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

This essay will set out to describe and discuss cognitive explanation of the development of moral reasoning. Keenan and Evans (2009) describe the definition of moral concept as a reflection on cognition, emotional and behavioural attributes. Moral reasoning is the study of how an individual determines right and wrong, including the moral ruling and how we apply each stage to an everyday thought (Santrock, 2020). Many theorists over time have developed different perspectives and research into development of moral reasoning. One of the main concepts being it’s a gradual build of qualities over time which develops an individual’s moral judgement, this starting with Jean Piaget who believed that moral development and intelligence had been developed from childhood and adapts as the child grows, (Kohlberg, 1969 and Piaget, 1932 ,as cited in Deborah J. Laidble et al., 2019). Furthermore, another theorist who built up from the Piagetian theory of moral development was Kohlberg, he believed that the child develops through stages. Through six stage process he proposed there was a close link between moral reasoning and intellectual development (Harris & Butterworth, 2002). Gilligan however took the research from Piaget and Kohlberg, she then developed an understanding that it mainly encompassed a male dominated field with no or little understanding from a female perspective.

Jean Piaget was a believer that the child develops as time goes on, he stated that a child’s moral reasoning was dependant on the moral development of the child (Harris & Butterworth, 2002). His understanding of the overall look at moral development was based upon four stages, Sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal operational. Mitchell and Ziegler (2013) suggested that Piaget insisted that the steps he found were only intended to be approximates with fixed ages within. A typical way Piaget worked was by interviewing and observing children based on their playing skills, he wanted to understand why children of a certain age develop over time. His research was based upon a game of marbles right from being an infant up till the age of 14, he noticed children under two would suck, drop, and bite the marbles with no social concept of others and their learning’s. This suggested to Piaget that they had no moral concept of the game or the ruling, furthermore as the child developed the game of marbles was becoming a significant to the slowly maturing children of the ages between five to twelve years. Looking at premoral, moral realism and moral relativism, his observations suggested that children gained a moral concept of ruling and the want to win instead of it being just a round, smooth glass object which is a marble as we know it (Branthwaite & Rogers, 1985). He suggested that children develop through a two moral process to reach the fundamentals of moral reasoning, from the Heteronomous morality stage of little room for understanding ruling, that this is unchangeable and fixed. Ages ten upwards having flexibility around moral issues and that rules can be broken without having a punishment for social right, this is called automatous morality (Harris & Butterworth, 2002)
Piaget primarily looked at a vague stage process and how children develop through age gaps, however some would criticize Piaget’s theory based on the reliance heavily on clinical interviews and stories which could have impacted the children’s cognitive capacities, in which would have influenced their moral understanding of the game or research being tested. Chandler, et al., (1973 as cited in, an introduction to child development, 2009) suggests he failed to open his research into the social aspect of learning and development from a parental view, he believes that the structures within the brain of the child will develop without any direct teaching from a parent (Lee & Gupta, 1995). However, suggested that children relied on adults to help support them from one stage to the next through demonstrations such as, at night-time a child may become scared of their dresser in the room when the light goes off. Bee and Boyd (2006) put forward that the parent must help the moral concept of this theory that no matter if the light is off or on, realise it is the same dresser. Overall, he neglected the social aspect of moral reasoning and development, Furthermore Piaget had lack of understanding for different cultures and backgrounds, his research scope was very basic in regards to culture difference, he suggests that we all have the same underlying cognitive capacity and that we are universal in cognition (Lee & Gupta, 1995).
Piaget’s former colleague Lawrence Kohlberg was fascinated by previous work done by Jean himself and wanted to further develop the theory on moral reasoning and development. Kohlberg was using an interview and research method through storytelling, the storytelling was based on specific moral dilemmas (Davenport G.C, 1994). Kohlberg believed that like Piaget, children develop through stages. Ann Birch (1997) describes Kohlberg’s universal stage model as three levels across two distinct stages, again he states they are fixed stages, and everybody goes through them. Through his questioning of moral dilemmas, research suggested to him found that the preconventional, conventional and post conventional reasoning stages all occur within sequence of each other and are related to dependant age (Santrock, 2020). He typically asked adolescent children the ‘Heinz’ dilemma, which was a question on drug and treatment for cancer and the morality around the pricing from the druggist charging above the going rate to make profit from the drug no matter the outcome of saving someone’s life. Kohlberg found that from his research he was able to create a scope for young male adults that between his three levels the answers he received about the morality of stealing the drug changed as the young adults matured. 

