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This thes1 ex mine some of the ph1loeoph1c 1 problems 
which un erli 1a the cognitive-developmental approach to 
mor8lity as it has been presented 1n the Piaget ohlberg 
theory. This theory or moralizet1cn is reviewed , 
synthesized and evaluated in order to demon trate the 
substantial body of empirical reEJ al'e on wl'iich it is founded 
and to focus on some of the unresolved theo etical i ssues 
and methodolog1oal problems such as stage generality , 
motivation. ~eoalage end cross-cultural v lidity. 

The problem of explsn t1on 1s d1acuaaed in rel tion to 
the aprreipr1atenes of alternnt1ve modes and it is concluded 
that, ae cogn1t1ve-developmental1sm is a theory of human 
action, it requires an explanatory paradigm Which t kee 
cognizance of (i) the agent's viewpoint and reasons for 
acting, (1i) a molar level of behavioural analysis, (iii) 
enabling oond1t1ons for choice , an'5 (iv) cognitive processes 

of e.ppra1eal t1nd jud.gruent. The ncsuoptions underlying the 
cognitive-developmental explanation of moral judg 1ent are 
examined in relation to the proposed paradigm . It is 
contended thnt- the concept of judgment, which is central to 

the theory! io not adoquAtely defined 9.nd 1te lo· ical status 
within the pr actical r-eaaonin~ process is not explicated 
within the cognitive-developmental theory. The 
preacr1pt1v1em \m.ich is r-.issuraed by he thecr~· do e not explain 
the log1 l oonneotion bet een reasons for oct1on and the 
un1vera 11a ble imperstive; nor does it adequatal account 
tor d1 or pene1ee between judgment and not on. 

Koblberg'e nppro ch to morality lies i.thin th K nt1en 
tr dlt1on but even within tht context h1 t eory entails 
numb o, meta thictll pr0bl • In tho pr is , 1 t 
1e gued t t the theo17 provides no d r1 er1a tor 
dd 1n1ng th l-al 4om 1n d th t 1 ts cla o:r,a :r ormal 
unlver altty of oral prlnoipl eannot b s ·,p ort d . 
ltohl'b s' Ol' po 1t1on le 1ncon 1st4'%lt 01 t between 
for l pr cr1pt1v1 d n t\U' 1 .tic cl&.i 
ot 3U t1o a the upreme mor principle» 
3u titio tion tox- oral rino1pl 2. ev dcd • 
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the cognl ti ve aepecte c4 mar al 3udgment and the place at 
preecr1pt1ve pr1nc1plee at the highest stage , the theory 
neglects the affective and motivational teaturee o~ morality 
and the 1.ntluence of bel1e:f'e , habits aru5 personal ideals on 
moral conduct. It 1e argued that Kohl berg' e claim for the 

1aomorph1em ~ psychological and normative structure cannot 
be supported and his argument :f' or the solution o:r the 
ls/ ought problem remains untenable. 

F1nally, Kohl berg' e developmentaliet ideology 1e 
diecuesed with special reference to eduent1onal implications . 
It is argued that there ie a BU.N'1cieney tallacy 1n cogn1t1ve­
developmentaliem and that the theory is equivocal 1n 1ta 
employment ot the concepts ot r ationality and autonomy. 
An attompt ia :nade t o define these concepts in relation to 
development and education in order to illustrate the 
limitations o:t Kohlberg 's concept o~ 'cognitive st1mul.ot1on ' 
and his advocacy of 'development ' as an aic for education. 

The importance of F:ohl berg ' a theory i s not 01sputed in 
this theoie but it is argued that he cla1mf) too J1Uch for it 
in relnt1on to the ph1losoph1oal problems which 1t entails 
and the relev3noe to moral education which 1t 1npl1ee. 
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The germination ot this tbee1e oocurrea While I was 
attending the Annual Conterence ot The Phtloeopby ot Education 
Society of A~stralasia 1n August, 1972. Professor R .o. 
Peters was present at that conference or1d :110 paper~ on 
freedom and morel education showed thnt he had given eons1der-
ablo nttention to the:, work af Lo.wrence Kohl berg. He 
recognizsc the important contribution which this paychologicol 
theory had me.de to education, but he intimated a number of 
ph1losor.ih.~.cal reeervetione. 

