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ABSTRACT 

\ 
This study examines Lawrence Kohlberg's Cognitive

Developmental theory of moral development and Ita relation to moral 

education. Kohlberg's structuralism Is called 'into question as an . u· 
ixplanation of the estAblished facts of moral development, and it is 

suggested that alternative explanations may be at least equally satis-

factory. The close connection between Kohlberg's formalist value-

theory and his psychological explanation is then explored. It la found 

that they are mutually involved and that both are of doubtful coherence. 

After some of the connexions between Kohlberg'a value-

theory and his prescriptions for education are noted, an attempt is 

made to house the facts of development within an explanation embody-

ing a contrasting theory of value. It is suggested that the alternative 

value -theory offered, and the concomitant explanation of moral d~velop

mem, are both truer to our experience of moral action and moral 

learning. The imp?rtantly different implications of the alternative 

explanation for education are then sketched. In conclusion, a plea is 

made for a re-opening of the competition between alternative explana-

tions of moral development. Ie is suggested that without such critical 

inquiry, moral education programmes deriving from Konlberg's work 

lack theoretical justification. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In a society in whlch traditional authorities, ethical and reli

I gious, have been shaken at core, !lny form of moral education will 

find itself 'pressed for theoretical justification. One of the surprising 

features of contempora'ry moral education,however, is the lack of 

significiuit theoretical undei=Pinnings of many programmes. "Values 

'Clarification" for example, appears to rest upon a pastiche of popular 

psychologies, and can be s~n to be a product of the decades which 

replaced the acquisition of traditional vinues with the demand for 

"authenticity" and "self-attunement". A notable exception to this 

state .of affairs is the range of moral reasoning programmes which 

find authority in Lawrence Kohlberg's cognitive-de~elopmental psych-

ology. Over a period of two decades Kohlberg has laboured to find a 

form of moral education both commensurate with the facts of psychol-

ogical development, and justified by philosophical ethics. 

r This thesis takes its departure at the observation that moral 

psychologies must incorporate, or presupPCise, theories of value. In 

the case of developmental psychologies, the notion of "moral develop-

mem" is at the outset so obscure that the '''facts'' of development can 

only be gathered once commitments are made concerning the nature 
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of evaluation. It is th~mentionof this thesis t!mt the adequacy of 

Kohlberg's explana~on of moral developmem is int~ately involved 

with his view of mo~lity, and that his educational theory rests upon 

his psychological theo"ry. By examining closely the "facts" of develop

ment as di~COvered by Kohlberg and their psychological explanatio~, 
an attempt is ~ade to discover the interface of psychological and 

ethical theory. It is suggested that "obscurities in Kohlberg's expla

nation of development are bound up with his formalist t!leory of value. 

An attempt is made to re-house the facts of development Within an 

explanatory framework incorporating a quite different theory of value. 

The contrasting educational implicatiOns of this explanation are then 

briefly drawn. 

Chapter One introduces Koh!berg's Stages of Moral Develop-

ment, and situates them within his cognitive-developmental psychology. 

The several facets of his theory are outlined, and their lineage traced 

• where possible. A brief enumeration is made of the educational impli-

cations of cognitive-developmental psychology. As a prelude to a 

direct examination of Kohlberg's theory, some of the most pressing 

objections which have been made against it are mentioned. 

[n Chapter Two cognitive-development theory is examined as an 

empirical hypothesis. On the basis of reviews of Kohlberg's research, 

doubt is cast upon the adequacy of evidence. Using Popper's criterion 

viii 

i 
I 

! 



of empirical significance the hypothesis is examined for. explanatory 

power and found [0 'be lacking. The close connection that Kohlberg 
, . 

notes between his psychological and his moral theories is then drawn 

'-', upon to suggest that the problems of explanation outlined may derive 

from the value-theory incorporated in the explanation. Chapters Three 

and Four explore this link and its theoretical and educational signifi-

cance. 

Chapter Three examines some of the explanatory tools and 

metaphors which Kohlberg uses [0 explain moral development and [0 

justify his claims concerning the terminus of development. The no-

tions of "cognitive-conflict", "equilibration" and the metaphor of the 

"Child-philosopher" are shown [0 house, ~ne facts poorly, and to neg-

lect types of learning which appear central to stage-ascent. A link is 

drawn between cognitive-developmental and ego theory to show that 

Kohlberg's description of the stages admits incorporation into ego-

theory in a way that puts strict cognitive-developmentalism in jeopardy. 

Kohlberg's claim that the stimulation of development is a "Platonic" 

form of education is then examined for its ability to enrich his explana-

tion of stage=ascent. It is found to be purely metaphorical and to add 

nothing to either the .explanation of development or Kohlberg's claim 

concerning the content of mature moral thought. 

Chapter Four takes up directly the question of Kohlberg's 

" 
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'value-theory and anempts 0 show the necessity of are-interpretation 

of.moral development. K hlberg's debt to Kant and Hare is explored. 

initially by draWing a contra between the formalisms of the laner ' 

two. Questions are raised co cerning the intelligibility of an empiri

cist formalism such as Hare's. It is then argued that Kohlberg's eth-

ical theory has close affinities with Hare's and that it shares its prob-

lern. This is exemplified by the problem of "universalizability" as it 

enters into Kohlberg's explanation of a ihild'S ascent from one stage 
( , 

- ,J 6 to another. Tensions within Kohlberg's account of stage ,particu-

lady with regard [0 its ability to answer the question "Why be moral?" 
, 

(raised in Chapter Three) allow the depiction of a distinctive 7th stage 

of development. It is suggested that this stage- -exemplified by Thomas 

More--can be seen as the terminus of moral development if Kohlberg's 

moral theory. seriously challenged above, is rejected. A re-interpre-

tation of the stage sequence with Evan Simpson's objectivist theory of 
) 

value is then sketched. This re-interpretation both by-passes the 

obscurities of Kohlberg's structuralism, and integrates the affective 

with the cognitive in moral development. The consequences of the re-

interpretation for educational practice-are then indicated. -

Doubt is cast upon Kohlberg's "stimulation of development" as 

the goal of moral education because of its derivation from cognitive-

developmental theory. It is concluded that the various possible 
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explaililtions of moral development must be brought into competition, 

as their implications for education are diverse and the adequacy of 

Kohlberg's structuralism is highly questionable • 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE COGNITIVE-DEVELOPMENTAL 
HYPOTHESIS OF MORAL DEVELOPMENT 

In a subject as inherently inter-disciplinary as educational 

theory, the cautious self-definition and mutual suspicion of the various 

relevant disciplines--psychology, philosophy, sociology, etc. --is a 

serious impediment to the development of an integrated theory. Law-

rence Kohlberg feels that this tendency to myopic self-absorption has 

been to some extent overcome in the relationship of cognitive-

developmental psychology to "progressive" education_ Following in 

a tradition whose roots he traces in the work of John Dewey, the phil-

osophical pragmatist, and Jean Piaget, the developmental psychologist, 

Kohlberg has sought to establish a conception of the aims of education 

that integrates the several disciplines. He has attempted to inter-

relate a philosophically justified account of human experience, with 

a psychological theory of development, the empirical facts thereof, 

and an ethical theory. In so doing he has tried to a void the vices of 

dogmatism and parochialism by attending closely to both the estab-

\ lisherr facts of development, and the relationship of his psychological I , 

theorizing to his normative suggestions for education. 

1 
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Kohlberg's work on oral development has been enthusiastic-

ally received by a generation f educators. 'In Ontario the Mackay 

Repon. motiva~ed in pan by 

instruction has removed a 

he belief that the demise of religious 

~ant traditional mode of impani:g 

. has taken up a poSition whose theoretical underpin-

s are ~st xpressed in t~ork of Kohlberg. More widely in. 

Non Amer' and in Euro~, a ~ber of programs have been es-

tablished which either appeal to his work for justification, or couch , ,-~ 

their central tenet~ in'the language of his COgnitive~developme6~1 . r-f 
psychology. Panicularly important in understanding the depth (tb~ 
appeal in North America is Kohlberg's claim to have discovered a 

method of education fully commensurate with the ideals of American 

I 
\ 
\ development universal to human beings, Kohlberg ap ars to have 

~ charted a central course between the unhappy1ternatives of an· 

. ~uthoritarian instilling of the acquired bodfof s~ial norms.-a-n-d-t~he 

)liberally-motivated "neutrality"·of the teacher. If Kohlberg's work 

/16 fully established, the programs of moral reasoning founded upon 

democracy. In portra ying the teacher as the stin:UJIa or of a form of , 

~_/ :, ::7~1::~~:~::::1 :.:: :~::.::;:; ::h::":""_ 
• 

picion that such free choice must result in an anarchy of opinion as 

based upon unfounded beliefs. 

The research of Kohlberg and his associates purpons to have • • 
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uncovered a previously unrecognized sequential development in-the 

form-of moral reasonin$ employed by all_human beings. In the sizable 

body of research papers and essays published by Kohlberg the follow-
- < 

iog chart of the stages of moral development is typical. 

0. The described typology is divided into three levels, 

sisting of two stages - -as follows. 

1. DEFINITION OF MORAL ST AGES 

1. Preconventional Level 

each con-

At this level the child is responsive to cultural rules 
and labels of good and bad, right or wrong, but interprets 
these labels in terms of either the physical or hedonistic 
consequences of ac~!on (punishment, reward, exchange 
of favours) or in terms of the physical power of those 
who enunciate the rules and labels. The level is divided 
into the followi ng two stages: 

Stage 1. The Punishment and Obedience Orientation 
The physical consequences of action determine its 

goodness or badness regardless of the human meaning 
or value of these consequences. Avoidance of pUnish
ment and unquestioning deference to power are valued 
in their own right, not in terms of respect for an under
lying moral order supported by punishment and author
ity (the latter being stage 4). 

Stage 2. The Instrumenta~ Relativist Orientation 
Right action consists of that which instrumentally 

satisfies one's own needs and occasionally the needs of 
others. Human relations are viewed in terms like those 
of the market place. Elements of fairness, of reCiproc
ity, and equal sharing are present, but they are always 
interpreted in a physical, pragmatic way. Reciprocity 
is a maUer of "you scratch my back and I'll scratch 
yours", not of loyalty, gratitude or justice. 
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2. Conventional Level 

At this level, maintaining the expectations of the in
dividual's family, group pr nation is perceived as val
uable in its own right, regardless of immediate and 
obvious consequences. The attitude is not only one of 
conformity to personal expectations and social order, 
but of loyalty to it, of actively maintaining, supporting, 
and justifying the order and of identifying With the per
sons or groups or group involved in it. At this level, • 
there are the following two ges: 

.' 

I 
oncordance or "G 

ice ir rientat· on 
Good behaviour is that whiCh pleases or helps others 

and is approved by them. There is much conformity to 
stereotypical images of what is majority or "natural" be
haviour. Behaviour is frequently jUd;fted Y intention-
"he means well" becomes important for he first time. 
One earns approval by being "nice". . 

Stage 4. The Law-and-Order Orientation 
There)s orientation towaro authority, fixed rules, 

and the maintenance of the social order. Right behaviour 
consists of doing one's duty, shOWing respect for aurhor
icy, and maintaining the given social order for its own 
sake .. 

3. Postconventional, Autonomous. or Principled Level 

At this level, there is a clear effort to define mora I ( 
v1tlues and principles which have validity and application 
apart from the authority of the groups or persons holding 
these principles and apart from the individual's own iden
tification with these groups. This level again has two 
stages. 

Stage 5. The SOCial Contract Le alistic Orientation 
This eve genera y has uti itarian overtones. Right 

action tends to be defined in tenTIS of general individual 
rights and in tenTIS of standards whiCh have been critic
ally examined and agreed upon by the whole society. 
'there is a clear awareness of the relativism of personal 
values and opinions and a corresponding emphasis upon 



-" 
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procedural I"1Iles for reaching consensus. Aside from 
what is constitutionally and democratically agreed upon, 
the right ~s a.'matter of personal "values" and "opinion ". 
The -r suIt is an emphasis upon the "legal point of view", 
but w' h an emphasis upon the possibility of changing law 
in te s of rational considerations of social utility 
(rath than freezing it in terms of Stage 4 "law and or-
der"). . e the legal realm, free agreement, and 
contract, is tli bi' lement of obligation. This is 
the "official" m rality of the American government and 
Constitution. 

Stage 6. The Universal Ethical Principle Oritntation 
Right is defined 'by the decision of conscience in ac

cord with self-chosen ethical principles appealing to 
logical comprehensiveness, universality, and consistency. 
These principles are abstract and ethical (the Golden Rule, 
the categorical imperative): they are not concrete moral 
rules like the Ten Commandments. At heart, these are 
universal principles of justice, of the reCiprocity and 
equality of the human rights, and of respect 0 the dig
-jljty of human beings as individual persons. (19 2, 
29fj- 297) 

:: ~ 

-

, 

Although there are occasional minor variations in the charts --

Kohlberg sometimes separates a Stage 5 a and b, and makes sugges-

tions towards a Stage 7, to be examined later--the above will be taken 

as paradigmatic for our discussion. 

Definition of "stage" and its theoretical background 

The psychological theory within which the concept of stage is 

framed is complex, embodying some of the epistemological views of 

Piaget and Dewey, the structuralist concepts of the former, and a 

formalist theory. of yalue which KQhlberg finds in the work of philos-

ophers such as Kant and Hare. The following general characterization 

! 



6 

of "stages" can be used to unpack some of these relationships. 

1. Stages imply distinct or qualitative differences in 
children's modes of thinking or of solving the same 
problem: 

2. These different modes of thought form an invariant 
sequence, order, or succession in individual de
velopment. While cultural factors may speed up, 
slow down, or stop development, they do not change 
its sequence. "'. 

3. Each of these different and sequential modes of 
thought forms a "structural whole". A given stage
response does not just represent a specific response 
determined by knowledge and mmiliarity with that 
task or tasks similar to it; rather, it represents an 
underlying thought -orga nization. 

" .. . 
4. Cognitive stages are hierarchical integrations. 

Stages form an orger of increasingly differentiated 
and Integrated st~ctures to fulfill a common func
tion. (1972B, p. 458) 

1. Recognition of the stage of a child's moral development involves 

analysis of the form of the judgments and justifications he habitually 

uses in response to moral dilemmas. The form of the judgment (pun-

ishment-avoiding, law-and-order, etc.) is taken to be completely sep-

arable from its specific content. Furthermore, the same collection 

of concepts and principles (Kohlberg recognizes 32 as the basis of 

moral discourse) are employed at all stages. The same problems of 

judgment and action are faced at each stage, but the mode of dealing 

with them changes with stage-accent. Kohlberg's structuralist account 

of problem solving mirrors Piaget's description of the development of 

the child's reasoning in the areas of logical, causal, spatial, etc. thought. 

,. 



2 Research has tended to show that the sequence of development 

is inva~nt, that there can be neicher stage-~pas~ing, nor regres-

sion. Although social and cultural factors may affect both the rate of 

.0 

.. -.-

movement and the end point of development (not all human beings ~ . 

stage 6; rather the majority remain at sta~es 3 and 4) the ill.var1ce -' 

of sequence tends to suggest that traditional learning-~odeIS are L 
adequate to the explanation of development. Against Ut he refers to \~ 
as the "cultural input" model of learning, Kohlberg objects chat if the 

• 
changing modes of thought ,were conSidered to be the result of contin - '---

gent factors of learning from the child'~uman and natural environ-

ment, the.discovered 1nvariance would be hard to account for. (1972B, 

p. 457). Against the "cultural input" model's traditional opposition, 

motivational theory, whose model of development likens the develop-

ing child to a growing plant, Kohlberg has evidence to show that the 

child's interaction mth his human environment crucially affects the 
, 

rate of his ~ment. Taking his epistemological concepts from 

John Dewey, Kohlberg describes the child's experience as an inter-

action with his environm>!1t. Changes in structure of thought are the 

response to problems experienced. The learning which occurs is 

neither a passive "intake" of knowledge, nor the natural unfolding 

of an innate process. Invariance of sequence reflects the dependence 

of one mode of experience upon previous modes. 

3. Following from the above, responses to hypothetical or actual 
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moral dilemmas reflect the s?!tge of cognitive-competence of the indiv

idual in such a way that the majority of the person's responses at' any 

one time will be of the form of the stage at which he is located. Though 

he may use reasoning of a lower stage in some of his responses, he 

never uses reasoning of more than one stage above his own, for this 

is not fully comprehensible whim. The notion of "underlying thought-

organization" reflects Piaget's Kantian account of the active organiza-

tion of experience through catego~s. Kohlberg wishes to contrast . . 
the categories with those of Kant's 1st Critique in that they are dev-

eloped through interactive experience and unfold in the described se-

quence, rather than being the innate transcendental conditions of ex-

perience. We shall have occasion to look at this not immediately 

perspicuous contrast later. 

4. The claim that cognitive structures are hierarchical integra-

tions, involving increasing differentiation and integration of functions, 

directed to a common purpose, sums up the above three features, and, 
I 

writ large, points to the educational importance of the stages. Stage-

ascent is a two-sided process; development involves a progressive 

delineation of the forms of discourse--aesthetic, prudential, moral 

reasoning are gradually distinguished from one another- -as well as 

an improvement in the performance of the moral function. This pro-

cess is engendered by the use of a stable set of concers and Categor

ies in problems of action and deciSion. Conflicts of duty are both 

. I .. ·1 , 
I 
I 
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separated from, say, matters of taste, -and are dealt with increas-

ingly adequately by higher. stages. It is the inability of lower stages 

to satisfactorily solve all problems that propels the developing per-

son through the cognitive-developmental "dialectic". Problems 

newly-delineated by one stage may be only solvable from a higher 

stage, and it is the need to obtain "equilibrium" that leads to the re-

placement of one cognitive structure by another. 

