate shift in moral instruction within Indonesian schools. By moving students beyond the self-interest of stage 2 toward the communal responsibility of stage 4, educators can foster Global citizenship. This contemporary application demonstrates that Kohlberg’s contribution is no longer just a psychological map, but a strategic asset for building stable, ethically conscious societies in a culturally diverse world (Baek, 2002). Furthermore, Nicoara et al. (2023) highlight the environment of origin as a critical individual difference, noting that socio economic and regional factors such as; urban or rural areas, significantly dictate the pace and content of moral development reasoning across the lifespan. Collectively these studies suggest that while the cognitive capacity for moral development may be universal, the presentation of moral maturity is deeply rooted in the cultural and environmental surroundings in which an individual matures (Baek,2002; Nicoara et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_yt5AcKsw][bookmark: _Int_aWzODCQY][bookmark: _Int_MmslYxCJ]Perhaps one of the most famous critiques of Kohlberg's moral development theory is that though the viewpoint of gender. Gilligan (2003) argued that Kohlberg’s stages were derived from a restricted sample of educated male participants, thus leading to a theoretical bias that prioritised masculine logic, abstract rules, and right behaviours, over feminine values of relationships and responsibilities. Gilligan’s core concept within her contribution was the identification of the Ethics of Care, this was an alternative development path where moral maturity is defined by the depth of an individual's connection to others, rather than the detachment of an individual's own logic. In this perspective, a females focus on maintaining the interconnected network of relationships, is not a developmental hold up at stage 3, as Kohlberg’s scoring suggests, but a distinct equally sophisticated moral direction. This individual difference is not merely a matter of gender, but a wider critique of the logical oversimplification of the theory. Vitz (1994) provides a diverse summary of these critiques, noting that Kohlberg’s theory essentially functions as a rationalist ideology. Vitz argues that by focusing exclusively on justice, Kohlberg neglects the role of emotions, personality, and the complexity of real-life dilemmas. He suggests that the theory provides a minute account of morality that fails to capture the larger moral experiences of individuals across a lifespan. By looking at Gilligan and Vitz’s perspective, it becomes clear that Kohlberg’s original model contributed a valuable timescale of justice-based reasoning, but it failed to account for the different opinions that define moral life in the real world. Vitz, (1994) claims that Kohlberg’s reliance on verbal justification ignores the moral heart; the non-rational, emotional commitments that drive human sacrifice. By framing morality as a series of solved logical puzzles, the theory overlooks the internal character traits such as courage or compassion, which often operate independently of one’s ability to express abstract justice (Gilligan,2003; Vitz, 1994).this suggests that moral maturity is less a mathematical calculation of rights and more an arrangement of human connection. This realisation has caused modern understandings to move forward a dual-process model where care and justice are seen as complimentary rather than hierarchical moral goals. However, without Kohlberg's rigid framework to push against, the field might never have developed a formal way to study the ethics of care (Soltani ,2022). 
The practical implications of these cultural and gendered critiques are most visible when examining Kohlberg's primary diagnostic tool; the Heinz Dilemma, it is possible to reveal fractures in his universal claims. The dilemma asks if a man should steal a drug, he cannot afford to save his dying wife (Tanmay et al., 2023). while Kohlberg analysed the logic used to justify the theft, a critical comparison of Baek (2002) and Gilligan (2003) shows that the individual difference lies in what the participant values the most; justice, harmony, or care. In Kohlberg's original framework, a stage 6 response would prioritise the universal right to life over the legal right to property. This could be seen as a purely abstract, logical deduction. It treats Heinz and the druggist as two separate agents with competing rights. This justice perspective is what Kohlberg defined as the peak of moral reasoning (Adinda et al. 2025). from an ethics of care point of view, the moral problem is not a conflict of rights, but a fracture in a relationship. A care orientated individual might worry about what happens to the relationship between Heinz and his wife if he goes to jail, or how the druggist’s refusal impacts the community. according to Gilligan, Kohlberg ignores the caring motive, and incorrectly categorises these relationship concerns as a lower stage 3 development Gilligan, 2003). Contemporary research by Weber and Urick (2023) suggests that these individual differences are further complicated by generational values. They found that millennials, regardless of their country of origin, could prioritise social equity more than previous generations do. This implies that a millennial in Korea or the United Kingdom may now reason more similarly about Heinz than their own grandparents would. This suggests that Kohlberg’s theory needs to be updated to account for globalisation, where the Heinz dilemma is increasingly viewed through a human rights perspective rather than just local laws or family duty of care (Weber & Urick, 2023). 
