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ABSIEACT

Thic thesis examinee some of the philosophical problems
which underlic the cognitive-developmental approach to
morality as it has been presented in the Fiaget-Xohlberg
theory. This theory of moralization is reviewed,
synthesized and evaluated in order to demonstrate the
substential body of empirical research on which it is founded
and to focus on some of the unresolved theoretical issues
ané methodologiceal problems such as ctage generality,
motivation, decalage and cross—-cultursl validity.

The problem of explanation ie discussed in relation to
the oprropristenese of slternantive meodes and it is concluded
that, as cognitive-developmentalism is a theory of human
action, it recuires an explanatory parsdigm which tskes
cognizance of (i) the agent's viewpoint an? reasons for
acting, (41) a molar level of behavioursl analysis, (1ii)
enabling conditions for choilee, and (iv) cognitive processes
of appraieael and judgment. The assumptions underliying the
cognitive~developmental explanation of woral Judgzuent are
examined in relation to the proposed paradigm. It is
contended thnt the concept of judgment, whieh is central to
the theory, is not adeqguately defined and ite logical statue
within the practical reasonlng process is not explicated
within the cognitive-developmental theory. The
prescristivism which i sssvmed by the thecry deces not explain
the logical comnection between reasons for setion and the
universalizable imperstive; nor does it adecuately account
for diserepancies between Judgment and nection,

Koblberg's approach to morality lies within the Kantien
tradition but even within this context hig thecry entails a
manber of metamethical problems, In the present theeis, it
ie argued that the theory provides no adeguate eriteria for
defining the moral domain and that its claim for Tormal
universality of moral prineiples cannot be supported,.
Kohlberg's moral position is inconsistent and shifts between
formal prescriptivism and & naturalistic claim for the place
of justice as the supreme moral principle. The problem of
Justification for moral prineiples is evaded, By emphasizing
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the cognitive aspects of moral judgment and the place of
preseriptive prineiples at the highest stage, the theory
neglects the effective and motivational features of morality
and the influence of beliefs, habits end personal ideals on
moral conduct. It is argued that Kohlberg's claim for the
isomorphism of psychological snd normative structure cannot
be supported and his argument for the solution of the
is/ought problem remains untenable.

Finally, Kohlberg'e developmentaliet ideology 1s
discussed with special reference to educational implicaticns,
It is srgued that there is a sufficiency fallacy in cognitive-
developmentalism and that the theory is equivocal in its
employment of the concepts of rationality and sutonomy.

An attompt is made to define these concepts in relatien to
development and education in order to illustrate the
limitations of Kohlberg's concept of 'cognitive stimulation'
and his advoecacy of 'development' as an aim for education,

The importance of ¥ohlberg's theory is not déisputed in
this thesis but it is argued that he claims too amuch for it
in relation to the philosophieal problems which it entails
and the relevance to moral eduecation which it impliss.
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The germination of this thesis occurred while I was
attending the Annual Conference of The Philosophy of Education
Boclety of Austrelasia in August, 1972, Professor R.8,
Peters was present at that conference and his papers on
freedom and noral education showed that he had given consider-
able attention to the work of Lawrence Kohlberg. Fe
recognized the importent contribution which this psychological
theory had mede to edueation, but he intimateéd s number of
phllosorhiecel reservations,

As 1 wes then employed as a practising educational
peychologist as well ss engaged in the study of educational
prilosephy, I beecane aware of the important relationship
betwesn theee two dizciplines and the need to ensure that
peychologieal reccereh and theory ic built on sound
philosvophical foundastions. The phileceopher can enlighten
the psychologist's view not by the answers he cen provide but
rather, by the questions which he asks, This thesis has not
aimed atl providing answers but 1t is hoped thet 4he guestions
which have been raised will contribute tc the understanding
and application of Kohlberg's important work,

I hope that the finished produet 1is worthy of the
exesllent guidance and learned support which I have received
during the writing of it from Dr G,R, Paesett and Mr, A.W,
Cocper, Not only has their time and attention been
gencrously given, but their paseion for the canons of reason
has been infecticuc, Acknowledgement is due a2lso to
Dr, D,¥, MeAlpine who nade some valuable comments on the
initiel propossl and to Professor C.0,H, Hill who has been
a guiding influence in the background,