It is the presence of the same categories and concepts at each 

stage that for Kohlberg explains the invariance of sequence in stages 

which are qualitatively differentiated. The sequence··represents, 

a universal inner logical order of moral concepts, not 
a universal order found in the educational practices of 
all cultures .. _ since each new basic differentiation at 
each stage logically depends upon the differentiation 
before it, the order of differentiation could not logic
ally be other than it is. (l971A, p. 48) 

-This strong claim, which we will need to examine closely, points to 

the remaining aspect Kohlberg's theory: its value-theory_ 

Rejecting de criptivist meta-ethical positions, Kohlberg 

aligns himself with the formaliSt tradition "from K<JInt to Hare" which 

has stressed the universal and prescriptive nature of moral judgment_ 

(1971A, p'3 The greater structural adequacy of the stages, is 

said to parallel the increased moral adequacy of the stages measured 

by the criteria of universality and prescriptivity. Each successive 

stage more fully delineates "ought" from "is", as the sequence 
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approaches the complete embodiment of the moral form at stage 6. 

In the universality of this latter stage it has become clesr that all 

factual grounds for d·iscriminating between moral agents are Specious. 

Kohlberg considers the demand for universality in moral judgment .to 

be cIose~ related to the structur!!'l criterion of integration. Univer

sality implies consistency, Since that which holds categorically for 

me must hold for all other persons; "integration" requires the over-

coming of inconsistencies and contradictions in judgment. It is stage 

6's recognition that what is good or obligatory for all humanity that . 

justifies the philosophers' disdain for conventional morality. Some-

one who has passed through to the post-conventional level will recog-

nize that conventional judgments are not fully universal and prescrip-

tive. They are "different for Republicans and Democrats, for Amer-. . 

ieans amt.Vietnamese, for fathers and sons". (197LB, p. 197) Thi)1 

theory of value is then inherently antagonistic to moral theories which 

found judgment on authority or convention, derives judgment from 

facts of one sort or another, or allow grounds for discriminating be-

tween one person and another. 

The movement towards universality and prescriptivity of 

judgment can be seen in the stage treatment of various values. The 
• 

following table charts the development of the value of human life. 

Stage L No differentiation between moral values of life 
and its physical or social -status value. 

I 
i 
, 
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Staget2. ,'The value ofa human life is seen as instrumental 
• to tlie satisfaction of the needs of its possessor or of 

other persons. Decision to save lif~ is relative to, 
·'I>r to be made by, its possessor. (Differentiation of 
physical and interest value of life, differentiation of 

,its value to self and to other. ) 

ptage 3. The value of a human life is based on the em
pathy and affection of family members and others £0- , 
wards its possessor. (The value of human life, as\ ' 
based on social sharing, commu9-ityand love, is dir-:, 
ferentiated from the instrumental and hedonistic value 
of life applicable also to animals, ) , 

'Stage 4. Life is conceived of as sacred in terms of its 
place in a categorical or religious order or rig\1ts 
and duties. (The value of human life, as a categor
ical member of a moral order, is differehtiated from 
its value to specific other people in the family. etc. 
Value of life is still partly dependent upon serving the 
group, the state, God, however,) 

, 

Stage 5. Life is valued both in terms of its relation to 
community welfare and in terms of Qeing a universal 
human right. (Obligation to respect the basic right 
to life is differentiated from generalized respect' for 
the sociomoral order. The general value of the inde
pendent human life is a primary autonomous value not 
dependent on other values. ) 

Stage 6. Belief in the sacredness of human life as repJ;e.
senting a universal human value of respect for the in~ 
dividuaL (The moral value of a human being, as an 
Object of moral principle, is differentiated from a 
formal recognition of his rights.) (1971A, p .. 89) 

II. EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS OF COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY 

By juxtaposing the twin claims that moral development is a uni-

versal (natural) process, and that higher stages are not merely later. 

or structurally more adequate, but are morally superior" we can 
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readily draw out the. implications of Kohlberg's work for educational. 

practice. Far from accepting the standard "scientific" position of 

ethical relativ.ism,which soc!al psychologists, psychoanalysts, socio-

logists and others have used to knock down the claims of a universal 

moral ~ucation, educators can point to the universality' of forms of 

moral reasoning and of fundamental values uncovered by Kohlberg's 

work. Kohlberg himself, in discussing the philosophical mlderpillnings 

of his educarional prescriptions, has suggested that social scientists 

have tended to be guilty of a conflation of what may be called "cultural 

relativity" and "ethical relativity". Recognizing that moral principles 

are divergent in a fundamental way (cultural relativism) social scien-

tists have gone on to make the claim that this divergence is logically 

unavoidable and that there are no rational grounds fo~the reconcilia

tion of divergent moral beliefs. Kohlberg suggests that the normative 

ethical relativist view that everyone should live according to his own 

principles rests upon the above ethical relativist claim, which is 

false. (19718, p. 156) The discovery of the universality of the forms 

of moral discourse and of fundamental values. re-opens the possibility 

of a form of education not limited by the irrational contingencies of a 

society's values. 

Kohlberg details the educational recommendations of cognitive-

developmental ps ychology in the context of contrasts between "progres-

sive", and "cultural input'~ and "romantic" educational ideologies. 
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(19728, p. 451) Contrary to the models and metaphors of both the 

older traditiDns --the cultural input metaphor .of the acquisition of 

knowledge picturing the child's mind as a computer storing informa-

tiDn, the rDmantic metaphDr as a plant, develDping acc6rding tD pre-

patterned stages--progressive ideology views the child as a "poet-

philosopher" actively organizing his experience which sometimes 

requires the discarding of cherished but inadequate perspectives. 

It is the element of choice--the develDping child is not imposed upon 

but freely chDDses Dr IC(jnSt~ts-his-~\vn principles - -that allows , 

KDhlberg to link the progressivism which embodies cognitive-develop

mental psychology, with the demands of a liberal democratic education. 

In stimt!lating the child's development by presenting to him 

moral problems in the form of hypothetical dilemmas the teacher is 

acting as a catalys\ to a natural prDcess. Although the teacher has to 

make reference to ~inCiPles which, in the discussiDn .of issues, have 

a specific mDral cDntent, 

Reference tD such principles is non-indoctrinative if 
these principles are not presented as formulae to be 
learned ready-made Dr as rote patterns grounded in 
authority. Rather they are part of a prDcess .of reflec
tion by the student and teacher. (197IA, p. 457) 

The epistemological and ethical foundations of develDpmental theory 

seem to entail the "neutrality" .of the teacher's activity, and justify 

the claim that "the stimulation of development is the .only ethically 

acceptable form of moral educatiDn". (197lB, p. 153) Such stimulation 
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is compatible with the ideals of liberal democracy not in the sense that 
, 

it entrenches the majority or constitutional viewpoint (see the above 

chan on p .. 11 which indicates that the "official viewpOint" of the Am-

erican constitution is Stage 5) but in that the autonomy of the fndividual 

in making a free choice of values "by consCience", is unimpaired. 

The planning and practice of courses which can achieve the 

stimulation above-mentioned, is of course ·anything but easy. In order 

to stimulate the development of each of the individuals in 'a class group, 

the teacher needs to locate the stage that each is at--to which end 

Kohlberg and others have prepared assessment tests--in order to be 

able to put before the reasoner views of the stage one above his own 

(the cognitive conflict which leads to stage-ascent being optimal under 

this condition in the classroom situation). The practical difficulties 

are considerable; as Jack Fraenkel has pointed out, a teacher who 

could cater for all stages would have to be at least at Stage 5, for a 

lower-stage thinker cannot fully comprehend the reasoning of a higher 
I 

stage thinker. 

Practical difficulties notwithstanding, Kohlberg's work points 

towards a form of education which could, in prinCiple, find universal 

employment in schools. The considerable efforts initiating programs 

IJ. Fraenkel, 'The Kohlberg Bandwagon ... Some Doubts" in 
Purpel and Ryan (eds.), Moral Education ... It Comes With the Terri
tory (McCutchan Publishing Corporation, 1976). 
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and researching techniques of stimulation show that Kohlberg's opti-

mism concerning the close relation of cognitive-developmental theory 

to practice is well founded. It can be expected that the vast number 

of man-hours, and the substantial finances, devoted to research, con-

ferences, and the development of media and technical aids will yield 
-. 

increasingly efficient methods of education, and a re -organization of 

curricula to place appropriately this potential lynch-pin of mod~rn 

liberal education. 

III. CRITICAL DEMANDS TO BE MET FOR THE ESTABLISHMENT 
OF THE COGNITIVE-DEVELOPMENTAL EXPLANAT.rQN OF 
MORAL DEVELOPMENT AND ITS EDUCATIONAL IMPORT 

Claims as far-reaching in import, and as removed from influ-

entia I contemporary beliefs and expectations as Kohlberg's could not 

but meet with a broad array of criticisms. Responses, rsnging from 

sympathetic criticism to foundational attack have come from various 

quarters. Because the theory is mUlti -dimensional and consciously 

makes claims which require different forms of scrutiny--data analysis, 

tests for theoretical consistency and adequacy to the facts, meta-

ethical and conceptual analysis - -independent criticisms often seem 

to fail to cohere. The following are however among the most perva-

~sive Criticisms. 

1. Empirical evidence for the claims of universality and 

unidirectionality of development is not as adequate or 
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unequivocal as is sometimes implied by Kohlberg and his 

. 2 
fellow-researchers. 

2. The Cognitive-Developmental hypothesis of moral devel-

opment is not the only possible explanation of the established 

facts and its ascendency over its rivals has not been clearly 

3 
demonstrated. 

3. In connection with I--the "logic" of the hierarchy of stages 

is anything but apparent. Some stages (3 & 4, 5 & 6) appear. 

to be alternatives rather than neighbours in an invariant se

quence. 4 

4. Tb.e notion that later stages are morally superior reqUires 

an ethical-theoretical or meta -ethical position which is contro

. 1 5 verBla . 

5. Kohlberg's suggestion that there is a necessary content 

2see E. L. Simpson, ''Moral Development Research--kCase 
Study of Scientific Cultural Bias", Human Development, 17 (1974); 81-
106; W. Kurtines and E. B. Grief, "The Development of Moral Thought: 
Review and Evaluation of Kohlberg's Approach", Psychological Bulle
tin, Vol. 81, No.8 (1974), 453-470. 

Ssee E. L. Simpson, loco cit.; J. Habermas, ''Moral Develop
ment and Ego Identity", Telos. Vol. 41. No. 24 (1975), 41-55. 

4see J. Habermas, ''Moral Development and Ego Identity", 
Telos, Vol. 41. No. 24 (1975), 46. 

5See B. Crittenden, Form and Content in Moral Education. 
Monograph Series 12, The ontario Institute for Studies in Education, 
23. 
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~ 
to mature moral principles and that this centres on the prin - , 

ciple of justice is both hard to harmonize with the formalist 

value-theory built into the psychological theory and poorly, ' 

founded in evidence. 6 

6. As an "intellectualist" theory, cognitive-developmental 

p~YChology largely ignores the role of the affective in moral 

action, and makes obscure the nature and ethical importance 
• 

of moral emotions. 

For reasons which it is hoped will become apparent in the 

course of the enquiry, the following examination will move in its fo

cu~ from claims 1-5, returning to 2 and co-ordinating this with 6. 

Thi's sequence will serve to carve out the questions which surround 

the tenability of Kohlberg's central educational thesis, that the "sti-

mulation of development:' is a valid educational aim because non-

indoctrinative. 

6See J. Fraenkel in Purpel and Ryan, loco cit.: B. Criuenden, 
Ibid., 14-23. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE FACTS OF MORAL DEVELOPMENT 
AND THE COGNITIVE-DEVELOPMENTAL EXPLANATION 

Elizabeth Leonie Simpson criticizes the research strategies 

and standards of Kohlberg and his fellow-workers. suggesting that the 

cl¥!n that a universal stage-development has been evidenced is poorly-
, 

founded and reflect "cultural-scientific bias". Furthermore, KohI-

berg's claims are difficult to assess as they often involve the juxta-

position of,different levels of discourse, "sliding freely from unsub

stantiated reference to results to theorizing and prescription". 1 

While applauding the typology of development provided by Kohlberg 

and acknowledging its heuristic power, Simpson expresses the ethno-

grapher's caution in elaborating the complex practical and conceptual 

problems involved in the attempt to find universal features in human 

mental development. 

Kurtines and Grier2 in their review of Kohlberg's research 

IE. L. Simpson. ''Moral Development Research--A Case Study 
of Scientific Cultural Bias", Human Development. 17 (1974) 81-106. 

2W. Kurtines and E. B. Grief, 'The Development of Moral 
,Thought: Review and Evaluation of Kohlberg's Approach", Psychol
ogical Bulletin 81 (1974). 453 -470. 

18 
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intuitive weighting by the rater of the various elements 
included ... and imply some feel for the types as a whole 
and some experience of the range of possible responses., 

As such, the scorer has to be steeped in the expectations of the theor

ist. This seems to be true also for the Detailed Scoring system. Ac

cording to one of the researchers, ~odor; scores are assigned to the 

thought -content of the speaker's response, defined as "all of a sub-

ject's utterances whIch, taken together, seems to express a single 
, . 

moral idea ".5 Even prior to noting that there are five possfble com-

binations of scoring and reporting procedures, we may note that the 

judgmental activity of the scorer is problematic. Each scorer has to 

be trained at length by KohIberg, whose sensitivities to moral thought \, 

may reasonsbly be presumed to shape data collection. This is quite 

worrying for the meaningfulness of results as philosophers have con-

siderable difficulty in agreeing about what constitutes "a single moral 

idea". When the possibility that peoples of different cultures have a 

varying propensity to articulate their moral justifications, and may 

do so only in specific circumstances6 is coupled with this unavoidable 

element of subjec~ivity, the reliability of the data obtained in cross-
" 

4E . M. Fodor, "Delinquency and Susceptibility to Social Influ
ence Among Adolescents as a, Function of Moral Development", Jour-
nal of Social Psychology 86 (1972), 257-260. --

5Fodor, Ibid. , 258. 

6E. L. Simpson, Ibid., 101. 
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cultural research has to be questioned. 

(b) Construct-Validity: cross-cultural trends 

Much of the evidence for·the universality and invariance of 

the stage-sequence comes from Kohlberg's study of children in Mex~ 

ico, Taiwan and Turkey. (1968) Kunines and Grief note that the 

publis~ study provides no information on sample si:ze, percentage 

scores, standard deviation, etc. , and no description of the methods 

used, rendering tentative the derived conclusions concerning the in-

variance of the first three stages.' No conclusions could reasonably 

be drawn concerning the later three stages as none of the children in 

Turkey or Yucatan had reached stage 5, and only the U. S. sample 

showed age trends at stages 5 and 6. Even the latter evidence is not 

what it seems ,since, 

the same responses used to derive the stage sequence 
are also used to provide evidence for the sequentiality 
of the stages. This is analogous to validating afest 
on the same sample from which it was derived. 

Bogus confirmation of stage number and sequence is the more worry-

ing when Kohlberg's derivation of the stage typology is borne in mind. 

In his doctoral thesis (l9~ he admits that 

the number of types we came out with was eventually 
rather arbitrary and undoubtedly determined by the 

7W. Kurtines and E. B. Grief, ibid., 56. 

\ 

I 
I 
I 
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8 limits of variation of our particular popula n. 
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. Although the tenacity of the stage-schema may accounted for in 

terms of the happiness of Kohlberg's original ample in representing 

the gamut of moral responses, it is interesting to note that the typol-

ogy has nor significantly developed or chaQged in the twenty years of 
( . 

research since its humble birth. 

(c) Longitudinal Studies 

Besides the cross-cultural studies, the chief line of research 

aimed at establishing sequence has been the longitudinal studies of 
, c 

American boys and men. Amongst the group there 'was little general 

change in scoring between ages 16 - 24. At both ages the majority 

were situated at stage 4. In this group there was no evidence that in-

dividuals had passed through the first three stages in the appropriate 

order. College students in fact, scored lower than high-school 

students. As Kurtines and Grief say, 

although interpreted as a regression, the downward 
shift seelfled to indicate that the stage sequence is 
flexible. 

Altogether, these studies provided no unequivocal evidence of the in-

varia nce of the stage sequence. 

8L. Kohlberg, "The Development of Modes of Moral Thinking 
and Choice in the Years Ten to Sixteen", Ph. D. dissertation, Univer
sity of Chicago, 195B. 

9Kurtines and Grief, ibid. , 463: 
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(d) Problems of Independent Research 

Kurtines and Grief ~ndicate that much of the reason why little 

counter-evidence to the cognitive-developmental theory has been 

found is the difficulty of independent research. As the Moral Judg- . 

ment Scale is difficult to score, and precise instructions are obtain-

able only from Kohlberg himself, the independent research which 

could confirm or disconfirm Kohlberg's model is effectively precluded. 

T~t researchers are ordinarily trained by Kohlberg and enter their 

data collection with cognitive-developmental expectations and a sig-

nificant freedom to use their judgment in obtaining and'organizing 

data is further damaging to critical eva luation of their results. 

II. THE COGNITIVE-DEVELOPMENTAL HYPOTHESIS OF MORAL 
DEVELOPMENT AS AN UNFALSlFIABLE HYPOTHESIS 

While much of Kohlberg's writing outlines research data, and 

much again elucidates his psychological and his ethical theories, the 

link between the putative facts of development and the cognitive-

developmental hypothesis is left rather obscure. Kohlberg often 

suggests that developmental facts point to something more regular 

in moral maturation than can be accounted for by ordinary learning 

theories. The following ~ssage is typical: 

~ stage concept implies universality of sequence under 
varying cultural conditions. It implies that moral de
velopment is not merely a matter of learning the verbal 
values or rules of the child's culture, but reflects some
thing more universal in development, something which 
would occur in any culture. (1971B, p. 171) 
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That development .is universal and invariant does not confirm the 

cognitive-developmental hypothesis.in itself, and it remains possible . . . 

in principle that Kohlberg has been more strongly influence? by cul

tural and ethical relativism than he realizes, and that there is simply 

a greater homogeneity to different cultures' moral thought than pre

viously recognized. If there is indeed a universal unidirectional stage 
~ 

development amongst human beings, we rna y account for it in various 
.' 

ways, and must devise empirical tests to show whether the cognitive-
'. 

developmental hypothesis has greater explanatory power than: its 

rivals. A greater theoretical gap subsists between establishment of 

the required facts of development and the confirmation of the educa-. . . 

tionally all-important cognitive-developmental hypothesis. than Kohl

berg ordinarily acknowledges. 