While Kohlberg focused on the cognitive ladder of reasoning, current understandings have moved toward how morality becomes a core component of the human self-concept (Kohlberg & Hersh,1977). A significant limitation of Kohlberg’s original contribution was the judgment action gap; the observation that individuals often reason at a high stage but fail to apply it to their actual behaviour, Krettenauer (2022) addresses this by examining the development of moral identity across the lifespan. He argues that as an individual matures, the gap narrows because moral values become self-definitional. In this light, Kohlberg’s contribution provided the cognitive blueprint, but contemporary research emphasises that the true engine of moral behaviour is the self-concept. Maturity is therefore measured not just by the complexity of an individual's logic, but by the consistency between that logic and the individuals lived identity (Moody-Adams, 2025). This holistic view suggests that adult individual differences are defined by a commitment to moral values, and seeing oneself as a moral person, rather than simply reaching a post conventional stage of abstract reasoning (Krettenauer, 2022) proposed  that moral development is not simply about reaching the post conventional stage of logic, it is about the extent to that an individual identifies being a moral person becoming the core to their identity. This adds an essential element to the lifespan perspective of morality, suggesting that individual differences in adulthood are defined by the commitment to moral values rather than just the complexity of moral reasoning (Krettenauer, 2022). This moves toward a more holistic view of maturity is reflected in the Kohlberg Memorial lecture by Moody-Adams (2025). She offers a contemporary analysis of the theory, suggesting that moral maturity should be viewed as an ongoing interpretive project rather than a final hierarchical destination. Moreover, Moody-Adams argues that the true measure of a mature moral lifespan is the capacity for the sympathetic imagination; the ability to imaginatively engage with the lives and emotions of others. By shifting the focus from the rigid logical stages that Kohlberg has proposed to imaginative empathy, Moody-Adams is able to align with the ethics of care suggested by Gilligan while still maintaining Kohlberg's emphasis on inquiry. In this view, Kohlberg’s theory is reimagined; his stages are not a rigid sequence to be mastered, but a foundation that supports the lifelong development of a compassionate and reflective moral character. 
It could be said that moral development does not occur in in a vacuum, but it is deeply sensitive to the historical and political climate of any given time. Head (2025) provides a vital update to Kohlberg’s theory by applying it to the challenges of contemporary society. He observes that while Kohlberg’s stages were designed to track individual progress, they now offer an insight for understanding collective society behaviour. Head suggests that the current global rise in political group dynamics could be a result of a large section of the adult population becoming stuck at stage 4; conventional reasoning. At this stage, moral decisions are driven by law, order, and group loyalty which, in a digital age, can lead to deep seated us versus them mentalities in some individuals. This suggests that the contribution of Kohlberg's theory today lies in its ability to pinpoint the cognitive barriers held by these individuals to democratic cooperation. Furthermore, when the lifespan component of moral reasoning is considered, it is suggested that it is being redefined by generational shifts rather than just biological age. Weber and Urick (2023) conducted a multi-country study of millennials; they found that this generation often shares a common set of personal values that go beyond the national borders. Their research implies that the globalisation and digital connectivity could be creating a more universal moral reasoning among younger groups than Kohlberg originally documented in his local American samples. This indicates that individual differences are increasingly determined by generational groups as much as by the cultural upbringing of an individual. When this view is combined with that of Nicoara et al. (2023), who highlight how the environment of origin dictates the moral development speed, it provides a clear insight that moral reasoning in the 21st century is a product of a complex crossroads between cognitive ability, digital exposure, and societal reality. 
[bookmark: _Int_6aNrOYuL]In conclusion, Lawrence Kohlberg’s contribution to the understanding of moral development remains as significant as it is controversial. His key contribution lies in establishing morality is not a passive internalisation of social norms, but an active, cognitive construction of justice. The time-honoured utility of his framework is evidenced by its contemporary adaptions; from the neurobiological shifts identified by Sortino (2020) to the evolutionary survival strategy theories suggested by Mathes (2021). Furthermore, the theory remains a vital diagnostic tool for modern social challenges, as seen in Head’s (2025) analysis of political polarisation and Ngangi et al. (2024) application of the stages to global sustainability goals. However, this essay suggests that Kohlberg's universal ladder is often too narrow to truly capture the full content of the human experience in connection with moral development. The diverse individual differences across culture and the lifespan, ranging from the Confucian harmony of Korean children Baek, 2002) to the interpersonal care ethics of women (Gilligan, 2003), these demonstrate that moral maturity is not a singular destination. Contemporary psychology has moved toward a more integrated model, where cognitive reasoning has been enhanced by moral identity (Krettenauer, 2022) and sympathetic imagination (Moody-Adams, 2025). Ultimately, Kohlberg did not provide the final word on human morality, instead he provided the essential academic scaffolding that allowed the field to recognise morality as a lifelong, non- directional scheme. As the world becomes increasingly globalised and generationally complex (Weber & Urick, 2023), Kohlberg's theory continues to serve as the foundational starting point for exploring how we reason, how we relate, and who we choose to become. 
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