I wish to especially aeknowledge the help of my wife, who
has provided the sympathetic understanding and encouragement

which ensbled me to persevere with thic demanding task.
' rmuy. I wish to express thanks to the typiet,
lirve Eo Ellis, whose hiﬁ quality of work will be uelttht
te anyone who reads this thesis,

June, 1974.
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CHAPTER 1
AN_INTRODUCTION

The main stream of theoretical psychology up until the
mid 1950's appears to have intentionally avoided the use of
such words as "moral" and "morality." Indeed, it is only
in the past decade that these words have appeared with growing
frequency in the lists of contents of the most eminent
psychological Journala.1

The reason is partly historical. In establishing
independence from the mother-discipline psychology needed
a language of its own and the concept of morality was too
deeply imbedded in the long tradition of VWestern Fhilosophy
to acquire a new meaning within the aspiring science of
psychologye. Consequently, to even speak of the psychology
of morality involved difficulties for both the psychologist
and the philosopher. For the former it suggested a subject
which was too clouded by subjective uncertainty to ever be
studied by empirical methods: for the latter it suggested
an 1ll-considered advocacy of some kind of naturalistic
ethical position. However, the really great thinkers in
modern social science (Durkheim, Veber, Freud, #illiam James,
George Herbert Mead) have recognized the fundamental place
of morality in any study of human behaviour which claims to
be comprehensive.

In the 1920's there was great interest, particularly
amongst American psychologists, in the "psychology of moral
conduct." However, the Character Education Enquiry
(Hartshorne and May, 1928-30) appeared to demonstrate that
most so-called moral behaviour is situation specific and
not explained by underlying psychological traits. The
subject fell into neglect although, in 1932, Piaget's work,
"The Moral Judgment of the Child" was first published in
English. The impact of this work was not felt for at
least twenty years.

1. For recent oo ive reviews of these studies
see Hoffman, 1 Wright, 19713 GOreham, 1972;
Hogan, 1973. Rumdn in the cognitive-
davtlop-antal field is reviewed in Chgpter 2.



2

The revival of interest in moral psychology has been
generated to a great extent by the work of Lawrence Kohlberg
and his colleagues in a number of recent studies beginning
with his own doectoral thesis in 1958.

At the very beginning of his work, Kohlberg makes the
point that the central problem of developmental psychology
is an answer to the question: "How does man become moral?"
rather than the traditionsl question: "How does the child
learn his culture?" (Kohlberg, 1958 p.1.). He claims that
traditionsl approaches to morality have either (a) taken
morality as being conformity to culture-bound norms (eg
Durkheim or (b) equated conscience and morality with
concepts such as "superego" or "unconscious guilt" (eg Freud).

Both of these approaches are denounced as inadequate
and a conception of morality as ggtion based on morasl Jjudgment
is advanced.

"An action, regardless of its consequences or its
classification by the culture, is neither good nor
bad unless it has been preceded by a judgment of
right or wrong" (Kohlberg, 1958, p.5.)

A statement of tris kind requires a changed view of the
subject-matter of psychology. To use the terns of a
psychologist writing about the complex and fundamental
subject of motivation, it requires a change from a view of
man as a PAWN to a view of him as an ORIGIN, (DeCharns,
1968, pp 272=74). The emphasis moves from what is done to
the individual to what the individual does.

Sueh a change in emphasis now goes virtually unquestioned
in the literature. The following statement, for example,
is given as a definition of the subject-matter in a recent
book on "The Psychology of Moral Behaviour" which makes the
prior claim to being committed to the empirical approach.

"Moral behaviour consists of all the various things
people do in connection with moral rules.”
(Wwright 1971, p. 15).

It is significant that nearly all the research covered
in Wright's cogent and useful synthesis has been carried out
since 1958, which is the year of Kohlberg's thesis. This
is not to say that Kohlberg's influence is responsible for
stimlating all recent research into moral behaviour, but it
is to recognize that Kohlberg's work has coincided with a



very important and basiec shift in the philosophical
assumptions underlying the explanation of human behaviour
in social science.