We will use the above criticisms of Simpson, and Kunines and 

Grief to ask a different question - - '18 it possible in principle that the· 

cognitive-developmental hypothesis could be corroborated?" For this 

purpose the Popperian criterion of significance for empirical theories 

will be assumed, whereby theories can only convey information about 

the world if they\an be submitted to crucial tests which might'result 

in their fal&~ion. 10 We will work towards the following conclusions: 
/ 

--' \ 
10K. R. po~r, The Ldgic of Scientific Discovery, 

Hutchins~~2~n; Chapters 1 ana 2. 
(London, 

I 
, 



'. 

25 

1. The "facts" of universal, unidirectional ascent through Kohlbergian 

stages are not well established, and the evidence is often equivocal. 
. . 

2. These facts could not serve to strongly corroborate the hypothesis 

even if established--but counter evidence could undermine it. and such 

-
evidence is arguably available. 3. T,he,grounds ~he falsification 

of the "universality unidirectionality" hypothesis are undermined by 

Kohlberg and associates by the adoption of "ceteris parilius" clauses. 

anQ.j:he explanatory power is consequently weakened. 4. In its res

tricted state it is unclear that the cognitive developmental hypothesis 

could be corroborated, and ipso facto unclear that it explains anything. 

(a) Claims and Conditions of the Cognitive-Developmental 
Hypothesis 

To recapitulate.- the putative stage of affairs which the hypo-

thesis anempts to explain is as follows. There is a culturally univer-

sal, invariant stage sequence in moral development. According to the 

hypothesis stages are hierarchic!!l integrations which serve to deal 

increasingly adequately with a stable set of problems of action. In-
. , J 

variance of sequence is explained by the Bequence'~ representing a 

"universal inner logic of moral concepts". Universality is accounted 

by the child's social, culrural environment, is theOretically independent 

of cultural contingencies. ,Higher stages are not merely later, nor 

I 
! 
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more complex; but are morally superior, so that as Kohlberg says 

Our approach takes as an hypothesis for empirical con
firmation or refutation that development is a movement 
towards greater epistemological or ethical adequacy as 
de~ned by philosophic 'principles ofadequacy. (1971A, 
~:~) " , 

. 
Finally; children.ascend through the sequence not by acquiring new 

.. skills or learning new information, but by the changing of cognitive 

structures· in their interaction with their environments. 
. .. 

The theory of development is only confirmable of course, 'if . . , . 

there is a culturally universal, unidirectional development through 

the Koh!bergian siages. 

(b) Counter-Evidence 

Despite the above-mentioned difficulty with ind~pendent re-

search, some evidence is available that throws into question the uni-. . 

versality, and particularly the invariance of the stage sequence . . 
Havighurst and Neuganenll found a deviation from the "invariant 

. 
sequence" among children from six·Indian tribes. Faith in "immanent 

justice", the automatic punishment' or reward for wrong-dOing and 

rightdoing, which according to Kohlberg should be left behind, tended 

to increase with age reflecting the common belief among adults of the 

llHavighurst and Neuganen,American Indian and White 
Children (Chicago{University of Chicago Press, 1955). 

• 
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culture. Nearer to home Kramer evidences ·return to lower-level 

moral functioning among groups of·both middle-class and delinquent 
, 

Ainerican boys. 

Kohlberg's claim that development takes place through some 

mode'quite different from ordinary learning is particularly hard to 

make sense of in the light of some recent studies. While the stages . 
supposedly 

represent structures emerging from the interaction of 
the child with his social environment, rather than di
rectly reflecting external structures given by the child's 
culture, 

studies by, Bandura and McDonald, Cowan, Langer, Heavenrich and 

Nathanson, and Prentice13 have all shown that moral judgments are 

directly influenced by the environment. It has ·been shown to be pas-

sible to induce changes which run against cognitive-developmental 

expectations. Bandura and McDonald's study reports that, 

children's judgmental responses are readily modifiable 
particplarly through the utilization of adult modelling 
cues. 

12R. Kramer, "Mora] Development in Young Adulthood", 
Doctoral Dissertation, Chicago, 1968. , 

13See Kurtines and Grief, ibid., 458. 

14A. Banduraand F., McDonald, "Influence of Social Reinfor
. cement and tbe Behaviour of Models in'Shaping Children's Moral 

Judgments", Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 67 (1963), 
274-281. 
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Holstein in 1972 administered a written version of the moral 

dilemma test to 53 families, to examine cross -sectional and longitud-

inal data in connexion with a study of sex-difference in development. 

The data in general failed to support the invariant sequence hypothesis, 

and the data over three years suggested considerable skipping of stages 

and-much regression among the final stages for both sexes. 

In response to apparent counter-instances like the above Kohl-

berg and collaborators have introduced certain ceteris paribus clauses. 

Kohlberg suggests that some behaviour changes are structural and in 

accord with the stages while others are "reversible situation-specific 

learnings ". Turiel and LangerlS have allowed that social training 

maybe "superimposed" on the developmental process, and that result-

ing conflict may lead to forward or backward change, or fixation. 

Simpson rightly criticizes these strategems, as they effectively under-

mine both the claim that the sequence is invariant and culture

independent, and Kohlberg's "logical order" explanation of the hier-

archy of concepts. To retain (weakened) explanatory power Kohlberg's 

thesis would need to distinguish clearly between the two classes of 

behaviour. This is obviously an extremely hard task to perform in 

any consistent way particularly where cross -cultlllral study is involved. 

15J. Langer, "Disequilibrium as a Source of Cognitive Devel-
opment", Doctoral Dissertation, Chicago, 1967. -

, 
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(c) Corroboration of the Hypothesis 

In its initial formulation then, the Cognitive-Developmental , 

Hypothesis could be taken to have been fa·lsified by the above

mentioned instances. Ignoring these for the moment, though, we 

may ask how the confirmation of the universality and unidirectionality 

of stage ascent could corroborate the hypothesis that such develop-

ment is the result of an internal process of the differentiation and 

integration of concepts which is independent of culture-specific 

learning. A number of altirnative explanati~~s have been offered, 

two of which will be briefly looked at later. Simpson points out that 

. the cases of ascent through the stages would appear to be explicable 

in terms of the appeal of the modes of reasoning of the child's parents 

or peer group and ordinary modes of learning. 16 Kohlberg and asso-. 

ciates have conducted tests to show that, cOjlsonant with cognitive-

developmentaJ. expectations, exposure to reasoning one stage above 

the child's own is optimal for stage-transition. Turiel and Rest's 

studies of passive exposure of children to stages of reasoning one 

above their own showed, however, that such conditions are neither 

necessary nor sufficient for ascent. Turiel's study17 seemed to show 

16E. L. Simpson, ibid. , 89. 

17E. Turiel, "An Experimental Test of the Sequentiality of 
Developmental Stages in the Child's Moral Judgment", Journal of 

, . Personality and Social Psychology 3 (1966), 611-618 . 

• l\"" 
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that there was no significant difference in- result between the use of 

reasoning one stage higher and one stage lower than the child's own. 

The problem with the above tests is-that they may, whatever 

their results, be interpretable as confirmation for a bewildering 

variety of hypotheses. If there are several alternatives, all of which 

satisfy the phenomena, and between which there a"re no grounds for 

choice one of two alterna(ives is possible. Either the hypotheses 

await a crucial test which would decide between them, or they are all 

unfalsifiable in which case they explain nothing. To examine the 

status of Kohlberg's cognitive-developmental hypothesis we may sug

gest an alternative which apparently covers all the instances, but 

which few would be prepared to accept. 

"Ethical Occasionalism" is that doctrine which, accepting the 

universality, unidirectionalityand irreversibility of Kohlberg's stages, 

explains them in terms of God's intervention in the child's thinking at 

certain stages of his development. That the child is attracted to a 

stage of reasoning one above his own is to be explained as a precogni

tion of divine intervention. To fill out the case we may match the ad 

hoc with the ad hoc and rather than describing regressing delinquents 

as "not subject to ordinary conditions" we may look up with sad wiz

ened eye and declare it to be a pan of God's unfathomable plan. 

In the case of such a claim Kohlberg might draw on evidence 

showing that only those children who spontaneously used some 
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'reasoning at -a level one above their own could understand that stage 

of reasoning.~ From this evidence Kohlberg concludes, 

presumably then, movement to the next stage involves 
internal cognitive re-organization rather than mere 
addition of more difficult content from the outside. 
(1971A, p. 49) 

Again, though. a little ingenuity rna y turn this into a "victory" for our 

hypothesis. Noting that for most individuals stage 4 is the terminus 

of development. and that stage 4 reasoning is authority oriented, we 

may suggest that God superimposes the higher form on the lower to 

induce the conflict which may eventually turn the child to his maker 

for authority. 

The point to be drawn from this is that, once refutation of the 

cognitive-developmental hypothesis through counter-instances to the 

"universality. unidirectionality" claim is rendered impossible by the 

incorporating of apparent counter-instances in ad hoc hypotheses. it 

is far from clear how Kohlberg's theory could be corroborated. While 

it is possible to evidence the acquisition 'of specific linguistic skills 

and abilities. and to measure the rates at which. and record the cir-

cumstances in which stage-transition occurs, it is hard to know what 

could show that such development was the result of "internal cognitive 

re-organization rather than the mere addition of more difficult content 
J 

from the outside". (1971A, p. 49) Much of the problem lies in the 

epistemological obscurity of the cognitive-developmental "interactive" 
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learning model. Its contrast with the traditional learning models--

the logicai distinctions of which we will have to return to later--is 
> , 

hard to give empirical weight. That children being examined live in 

an open language community, and are exposed to various influences, . 
and that a stage reasoner may use reasoning from several stages at 

anyone tune, makes conclusive assessment of their mode of learning 

problematic. 

There is no need for our purposes to accept the full fo~ce of 

the falsificationist's strictures and to condemn the cognitive-

developmental explanation as trivial. -.using the above for heuristic 
. . 

purposes, and acknowledging that the testability of the hypothesis re-

mains an open question, we may observe that both the claim that a 

universal stage development has been "rather firmly" established, 

and the claim that the cognitive-developmental hypothesis is the theory 

that best fits the facts, are roundly hyperbolical. Although the modus. 

operandi of cognitive-developmental researchers discourages the in-

dependent research which would be likely to yield counter-instances, 

some counter-evidence appears to be extant. Whether or not this is 

adequate to a refutation of the cognitive-developmental hypothesis, the 
• 

latter's ascendency over alternative hypotheses has not been demon-

strated, and its tenability as an explanation of the kno;wn facts stands 

in question. 
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III. THE RELATION OF KOHLBERG'S VALUE-THEORY TO HIS 
PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATION 

Simpson's complaint that Kohlberg's writing leaps from the 

descripti ve to the explanatory to the prescriptive highlights ~he "ar-

chitectionical" nature of his theorizing which makes its assessment 

so difficult. That K ohlberg is fully a ware of the complexity of his 

work is indicated in his noting that, ., ,.. 
the distinctive feature of the developmental
philosophic approach (to moral education) is that a 
philosophic conception of adequate principle is co
ordinated with a psychological theory of development 
and with the fact of development. (1972B, p. 484) 

Part of the reason for the laxness of scientific standards noted by 

Simpson and Kurtines and Grief, rna y lie in the recognition that the 

justification of cognitive-developmental theory has to be sought not 

at one, but at several levels. While Kohlberg acknowledges respon-

sibility for providing the empirical backbone of his theory, his re-

marks reveal that the ''phenomena'' to be observed are only intelli-

gible as part of a philosophical construct. In asserting that the 

oognitive-developmental approach 

takes as an hypotheSiS for empirical confirmation or 
refutation that development is a movement towards 
greater epistemological or ethical adequacy as de
fined by philosophic prinCiples of adequacy, (19728, 
p. 484) 

Kohlberg takes upon himself at least the following tasks: 

1. Empirical substantiation of the facts of development 

I 
I 
i , , , 
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2. Explication of the epistemological principles by which the 

stages can be seen to be increasingly complex 

3. Justification of a meta -ethical positiOn. 

While the separate-elements may be quite compatible and even mutu

ally supportive, each must be exa~ined as far as possible independ

ently of the others (recognizing With Kohlberg that ultimately psychol-

ogy and philosophy are mutually involved). Failure to co-ordinate the 

results of these separate enquiries results· in situations such as the 

following. Restl8 and Rest et. a1. 19 carried out tests designed to 

show that the Kohlbergian stages represent increasing logical com-

plexity. While the studies did indeed provide some such evidence, 

the evidence is lacking that actual development follows these six 

stages. Conversely, failure to separate the strands of justification 

tends to result in "support" that is internal to cognitive-developmental 

theory; that is, that begs the question. An example of the latter is 

Kohlberg's explanation of the inability of many philosopbers to recog-

nize the adequacy of a "Kantian" formal meta -ethic. These philos-

ophers, he says, tend to import philosophical criteria of rationality 

18J. Rest, 'The Hierarchical Nature of Moral Judgment: A 
Study of Patterns of Comprehension and P reference of Moral Stages", 
Journal of Personality 41 (1973), 86-109. 

19J. Rest, E. Turiel and L. Kohlberg, "Level of Moral Devel
opment as a Determinant of Preference and Comprehension of Moral 
Judgments Made by Others", Journal of Personality 37 (1969) 225-252 . 

• 
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from other domains, whereas 

the greater structural adequacy of the developmentally 
more advanced, of the more prescriptive and 'universal, 
is not something to be established in terms of either 
scientific truth criteria or means -ends efficiency. We 
have said that moral judgments are not true or false in 
the cognitive-descriptivist sense. (1974A, p. 48) 

Since what is at issue amongst formalist and non-formalist philos-

ophers is precisely whether there can be distinctively moral criteria 

of rationality, or forms of judgment, this is only to say that the 

reason why non-formalists do not recognize formalist criteria is 

that they are not formalists. 

What is required for a complete overview of the cognitive-

developmental explanation of moral development is then a prior dif-

ferentiation of the psychological and ethical theories and the facts of 

development, before the different elements can be integrated in a 

comprehensive assessment. In particular, the relation of Kohlberg's 

structural explanation of stage-ascent, to the formalist value-theory 

which he says his theory assumes, must be examined. Oft, in his' 

writings he claims that a very close relationship ~OldS be~een the 

two, that the formalist criteria of the universality and prescriptivity 

of moral judgments, map on to the structuralist criteria of differen

tiation, integration and equilibrium, In its 'strongest expression, this 

view suggests an intermingling and even a merging of structuralist 

psychological explanation and formalist meta-ethical ]ustification, 

so that 
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the scie.ntific theory as to why people factually do move 
upward from stage to stage, and why they factuaIly do 
prefer a higher stage to a lower, is broadly the same 
as a moral theory as to why people should prefer a \/ 
higher stage to a lower. (19718, p. 223) 

This startling assertion provides a link between the adequacy 

of the cognitive-developmental explanation of stage ascent and the 

adequacy of the theory's view of value. The putative inability of the 

. psychological theory to provide a genuine explanation of development 

rna y be intimately bound up with its formalist meta -ethic. In the ex-

amination of the role of Kohlberg's "formalism" in his psychological 
• 

theory which follows, the stage-typology will at times be treated as a 

hypothetical construct. While this is in part legitimated by the dearth 

of significant empirical evidence, its chief function will be to fadli - ': 
. \.. . 

tate an examination of the internal logic and conceptual structure of 

the stage sequence. Amongst the enigmas which can best be examined 

by treating the sequence as a philosophical construct are the claim that 

the stages, while qualitatively differentiated represent an "inner logic" 

of moral concepts, and the reported ability of the form\ll, structural 

process to yield a necessary content to mature moral principles. It 

is partly on the intelligibility of these claims that the tenability of 

Kohlberg's view of education rests. 

, 

1 
I 
i 



CHAPTER THREE 

FORMALISM IN THE EXPLANATION OF 
MORAL DEVELOpr~.)[I' 

1. THE LOGIC OF DEVELOPMENT·' 

Kohlberg's claim that the explanation of why an individual 

ascends through the moral stages is much the same as the meta-

ethical justification of the superiority of a higher over a lower stage 

of development links the work of the psychologist and philosopher in 

what appears to be a fascinating new way. If indeed psychologist and 

philosopher are ultimately obliged to use the same language, or at 

least languages translatable without conceptual residue, an interpre-

tive relationship is established between the scientist and the rational 

man which by-passes many problems inherent in main stream psychol-

ogies. Unlike the psycho-analyst, for example, who in understanding 

his patient has to translate the latter's utterances into a quite differ-

ent language of explanation, the cognitive-developmental psychologist 

may be able,. qua psycholOgist, to understand a mature moral reason

er's justificatibn of his action at face value. If the way in which one 
. 

moral justification is morally superior to another is the same as the 

way the one utterance is psychologically more adequate than the other, 

37 
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we may expect psychologist and mature moral reasoner to be in com-

plete accord conc.erning the moral appropriateness of any action and 

its justification. Before such a relationship can be established how-
• 

ever, the relationship between Kohlberg's psychological structuralism 

and his moral formalism must be examined. 

In suggesting an isomorphism between psychological and nor-

mative theory Kohlberg proposes to show, amongst other things, how 

the "inner logic of moral concepts" is to be understood psychologically. 

Yet the juxtaposition of the claim that later stages are superior by . 

