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This essay will seek to discuss Kohlberg's theory of moral development in its original context and how it has influenced modern understanding of moral development. Before discussing the merits of the theory and its implications, this essay will briefly explain what the theory proposed about moral development. After which, we will discuss how individual differences like gender were incorporated through the work of Carol Gilligan and further researchers to challenge the bias sample of Kohlberg’s theory and develop more sound theories of moral development, and how more can be done to build an account of moral development that accounts for gendered differences. This essay will then account for how theories of moral development have developed to further discuss and include the role of cultural differences in the moral development of an individual, the role of geographical contexts and interpersonal relationships in development and what we can learn by studying a wider cultural cohort before briefly discussing more modern theories of moral development and the how the DNA of Kohlberg’s theory can still be observed.
[bookmark: _Int_KkeELnA6]Before we can begin to discuss the impact, Kohlberg’s work has had on the understanding of moral development or the cultural and individual differences that may limit the application of his work. It is essential to provide an understanding of his work from his 1984 publication ‘The psychology of moral development: the nature and validity of moral stages.’ This section of the essay will focus on outlining key points of this text. In this work, Kohlberg proposed that moral reasoning develops over a series of structured stages, with each reflecting a greater understanding of justice and social order. Building upon the earlier work of Piaget, Kohlberg (1984) argued that moral development is a cognitive process which is linked to intellectual maturation. The central claim of this body of work is that individuals progress through a universal sequence of stages in which moral thinking grows from a simplistic and self-oriented thought pattern to an abstract and autonomous one. Through longitudinal research in which Kohlberg (1984) presented hypothetical moral dilemmas, such as the Heinz dilemma, during structured interviews with participants. Kohlberg examined the data provided with a focus not on what the participants thought was right or wrong, but their justification and reasonings for their answers.  The analysis of these justifications produced the three levels and the six stages within the levels at the core of his theory on moral development. The three stages are; Pre-conventional, Conventional, and Post-conventional. The pre-conventional stage is associated with childhood with reasoning being externally controlled. Within this stage there is level one, obedience and punishment orientation, meaning that an individual avoids rule breaking for the sake with little deeper questioning. And level two, self-interest orientation, where the individual is motivated by fairness only regarding self-interest i.e. ‘if I do X then parents will reward me.’  The second level emerges during adolescence as individuals have internalised social norms and expectations. Stage three Kohlberg referred to as the ‘good boy’ orientation is where the individual emphasizes the maintenance of relationships and improved social approval with actions being judged by how they align with family and peer expectations. Stage four is the law-and-order orientation where the reasoning of the prior stage is expanded to society with moral behavior being defined by adherence to established rules and duties. The third level is the most advanced form of moral reasoning; one Kohlberg believed not everyone could obtain, in which individuals come to know that laws and social norms can be evaluated according to broader ethical principles. Stage 5 is the social contract orientation where the individual views laws as agreements to promote collective welfare but can be changed if they fail to protect fundamental rights. Stage six, the final stage is that of universal ethical principles where reasoning is chosen based on self-chosen principles such as justice, equality etc. The central idea of this theory is that movement occurs through cognitive conflict and social interactions. Moral development is viewed as a lifelong process which is shaped by cognitive growth and social experience which allow the individual to reconsider previous assumptions and develop more complex reasoning. The framework thus presents morality as a developmental process in which individuals move from externally imposed rules toward internally grounded ethical principles. 
Kohlberg’s work noted a gender difference in morality. Boys would get stuck on level four, and girls would get stuck on level three. Carol Gilligan (1977) noted that the theory was built exclusively through research on young white males and thus was biased towards men and did not account for the female perspective of morality. ''The failure to see the different reality of women's lives and to hear the differences in their voices stems in part from the assumption that there is a single mode of social experience and interpretation." Gilligan, C. (1977).  Gilligan developed her own theory of moral development that added two levels between the stages of development noted by Kohlberg, as she argued that women think differently and give different priority than men. She tied movement through the stages to the evolving sense of self which she argued was deeply influenced by the feelings of connections and responsibility to others.  Gilligan's work thus developed a second orientation of morality. Instead of just a justice orientation that Kohlberg produced. She introduced a care orientation of morality.  Mitchell (2002) tested Gilligan's theory by analyzing male and female perspectives of morality. They presented 3 discourses to participants. The first and second examined the female and male notion of morality respectively. The third examined both notions. They found women had personal boundaries in their notion of morality and men remained abstract and detached in their approach. Gender-distinct moral language persisted through the final discourse, making the findings consistent with Gilligan’s theory and her belief that women thought and assigned different priorities than men regarding notions of morality. This tells us that although Kohlberg produced an initial theory of moral development, it was not wholistic in its application and needed refinement which the works of Gilligan (1977) provided and was supported. However, it can be argued that the gendered difference observed in Mitchell (2002) is in line with the observation made by Kohlberg regarding where women and men existed within the levels of moral development. To illustrate this, McGuire, Carter and Faber (2026) analyzed four samples of 4–80-year-olds (N=1,842) and found that from the age of six, males were more morally exclusive than females and these gendered differences persisted through childhood and into adulthood. They also identified that 13-18 years old was the key window for moral development. As we have discussed, there was a bias in Kohlberg’s initial participant population, but modern findings are still noting a difference in gendered ideals to morality and its development. Khom (2007) in her work defending Gilligan, notes that the difference between male and female tendency to care is influenced by the social distribution and experience of responsibilities and roles of both. With the development of a moral voice being grounded not in biology but in early childhood experiences. The criticism that moral development theories have been male centric is not just Kohlberg's to bare. Silva (2023) completed a meta-analysis of 52 articles between 1982-2019 and mapped them according to authorship, year and journal of publication regarding how they approached gender. They found that there was a predominance of American authors and the production volume and diversity of address regarding gender was scarce. This shows that, even with the works of Gilligan, there is still much progress needed to understand moral development from a wider range of sources and voices. With the incorporation of both moral developmental theories, individuals will be equipped to make decisions that reflect both justice and care, fostering a more ethically responsible society. (Detert & Edmondson, 2022). It is worth noting that although Gilligan’s work was viewed in high regard, Wilkinson (1997) provided criticism. Although not focused only on moral development but on psychology as a practice. She argued that voices like Gilligan’s were reductive in their understanding of the female experience as they put forward a theory based on the assumption that the female experience and expression of notions such as morality was uniform and a single voice could be discerned from it which she argued was not in fact the case and a disservice to the experience of women.  What we can conclude so far is that as an initial base for understanding moral development, Kohlberg’s theory has some merit, but the evidence of individual differences like gender plays a significant role in moral development. However, it does not allow for a fully holistic view of moral development. In the next section of this essay, we will examine the roles cultural differences play and how this can be used to build a more holistic understanding of moral development. 
