Describe and discuss Cognitive explanations of the development of Moral reasoning


Moral development is the process in which an individual’s develops the ability to identify the standards of right and wrong within their surroundings/ society, social and cultural norms, and laws in which they follow (APA, 2022). The approach that I will be discussing will be the cognitive approach of moral reasoning. There have been many contributions to understanding moral reasoning, however I will be discussing three main theorists, Piaget, Kohlberg and Gilligan.   

[bookmark: _Hlk118804835]Piaget’s theory of moral development. 
[bookmark: _Hlk118813492]  Piaget imaged moral development as a constructive process, by which the interplay of action and thought builds moral concepts. Piaget wasn’t mostly interested in what children do for example if they break the rules or not but in what they were thinking. In other words, he was particularly interested in children’s moral reasoning. There were three main aspects that Piaget was interested in, in understanding moral issues. These aspects are children’s understanding of justice, children’s understanding of the rules and children’s understanding of moral responsibility (Theodore, 2022).      
  Piaget found that children’s ideas regarding rules, moral judgments and punishment tended to change as they get older. So, Piaget suggested that there were stages of cognitive and moral development. There were two main stages of moral thinking that Piaget came up with which was Heteronomous morality (moral realism) and Autonomous morality (moral relativism). The first stage in Piaget’s theory is Heteronomous morality, children in this stage aged 4 to 7 believe that justice and rules are unchangeable/ absolute, they regard morality as obeying other people’s rules and laws, these of which cannot be changed (Santrock, 2020). 
  From ages 7-10, Piaget (1932) suggested this time gap to be a transition stage from the Heteronomous stage into the Autonomous stage. And finally, from the age of 10 and above, this is when children start to show Autonomous morality. At this stage children tend to understand that rules are not things that have to always be obeyed and that people make rules and people can also change them (Santrock, 2020).  
  The second stage (Autonomous morality) start from about age 10 and older, this is when children become more aware that rules and laws are created by other people, they start to be able to consider the intentions of people’s actions, also the consequences that follow said actions (Santrock, 2020).
  There were two main ways Piaget (1932) measures children’s ideas regarding rules, judgment and punishment. Marbles was used to understand how children regarded rules this was done by using boys which caused an issue with generalisation, he also conducted an experiment with girls (Ilet cachant), although most of his important observations came from observing boy’s play, this will be a criticism that will be noted shortly (Piaget, 1932). The second method was by reading storied this was to measure judgment and punishment, the stories incorporated a moral theme and then were asked for their opinion. By doing this he was able to suggest that there where stages of moral thinking. 
  Piaget’s theory had a large impact on understanding moral reasoning as his research primarily kicked off the now wide research into moral reasoning. Although there have been advantages and disadvantages to his research/ findings. One aspect that challenges his theory is a study by James and Tomson (2001) which shows that pre-school children didn’t always fall under heteronomous moralist as they were able to see intention and judgment, the children were unwilling to give harsh judgment to the actor that had a negative outcome (Jones, 2010). Although one of his biggest criticisms was that he didn’t conduct equal measure of difficulty with his experiment for boys and girls. The game of marbles was much more complicated than the game conducted for girls which was a game that resembled “hide & seek”. It was argued that the levels of difficulty should have been more similar before a conclusion is made (Theodore, 2022).  One of the advantages of his theory was that it had a big impact on the contributions that it has given to education, as the theory provided an extended knowledge in education topics. His work allowed people to understand how much impression can affect someone’s development in certain time periods (Marchand, 2012).   

[bookmark: _Hlk119411884]Kohlberg’s theory of moral development.  
[bookmark: _Hlk119505162]  Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development steamed from or was inspired by Piaget’s theory. Kohlberg believed that moral development was based on children’s intellectual development, and that moral development was a process of discovering moral principles. Kohlberg’s research was based on giving people hypothetical moral dilemmas and observing their responses, one of his most famous hypothetical moral dilemmas was ‘Heinz and the drug’, the moral dilemma in this was should the husband steal the drug for his sick wife or not.
  The experiment would go as followed, Kohlberg would read this dilemma to the same person as a child, adolescent, young adult and older adult (carried out as longitudinal research). Kohlberg found a pattern in whether they would steal the drug, he was able to demonstrate this though other moral dilemmas (this would then lay the groundwork for his theory). 
  Kohlberg’s theory consisted of 3 levels and 6 stages. The first level is Preconventional morality. At this level moral decisions are made though consequences of their actions because at this level children don’t have their own moral code to judge the situation though moral aspects. The first stage of this level is obedience and punishment orientation. In this stage children behave in good to avoid the chances of being punished. Stage 2 is the individualism and exchange. Children at this stage realise that there is more than one point of view, some people might see something differently compared to others (Crain, 1992). 
  Level 2 is Conventional morality. In this level individuals are accepting of social rules concerning right and wrong. We begin to embody adult role models and their authority is embodied but not questioned also reasoning is based on the social’s norms in the group that they belong to. Stage 3 is good interpersonal relationships. Individuals tend to give answers that would make them look favorable, the answers given will most likely have the approval of others. Stage 4 is maintaining the social order. This is when the individual is more aware of the social rules, so their answer would be structed in following or upholding the law and avoid punishment (Crain, 1992). 
  Level 3 is Postconventional morality. Most individuals don’t reach this level as individuals are not able to consider this abstract thinking that is needed to fit into stages 5 or 6. This level includes understanding universal ethical principles. Stage 5 is social contracts and individual rights. At this stage individuals release although the law is there to help people, there are times where they won’t help particular individuals. Stage 6 is Universal Principles. At this stage individuals have come up with their own take on moral guidelines which doesn’t always follow the law, this concept applies to everyone (Crain, 1992).
  There are many advantages and disadvantages to Kohlberg’s theory. Some of the advantages of his theory is that it helped in education more so in young adults, Kohlberg wanted to allow individuals to be able to understand advanced stages of moral development, he thought that it would help people have a better understanding of societal norms (Malachi, 2018). There have also been some criticisms by critics about his theory such as like he stayed aways from looking at emotion and how it can affect moral reasoning. Another criticism was gender and care perspective, this is his most well know criticism that has come from Carol Gilligan (1992, 1992, 1996).  Kohlberg’s theory focused on males which put abstract thinking above relationships and concern for others (Santrock, 2020). 