Q 

structural criteria with the claim that there is an inner logic of moral 

concepts such that ;'the order of differentiation (of concepts) could not 

logically be other than it is" (1971A, p. 48) raises an enigma. The 

structuralist criteria of differentiation, integration and equilibration 

define stages, which, the theory insists, are qualitatively distinguished 

from one another. If the modes of reasoning called stage 4 are quali-

tatively distinguished from those of stage 3, and their theoretical 

superiority consists precisely in this qualitative difference, how can 

there be a purely logical relationship between them? While Kohlberg's 

position on this issue is.. not entirely clear, he often seems to talk in 

this way, and suggests that lower stages are logically derivable from 

higher. For example, stage 5 social contract reasoning is said to be 

deducible from stage 6 orientation to universal prinCiples. (1971B, 

p. 210) That Kohlberg should want to talk this way is hardly surprising 
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since such a logic, if established, would furnish a partial explanation 

of the order of the stages. If there were such, missed by all previous 

moral philosopher~, the structuralist criteria of differentiation anil '. , 

integration would presumably expre,!s that logic. As it is, the proof 
. . . 

of the logical order has not been redeemed by Kohlberg and, as Jurgen 

Habermas points out. claims on its behalf fail to yield even an intui-

. - tive solution to the problem of stage-as'ce!lt--the divisions do not cor-

respond to any obvious morally relevant form of increased complexity 

in the stages. 1 
. ." . . I. . . 

Dismissing talk of a deductive relationship of the stages as 

wishful thinking. we are returned to the problem of the relationship 
.. 

between structuralistand formalist criteria of adequacy. For all a 

description of the conceptual differentiations and integrations of the 

succeeding stages can yield is an account of the observed developments 

in children's reasoning, not an explanation of that development. As 

long as the reasons for stage-ascent remain unknown; the merging of 

structuralist and formalist criteria of adequacy remains mysterious . 
• 

This problem may be alleviated by noting cine sense in which the 

structuralist criteria of differentiation and integration do not map onro 

the formalist criteria o~niVersalitya"'i! prescriptivity. Where the 

processes of differentiation and integration take place at each stage, 

IJ. Habermas. "Moral Development and Ego\Jdentity", Telos 
41, 1975, 46. 
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universality and prescriptivity only appear at stages 4-6. The "iso

morphism ',' which Kohlber'g claims is in reality a convergence, through 

the sequence, of the structuralist criteria of psychological adequacy 

. with the fonnal criteria which supposedly define morality. While the 
',' . 

. , , 

structuralist criter~a ,of adequacy are internal to the developmental 

process, unlike fonnallogic, their convergence with formal moral 

criteria may define a sui generis telos which has its ownkind of 

neces13ity. Kohuierg'~ careful elaboration of the differentiat'ions and 

integratiOns which take place'at each atage and their relation to mature 

moral thought may show how the invariance of the sequence is to be '.. . 
understood. 

At least a partial expJJnation of the late appearance of u'niver-

sal prescriptivism in moral thought is provided by a comparison of 

moral stage with Piaget's stages of logical thought. This shows that . . 
, . ' 

there is a co/relation between the levels of moral thought (pre-

conven[ional, conventional, post-conventional) and the levels of log-
0; . 

icaloperations (pre-operational, concrete operational, fonnal opera-
t' r '. 

tional) such that stage 5 thinking, for example, presupposes fonnal 
- ' 

opera,tion(ll thought. (19718, p. 20~ . Kohlberg tells us that the differ

ences in the formal reasoning of thNar0US stages can be seen as 

different to,rms of role-taking, and that the type of role-tak~ng a child 

is capable of is detennined by his stage of logical thought, The forntal 

oPerations required for stages 5 and 6 are operations upon operations, 
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which combine all possibilities and facilitate hypothetico-deductive 

thought, . 

While higher stages may necessarily be later for"reasons of 

. the. logical structure of their thought, .sheer logicafcomplexity is not 

in itself moral superiority. It is perfectly possible to. imagine a piece 

of prudential reasoning which is more logically complex than an equi

valent piece of moral reasoning in response to the same prdblem of . 
, . 

action, without concluding that the former is morally superior. Kobl-

berg acknowledges this in saying that the stage of logical thought is a 

necessary but not sufficient condition for the stage of moral thought, 

and goes on to show the new differentiations and integrations which 

make later thought superior to earlier and their relation to the philos-
, 

ophically-approved universal prescriptivism. 

~ 

That Kohlberg identifies the moral-philosophic adequacy of 

later stages independently of showing how later stages are structur-

ally superior is very important. It enables him to escape a dilemma 

which stage psychologists in general fact. As Michael Scriven says, 
~. . 

the crucial question for developmenui.lists is whetner someone at a 

conventional stage, say, is more wrong on a moral issue than some-

one at a "higher" stage. 

If the "lower" stage subjects are not demonstrably 
wrong, then there's no justification for trying to 
change them" i. e. for moral education. If they are 
demonstrably wrong, then there must be a prooftliiit 
they are wrong.i. e. , a proof of the increasingly 
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objective nature of the moral standards (or processes) 
of higher stages; but no satisfactory proof of this has 
ever been produced (or endorsed) by the developmen
taliElts. Nor is this accidental. If there were such a 
proof, who could understand it and find it persuasive? 
Either the lower stages can, in which case it isn't a 
higher stage proof and hence is morally inferior and 
should be ignored by truly moral people--and hence 
provides no basis for action in the field of nioral edu
cation; or the lower stages can't understand it, in which 
case we have 'no justification 'for thinking they should 
be moved since the proof is pragmatically circular; 
1. e., it only prov~s the highest stages are highest to 
highest stagers. , 

This conundrum - -whose author expressly acknowledges !Sohlberg's 

readiness to face and answer it--must be born in mind in ~xaminatlon 

of Kohlberg's theory, at least until the relation between structural 

adequacy and formal moral adequacy is made clear. If the moral 

theory which Kohlberg recommends should show itself to reduce to 

structurali~t criteria of adequacy, a charge of the ruinous circularity 

which Scriven describes may be legitimately levelled at cognitive-

developmental theory. 

In terms of structural theory, later stages are adjudged higher 

by merit of the greater "eqUilibrium" they entail. 'The cogniti ve-

conflict by which stage transition takes place, develops because the 

experiencing, reasoning child becomes aware that he cannot resolve 
, -

moral problems in a consistent way. Stage 1 orientation towards 

2M. Scr.iven, "Co~itive Moral Education" in Purpel & Ryan 
(~. ) Moral Education ... It Comes With the Territory (McCUtchan 
Publlshing Corporation, 1976). 
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punislunent avoidance is thrown into disequilibrium when the possib-
'- . 

mty is raised that punislunent may be avoided and that the satisfac-

tion of wants may be achieved in reciprocation with another. Stage 2 

children, unlike stage I children can pass tests of logical reciprocity 

or reversibility and so can enter into a relationship of interaction 

with another governed bi "principles" of fairness, understood as 
, . 

equal exchange. Later, at stage ,5, stage 4 orientation to law and 

order has yielded to the demand for critical revision of laws ·in ac-

cordance with the conditions of social contract. This is a law-making 

stage, whose logical development is made possible by tJ:1e onset of 

formal ~operational thought, Laws are seen "as exemplifications of 

. universal logical possibilities ", so that the particular laws under which 

a society lives can be seen to have a degree of arbitrariness to them. 

(1971B, p. 203) Tl]e new-found reflectivity here itself engenders the 

downfall of stage 5, since the critical individual becomes able to 

imagine situations which are not answered by contractarian criteria 

of the securing of rational self-interest. Many issues which require 

moral decision fall outside the sphere of law and social contract. 
, 

Kohlberg's favourite example is the intelligibility of civil disobedience. 

A stage 5 reasoner may feel that, for example, those who aided slaves 

to escape before the Civil War were morally right, but cannot harmon-
-" 

ize this recognition with his belief that obligations are generated by 

"society" or SOCial-contract. In order to make sense of being under 
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an obligation to break a law he has to make the transition to stage 6 

in which personal rights are categorical, that is unconditioned by 

contract. Kohlberg identifies the integration by which stage 6 is seen . ' 

to be more adequate, more equilibrated than stage 5, as a correla-

tivity of duties and rights. (1974, p. 638) Whereas srage 5 gives in-

. dividuals rights (rights of recipience) which may require law-breaking 

for their maintenance, it does not define individual duties to maintain 

that right. In''fue "Heinz" dilemma (see Appendix), a srage 5 subject 

may feel that Heinz was justified. in stealing, but not believe that the 
I 

right of his wife to life obligates him to steal. At stage 6 a person's 

right to life defines an obligation for each individual to maintain that 

right; rights and duties are then correlative. 

"Equilibrium" is then a cross -stage indicator of the adequacy 

of a form of reasoning. The child-philosopher is pushed by his own 

demands for conSistency to ascend to higher stages of reasoning; 

which more nearly approach the universality and ideality of judgment 

which is stage 6 "ideal equilibrium".'A~ Kohlberg says the conver-
-.....,'. 

gence of formalist and structuralist criteria of adequacy (isomorphism) 
\ 

is made intelligible by the demands for consistency and rigour which 

the developing child makes upon himself. 

The isomorphism assumption is palusible if one believes 
that the developing human being and the moral philos
opher are engaged in fundamentally the same task. 
(1974, p. 633) 
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And yet this analogy between the child and the philosopher reveals an 

ambiguity in Kohlberg's use of the term "eqtJilibrium" which may have 

important consequences for the adequacy of the explanation of stage-

ascent which it yields. In talking of the genesis of his theory Kohlberg 

elsewhere says, 

In Piaget's theory, which we follow, the notion that log
ical and moral stages are interactional is united to the 
discrepancies or conflicts between the child's schemata 
of action and the actions of others. (1971B, p. 194) 

While the interaction of a child's thought-structures with those of his 

human environment is of course central to cognitive-developmental 

theory, the above quotation implies a dependence upon the modes of 

thought and action of those surrounding ~he child -philosopher which is 

not precisely analogous to that of the "pure" philosopher. While the 

philosopher is dependent upon .th~ common language of morality for 

his theorizing he may certainly challenge the consistency of thought 

of the majority. 

What is at question here is the mode of learning which is re-

qui red for a child to come to cast off his outworn modes of thinking 

in the "dialectic" of development. The logic of the cognitive

developmental learning model stantI~~elucidation, for if 

disequilibrium is induced not by the purely logical demand for con-

sistency-; but by recognising a disparity between the agent's ways of 

thinking and doing and those of other people, the cognitive-
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developmentalists' dismissal of ordinary modes of learning may be 

premature. Where failing to match the judgments of others results 

in anxiety and guilt for a child, there is good reason to suppose that 

operant learning, for example, may have a role to play in stage-

ascent. This is made quite clear when it is recognized that each 

stage is, in one way, perfectly capable of doing its job. 

Before a stage ;2 instrumental-hedonist can be thrown into dis-

equilibrium he needs [0 be able to see that there is something inade-

quate about the relationships of mutual exchange and reciprocal 

gratification he holds with his neighbours. Whether the transition to 

the good-boy perspective can be understood as the achievements of the 

. philosopher's quest for consistency, or whether it involves developing 

capacities to feel guilt and pride, and so to take-up attitudes of trust, 

respect for friends and so on is not clear and must be examined later. 

While Kohiberg does not often identify the mechanism of "attunement", 

his notion of "equilibration" may conceal reference to a wider sphere 

of learning in a way that casts doubt on the adequacy of the cognitive-

developmental explanation of stage-ascent. 

II. COGNITIVE-DEVELOPMENT AND EGO PSYCHOLOGY 
i 

Part of the problem in levelling an accusation of inadequacy of 

explanation against cognitive-developmental theory is that the exact 

territory within which it operates is ill-defined. Kohlberg's interest 

t 



, 

47 

lies primarily in formal processes of reasoning through which develop-

ing children pass. As such, his much-reported neglect of the affect-

ive aspects of moral development, particularly with regard to the 

understanding of motivation, may be seen to be a function of his initial 

emphasis. That he does norralk at length of these matters. need not be 

grounds for accusing him of unduly truncating the issue of moral de~ 

velopment; it may be that independent supplementary research in these 

areas would flesh out the cognitive-developmental skeleton which he 

has charted. Nonetheless, as Peters warns, "there is a danger that 

the unwary will think that he has told the whole story". 3 There is 

also the concomitant danger that like a parochial geomorphologist who 

attempts to explain the mountains of his country as a part of national 

history, Kohlberg may see cognitive-development as an island unto 

itself and neglect the wider context of personal development within 

which alone the development of moral reasoning is fully explicable . 
• 

The relationship of cognitive-development to ego psychology 

is panicularly interesting here, for the latter's notion of "stages" of 

development is in many ways parallel to that developed by Piaget and 

Kohlberg. Kohlberg acknowledges this relationship in his paper 

"Continuities in Childhood and Adult Moral Development Revisited" 

3R. Peters, "Why Won't Lawrence Kohlberg Do His Home
ward" in Purpel & Ryan, Loc. cit. 
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by plotting some parallels between his own theory and Erikson's 

"functional" ego stage-theory. (1973B, p. 42) Erikson suggests that 

prior to attaining an adult ethical orientation, individuals pass through 

an adolescent phase in which an awareness of universal ethical prin-

ciples is attained. At this stage, which coincides with identity crisis, 

the ability to understand principles is not yet a propensity to act regu-

larly on principle. It is only when identity is achieved that the truly-

principled orientation of Kohlberg's stage 6 becomes possible. Kohl-

berg draws a connection between identity-crisis and the problematic 
• 

observed "regression" of some of his post-conventional subjects. 

Having developed [he Critical powers by which to examine and reject 

the given rules of conventional morality such subjects are cast into a 
• 

state of disequilibrium in which they are likely to employ reasoning 

from both pre-conventional modes, and on occasion from principled 

thought. The latter usage is insufficient to qualify as attainment of 

stage 6, which only comes about through "stabilization" over a period 

of time. A close parallel exists, then, between the "equilibration" by 

which post-conventional subjects arrive at stage 6, and the securing 

of ego-identity. 

The above, and other· cmse parallels such as the rigidity of 

conventional morality for cognitive psychology, and the inflexibility 

of ascribed identities in ego theory, lead Kohlberg to suggest that the . ' 

two approaches may be seen as different perspectives on the same 
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processes of development. An integrated theory of social and moral 

stages would have to combine both perspectives, he says ... While this 

is a helpful and interesting suggestion, the contrast Kohlberg draws 

between his and Erikson's "perspectives" is telling. 

The self-focus of ego stages, in turn, implies another 
basiC contrast between Piaget's and Erikson's stages, 
that of Erikson's focus upon choice. Stages of percep
tion of the world cannot be defined directly as choice. 
In contrast, stages in the perception of and movement 
of the self are stages in the self's choice. Moral deci
sions and moral development may be viewed as either 
a choice (or change) in the moral self or. as a change 
in perceived moral prinCiples. (1973B, p. 52) 

In fact, Kohlberg suggests that the movement from conventional to 

post-conventional morality can be understood as a choice in a way 

that earlier stage-movement cannot. Since, as we have suggested 

above, it is the mode of learning and so of stage-ascent at the earlier 

stages which is most problematic, the metaphor of the "poet-philos

opher" child is perhaps again misleading. lf the caP/City to choose 

between alternative modes of handling moral problems only develops 

in the twilight of conventional morality, it is doubtful that a homog-

enou8 .set of explanatory concepts, "cognitive-conflict", "dis-equili-

brium ", "equilibration", bolstered by the metaphor of philosophical 

activity can explain transition between all stages. While the combina-

tion of cognitive and ego-theory perspectives may seem a desirable 

goal, it is hard to see how the radically different theoretical frame

work of ego psychology could make room for the cognitive-
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developmentalists' explanatory tools. 

Jurgen Habennas. in his "Moral Development and Ego Id~ntity,,4. 

points out that the nexus of problems that can be subsumed under "ego-

identity" have been dealt with by three quite different theoretical tra-

ditions. Each of, analytical ego-psychology (H. S. SUllivan, Erikson), , 

cognitive-developmental psychology (Piaget, Kohlberg) and theories of 

symbolic interaction (Mead, Turner, et. a1.) have used ideas of "stage~ 

development" which intermesh and paralle closely. None of them, he 

goes on to say, has yielded a theory with e lanatory power which 

could give the concepts of ego-identity an ct, content-laden deter-

mination. The details of Habennas' re-co truction of the stage-

sequence within ego-theory do not need to be examined here, but his 

general strategy is of interest. He proposes to link moral conscious-

ness (as examined in Kohlberg's stage sequence) with the general qual-

ifications· of role action, using the theoretical framework for action 

introduced by Mead and developed by Parsons. He believes that by 
• 

piecing together the components of role qualifications - -cognitive, com-
.' 

municative and motivational--in such a way that they can be seen as 
, 

constituting the backbone of ego-dynamics, the processes of stage-

ascent can be explained.· While he attempts to show that the Kohlbergian 

~. HabermBs. "Moral Development and Ego Identity", Telos 
41, 1975. 44. 

I , , 
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stage-sequence can be derived from the constructed account of role 

competency, what is important is that the explanation of stage-ascent 

in terms of developing ego-determinations carries us far from the 

structuralist/formalist framework of Kohlberg. 

What both the examples of Erikson and Habermas show is that 

Kohlberg's stage-sequence readily lends itself to integration in a broad-

er theory of moral, ana in turn personal development, which integration 

tends to threaten the structuralist framework which Kohlberg takes to 

expiain the stage-sequence. For his own part, Kohlberg seeks to dem

onstrate the internal intelligibility of the cognitive-deveiopmental dia-

lectic by charting in detail the transformations and develop!ll,ents throu 

Which the teleology yields stage 6 thought. These developments can 

seen either as changing forms of role-playing or as changing "justice-

structures", (1971B, p, ~9S) That is, the developing capacity to per-

form the operation of putting oneself in the other's shoes, to see a 
) 

situation of conflict from the other's perspective defines developing 

ways of resolving the conflicts of interest which Kohlberg takes to be 

the core of morality. As successive stages perform the same function, 
, 

and the problems of conflicts of interest can be ordered under the con-

cept of justice, the stages may be called "justice-structures", 

When the stages are defined in this way the inner-structure 

of the teleology becomes considerably clearer. At each successive 

stage the child becomes better able to perform the operation of 



52 

. 
reversibility, and as a result takes in a wider scoop of humanity, such 

that his judgmentB become more univfrsal and ideal. In so doing' he 

acqUires a better equilibrium through being better able to resolve his 

moral problems in a consistent way. That'the child is moti'vated to 

grasp for increasingly adequate structures is shown by ~vidence that 
I 

children consistently prefer the reasoning of one stagt:'aPove their . 
.;;. 

modal stage. Landed by his own efforts with a wider insight into 'moral 

problems the learner is pushed to seek their resolution. A stage 3 

reasoner who has learnt to use the Golden Rule in order to enter into , 
relations of "ideal reciprocity"--rather than automaticall~ giving an .. 

eye for an eye, . a punch for a punch as at stage 2, the agent seeks 

long-term maintenance of the relation of reciprocity through trust--

is not yet in a fully equilibrated situation. In the "druggist" dilemma 

he is aware that he must place himself in the other's shoes, but has 
. '\~ . 

as yet no grounds for choosing between\fhe woman's and the druggist's. 