Ao I wee then employed as a practising educational 
psychologiat es Ylell a.a engaged 1n tlle study of educational 

p~1lo&cJhl , I became oware or the important relationshi p 
between theee t\7o diac1pl111oe and the need to eneure that 
peyehologiaal reacoroh end 1heot•y io built on eount.1 
ph1louophical foundatione . Thr-- phUoeopher c&n enlighten 
the .:io~"chologist' s viMv not br the answers he cp..n JlrovidB but 
rathf'.r, by the queetionB Which he asko . This the&i& has not 
o.1med at ;i:~ovidin,s 011;;:."1t,rrz bl,t it is hoped that tlle Q.Ueetions 

which have been roieecJ \dll oontr1bute to the understanding 
anri nppl1o!'lt1on of Kohlberg' o 111port ant work. 

I hope that tlie i'iniaholl p roduct 1 s worthy of the 

excellent gu1dnnce ana leorned support ~h1oh I hAve received 
during the writing of it trom Dr o.R. Baesett and Mr. A. ,'I. 

Coo:.,er. Not only has their time and attention bf"en 
generounly g iven , but their passion tor the canono ot reason 
has been 1nt'ect1ouo. Aolmowlodgement 1a due aleo to 
Dr. n.w. McAlp1ne who made aome v luable comments on tbe 
initial pro»oaal and to Pro:te1sor c.G.N. Hill who has been 
a gu1din,s ltitlttencc 1n the backgitour&d. 

I wish to eepec1allT aok-noWlftdSe the help at my wtte, who 
hae provided the sympathetic understanding ant, ~.ncouragement 
Whioh t nabled me to pereovera w1-th this Oeund1ng task. 

1'1ilal1Y, I wish to e~reee thank& to the tn>1et. 
Ure E . Ellis, wboee high qaollty or work •1U be eelt'-ev1dent 
to anyone who reada tbio thee la. 

J.A. ~dc1 
June, 1974. 
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A INTRODUq?ION 

The in stream o:r theoretical p ychology up until the 
m14 1950'• appe re to have intentionally avoided the uae ~ 
auch words aa "moral .. and "moralit7." Indeed, it 1a only 
1n the paat decade that these worc.1a have appeared with growing 
rrequency 1n the lieta o:t contents ot the moat eminent 
peycholog1cal journale.1 

The reason 1 partly historical. In establishing 
independence trom the other-discipline psychology needed 
a language of 1 ta own and the concept or moral1 ty wa1 too 
deeply imbedded 1n the long tradition ~ Western Philoaophy 
to cquire a new meaning within the aspiring science or 
paychology. Consequently, to even speak of the psychology 
ot morality involved d1tt1cult1ee for both the paychologt · t 
and the philosopher. For the tormer it euggeated a aub~ect 
which was too cloude~ by subjective uncertainty to ever be 
studied by empirical methods: :ror the 1 tter it suggested 
an ill-considered advocacy~ some kind o:r naturalistic 
ethical position. However, the really great thinkera in 
modern social science (Durkheim, l/eber, Freud, William James, 
George Herbert Mead) have recognized the fundamental place 
of morality in any study ot human behaviour which claims to 
be comprehensive. 

In the 1920'• there waa gre t interest, particularly 
a onget American peychologi ta, 1n the "psychology~ moral 
conduct. tt However, the Character Education Enquiry 
(Hartahorne and May, 1928-30) appe red te demonatrate that 
oat ao-called oral behaviour 1a a1 tuat1on epec1:r1c anc1 

not explained by underl71n8 pa7chological trait • The 
nb,eot 1'ell into neglect al thOllah, 1n 1 932, Pi g t • a 1JOrk, 

"The Moral Judgment ot th at114' ••• tirat publ1ahe4 1n 
Ena].lah. The tapaot ot thle work wae not :tel t tor •t 
le at twenty 7eare. 

' 
1 • For reoent coaprehena1•• rniewa at th••• etu41u 

••• Hattaan, 1970; 1ght, 19711 Oft.ham, 1972J 
Hogan, 1973. Reaeuah 1Jl 'the cosnltlft-
4nelopamtal t1el4 la rntewid 1n Chapter 2. 
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- ~ O'Yl'Yal ot 1.rltereat 111 lloral pa,ehol -,a ha bee.n 

gen•rated t-o a ,reai extent b7 the work at Laffenee Kohlbfn-g 
and Ma collea8'1•• in a number ot recent studiee beginning 
w1 th hia own doctoral. theale 1n 1958. 