[bookmark: _Int_RZqj9wgL][bookmark: _Int_4NuYVhqt]Krebs and Denton (2005) investigated how participants responded to Kohlbergian and non-Kohlbergian moral dilemmas. They found that the scores of participants in non-Kohlbergian dilemmas did not match the scores in the other dilemmas and concluded that moral judgements were not consistent when using Kohlberg’s scoring method. Building from this, they proposed their own pragmatic model of morality and moral judgement. They argued that moral behavior emerged from the interactions of self-interest, social relations, cultural norms and situational demands and proposed that moral reasoning develops as a justification or explanation of decisions not as the cause of the decision itself.  To further build our picture of how cultural differences play a role in moral development, Cowell et al (2017) observed 999 children aged five to twelve across: Canada, China, Turkey, South Africa and the USA. They found that socioeconomic status,age, gender, culture, and social cognitive mechanisms accounted for over 20% of the variance in children’s resource allocation. Their study highlighted that although there were consistencies in children's generosity, they noted a sizeable variance which highlights the need for a deeper understanding of how cultural differences impact moral development. Building on from this, Huppert et al (2019) researched 2,163 children aged 4 to 11 across 13 diverse countries. They used 3 versions of a 3rd party, contextualized distributive justice game between two hypothetical recipients. They found that social decision-making highlighted universal age-related progressions from equality to equity distribution of motivations across cultures. But importantly, the differences in levels of individualism and collectivism between the 13 countries predicted the age and extent to which children would favor equity in each condition. These results tell us two important things: There are cross cultural similarities to the development of fairness. Which would give credit to arguments of abstract moral concepts like Kohlberg positions for. And that there are divergences in the development of fairness preferences which would mean that cultural differences and experiences inform an individual's notion of justice and fairness preferences which models like Kohlberg's fail to adequately reflect. We can consult two studies to highlight differing views on moral development and what factors impact it. Heiphetz (2007) produced evidence that moral realism decreases across age in the United States however Lu (2017) put this decrease down to cross-cultural experience.  It is important to note that Heiphetz makes their claims based on developmental psychology and Lu makes theirs beased on cultural psychology. These studies are mentioned not to argue which is correct, but to illustrate the need for a pragmatic understanding of moral development that accounts for the multiple factors that impact it. This is an approach Heiphetz and Oishi (2022) supported, as they claimed that integrating developmental and cultural psychology can provide a novel framework to understand things such as the differences in developmental milestones, like moral development, as well as age-related differences in cognition. Malti, Galarneau, and Peplak (2021) noted that adolescent moral development resulted from the interaction of moral reasoning, moral emotions, and social influences. These factors shaped young people's values, identity, and prosocial behaviors. Here we have more evidence that the understanding of moral development has improved since Kohlberg's first theory as more factors are accounted for when explaining moral development across the lifespan. Weber and Urick (2023) explored participants' personal value orientation and cognitive moral reasoning to investigate similarities and differences from eight countries. They concluded that geographical context was a stronger descriptor of values and moral reasoning than their age-based categories. This provides more evidence of the significance that social experiences and social context play a significant role in moral development. Krettenauer (2022) Introduces a new theoretical framework to conceptualize moral identity development. Defining moral development as a goal, with fluid characteristics that change along with development and maturation. Clearly building from Kohlberg’s early understanding as they claim that moral ideals will develop from concrete to abstract and from external to internal motivation. Fernández González and Akrivou (2024) note consideration when applying this framework in an education setting, mainly individualism and voluntarism. Moral growth is not motivated exclusively by individuals' desire for perfection or the satisfaction of being a morally good person. But that there is an undeniable and crucial interpersonal dimension to moral development with the need to count on others to grow as a moral person. 
[bookmark: _Int_LLEIR5rE]In conclusion, Kohlberg’s early theory on moral development was extremely important as a foundation from which modern understandings of moral development have been built from. However, as we have discussed above, the theory was not foolproof. Early criticism of its biased sample and Anglocentric conclusions came from Gilligan, who introduced an ethic of care, built as an answer to the perceived shortcomings of Kohlberg's work. From understanding of moral development, from then, understandings of moral development continued to expand and deepen. Researchers built a more dynamic and complex framework of moral development that incorporated a wider range of factors such as cultural differences, geographical context, and more. In closing, Kohlberg’s influence on our current understanding of moral development cannot be understated, His view that morality moved from concrete to abstract in how the individual understands it can be seen in studies and papers published in recent years. But modern understandings have since abandoned the biased participant pool and reductive conclusions of Kohlberg to build a more holistic and diverse understanding of moral development, but the DNA of his theory can still be observed in these theories. 
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