(1971B, p. 198) Only by pushing upwards towards the ideal role--

taking of stage 6, in which the burgeoning demands for equality and 

fairness are ordered by the principle of respect for human'life, can 

he achieve a finally equilibrated vantage. 

Although the processes of the stages are purely "formal" and 

so dictate no particular content, the ascent to stage 6 leads to a con-

verging of viewpoints. While each stage has a "justice-structure" 

only stage 6 uses concrete principles of justice to order its thought. 

. 4It 

., 
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, The process of "growth from within" by which the learner struggles up 

through the stages finds its terminus, then, in a recognition of "justice" 

as' the ideal form of morality. It is these factors in part that allow 

Kohlberg to cal(the stimulation of de~elopment a "Platonic" form of 

education. 

III. KOHLBERG 'S PLATONISM (AND ITS DlSCONTENf) 

When Kohlberg observes that the declaration of allegiance of a 

cognitive-developmental psychologist to Plato is "more than a cute 

paradox" he neglects to show just how much more than cute it is. 

• (1970, p. 57) The act of , syncretic jugglery by which the Deweyite, 

, 

formalist theory--"which assumes the fact/value distinction"--is 

brought into happy harmony with the thought of the most extreme ob-

jectivist in the history of ethical thought, is truly astounding. Once 

the initial jarring is overcome though, the context and content of what 

Kohlberg says can be seen to yield a rich metaphorical framework. 

In order to display this framework, and as far as possible to separate 

metaphor from doctrine we will examine its "Platonic" theses one by 

one. 

Virtue is ultimately one, not many. and it is always 
the same ideal form regardless of climate or culture. 
(1970, p. 57) 

'I": •. 

Despite the confused beliefs of Meno and ethical relativist social scien-

tists there is a common "eidos" of virtue. While different cultures 

I 

I 
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may have varying concrete mores" the language in which they com-
, . 
ment, , censure and generally evaluate has the same form. More pre-

cisely, the six mora:llanguages in which diffe~ent individuals within ' 

a ,given culture talk are arranged in the same developmental hierarchy, 

and the same principles and categories are used universally. While 

not many individuals, and not all cultures actually achieve stage 6 

(even a philosophiC cannibal has difficulty in commanding a principle 

of justice as fairness and respect for human life) all ascend towards 

the coriunon form in a singk invariant order. 

Secondly, and following immediately from the above, the name 

of the ideal form in which morality finds its home is justice. Again, 

across cultures all mature reasoners use principles of justice, under

stood as equality, fairness, respect for persons. While the forinal 

definition of mature thought reqUires meeting only the criteria of uni-

versality and prescriptivity ("self chosen principles of conscience") 

it appears somehow that only the principle of justice can fully resolve 
. ../' 

the conflicts of obligation. which are the central concern of morality. 

Furthermore, the stages in sequence are all "trying" to embody this 
, , 

form more adequately. Each stage h<is a justice-structure, so that, 

for example, t~e "eye for, an eye, tooth for a tooth concept of ~stice 
, 

is stage ~". (1970, p. 81) (Although we may dispute this desi~tion 

with Kohlberg--exact reciprocation seems to be stage 2--4we shouldn't 

be surprised if JudaiC traditions have yielded f~w'st~e 6 reasoners'.) 
, 'i7 ., ,-

, 

< 
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Stage 6 then is the full embodiment of the form dimly perceived at 

stage 1. This recognition carries us to the. third and founh claims. 

The good can be taught, but its teachers must in a 
certain sense be PhilosOPher-k~' s ••. the reason the 
good can be taught is because w know it all along . 
dimly or at a low level and its t ching is more a . 
calling out than an instruction. (1970. p. 58) 

Because the ascent· from stage is nefer the result of ins~ion in 

. its onlinary sense, nor the recommending of a "bag of virtues" to 

developing children, the "stimulator" cannot be a teacher in the ordi-

nary sense. There is no univocal moral content which can be taught 

''because the same good is known differently at different levels and 

direct instruction cannot take place across levels." (1970, p. 58) 

In order to carry learners into the "dialectic" in which they ascend 

the ''Divided Line ", the .teacher has to know which questions his pupil 
• 

if? capable of responding to, which will lead him to the stage of 

"aporia" in which stage ascent is optimal. To be able to do this for 

all learners, the teacher has himself to have attained the highest 

vantage point--otherwise'.he could not understahd that his position was 

the true one, and so could not understand why he should teach others. 

The teacher knows that he cannot teach virtue unless his pupils have 

a dim ~asp already of its form; he can only "call out" the embryonic. 

recognition which a stage 1 thinker displays in his use of the words 

"good", "right", etc. His recognition of the futility of a Boy Scout 

reCitation of common virtues leads us to the fifth and sixth theses. 
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Not only is the good one, but virtue is knowledge of the 
good. He who knows the good chooses the good ... the 
kind of knowledge of the good which is virtue is philos
ophical knowledge or intuition of the ideal form of the 
good, not correct opinion or acceptance of conventional 
beliefs. (1970, p. 58) 

Kohlberg's research stands against the tradition of western moral 

philosophy at least since Augustine, in embracing Socratic intellec-

tualism. Although moral maturity is measured by the cognitive- ' 
\ 

developmentalists in terms of forms of reasoning employed, research 

has indicated a correlation between stage of reasoning and propensity : 

to act on expressed principles. Instances of "akrasia" a~fo'wer 
. ' " . 

amongst stage 6 subjects than amongst member.s of all other stages. 

Achieving pure-principled ''knowledge of the good" is then at the same 

time acquiring a propensity to be virtuous. Research into the political 

action of various stages nicely ramifies this point, and shows why the 

philosopher's disdain of conventional opinion is justified. 

Kohlber~ reports on a sit-in carried out at Berkeley in the name 

of positical freedom of commun~cation. (1970, p. 79) The administra-

tion of moral judgment interviews showed that the issue was clearly 

divided along stage lines. Stage 5 reasoners, who were inclined to 

think of their commitments in terms of their free contracting into the 

institution and its rules were themselves divided; 50 per cent of stage 

. 5 subjects sat in. In contrast, among stage 6 subjects who were armed 

with a capaCity to derive civil disobedience from their unconditioned 
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universal principles, 80 per cent sat it. Again, in accord With expec-

.tations stage 3 and 4 subjects wholeheartedly rejected the action; only 

10 per cent sat in. Most interestingly, a high 60 per cent of instru

mental relativists (stage 2) took their stand WiEh stage 6 subjects.· Now, -
as Kohlberg has noted many stage 2 college students are among the 

, 

problematic group of "regressers". In their rejec~on bf conventional, 

beliefs they have been unable to find a rational basis for their principles 

and have Opted for the solid basis of instrumental self-interest. Blinded 
, \, 

by their initial perception of the Good, our Guardians-to-be stagger. 
, , 

back into the cave for respite. Having experienced the vision which 

exposes the hollow-show of conventional and pre-conventional behaviour 

for what it is they cannot remain in the gloom of the cave for long, and 

soon return to learn to live in the light, Once they have done so opi-

nion becomes knowledge, and judgment (knowledge) and action become 

inextricably bound. 

The metaphor is rich and plentiful, and has not been fully mined 

even at this point. For example, justice is at the same time a stage 

of the relations between men', and inwardly a state of the soul. "Jus-

tice" as stage 6 ideal equilibrium can legislate for all rational beings, 

and'is at the same time freedom from the inner burden of inconsistency 

and conflict from which the child-philosopher has sought to escape in 

his ascent.. of the stages. The disanalogies are striking too, and some 
" 

point to the n\lb of the issue that Kohlberg's appeal to Plato is intended 
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to illuminate, While "knowledge of the good" is a philosophical form 
~ 

of intuition, Kohlberg does not require his initiates to withdraw from 

the "cave" in order td undenake the dialectic that leads to such an in-

tuition, Rather, since level of judgment is the result of an interaction 
/' 

between the child's structuring tendencies and those structures extant 

in his 'human environment, education must neCeS1~ilY take place in 

the noise of day to day life, Funher, this same fact of interaction 

leads to the "frightening" conclusion that to produce just citiZens 

schools must be just places, (1970, p, 83) It was preCisely to give 

,philosophic initiates distance from the corruption that was intrinsiC to , , 

s(jciety that Plato proposed an education in withdrawaL 

What is at qf!estion, then, is the uniqueness of the philosopher's 

intujtion which constitutes "knowledge of the good ", Of course, . KohI-

berg's talk of "intuition of the ideal form of the Good" is sheer deco

ration; if it were not, his entire structuralist-formalist explanation 

would be quite bogus, Stage 6 ''knowledge'' cannot be knowledge of any 

object, and Kohlberg makes this clear, time and again with observations 

such as, "if stages of l]loral judgment develop through conflict and re-

organization this is incompatible With the notion that moral judgment 

is the apprehension of natural or non -natural facts ", (197lB, p. 184) 

In fact, despite his claim to throwing-off his "graduate-school Wisdom" 

about the distinction between fact and value, and his sometimes inter-

esting, sometimes 'trivial wanderings in the borderlands of psychology 
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and moral philosophy, Kohlberg's theorizing expresses the polarity of 

fact and v;tlues cOJ;lsistentJy through its entire structure. 

"Knowledge of the Good" amounts to ''knowledge'' of the prin-

ciple of justice. Despite Kohlberg's characterization of ''principles'" . . 
as "neither rules (means) nor values (ends) but ... guides' to perceiv-

ing and integrating all the morally relevant elements in concrete situa-

tions" (1971B, p. 219) it is tempting to characterize use of a principle 

as possession of a skilL However conceptual analysis might resolve . . 
this issue, it iEl clear that the structuralist/formalist characterization. 

of the stages places Kohlberg's theory on the nether side of the descrip-

tivist/prescriptivist division of moral theories. It is this division which 

is vital in understanding both the we of the educatot and the question 

of the reasons for, and explanation of stage-ascent~-for the resolution 
<" 

of Scriven's conundrum in short. 

The Wide gulf separating Kohlberg's formalism from Plato's 

thought is pointed to in their different understa'ndings of justice, a dif-, 

ference Kohlberg glosses over. A glaring incompatibility with the 

educational "doctrine" of the Republic is revealed when Kohlberg de-

clares that, 

the problems as to the legitimacy of moral education 
in the public schools disappear. •. if the proper con
tent of moral educatron is recognized to be the values 
of justice which themselves prohibit the imposition of 
beliefsof one group upon another. (1970, p. 67) 

At this point the pretty painted skin of "Platonism" tears, revealing' 
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the flesh and bones of an alt~g~ther different creature. The Republic::'s 
, 

Guardians are instructed to show very little regard for the moral free-

dom of their citizens; indeed they are themselves destined to hold the 

icons whose reflections on the wall of the cave are to determine the 

moral beliefs of the citizenry. What is pointed to here is the authori-

tarianism which such a theory as Plato's can support, and at which 

liberal formalists like Kohlberg and R. M. Hare jump. The authori-

tarianism, as Hare has observed, is intimately connected to the theOry's 

"descripti vism" or "obj ecti vism" as is its answer to the qUestion "why 

be moral?" 

A fundamental contrast between objectivist and non-objectivist 

theories is that the former can yield a direct answer to the above ques-

tion, whereas the . latter cannot. If there are pertinent facts' which 

underlie ethical judgments, the "meta-ethical" question ''why be moral?" 

can ~ answered, "because such and such is the case". Non-objectivist 
.' 

theories have to provide some qUite different response. In the case of 

.. universal prescriptivism, which justifies judgments by reference to 

universal principles the question becomes "why hold these principles?" 

Kohlberg acknowledges this problem, and rather uncomfortably de

clares that stage 6 does not have to answer it because the question is 

non -ethical L e. it does not concern the resolution of conflicts of 

obligation. 

With respect to the issue at hand the contrast entails the 
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following result. Equipped with knowledge of the fonns, from which 

the resolution of all moral problems can be derived, Plato's Guard-
, 

ians require no further justification of their educational activity. 

Even though the "pragmatic circularity" Scriven mentions holds here--

the citizen body living in the shadows of conventional belief cannot un-

derstand the Guardians' reasons for their commands--the Guardians , 
, need not flinch, as the form are the "omnipresent" justification of 

their authority. They may drag'l-R..-"n-isoners out of the cave, or 

pacify them with images within the ken of conventional understanding, 

as they please. 

Without any equivalent objective reference--a situation which 

confronts fonnalists prima facie--the educative activity of the Guard-
-

ians would appear to be nothing more than an assertion of brute force. 

The lack of j~stification for the educator is at the same time the ab-

sence of a reason for the would-be learner to ascend the Divided Line. 

Unless the ,stirring of dissatisfaction ("inducing of disequilibrium ") 

can be understood as the beginning of a recognition of some state of 

affairs which is quite independent of any particular stage, neither 

stimulating another to ascend, nor that other's choosing to move can 

be rendered intelligible. In themselves neither "cognitive conflict" 

nor "disequilibrium" explain why a subject ascends from one stage to 

another. There could be no bener example of "disequilibrium", if 

this is taken to mean merely inconsistency in judgment, than 

, , 
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Thrasymachus. He is. however. quite unable to enter into dialectic 

because he is able to solve all the problems he allows himself'to see 

as problems. While he might be regarded as a stable stage 2. what 

is important is that he's "intellectually equipped" in some sense to 

see that he cannot consistently resolve the problems of justice he's 

confronted with. It is what we might call his "defense mechanisms" 

that render him incapable of facing his own contradictions squarely. 

In the case of the developing child, it is only by pushing the metaphor 

of the poet-philosopher very hard that the psychological concept of 

"equilibration" can yield any eXplanation of stage-ascent. In lieu of 

an explanation, the rich metaphor of "Platonism" serves to give a 

glow of intelligibility to the stage sequence, 'and at the same to "ex

plain" how formal processes can yield a definite content for morality. 

That finally it can do neither of these things adequately necessitates 

re-opening the problem of the role of Kohlberg's value-theory in his 

explanation. 



• 

CHAPTER FOUR 

FORMALISM 'AND OBJECTIVISM IN'THE 
EXPLANATION OF MORAL DEVELOPMENT 

, . 

Twentieth century philosophy, it has been noted, has at times 

been in the grip o,f a pervasive intellectual fashion; the naming of "faI-

lacies ", In this climate the temptation to offer rules for a "Fallacy 

of Historical Analogy" can only be resisted by recognising the com

plex processes of assimilation of apparently incompatible perspectives 

by which the development of philosophical traditions is engendered. 

None-the-less, when R. M. Hare observes that in outlining a "formal" 

account of the teachability of virtue he is, 

taking the word "form" as Plato used it, and screwing 
up its formal character perhaps a littli tighter than he 
did, following in this the lead of Kant, 

one feels a giddying loss of historical perspective. That the chasm 

separating Plato and Kant (expressed in the re-interpretation of nature 

effected by the onset of modern science, with its account of the rela-

tion between "facts" and "values ") could count for nothing, and that 

the ancieru: and the modern thinker could mean much the same by the 

1R, M. Hare, "Platonism in Education: Two Varieties", The 
Monist, Vol. 58, No. 4 (1974), 569. 

63 
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word "form" is hard to believe. 
~ , 

, , I '. , 
In a.similar though much less striking way, what -is being con-

cealed may be as important as what is being revealed'when Kohlberg 

claims to stand with the "formalist" tradition of moral theory ''from 

Kant to Hare". The differences between Kant's and Hare's ethical , , 

theories may be as important as the similarities. S~nce both a~ , 
appealed to as precursors, and since the role of Kohlberg's value- • 

theory is at question it will be helpful to undertake a short divers ion 

through the history of moral philosophy. 

1. FORMALISM ~ KANT TO HARE 

Descartes, in assessing his intellectualcnheritance compared 

the works of the ancient pagans which dea~ith Morals 
to palaces most superb and n:2agnificent, : which are yet 
built on sand and mud alone. . 

\ 
In so doing he expressed a demand for rigour and certitude character

\ . 
istic not oniy of the Cartesian Revolution in general, but of modem 

• 

ethical theory in particular. While Descartes did not live to extend 

his "universal science" to the realm of ethics, as he had planned to, 

others, inspirl(ct by his achievement took up the task. That the denjse 

\ 
of the Greek view of nature was intimately involved with the quite ney.' 

approaches, to the foundations of ethics developed from the 17th century 

2Descartes, Discourse on Method, Trans. Haldane and Ross, 
Cambridge University Press, 85. 
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has often been argued. Austin Farrar the Oxford theologian has sug-

gested an analogy between the necessity of the downfall of Aristotelian - c.-
forms for the development of an exact mathematical science, and the 

necessity of their downfall for-a rule-govern~ ethics. 3 

However the relationship between the idea of modern empirical 

science and the modern understanding of a "science" of ethics may be 

exactly formulated, the role of the former in circumscribing the ground 

of the latter is historically fairly clear. The imiquitousness of the 

problem of human freedom and responsibility in art'ever-more-clearly 
- C'\ -~~ 

-< 

mapped deterministic nature is poignantly expressed in Kant's corre-

lation of the "realms" of law-governed behaviour. Legislation for all_ 

rational beings involves an abstraction from the diversity of human 

needs and inclinations analogous to the abstraction from the diverse 

"natures" of objects achieved by mathematical science. In-fact what 

one might call poetically the "wresting free of man from the realm of 

nature" in the "phenomenal"j"noumenal" distinction embedded in the 

critical enterprise, is intimately bound-up with the possibility of a 

science or formalism of ethics for Kant. When Kant is seen by anal-_ 

ytic philosophers as a precursor of both their dismissal of metaphys-

iCB and their ethical "formalism" his express inteption to set 
, 

3A. Farrer, Reflective Faith, London, SPCK, 1972. 
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metaphysics on a new,. correct footing tends to be lost sight. of. 4 That 

the neglect of his metaphysics undermines the rationality of formalist 

ethical theories claiming linea~e from Kant, we shall try to show. 