At the Yery begtmung ot hie WOl'k. Kohlbel'g makes the 
point that the central proble ar deYelopmental paycholota 
1a an ananrer to the question: nHow does .n become oral?" 
rather than the traditional question: "Bow does the child 

learn his culture?u (Kohl.berg, 1958 p.1 .) • He claims that 
traditional approaches to morality have either (a) taken 
moral1 ty as being ccn1'orm1 ty to culture-bound n~ ( eg 

Durkheim or (b) equated eenacience and morality with 

concepts such aa "superego" or 0 unco.nac1oue guilt" (eg Freud). 
Both at these approaches are d@ounced • inadequate 

and a conception of moral1 ty aa action baeed on mor!l jµdgment 
ia advanced • 

.. An action, regardless ot its eonaequu1cee or its 
elaasitication by the culture, is neither good nor 
bau unless 1 t has been preceded by a ~dgment ot 
right or wrong0 (Kohlberg, 1958, p.5.) 

A statement ot t his kind requires a changed view or the 
subject-matter ot pqchology. To use the terma of a 
ps7chologiat writing about the complex and fundamental 
subject ot motivation, it requires a change trom a view~ 
man aa a PAW'N to a view or him as an ORIGIN. (DeCharms, 
1968, pp 272-74). The emphasis moves from what 1a clone $9 
the 11141 vidual to what the 1nd1 vi dual S9M. 

SUeh a change 1n emphaaie now goes virtually unquestioned 
in th liter ture. 'l'he following state ent, tor example, 
ie given •• 4etin1t1on of the subject tter in a recent 
book on "The PaJcboloa -ot I oral Behavi-our" which akea the 
prlor cla1a to being cOIIIUtte4 to the empirical ap-proach. 

"Moral bt9hav1oui- oone1ata ot all- the ar1oue thinp 
people 4o in conrttcUon wt th ot-al rulfl. "· 

~ ( right 1971 • p. 1 5) • 
· _ It 1• a1p1t1cant that nearl~ U tbe Naearcb covered 

1n tpt'a cogent and uaehl. •1111.huia bu been carrle4 out. 
.. ~ If ... ... 

aince 1958, which ·1• the 7eaJ' ~ -Kohlbetta' • theala. · Thia . 
1• not to -• .,. that ohl'b•a'• influence .1e reapmeible r~ · ..... 4 

at1aul.at1ng all recent r ·eeearcb ~,o m-;ral 'beha•1our1 ·but 1t 
:, le to N00,01•• tbat. ltobi'bera'• work baa co1nc1de4 wtih a 
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very import t and b aic 1ft 1n the ph11oao 1c 
a sumptlon underlying the expl tion of hWn n beh viour 
in social science. 

Extending on the ork of Piaget (1932) Kohlberg ha 
cnrried out extensive research into the development of mor l 
judgment and h s gr dually bu11 t up, over fit teen year period, 
an elaborate cognitive-developmental theory ot morality which 
has oduced an important pproach to moral eduction. The 
essence of this theory is th t there are oulturally invariant 
sequences 1n the development ot moral thinking hich ar1ae trom 
the lnteraction between the child' conceptual scheme and the 
p .rt1cular experiences 1th Yhich he 1 confronted. 

The cognitive evelopmental a_pproach to morality is no.v 
widely accepted by psychologists and educators , but there have 
Bl.ways been expressions or reservat1 on from the philosophers , 
particularly those who have a special interest 1n the field of 
education ( eg Peters nd Wilson). The philosophical problems 
which are involved 1n Kohlberg' s theory of moral development , 

s 11th most peyohological theories, are extremely complex and 
not easily defined . But they are problems w ich demand 
con 1deration end, even if ultimate solution is not possible, 
the theory ains in credibility if it 1 able to vdthstand 
critical analysis of it constituent concepts. 

It can be fairly s id that, in moving from empirieo.l 
research findings concerning the nature ot children'a moral 
thinking to statement bout the concept of mor 11 ty (both 
1n lto rormol and substantive aspects) and assertions bout 
th ims, methods and content of' moral educ tion, the co nitive-
d lopmental.1 ts number of assumption ot a t ethic l 

d pi te olo io k1nd which are largely un tat or, her 
they d1eau eed • the tre ant of hich 1 1 ck 1n 

lo le l cl ity or ph11oeoph1c r1go'Ul'. 
ohlb s e been accu ea cf pre crlb1ng mor 

lee u of n expl n tory p c.11 1n hich man 1 
en ~ . otion • yet he eema to avoid d 1 1th eome of 

e perenn1 1 probl ot ral ph1loaopby uoh 
3 
t,.,.,.,,""11£ 

· vexed gue tiona • 

ee ot 
a1r ct be 

dettln1t1on, 
ill - Ven 

11'.iS on these 
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ff the d1eo1pl1ne or oral philoaoph7 an'1 the ractice 
ot moral e4uoat1011 are 'to be enriched by -the reaearch 't1nd­
ina• o't dnalopaental paycholoa, then 1t 11 1 ortant to 
.xpoae amb1gu1t1ea and examine unstated non plrieal aaeumpt1ona. 