Gilligan’s theory of moral development.  
  Gilligan’s theory steamed from Kohlberg theory of moral development. Although Kohlberg was Gilligan’s supervisor and mentor, she became his biggest critic as she argued that his theory of moral development was based most on males and didn’t take into consideration the experiences and development of women. Gilligan said that women are more likely to focus on interpersonal relations or care reasoning rather than justice reasoning which was what Kohlberg used.
  Like Kohlberg, Gilligan and Belenky (1980) also used dilemmas in finding out the moral reasoning in young women, this involved making personal, existential decisions regarding abortion which is a very hard moral choice. The topic of abortion is something that central to a women’s moral choice while also touches upon the decisions between self-interest and concern for others (Muuss, 1988).
  Gilligan also used a longitudinal study. She gathered 29 women who were pregnant and considering getting an abortion, aged from 15-33. The researcher gave them several of Kohlberg’s dilemmas and then asked them to remove the problematic pregnancy or not. She wanted to find out the reasoning behind there decision not where or not they did. This was done in the first trimester then again, a year later (Muuss, 1988). 
[bookmark: _Hlk119510947]  Gilligan came up with the female stages of moral reasoning. Gilligan suggested that we replace Kohlberg’s levels of moral reasoning with different constructs for females. These female levels are based on interpersonal relations compared to Kohlberg which was principles of justice. Level 1 is the Orientation Toward Self-Interest. At this stage females are entirely focused on their own need’s ad survival (Muuss, 1988). Level 2 is the Identification of goodness with responsibility for others. Women avoid acknowledging their own needs and prioritizing others needs above their own (Muuss, 1988). Level 3 is Focusing on the dynamics between self and other. At this stage women recognize that they must care for themselves and others as they are equally valuable parts (Muuss, 1988).    
  Like the others Gilligan’s theory had strengths and weaknesses. One of her weaknesses was that she unintentionally used reverse bias as she said that the care-based approach was more directed to females but as study showed that feminine men where more likely to use a care reasoning then less feminine males, this shows that males are also able to use care reasoning and that it’s not solely female focused (Ford, 1986). Another weakness is that current research is suggest care-based approaches are more likely effective depending on social interactions between self and other, care-based approach interacting with friends rather than strangers. Also care based approaches are more likely to be used when with ingroup people rather than when other people are seen as outgroup members (Ryan, 2004). However there where some advantages to Gilligan’s study as there was further work proven to show that there was a difference between male and female moral reasoning. The study looked at the influences of affective personality, perfectionism, gender, arousal and dilemma content. The results suggested that moral reasoning was mostly influenced by the dilemma’s content, but the individual’s moral solution was affected by gender and affective sate (Agerstrom, 2006).      
  To conclude Gilligan’s theory of moral reasoning helped in the understanding of moral reasoning, as her worked showed that there was more to understanding moral reasoning than just justice reasoning and that care reasoning also had an impact on peoples moral reasoning especially in females. This latter on lead to being of her criticisms of her theory as she was leaning more to justifying care reasoning to be something that females partake in, which was a reverse bias as she didn’t considered boys using care reasoning. Gilligan’s study steamed from Kohlberg’s study into justice reasoning, which was purely conducted with male participants, that’s why Gilligan’s focused on females as she wanted to prove that females don’t make moral decisions purely based on justice reasoning. Although Kohlberg’s biggest criticism was that his study was focused on male participants his work into moral reasoning had a big impact on understanding the stages of moral reasoning, his work latter helped in the understanding of education especially in young people. Kohlberg’s study of moral reasoning originally streamed from Piaget theory of moral reasoning. Piaget sort of laid the groundwork for the interest into moral reasoning, his work also helped in the understanding of education and how individuals moral reasoning evolves. Although one his weaknesses was that James and Tomson (2001) showed that people 4-7 (heteronomous stage) don’t always full under Heteronomous reasoning.            
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