Although a claim as broad as the above would require for full 

substantiation a lengthy exegesis of Kant's writings, the problem may 

be highlighted by focusing on the notion of "uni versalizability" as it 

enters into Kanf's theory, and as it contrasts with the usage of writers 

like Hare. The claim that moral judgments are universalizable is of 

course contained in the formulation of the Categorical Imperative as, 

So act that the maxim of your will could always hold 
at thS same time as a prinCiple establishing universal 
law. . 

It is the metaphysical ground of.the claim that maxims which pass the 

test of universalizability are "objective" that is crucial. A formal 

justification of an action is "objective", in so far as it is a priori and 

universal. "Formality" is to be taken very seriously for Kant; the 

failure of a maxim to be universalized, that is to be 'objective, is to 

. be construed on a model of syllogistic logic. For Kant, an argument 

that introduces an empiriCal content, for example reference to the 

desires of the universalizing agent can have at best subjective validity, 

4 G. Grant, English-Speaking Justice. (Mount Allison Univer-
sity Press. 1974). 33. 

51.' Kant. Critique of Practical Reason; trans. L. W. Beck, 
(Indianapolis: Babbs-Merrill, 1956)\?30. 

. ,. 

, . 
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that is it may be universal but contingent. Judgments made under the 

lattElr conditions are heteronomous rather than moral- - "if such and 

such,an end is desired such and such means ought to be employed". 

It is when heteronomous interest is excluded that a willing 

agent becomes aware of being subject ,to a causality quite different 

from the empirkal causality felt uniformly in actions springing from 

natural impulse. Alth~ awareness of the mora:llaw,an4 so of 

being a noumenal will is not mediated by,positive feeling, the blOCking 

of narural impulse'shows the susceptibility of the subject to the law. 
. 

In so "halting" the empirical causality of inclinations the law "humi-
• 

listes" self -esteem, 

The moral law, which alone is truly, i. e. in every 
respect objective, completely excludes the i~uence 
of self-love from the highest practical principle and 
forever checks self-conceit, which decr;ees the sub-
jective conditions of self-love as laws., ' 

As the blocking of inclinations is a condition of awareness of the law, 

it is only through those maxims which are logically self-defeating, 

[!Bt is that exclude reference to inclinations and so heteronomous in-

terest, that the agent can be aware of himself as a noumenal being. ' 

Only judgments w h are universal and necessary delimit the range 

of beings to whom universa z~ility extends, i. e. the noumenal 

''kingdom of ends". Wherever universalizing involves not a purely 

6Kant , ibid., 77. 

, ;.l, 
~ ~ ,I 
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. ' . 
\ogical operation but a consideration' of the consequences of lin action 

, , 

it introd~ces an element o~:contingency and so is heteronomous and 
,. " ',r:::;>- ' .. ' . ' 

'- fail's tocpmmsnd rational beings unconditionally. 

, In awareness of the law, the lowering of our phenomenal self-

esteem is at the same time the raising of esteem for the law on the 

noumenal side . 

, In a word, respect for the law is thus by virtue of 
. its intellectual 'fuse a positive feeling that can be 
known a priori. . 

Respect is also 11 subjective gttlmd of action, in so far it ~s a posi-

ti ve, albeit indirect, effect on feeling. In its hindering of the influence . . 

of the inclinations it can be seen as an incentive for obedience to the , 
law. Respec~, though, cannot' be an external motivation to be moral 

for Kant, as 
'- 1--

~ . --

the l\w itself must be the incentive in a morally good 
will· . 

This leads to the identification of respect with the moral law .. 

• 
, 

'. 
'. 

Thus respect for tht.law is not the incentive to 
morality; it is' morafity itself, regarded subject
ivelyas an incentive inasmuch as pure practical 
reason, by rejecting all. the rival claims of self-
love, giges ,authority an<~ absolute sovereignty to 
the law. . .. 

'iI! • 

7Kant', ibid., 76. • . -
~ant, ibid. , 77 • 

9Kant ; ibid .. , 78. 
•• 

• 

...... .. I 
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So this "feeling", which springs from the noumenal self, brings toge-, 
, , , 

ther justification and motivation such that the reasons for acting are 

inseparable from the motivation to act. 

What is crucially important in the above is that the "formal" 

operation of universalizability,is only intelligible insofar as it circwn-

scribes th.e realm of noumenal beings. Strict necessity cannot attach 

to judgments which refer to the hU91an contingenci~s of common incli

nations. Only by appealing to that by virtue of which human beings 
, 

are the same, i. e. their practical reason or noumenal will can judg-

ments be strictiy "formal". Kant's formalism then is tautly integrated 

with the <;ritical philosophy as a whole. , The phenomenal/noumenal 

distinction of the Critique of Pure Reason prepared the ground for the 
~ , 

2nd Critique'S etliical formalism. It is not at all clear how the latter 

could be constructed, without the forfler. 

Kant posts his warning to those who would construct practical 

principles outside the walls of the criticai philosophy by discussing 

two types of ~beriation which may deceive. ''Mysticism;' is that"type 

of theory which,' ignoring the results of the 1st Critique, posits a non-
, . 

~ sensuous type of inruition--for example of an invisible kingdom of 

.' God--and as a r~sult "plunges into the transcen~nt". 10 While such 

a doctrine is radically false, it is less dangerol,ls than the other, 
, ,1· 

• 

lOKant, !hid. , 73 . • 

,-.' 
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, 
namely, "empiricism of -practical reason". EmpiJ;icism ignores the 

fact that the highest virtu~!~ f()~nd in intentions and not actions alone-, 

and so "uproots the morality of intentions ". 

It substitutes for duty something entirely different, 
namely, an empirical interest, with which inclinations 
generally are secretly in league. For this reason em
piricism is allied with the inclinations, which, no mat
ter what style they wear, always degrade mankind when 
thc:ya~e ~iSed to the dignity of a supreme practical . 
pnncfple. _ 

Kant goes ~m to note that since the inclinations are so favourable to 

most people's feelings, empiricism is a far greater danger.to mor-

ality than mysticism which can only be a minority opinion. . . 

For a formalism built within empiricism we need look no fur

ther than Hare's Freedom and Reason. 12 In this workHare develops 
. - -

the theory of universal prescript1vism, that theory which claimS that 

the characterizing features of ethical judgment are universality and 

prescrfptivity. As an analyst Hare eschews metaphysics, and claims 
. -

to derive his account of mora.l- argumentation from an: analysiS of the , . 

logic of moral words. As such his theory, while releyant to moral 

issues in de'lineating correct and incorr~ct moral argumentation, is-. 
supposedly morally neutral. The sort of relevanrit, has is indicated 

• 

llKant, ibid. , 74. 

12R• M. Hare, Freedom and Reason (2nd eeL, Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1972). 

.. 
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in the claim that the-analysis displays a mpcie of compelling moral 

.argumentation whose only pre-condition is the . rationality it. con-
. . 

sistency, of the interlocutor. 

Hare attempts to underpin the universalizability of moral 

terms, and so of rrioral judgments by separating the descriptive core 

of morgl words from tl'eir prescriptive meaning. By thus ~ng the 
.. , 

fact/value distinction into the meaning of moral words, he can mobil-

ize the ''universalizable'' feature of deSCriptive words for the purposes 

of moral argument. That is, because moral words have descriptive 
. . 

meaning, someone using them has to accept that they can be treated 

like purely descriptive terms. In the same way that someone who 

claims. that X is red can be held to the judgment that anything which 

is like X in the relevant respect is also red, we can say [0 the user 

of moral words 

If you call X a good Y, you are committed to the judg
ment that anything whiciliis like X in the relevant res
pects is also a good Y. 

. 
This fact about moral words thus yields a principle of universaliza-

~ 

billty which can be stated as ~follows; If it is right for me [0 do X In 

certain circumstances then it is right for anyone to do X in relevantly 

similar circumstances. 

In the act of universalizing Hare requires us to imaginatively 

13R. M. Hare, ibid. ,.20. " 
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• 
role-play; we are-to place ourselves in the shoes of the other person 

or persons involved in any given action. Universalizing formally 

speaking involves passing from the singular prescription "Let me do 

X" to the generalized prescription "Let everyone in similar circum-
. 

stances do X". Where I intend to imprison a debtor I have to univer7 

salize so that I myself am hypothetically cast in the position of the 

debtor. If I can sincerely assent tothe singular prescription when 
~ . . . 

its universalized consequences become clear to me, my judgment has 

passed the test of universalizability. What is of interest is the way in 
, . 

which the agent's desires enter into the act of universalizing. 

When a person accepts a set of factual statements about a state 

of affairs and performs the operation of universalizing to establish the 

legitimacy of a proposed course of action, he is limited by what he 

could allow to be done to himse"lt. Whether he can universalize and 

so whether h~ can sincerely assent to the singular prescription, which 

the universal prescription entails, is determined by his inclinations. 

"InconSistency" is shown then in a person's psychological inability to 

have certain results whicQ he proposes for another turned upon him-

self in the hypothetical case. 

Because of his entailment, if he assented to the factual 
statements and to the universal prescJ;iption, but re
fused (as he must, his inclinations befng what they;ue) 
to assent to .the singular prescription he would be guilty 
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of a logical inconsistency. 14· . 

Although Hare wishes to exclude reference to desires f:rom the logic 

of reasoning then, that acceptance of the prescription "Let me do X" 
. 

is an expression of a person's wants rencters the operation of univer-

salizing "hypothetical" in Kant's terms. An action can be willed uni-

versally only if the agent's desires are of a panicular son. While 

. this contingency does not ordinarily lead to adverse consequences, 

Hare believes, it raises questions in ~he case of the "fanatic". 

, While the vast majority of people cannot countenance anyac-. . 

tictwhich, in the reversed situation would result in their own des-

truction there may be those whose pursuit of ideals cculd ,embrace 

even this extremity. The NaZi who on arbitrary factual grounds wills 

the destruction of anyone With Jewish blood may upon the discovery of 

a JudaiC taint in his lineage lead his family to the furnace - -it is log

ically possible to desire anything .. The insistence that the Nazi's 

discrimination against the Jew must be arl;Jitrary raises a problem 
, 

about the entire notion of universalizability, however. Since no facts 

are relevant to the extension of "universalizability", no facts can be 

appealed to to show the Nazi that the Jew is a "person". And here the 

idea of Producing conclusive moral argument is lightly tipped aside. 

The principle of universalizability is not a logical prinCiple at all, but 

14 d R. M. Hare, ibi ., 109. 

I . . 
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embodies a substantive belief concerning "persons", nsmely that "per

sons" deserve equal treatment. Since facts are not relevant to univer-

salizing, the class of beings called ''persons'' is not necessarily co-

extensive with the biological class of human beings. While for the 
/' 

most part we can rely upon the ,P.appy contingent fact that most .people 

are able to recognize emp~tically their fellow human beings to assure 

us that few people will be inclined to discriminate amongst humans on 

arbitrary factual grounds, in many relevant instances our uncertainty 

will engender "rea/ilonable" problems. Are foetuses to be treated as 

"persons"? How are we to persuade the Christian slave owner that, 

his charges have hopes and wants on a par with his own and so are 

deserving of respect? In the light of the fact/value distinction and 

the absence of a metaphysical foundation for "personhood" Hare pro-

vides us with nothing to dam the flood of claims which would render 

moral argument ineffectuaL 

1· . 
T~ pro~lems with Hare's theory are several, thOUgh perhaps 

they find their cumulative effect in the above problem. Much of the 

difficulty seems to lie with its account of the role of desires and in-
, 

clinations in reasoning. In some ways the problem is common to the 

formalisms of Kant and Hare yet finds its expression in a rad~cal dis

agreement between them. While Kant's phenomenal/noumenal dis-. • . , 
tinction precludes the relevance of the specfrum of affective states, 

'. 

Hare's account of universalizability builds in the contingency of human 
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" 

desires at base. In both cases though a certain homogenizing of the 

passions takes place. For·Kantthe common empirical origin of all 

emotions denies them any relevance to moral cognition; for Hare the 

logit:alfact that it is possible todesire anything removes desires -

from the realm of the arguable. -In Hare's case, the observed logical 

feature of desires may be deceptive. A strong case can be made that 

Hare's logical format-of argumentation hides a complexity in moral 

commitment which he is theoretically unable to acknowledge. Edward 

F. Crowell15 has argued that the minor -premise "Let me do X", which 

Hare takes to express the psychological fact of wanting, may also em-

body a moral assessment of the desired obj'ect. Hare, in trying to 

, exclude evaluative content from desiring subsumes all desires under 

"felt disposition to act". In so doing he supposes a clear distinction 

between the assumed value of ttie desired object and a description of 

the want using terms of evaluation, that may be untenable. By por-

traying desiring as an irreducible psychological fact, Hare bolsters 

his separation of evaluation from knowledge of states of affairs. As 

Crowell says, 

the danger in viewing a man's desire as a feeling is 
that there is the possibility of obscuring the relation 
between a man's wants, his reasons for doing things 

, .15E• F. Crowell, ''Hare on Des ire and Moral Reasoning", 
Theoria, 40-41 (1974), 153':162. 

" 
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to get what he wants, and,justification in terms of 
the benefit /lnd value presumed to lie in the objects 
of desire. ltl ' 
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Koh1berg, of course, need not ally himself in detail with either 

Kant or Hare. In fact he goes to admirable lengt~ to argue his posi

tiontndependently, and in so dOing he ticks off both his formalist for-

bears. ~inally, his belief in the primacy of justice and his understand

ing of the nature of moral principles leads him to reject strict formal-

ism, so that 

our conception of moral principle implies that one 
cannot ultimately separate form and content in 
moral analysis. (197 lA, p .. 60) . 

However this surprising about-face may be finally justified, that Kohl
-' 

berg has taken a good deal that is relevant to an explanation of stage
-! 

ascent from formalism is fairly clear. If, as we shall try to show, 

his position is far more "Harean" than ''Kantian'' it may have inher-

ited some of the problems of universal prescr!ptiVism. If, to antici-

pate our conclusion, Kohlberg's mora1 theory cannot brush off these 

problems, it may be necessary to attempt a wholesale re-interprecation 

" of the stage sequence. 

, . 
II. KOHLBERG ON THE NATURE OF MORALITY 

Just how far Kohlberg's stage 6 is from Kantianism is well-

16E. F. Crowell, ibid., 161. 

• 

I 
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. . 
enough indicated by its sequential juxtaposition with utilitarianism. 

. . 

That tWo theories which have historically been treated as fundamen

tally opposed to one another should be argued to stand in a sequence--

the one performing "the same function" better than the other--tends 

to imply that we have a deontological stage 5 or a teleological stage 6. 

Kohlberg's distaste for the harsh edges of Kant's "absolutism" settles 

this dilemma 'immediately. Stage 6 principles invariably express a 

concern for human welfare, so that a stage 6 subject can lie to save a 

life, notwithstanding,Kant's insistence that to do so is incompatible 
,. 

.' with the Categorical llIiPerative. Despite Kohlberg's insistence that 

. ,' 

principles are "neither,:~les ~.~,ell-ns) or ends (valjS)" (1971B, p. 219) 

his stage 6 has a "humanism'~t6 it that makes ''hum n welfare" appear 

as. the end to which principles of jUfi;tice are the most. efficient means.' 
, . 

Kantian morality does not conduce to an independently identifiable end 

in any analogous way, 

Kohlberg's criticism shows an inability to understand, or per-

haps a psychological inability to take seriously the old man from 

Konigsberg. whiCh he shares with many moderns who wish to express 

some debt to that thinker. Kohlberg believes that his fusing of form 
o • 

and content is required to flesh out the strict formalisms of both Hare 

and Kant. HeBays of the latter, 

While Kantian universality is identical to formal justice 
or impartiality, substantive prinCiples (justice', equality, 
respect for persons) add additional requirements and 

I 
, . 



make the "ends in themselves" formulation workable. 
(1971B, p. 212) 
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A recogn},tion of the noumenal foundation of universalizing would, of 

course, make clear that "equality" and "respect~r persons" are 

,built into the act of universalizing in such a way that the latter is 

unintelligible. without them. Within a stage 6 which is perhaps really 

a form of modified utilitarianism "equality" and "respect for persons" 

appear as a stipulated content in substitute for a metaphysical founda-

0
' 17 on. 

Another contrast between Kohlberg·and Kant bears directly on 

the rationality of moral education. . While Hare's theory is an "empir-

icized" Kant as mentioned above, Kohlberg is empiricized Kantianism 
" 

in a double way. Not only is the universalizability of a judgment de

termined a posteriori (by imaginative role-playing), but the capacity 

for prinCipled thought is acquired through a developmental, learning 

process, Kohlberg in fact prides himself on his denial that the moral, 

,capacity is innate (1. e. synthetic a priori), and points o~t that KAnt is . 
"refuted" by evidence showing that lower stage subjects cannot grasp 

even the easiest formuIationsof the Categorical Imperative. However, 

that there can be human beings who lack practical reason must cast 

. into doubt the objective validity of its prinCiples. A condition of the .. -

17 See overleaf. 

I 
, . 
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moral education, outlined in the ''Methodology of Pure Practical Rea- . 

son" is t\lat children can recognize the moral law, and so be known to 

partake of noumenal will. Because moral interaction presupposes a 
" , 

community of noumenal wilis, any educational activity directed to 
., ~ 

developing a capacity for moral recognition in children must have 

difficulty in accounting for itself. The situation would be one of try-
• 

ing.to develop a second (noumenal) nature in beings who do not initially 

. 18 possess It. 
.--............ 