It ia the aim C1f this theais to mo'fe aome or th w,ay 

along th1a dUtieult 1nterd1ecJ.plinary path. It 1a 
recognised that the taa ot erecting a conceptual bridge 
between the psychology ot moralit7 ond the philo ophy ot 
mora11ty ia not able to be achieved within th limit at the 
present theei but 1t 1 intended to lay out some ot the 
neoe aary buildinB materials. 

It is important at the outset to examine and review 
the Piag t .. ohlberg theory and provide a critical. ccount 

o'f the research which has been earri d out on 1ta int rnal 
validity and the external correlates ot morfll. mptyritJ, Which 
i the central dimension. Chapter 2, theretore, will 
comprise a aynthe ia ot the research and theory which 
constitutes the cognitive-developmental a ppro eh to morality. 

The purpo e of Chapter 3 1a to consider a problem wh1ah 

1 ~ ut o t importance to anJ' ac1entU'ie theory, n mely, the 
problem ot explanation. ,,e can only begin to appreciate the 
validity nd usetulnees ar any theory when we have ao 
under tand1ng ot what it 1a setting out to explain am hat 
kind ot explanatory model it employs. It ie argued that the 
cognitive-elev lopaental theory 1 a t heory~ human action 
and uch a theory re ta on certain assumptions bout man a a 
subject tor cience. An attempt will be made to explicate 
tb a aa-.umptiona. 

The ca1cept ot ~~ nt ia one which ent 11 
probleu, 7 tit haa • c ntral pl ce in th or1 a ot oral 
dev lopaent. Philoao en h ve given considerable 
attention to the anal7aie th•• probl ma, but 
pa~oholog1•t• ha'f t e4 to loy th concept •1th ecae 
kin. at opera~1onal datinit1~• but w1 1neutt1oi.ent 
conalderatian ot- 1ta loeical atatu•. In Chapter 4 ot the 
present th~aia an attupt will be de to a 
aeantna ot th1a· conc~t 1 thin the cosn1. ive 
~raaeworlt. 

The ala or Chapt~ 5 1a to open p •o•e or the pl' bl­

o't oral ph11o•olil7 which are eabeddec1 1n Kohlbera' • the~. 
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It 1a not poe 1ble to consider theae proble• rroa all point•: 
or new, theret'ore, an att pt ia 4e to examine the oral 
etatementa which Kohlberg make■ and to analyee thea within 
th context• ~ the ethical theories to Which he claims 
allegiance. Because hie approach 1e eaaentially Kantian, 
moat or the diecusaion will occur within a context at tb1e 
mora1 tr d1t1on. It ie recognised, however, that it would 
be possible to examine Kohlberg'e moral poaition 1n relation 
to a nu11ber ~ other philosophical trad1tione. 

Finally, in Chapter 6, Kob1berg' ideological 
per pective aa a developmental1st is d1seueeed, particularly 

a it relates to education. Kohlberg has claimed that tta 
cognitive-develop ental pa7chological theory can be translated 
into a rational and viable progreaa1ve m,ugational ~deolog" 
(Kohlberg and Mayer, 1972, p . 450). Thie 1e an acknowled.r-­
ment that t here are unavoidable metaphysical aasumpt1ona about 
the n ture at moral :t"reedom and, ultimately, human existence 
1taelt, in any theory which asserts that some individuals are 
more morally mature than others and there1'ore are more 
autono ou and morally auperior. Kohlberg doesn't evade 

this problem entirely, but hie expressed understanding ot 
1 t is both inconsistent and somewhat conrueed. 

The present thesis does not set out to diminish the 
t ture o:t" a theory which has added more to our understanding 

ot moral development than any other ein,...,le contribution in 
the paychologieal liter ture. The aim is merely to expoae 
so nerves with the hope that t he relevance and value ot the 
cogn1t1~8-(1nelopmental approach can be better underetood. 