Extending on the work of Piaget (1932) Kohlberg has
carried out extensive research into the development of moral
judgment and has gradually built up, over a fifteen year period,
an elaborate cognitive=developmental theory of morality which
has produced an important approach to moral education. The
essence of this theory is theat there are culturally invariant
sequences in the development of moral thinking which arise from
the interaction between the child's conceptual scheme and the
particular experiences with which he is confronted,

The cognitive-developnmental approach to morality is now
widely accepted by psychologsists and edueators, but there have
rlwaye been expressions of reservation from the philosophers,
particularly those who have a speclal interest in the field of
educeticn (eg Peters anéd wWilson)., The philosorhical problems
which are involved in Kohlberg's theory of morsl development,
as with most psychological theories, are extremely complex and
not easily defined, But they are problems which demand
coneideration and, even if ultimate solution is not possible,
the theory gains in credibility if it is able to withstand
critical analyeis of its constituent concepts,

It can be fairly said that, in moving from empirical
research findings concerning the nature of children's moral
thinking to statements about the concept of morality (both
in i1ts formal anéd substantive aspects) and assertions about
the aimns, methods and content of moral education, the cognitive-
developmentalists make a number of assumptions of a metaethical
and epistemological kind which are largely unstated or, where
they are discussed, the treatment of which is lacking in
logical clarity or philosophieal rigour.

Kohlberg has been accused of preseribing a moreslity. He
makes use of an explanatory parsdign in which man is regarded as
an agent of action, yet he seems to avoid dealing with some of
the perenniel problems of moral philosophy such as definition,
Juetification, the logic of choice, weaknese of will - even
though hie empiriesl ﬂ.ndl.nal have a du-m bearing on then
- vexed cquestions.
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If the disecipline of moral philosophy and the practice
of moral education are to be enriched by the research find-
ings of developmental psychology, then it is important to
expose ambiguities and examine unstated non-empirical assumptions.

It is the aim of this thesis to move some of the way
along this difficult interdisciplinary path. It is
recognized that the task of erecting a conceptual bridge
between the psychology of morality and the philosophy of
morality is not able to be achieved within the limits of the
present thesis but it is intended to lay cut some of the
necessary building materials.

It is important at the cutset to examine and review
the Piaget-‘ohlberg theory and provide a critical account
of the research which has been carried out on its internal
validity and the external correlates of morgl maturity, which
is the central dimension. Chapter 2, therefore, will
comprise a synthesis of the research and theory which
constitutes the cognitive-developmental approach to morality.

The purpose of Chapter 3 is to consider a problem which
is of utmost importance to any scientific theory, namely, the
problem of explanation, We can only begin to appreciate the
validity and usefulness of any theory when we have some
understanding of what it is setting out to explain and what
kind of explanatory model it employs. It is argued that the
cognitive~developmental theory is a theory of human action
and such a theory rests on certain assumptions about man as a
subject for science. An attempt will be made to explicate
these assumptions,

The concept of judgment is one which entails many
problems, yet it has a central place in theories of moral
development, Fhilosophers have given considerable
attention to the analysis of these problems, but
psychologists have tended to employ the concept with some
kind of operational definition, but with insufficient
consideration of its logical status. In Chapter 4 of the
present thesis an attempt will be made to examine the
meaning of this concept within the cognitive-developmental
framework. ) '

The aim of Chapter 5 is to open up some of the problems
of moral philesophy which are embedded in Kohlberg's theory.
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It is not possible to consider these problems from all points
of view, therefore, an attempt is made to examine the moral
statements which Kohlberg makes and to analyse these within
the contexts of the ethical theories to which he claims
allegiance. Because his approach is essentially Kantian,
most of the discussion will occur within a context of this
moral tradition. It is recognized, however, that it would
be possible to examine Kohlberg's moral position in relation
to a mamber of other philosophical traditions.

Finally, in Chapter 6, Kohlberg's ideclogical
perspective as a developmentalist is discussed, particularly
as it relates to education. Kohlberg has claimed that "a
cognitive-~developmental psychological theory can be translated
into a rational and viable progressive educational ideology"
(Kohlberg and Hayer, 1972, p. 450). This is an acknowledr -
ment that there are unavoidable metaphysical assumptions about
the nature of moral freedom and, ultimately, human existence
itself, in any theory which asserts that some individuals are
more morally mature than others and therefore are more
autonomous and morally superior. Xohlberg doesn't evade
this problem entirely, but his expressed understanding of
it is both inconsistent and somewhat confused.

The present thesis does not set out to diminish the
stature of a theory which has added more to our understanding
of moral development than any other sin~le contribution in
the psychological literature., The aim is merely to expose
some nerves with the hope that the relevance and value of the
cognitive~developmental approach can be better understood.