This issue, bearing as it does on problems deriving from the 

interactive-learning/developmental core of Kohlberg's thought, leads 

us to a final contrast between his accounts of moral action and Kant's. 

KOhlbe~, it ~il1 be remembered, sugg~~ts that to produce Just 

'citizens a school must be itself a just place--only in this way can the 

interaction of the child's structuring tendencies with structures in his 

environment result in common attainment of stage 6. For Kant, in 

contrast, the onset of just institutions must always pose something of 

a threat to morality by introducing a heteronomous interest which 

threatens the possibility of action done for ,the sake of duty. Kohlberg's 

empiricism, uprooting as Kant says such theories must, the morality 

IBrhe problem of the intelligibility of the development of human 
beings from a pre-rational to a rational state is interestinglyanalo
gous to that faced by Kant in his hypOtheti:ca1 re -construction of the 
ascent of man from the natural state in "Conjectural Beginnings of 
Human History". 

.. 
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of intentions, makes no room for a significant distinction between a, 

legal (i. e. correct but heteronomously motivated) and a moral action 

(correct and done for the sake of the law). 

While Hare's universal prescriptivism is, by admission of its 

author. a form of moc;lified utilitarianism; it seems that Kohlberg's 

criticism of it arises from a feeling that it is nat "utilitarian" enough. 
, 

Hare's theory cannot countenance the claim that morality has a neces-

• sary content; this springs from th~ claim that universality and pre

scripti vity are the· characterizing features at' morality, with its cor-
, " 

rolary that any facts are morally relevant. Kohlberg finds that amongst 

stage 6 reasoners, there is a consistent concern foL' human welfare, 

and a belief in the unconditional value of human life. Though Hare's 

universal prescriptivism would allow a broad array of mature moral 

principles, research 'Shows that· e 6 subjects order their moral 

thought by princlples of justice c\1 ~ as equality or fairness. 

Stage 6 principles ''perform the mor tion'Jetter than stage 5 

principles. Before examini~ account' morality within which this 
, . . . 

'claim can be substantiated, it will be weI a note how far Kohlberg 

walks hand ill hand with Hare before they company. 

The imaginative role-playing ac aunt of universalizability 

Kohlberg derives largely from Hare' In, the developing forms of 

, 

, I 

role-playing expressed in the s~s, children approximate ever .Il1ore I 

closely to' universal judgments' i. e. those that take 1n the totality of 'j 
.;Poi ,\ ' , 
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persons. 1cohlberg frequently compares the matu;re'operation of unl~ 
, . ' . r . ' . 

versalizing with Rawls' 'ch?ice from under the veil of ignorance. A 

rational caltulating individual faced with a situation of choosing prin

ciples of justice, knowing the facts of a hypothetical society, 'including 

those concerning the needs and d,esires of its' individual!!. yet, ignorant 

of which particular peraon he will be, will naturally try tosatisfy'\1 to 

"universal" interests. In so doing he is, like Hare's unlveraaliser, 
I 

willing for everyone what he can will for him'self. While, like Hare, 
~ ~ , 

Rawls would deny that-any interests are intrinsically'Worthy--they 

aris(fIom diverse unassessible inclinations which are brute facts 

, abo~human beings --there are .interest~ which ~ve~ne can be pre- ' 

surned .to share. Among the,Be will be ,those which are instrumental 
, , . 

to the continuance of life, and which are thus pre-conditions for the 

pursuit of other interests. 
~. 

In his dismissal of the "bag of ,virtues" approach to moral edu-' 

cation Kohlberg displays an instinct which finds its full expreSSion in 
, 

. ' 

his acceptance 'Of Hare's prescriptivist meta -ethic. The psychologist, .' , 

Kohlberfsays, will have no:~ruck with a "bag of virtues" because he 
. . " , . 

believes that there is no such thing--"virtues and vices are labels by 
... ,. oj 

which !)e9ple award praise and blame to others".' (1970, p. 63) This 
. ~ . . . " 

. . . , ~ ~ , 
is to say that evaluative words, in so :(ar as they evaluate. do not , 

, describe reality. Ra~her! ,.the~ hat;h out prescriptions for behavidcfi', 

. so that "be honest",for example; ~eans, "don'!: lie, don't ~eat, 'do~!t . . .. 
',' 

.." 

t; 

,,_J.. " 
'~;" .. 

~ ......... . 
, , ., 

, . 
" . 

:" . '. .' .. 

I .. 

, j 

... 
, " 
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steal", etc. ~ctly what falls under each of the prescriptions is 

presumably determined by the decisions of the linguistic community. 

It is this Harean logical analysis of virtue-words that enables 

. Kohlberg to afford the principle of justice a special place. ''Justice'' 

he says is unlike ~inary virtue-wo s because it does not hatch out 

rules for action. Instead, it is proc ral and serves to order other 

values where there is a conflict of obligation. hen it is recognized 

that this resolution of conflicts of obligation is the central role of 

morality, it is not hard to see why the morally mature give justice 

the crowning place in their moral thought. 

As justice is believed by Kohlberg to most adequately house the 

moral form, it is in his account of it that we may expect to find his 

overall view of the nature of morality. He frames this view by re-

jecting the' range of theories which attempt to articulate a set of ends 

for human action, which believe that obligations can be generated by 

a conception of t!Ie good life. 

These are problems beyond the scope of morality or 
moral principles, which we define as principles of 
choice for resolving conflicts of obligation. (19718, 
p. 215) 

The close relation between "morality" and "moral principles" ex-

pressed here reqUires examination before the adequacy of justice as 

the prime moral prinCiple can be elucidated. While Kohlberg in a 

looser sense refers to the ''principles'' of all six stages, these being 
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the general modes of Justification, mature principles involve 

an orientation to moral decisions which is universal
iZable to all moral actors in all moral situations. 
(1971B, p. 219) 
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While various principles are !lniversalizable in this way, few can 

generate determinate obligations. "Justice" though, is a procedural 

tool which can both order conflicts of obligation, for the individual. 

and adjudicate between the conflicting interests of different parties. 

By definition, principles of justice are principles for 
deciding between competing claims of individuals, 
for "giving each man his due". (19718, p. 220) 

Here Kohlberg has forged very close conceptual relations between 

"morality", ·"moral principles" and "justice". How justice can be 

logically tied in with morality must depend as stated on the relation 

of morality to moral principles. 

Repeatedly, Kohlberg argues that assessment of the adequacy 

of the stages requires recognition of the autonomy of morality, that 

"a criterion of adequacy must take account of the fact that morality 

is a unique, sui generis realm". (1971B, p. 215) This "fact", which 

is really Kohlberg's ~ejection of objectivist or descriptivist ethical 

theories, ·entails that there is a distinctively moral form. In turn, , 
this demands "t\lat moral judgment be princ$led, that is, that it rely 

on moral principle, on a mode of choosing which is universal which 

we want all people to adopt in all situations". (1971A, p. 58) Again, 

although there are various principles which are universal modes of 

• 

( 
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---. ~ ~~ . 
choosing, the requirement that morality be able to resolve conflicting 

, . 

claims in a determinate fashion calls into. question the adequa of all 

principles but justice. When Kohlberg says that it is h"..-ntll 

principle that breaks down the strict separation of form and content 

he is then pointing to moral reqUirements that are over and above 
• 

those of universal prescriptivism and which are met by the principle 

of justice. The breakdown is supported not least by the fact that most 

stage 6 r~soners do use principles of justice. Here Kohlberg mobil-

izes his claim concerning the dependence of a p/lilosophic account of 

morality upon th~dact8 . ..o~ moral usage to brush over what appears to 

be a conceptual soft-spot in ~e orie response to the 

putative universality of principles of justice iDmatu~ thought might . ~ 

~ 

~ 

be to deny the adequacy of universal prescriptivism, Kohlberg!s 

strategy is to suggest that justice is the only principle' Which is able 

to resolve all conflicts, and so which is truly universal. 

How though can a stage 6 principle of justice achieve the ideal 

equilibrium that is the conclusive resolution of conflicts of interest? 

Firstly, it must be supposed that no interests are correct, for if they 

w'ere, some would be denied, resulting in the dissatisfaction of those 

parties. In defining a fully reversible judgment as one which "appears 

right no matter whose position is taken" Kohlberg seems to imply that 

'. ''"'---
a Charlie Brown desire to-be all things to all men is build into 

~ ..• ~ .. 
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stage 6. 19 Even his rider limiting reversibility to men "insofar as 
. , 

they wish to live under principles of justice", while accounting for the 

irrational and fanatical fringe, does not provide any clear ground for 

expecting consensus. A group of universal prescriptivists, even if 

we exclude fanatics by fiat, might well subscribe to a range of differ

ing principles, depending 'upon their fundamental inclinations. If we 

imagine a moderately motley crew of u~ilitarians, theists, fanatics 

a nd self-interest relativists, it is hard to see how all interests could 

be satisfied. 

To deny the possibility of the situation prevailing among stage 

6 reasoners, Kohlberg introduces a,logical constraint into principled 

thought. It is impossible that a principled reasoner will disregard 

the value of human life and pursue his interests at any cost to other 

pers<;ms because anybody who understands the value of human life and, 

say, of property, will understand that the former ranks over the 

latter. Anyone equipped with such understanding will opt for the pre-

servation of human life if he engages in ideal role-playing so that 

In the Heinz dilemma, Heinz must imagine whether the 
druggist could put himself in the wife's position and still 
maintain his claim and whether the wife could put herself 
in the druggist's position and still maintain her claim. 
Intuitively we feel the wife could, the druggist could not. 
(1974, p. 643) 

19R. G. He~on, Abstract of paper Commenting.on Kohlberg's 
"Claim to Moral Adequacy of a Highest Stage of Moral JUI:lgment", 
Journal of Philosophy 70 (1973), 649. 

/ 
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How the necessity of "justice" as the content of morality is to be Unt 

derstood depends upon the force of "could not" in this passage, 
, . 
If the "intuition" of mature reasoners i~ to amount to anything 

more than the happy coincidence of human inclinations, if that is Kohl

, berg is to provide any support for_,bis claim concerning the content of 

morality, some logical relationship must be carved between "morality" 

and ','humim welfare", As Brian Crittenden has pointed out in his con-

cise statement of the key problems in Kohlberg's theory, it is hard to 

do this without truncating or distorting our conception of mQrality. 20 

If the moral action is the one which, by definition conduces to human 

welfare, there must be Independent, non-moral criteria for determin

ing human welfar), In which case distinctively moral notions are re-

dundant, That Kohlberg himself does not have such criteria Is sug-

geated by his claim that stage 6 thought can generate an obligation to 

kill a mass -murderer life Hitler, notwithstanding its belief in the 

supreme value of human life. Alternatively, if mature principles 

provide guidelines for ~ing deCisions which, as a matter of fact, 

Pr~mote human welfare. they'll b':..subject to modification whenever 

they fail to achieve that goal. While Kohlberg might reject the inter-
, 

pretatlon of "moral principle" embedded In this dilemma. he provides 

208. Crittenden, Form and Content in Moral Education, Mono
graph Series 12. The Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. 1972. 
20-21. 
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little help in making clear the origin of the value of human life, and 
1 •• 

in turn the necessity of his principle of justice in mature thought. 

Just how problematic is his claim conce"rning the content of 

" " mature moral thought is made clear when emphasis is placed upon the 

stage sequence's development towards universal prescriptivism. In 

so far as univer\llal prescriptivism embodies a particular belief about 

the treatment of persons, and in so far as earlier stages increasingly 

approximate to universal prescriptivism, questions con~erning the 

content of mature moral thought may be illuminated by a re-examina-

tion of the "mode of stage-ascent. In referring to the stages of moral 

thought as forms of role-taking. Kohlberg utilizes a theory which has 

had considerable currency in sociological and psychological theories 

of action. However, in these theories role-taking is seen primarily 

as a non -rational process, whereas ascent from one stage to another 

requires the logical rigour of the child -philosopher. Although succes-

sive stages show concern for, and involvement with a greater portion 

of humanity, Kohlberg denies that the ascent can be explained in terms 

of a developing ability to empathize. Something like this ability seems 

to be implied, though, in Kohlberg's affirmation of the psychological 
\ 

unity of role-taking and justice in mature moral thought. 

Role-taking reflects an active recognition that others are like 

me. Stage 2 reciprocity requires recognition that I can bargain with 

another as an other "myself" in order to further my interests. Certain 
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theories of the origin of self-conSCiousness, notably those of "trans-

cendental empathy" argue that the recognition of other persons is 

bound-up with the ability to use language. A good example of such a 

posi'tion was held by 400d' . . 
The discovery of m~elf as a person is the discovery 
that I can speak, and am thus a 'persona or speaker; 
in speaking, 'I am both speaker and hearer; and since 
the discovery of myself as a person is also the dis
covery of other persons around me, it is the discovery 
of speakers and hearers'other than myself. Thus,' 
from the first, the experience of speech 'contains in 
itself In principle the experiences of speaking to 
others and of hearing others speak to me. 21 

The same claim concerning the involvement of reCiprocity with the 

ability to use language is made by Habermas when he criticizes the 

theory of Gouldner by suggesting that reciprocity is not a "norm" but 

a presupposition embedded in the ability to use language. 22 On either 

of these views, the seeds of a universalist ethic are contained in the 

ability to use language. 

Whatever the role of empathic feeling in stage-ascent be, it is 

clear that contained in stage 2 actions of mutual excha)ge is the em

bryonic recognition that others are like me, which through successive 

re-interpretations leads me to legislate for the totality of persons. 

21R• G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art, Oxford University 
Press, 1938, 248. 

22J. Habermas, "Moral Development and Ego Identity", Telos, 
Summer 1975, No. 24, 51. 
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At stage 61 have learned ~o recognize allliumanity as wonhy of moral . . . 

concern. In the words of Tillich 

the idea of justice, the various forms of equality and 
liberty, are applications of the imperative:J0 acknow
ledge every potential person as a person. . . 

Ie this process leading to a, stage 6 egalitarian ethic is intuitively 

clear, e problem lies with its intelligibility withi n the forma list 

framework t Kohlberg constructs with the help of Kant, Hare and 

Rawls. 

Reco nizing potential persons as persons, Kohlberg tells us, 

involves break! g down the factual distinctions between man and man. 

While a stage 3 hinker shows concern only for his family and friends, 

because perhaps nly these respect his "good" behaviour, in his as-

cent to stage 6 he Ie ns to shear off the facts which he has previously 

used to differentiate be en one human and another. In terms of uni-

versal prescriptivism, t is process involves recognizing that any 

factual grounds that one may se to limit the range of "persons" to 

whom one universalizes are finally specious. Here, though, we run 

into the same problem concerning the foundations of universalism 

encountered in the writings of Hare. If there are neither metaphysical 

nor factual grounds for attributing "personhood" to a being, it is hard 

~ ~ 23p . Tillich, Love, Power & Justice: ontolo~ical analyses and ..--/ L ethical appll,cations, London &New York: aup, 196 , 74 . 

• 
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to explain in virtue of what the stage-aacender recognizes inconsist-

ency in his "non-universalized" judgm~nts. Since recognition of 

commonaliCyis a pre-condition of discerning "logical'''Jnadequacy, the 

proscription of possible grounds for such recognition seems to put 

stage-ascent beyond explanation. While Kohlberg might wish to fol-

low Marx in claiming that our common humanity can only become 

clear once the divisive lines of class and lein are finally broken down, 

such a claim would be sheer mystery-mongering within the strictures 

of universal prescriptivism. 

It may appear that this complaint is only levelled at Kohlberg 

by foisting on him the details of Hare's ethical theory, while Rawls' 

work provides Kohlberg with greater substance in constructing stage 

6 thought. However, it has been argued that the same problems ac

crue to A Theory of Justice. 24 In so far as "personhood" is not to be 

established on factual grounds there appear to be no means of gain-

saying a perfectly consistent principled thinker who excludes whom-

ever he will from moral status. Within the formalism of Kohlberg's 

theory, then, there seems to be no commanding reason why the rari-

tied atmosphere of principled thought should not be breathed by the 

most inhuman villains. Again, from this vantage it is not clear how 

24See G. Grant, English Speaking Justice, Mount Allison Uni
versity Press, 1974, 35. 
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the "error" of stage 2 thinkers like Kohlberg's son who believed that 

" seala have the same rights as human beings, is to be understood .. 

If the explanatory toola of Kohlberg's theory are as suspect as 

we have argued above, and his structuralism/formalism is left aside, 

the phenomenon of stage -ascent can be approached from a far more ) 

obvious direction. What appears to be taking place in the ascent from 

heteronomous to autonomous, universal thinking, is a complex pro-

cess of learning, central to which is the gradual acquisition of elusive 

information concerning what it is to be a human being. To give this 

process its due, a quite different account of the terminus of moral 

development is reqUired. Kohlberg recognizes the close relation be-

tween his ethical theory and his psychological theory of stage-ascent 

when he observes that 

if stages of moral judgment develop through conflict 
and reorganization this is incompatible with the notion 
that moral judgment is the apprehension of natural or 
non-natural facts. (1971B, p. 185) 

To turn this around; if moral judgment does involve the apprehension 

of natural or non-natural facts, the cognitive-developmental explana-

tion of moral development is false. Before an alternative, "objectiv-

ist';, interpretation of development is considered, though, it will be 

helpful to consider more directly the Kohlbergian view of morality to 

which it is opposed. There Is some evidence within Kohlberg's writings 

of an awareness both that the stage sequence is incomplete, and that ~he 
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account of morality within which it'is interpreted is inadequate. 