The morality around the punishment and ethical principal changes throughout the levels one to three, one being the vast ideology of punishment through stealing the drug to level three in which the ethical approach of saving his wife’s life (Keenan & Evans, 2009). Moral development and reasoning initially defined by Piaget, refined by Kohlberg (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977) found that at every moral stage, there is a concern for justice.  This suggested to him that young male adults’ moral concept of punishment and justice adapted with a slight inclination of care, but the heteronomous morality didn’t change as you moved through the stages. Santrock (2020) looks at the stages of moral development and morality in Kohlberg’s theory and through the research, Kohlberg noticed a pattern young adolescent male in particular start at the preconventional level in particular the heteronomous morality, this is the level based on the fear of punishment. Children develop through the stages until they reach the post conventional level reaching a universal ethical principle, this is now when they have developed a moral practise based on universal human rights and when faced with a dilemma regarding conscience and law, an individual will now choose conscience. Kohlberg follows the Kantian tradition which defines the belief that the most adequate form of moral reasoning is governed to the level of justice presented.

It goes without noticing Kohlberg had critics, with one of the main theorists to criticize him was Carol Gilligan. Looking at Kohlberg’s theory she found that it was very gender bias, predominately focusing on how the male normal that they put abstract principles above relationship and feelings for others (Santrock, 2020). Gilligan also states that he lacked research around the social care perspective of females due to the responses being from an all-male background. Thornton (2008) explains that Gilligan pointed out how Kohlberg underestimated the ethical reasoning of care, and how he failed to mention the femineity of the research around compassion in moral reasoning. She suggested he produced a distorted picture of development. Overall, many look at Kohlberg’s work even In the 21st century and appreciate the research done which helped shape moral development as we know it but lacked overall ethics of care and a feminine view point.

Counter acting upon Kohlberg’s work, Gilligan wanted her research to be realistic based on Kohlberg's methodology relies on hypothetical dilemmas it fails to account for real-life issues in which judgment and action interact dynamically (Vasudev, 1988). Gilligan was a devotee of female forward thinking, her perception of moral reasoning and development was based on relationships and the perspective of other’s, which she implied helped ‘shape’ the adolescent and their moral reasoning. She asked participants real life moral dilemmas regarding abortion and her pool of participants was a mix between male and female which is what Kohlberg failed to address in his research. Gilligan wanted to focus on the connection between moral reasoning and development, through relationships and the ethics of care and how this does affect judgement. (Vasudev, 1988) Found that women construe moral dilemmas in terms of conflicting responsibilities that a female may hold rather than conflicting rights they are concerned with various issues of compassion and care more than notions of equality and rights in this instance, law.

Gilligan found that asking more real-life situations regarding abortion, women gave a more rational answer based on the morality of care and men a justice base morality.  Her theory was based on not ages, not strict levels but stages of development in which morality is affected by your learnings in a social and care-based environment and gender plays a part in that. Using Kohlberg’s model of preconventional, conventional and post-conventional, Gilligan translates the model into her own perspective in the ethics of care. She describes the model in a way that is caring about yourself rather than cognitive capabilities, Gilligan explores the theory that there is only ‘one’ dimension of moral reasoning and puts forward there is a minimum of two with one being a care-based approach to moral reasoning and a justice-based approach. Looking at the preconventional stage of development in Gilligan’s model the goal is about individual survival, caring about oneself rather than others and post-conventional stage not being as heteronomous but more regardless of law, do not hurt others or self.

Many researchers over time had identified that focusing solely on women in this theory as to why she conducted her research would result in potentially never-ending battle of gender bias in further development and research. Whilst Gilligan saw an opportunity to further research women in a male dominated field of research. Gilligan’s work offers a unique approach to women in cognitive and moral development (Gilligan, 1988).


To summarise Piaget gave a fresh new perspective to the development of young people and changed the way people view their own children, this then encouraged more research from other researchers such as Kohlberg and Gilligan who took Piaget’s theory and further developed the understanding of moral reasoning which would change the way we understand development in the 21st century forever. Although much research has been done in the modern age of moral reasoning and development. Piaget defined moral development, Kohlberg refined moral reasoning and Gilligan transformed the way we look at gender within the development. Focusing on different aspect of moral development, over the time the theorists have all had extremely big contributions to society and the way we perceive the development of children, adolescents, and young adults today. Piaget and Kohlberg had a lack of consideration on cultural or social background, their theories only focused on a basis of moral reasoning and how we age effects our moral development from the birth stage. Gilligan adapted their theory to encompass social aspects and feeling from others and how relationships can affect moral reasoning. Piaget, Kohlberg and Gilligan were the main researchers in the evolution of moral development which is how it is perceived in today’s society, however some would have argued that they would of had a biased view of their own theory’s. Piaget used his children in some of his research, this would of gained a biased outcome of morality due to the relationship between Piaget and his children. Kohlberg’s research was predominately based on a pool of men and Gilligan focused to intensely on gender and not the matter on hand, moral development, and reasoning.
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