In claiming supremacy for the principle of justice, Kohlberg 

acknowledges that the notion of a supreme principle is only intelligible 

for a fo~deontological view of morality. If morality is autonomous, 

that is sui generis, it must displa y itself in a form of reasoning. In so 

far as there are alternative ways of reasoning about moral m~tters, 

some display the moral form more fully than others, and are so more 

morallyadequat,e. That mode of reasoning which best performs ''the 

moral function" fully houses the moral form. Since the resolution 

of conflicts of obligation is taken to be the central function of morality, 

and since the principle of justice is supposedly able to perform this 

task, justice must embody or even be the form of morality. Because 

justice is taken to be, unlike other prinCiples, purely procedural, ~ 

Kohlberg goes on to argue that it is, in a sense, content-fre~ 
Much of Kohlberg's polemic against his opponents consists in 

pointing out that he has been able to provide a po~ccount of mor

ality, those who reject his formalism haV7~ . 
Denial that justice is the centra 
thus tends to coincide with a re 
mal deontologies 1 concept of mo 
backed by an alternative positive 
(1971B, p. 221) 

principle of morality 
sal to accept a for-' 

lity, but is not 
efinition of morality. 

Of course, charging inability to provide a posw've definition morality 

is somewhat question-begging since descriptivists deny the autonomy 

of morality. While, though, the way in which Kohlberg delimits the 
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moral sphere may be questioned--by many conceptions of morality 

moral concern extends far beyond the .resolution of conflicts of obli

gation and of interest--it is possible to question the internal adequacy 

of hiB account of that thought. As we observed earlier Kohlberg de-

nies that stage 6 has to answer the question "why be moral?" None-

the-less,' in examining the possibility of a further stage of moral 

development, he admits that stage 6 does in faCt raise this question 

but that it is unable to answer it. In examining why it should be neces

sary to raise the possibility of a 7th stage at all, we may find the key 

to a complete re-interpretation of the stage sequence. 

III. 7TH STAGE AND THE NaTION OF MORAL MATURITY 

The possibility of a 7th stage is introduced in a discussion of 

the relation of the Kohlberg stages to Erikson's ego stages. Erikson 

describes a 7th stage which follows Kohlberg's stage 6. This last 

stage has a "partly ethical but more basically religious" task, which 

involves developing a balanced sense of integrity and despair. These 

senses of integrity and despair have a "cosmic" rather than an ethical 

vantage and concern the meaning of human finitude. Contact with the 

moral is made in·the consideration of the skeptical question, "why be 

. moral?" Kohlberg considers that this question can only be intelligibly 

raised --in a way that asks anything more than the self-interest of the 

moral agent--at the post-conventional level. It is hard, though, to sre 
c· 
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why the question should notarise in a similarly sk"eptical way at all 

levels, particulaTly since most of the. levels represent forms of rea

soning seriously recommended by philosophers in history. The issue 

is made more perplexing when Kohlberg declares stage 6 to have a less 

satisfactory answer to the question than stage 5 as "there is a sharper 

contrast between ethical principles and egoistic or hedonistic . concerns 

than there is between the social contract and hedonism ". (1973B, p. 74) 

Whatever is intended by these counter-currents, it is fairly 

clear that a stage 6 commitment to universal principles raises the 

question "why hold these principles? ", not least because of the poten-

tial conflict of duty and inclination portrayed so harshly by Kant. 

Kohlberg suggests that the movement towards a 7th stage--which stage 

has been variously portrayed by metaphysicians from Plato to Spinoza --

starts with despair at the meaninglessness of human life in the face of 

infinity. In the movement towards experiencing the'seU as part of the 

whole, a re-interpretation is entered into of the meaning of human 

ac~ion and human suffering. Seen from the cosmiC vantage what was 

hitherto the intolerable fact of anguish is contemplated as a part of the 

scheme of things. This "development" is one w~h tends to occur . 

later in life; its relating of moral and religious concern is foreign to 

the thought of even stage 5 subjects in their twenties. Indeed, because 

it is rarer even than stage 6 there can be little empirical substantiation , 

of it. Kohlberg attributes something like a stage 7 orientation, though, 
I 

'. 
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t~ men ~e known to have lived and died for their prinCiples; for 

example, Socrates or Martin Luther King. 

While holding such a position to be in some sense· a completion . 

of the questioning begun at the level of post-conventional thought. KoIlI-
. . , 

bex'g does not [ake it to be a higher moral stage. The logical structure 

of this stage is vague, and is probably not "amenable to a structural 

approach with its philosophiC notion of adequacy". Although the pro-

jected stage continues the questioning which the entire stage sequence 

sets in motion, it deals with matters which are not resolvable on purely 

logical grounds. Because, the argument goes, the purpose of morality 

is to solve conflicts of obligation, which s[age 6 can appare!ltly per-

form to perfection, there'1s no sense in which stage 7 could "perform 

the moral function" better than s~ 6. Stage 7 appears to effect an 

integration of moral with religious and metaphysical questions, so 

that it no longer displays "the moral form". To deny such a stage 

continui.ty with earlier stages on the ground that. it does not meet the 

moral pa~ers of stage 6 avoids}he ad hoc only if the relations 

of the earlier stages to stage 6 are quite clear: If, as we have tried 

to show above, there are difficulties in understanding the reasons for 

ascent of the stages, and in turn in understanding the rationality of 

stage 6, we may call into question the account of morality within which 

they are framed. 

Stage 7 appears discontinuous with the first six only if it is 
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taken that its re-interpretation of the place of human beings in the 

cosmos overturns a stable account of the obj ects of moral concern 

expressed in stages 1-6. In fact, tliat stage l' is unable to distinguish 

between laws of nature and ethical imperatives; that a stage 2 reasoner 

regards animaIs as equally worthy of moral concern as human beings; 

that a stage 5 thinker comes to regard moral norms as the product of 

rational human decision all suggest that development through the se-

quence involves a changing understanding of the place of moral activity 

in nature. If stages 1-4 are in~erpreted in an objectivist way, it will 
. 

be argued that they can be given continuity with a hypothetical 7th 

stage, in a way which circumvents the obscurities of Kohlberg's for-

malist interpretation. Before attempting such a re-interpretation it 

will be helpful to contrast a literary example of a 7th stage perspec-

tive with the stage 6 Kohlberg describes. Since stage 7 is a "saint's 

stage" there could be no better example than Thomas More, as depiC

ted in Robert Bolt's "i.. Man for all Seasons". 25 

More provides an interesting case for examination, as Kohl-

berg himself undertakes an interpretation of More's ethical bearing 

in his paper on "Moral Psychology and the Study of Tragedy". (1973A) 

Interestingly Kohlberg depicts More as a stage 6 thinker going to death 

for his moral prinCiples. We should like to suggest that, while More 

25R. Bolt, A Man for all Seasons (New York, Random House, 
1960). 
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undoubt~ly goes to his deat~. for his moral beliefs. to declare him a 

"principled thinker" seriously obscures the contrast between stage 6 
... -:-~ . 

. "universal principles chosen by co'~science" /lnd the quite different. 

b~ring to which KO,hlberg is pointing in his description of stage 7. 

That More is not • .in some very important senses. a principled thinker 

at all. is carefully brought to the fore in the dramatic development of 

the play. 

Bolt. in writing of the genesis of his ideas for the play. des-

cribes the fascination which More had for him as involving his pos-

session of a fierce sense of self-hood. That a mild-mannered. family-

oriented and prudent man should be able. when either his integrity or 

his life is at stake to dig in his heels. and resist the demands upon 

him made by king. family and friends. betokens a commitment to his 

beliefs which is quite extraordinary. That he is able to go to his death. 

without showing inclination to opt for an ever-ready escape route. and 

without losing any of his concern for surviva I within the bounds of the 

morally possible. suggests a relating of duty and inclination quite dif-

ferent from that deSCribed by formalism. More's anguish seems 

qualitatively different from that of the man who is commanded by 

reason to undertake an action diametrically opposed to desire. His 

station seems too to be far from that of beast or god. 

In the course of the plot. More's isolation from the world of 

. the court and ecclesiastics. through his increasingly clearly drawn 
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opposition to the king is mirrored by a no less clearly drawn separa

tion of his moral orientation from those of the world around him. 

While the play presents a richly diverse group of characters; the 

dramatic development displays a homogenizing of all the types of 

motivation and orientation, save.More's. Matthew, the common man 

of shrewd prudence; Chapuys, the transparent ambassador with singu-

larly pragmatic concern; More's Wife, angered and confused at her 

family's fall, unable to see the need for her husband's disastrous in

transigence; Roper, More's "strongly principled" son-in-law, appear 

increasingly to belong, as moral agents, in the same camp. Put 

briefly, each of these characters treats morality, in some way, as 

a means to an end; More does not. 

Nothing is more revealing as an indicator of the uniqueness of 

More's position than his attitude to Roper. In pursuit of the hand of 

More's daughter Meg, Roper has, at the opening of the play, run head-

long into a. clash with More. Roper's religious unorthcxioxy stands as 

an insurmountable barrier to the marriage. His hot-headed seriolls-

ness allows· him no lee-way in compromising to meet More. His 

"principled" orientation, however, allows him, within the demands of 

his conSCience, to change his stance whenever he discovers an incon-

sistency in his own reasoning. More's. e~speration with him is though 
,- . 

mixed with respect; he is as More sees it a man of strong principles. 

After laShing Roper With the following reminder, 
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1 
wo years ago' you were a passionate Churchman~ now 

you're a passionate--Lutheran. We must just pray. 
that when your head's finished turning, your face is to 
the front again. 26 

More sa ys to himself the following, 

REFLEGrS (Warnw) "Nice boy ... Terribly strong 
principles though. 

Insistently, More returns to the attack when he tells Roper that he 

won't "hoist" his daughter "up the mainmast of your seagOing prin-

ciplesi They put about too numbly." Again, in 's amusement, he 
~ 

pokes 'fun at Roper's "principled" behavioui,~ ", 

(kindly) "Roper, that was harsh: ' ur p '~ples 
are (He can't resist sending him up) e ellent ~he 
very best quality. (Roper bridles.c Co tritely) Nq, 
trul:l!now, your principles a're fine. 28 

. " 

Does More intend to suggest that Roper is not really principled at all? 

Clearly not, the object of his m'irth is the "principled" orientation -"". 

per se. Roper's princ!ples are for him, a means to his chosen mO;l'sl 

goals. With unerring consistency, he changes his beliefs ,hen he 

finds out that their pursuit does not have the consequences he had 

imagined. While Roper would not qualify as a stage 6 Kohlbergian 

reasoner, we may reasonably suppose, his almost iconoclastic 

26Bolt , ibid. , Act I, Scene IV. 

27 Bolt, ibid. , Act I, Scene IV. 

28Bolt , ibid. , Act I, Scene 1 V. 
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autonomy certainly seems to reflect the choosing of principles of con-

science. 

-More's own articulations of his beliefs reflect a strong strain 
. . 

- of prudenge which he retains to his condemnation. In his brilliant 

__ mrnipulation of the laws he ~epeatedly expresses attitudes which-sound 

as though they emerge from stage 4 thought. In justifying his clinging 
, -

to the forms of law he pictures the law as 

a causeway upon which, ~ long as he keeps to it, a . 
citizen rna y walk safely. 

At no point does he appear to have transcended his concern for self-

protection. Under the duress of a prison-visit from his family, who 

bend their powerful influence upon him to try to persuade him to sign 
. -

the oath to save himself, he affirms his need for freedom; 

If they'd open a crack t~wide (Between finger and 
thumb) 1 'd be through it. _ 

Yet, even as he faces his wife's non-comprehension and his family's 

abject poverty he shows no wish to act against hls beliefs. 

More, as presented in "A Man for all Seasons",. can be under-

stood at least partially from the vantage of the ego-theory which first 

proposed a 7th stage. Habermas, paralleling Erikson, proposes a 

stage beyond a forma list ethic. At this point the inner nature of the 

298olt , ibid., Act 2, Scene 11. 

3°8olt , ibid. , Act 2, Scene V. 
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individual overcomes the split between its· legitimate and illegitimate 

parts, duties and inclinations, by interpreting its needs independently-

of cultural tradition. This active interpretation overcomes the unfree-

dom which is endemic to a stage 6 opposition of duty and inclination 

Ego-identity means a freedom Which limits itself 
through the intention, if not to unite dignity w~~ 
happiness, at least to make them compatible. 

More's repeatedly expressed identification with his beliefs seems to 

betoken just such a freedom. Having given up hope of making his re

fusal'to acknowledge.Henry's break with Rome comIJrehensibl.<:;e..J,1JWlIlli 

friends, he says the following to Norfolk of the theory of e Apof?tolic 

Succession 

Why, it's a theory, ~t; you can't see it; can't 
touch it; it's a theory. (To Norfolk, very rapidly 
but calmly) But what matters to me is not whether 
it is true or not but that I believe it to be true, or 
rather not that I believe it, but that 1 believe it ... 
1 trust that I make myself obscure?'32 

Perhaps equally well More's bearing can be understood as 

typifying the integration of moral with religious (and aesthetic?) con-

cerns of Kohlberg's stage 7. The interpretation of human moral 

activity within the cosmos breaks down the formalist view of norm-

making as a free human activity, constrained only by the form of 

31 J. Habermas, Loc. cit. , 54. 

32s01t, Loc. cit. , Act 2, Scene Ill. 

( 
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rationality. Although this viewpoint is only roughly ,depicted here, 

and in the nature of the case eludes articulation of the sort given to 
-

Kohlberg's stages 1-6, it may be suggested that it is a "descriptivist" 

view, insofar as human ethical judgments are understood to derive 

from an interpretation of the while, factual or metaphysical. In 'so 

far as such a position provides an answer to the question "why be 

moral?" it renders intelligible the commitment of mature thinkers 

[0 their beliefs in a way that Kohlberg's stage 6 does not. 
• I 

The two theoretical vantages from which the possibility of a 

stage 7 can be broached may not be mutually exclusive, and might 

conceivably admit integration. For our purposes here, however, it 

is suffidens.to have raised both to caSt doubt upon the adequacy of 

Kohlberg's view of moral maturity. In order to pursue the importance 

of Kohlberg's value-theory for his educational proposals, we shall 

not take up the possibility of interpreting the stage sequence within an 

objectivist theory of value. For this purpose, a healthy scepticism 

concerning Kohlberg's claims, theoretical and empirical, of the 

ascendency of formalism over utilitarianism may be allowed. Since 

\ this claim is justified with reference to a theory of value which is 

\rejected here, our qualified acceptance of the empirical grounding 

of the stage sequence (1-4) is permissible. Our hypothetical stage 7, 

may, at best, allow a sketch of the autonomy of post-conventional 

thought unburdened by the questionable account of freedom and 
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commitment provided by Kohlberg. 

IV. AN O~ECTlVIST INTERPRETATION OF THE STAGE 
SEQU NeE 

103 

Amongst.the central compIsints made above against Kohlberg's 

structuralist/formalist interpretation of moral development are the 

following. 

1. The cognitive-developmental explanatory tools are inadequate 

to the expIsnation of stage-ascent, in so far as, 
. 

2. moving fr~ one stage to another appears to involve complex 
. . 

sorts of learning unac~ounted for in the dialectical/interactional model 

of learning. 

3. The role of attitudes and emotions in moral thought and in moral 

development is not accounted for. 

4. Kohlberg's modified formalism makes poor sense of the con-

cern for human life and respect for persons supposedly expressed in 

mature thought. 

It is these problems. more than any other, that the following re-

interpretation of moral development addresses itself to. 

One of the key points at which formalist and obj ecti vist theories 

of value divide, is the relstion between wants and needs. Theories 

like Hare's deny any fundamental distinction between them, and regard 

the range of wants and needs as springing from contingent and variant 

human inclinations. Because there are no needs which are rationally 
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justifiable, morality cannot judge the truth or falsity of the competi'ng 

human interests which spring from them. As such, it is limited to a 

transigent ordering of those interests in a wa y which preserves social 

order. In a scheme such as Kohlberg's the name for the supreme ad-

judicating principle is "justice". A just decision between competing 

claims ca nnot, though, judge the truth or falsity of the judgments upon 

which they rest. The liberal account of justice as fairness, framed 

by Rawls and Kohlberg, is incompatible with the view that there is any 

form of knowledge which can support human interests. 

Evan Simpson has formulated an objectivist theory of value 

within which he believes the Kohlbergian stages to be comprehen

sible. 33 Denying the fact/value distinction and the reduction of needs 

to wants he proposes to show that ethical judgments can be justifie<l 

by reference to facts. The facts concerned are social not natural, 

and so are not susceptible to some of the criticisms levelled under 

the rubric "naturalistic fallacy". The needs which define these facts 

are to be contrasted with instrumental needs such as the need for food, 

in that they are ends. These ends are established by judgment -making 

artitudes which spring from our common emotional capacities. Be-' 

cause establishing the pertinent facts at the same time justifies an . 

attitude, a quite different relationship between reasoning and feeling 

33private communication from Dr. Evan Simpson. 



105 

is suggested than that given by fonnalism. W~for Hare or Kohl

berg appropriate attitude at.best follows from correct judgment, 

-Simpson integrates affect and cognition in the structure ofjustifica-
. 

tion he outlines. It is the recognition thet correct judgment can only 

be ascenained in the open discussion of human needs involving the 

expression of attitudes thet overcomes the fonnalist's charge that 

objectivist theories are necessarily authoritarian apd elitist. 

Simpson provides "he following table to illustrate these rela-

tionships. 

Attitude 

Wonder 

Anxiety 

Pride 

Compassion 

Respect 

Sadness 

JUdgment . 

The Object is novel 

Something threatens 

One has accomplished 
something 

Someone is suffering 

One has equals 

Something has been lost 

,'""'-' 
~eed 

T~knowabout it 

sec~ty 
Recognition 

To give comfon 

To be just towards 
them 

To recover it 

By this scheme, prid\iS not the false self-esteem of humans pictured 
'. 

by certain theological traditions, but insofar as it arises from genuine 

achievement (fact) justifies the need for recognition. The desire to 

know is not an irrational drive shared by certain humans, but a 

rational desire insofar as certain matters are genuinely novel. Where 

some issue can be shown to elude our grasp, knowledge is a need. 
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Most problematic among these claims is that the judgment com -. 

ponent is grounded in fact. In contrast to formalism respect for per-

sOns is not a universal principle, freely taken up, .. but an attitude 

justified by the facts of our equa~ity. Such a matter can only be 

established in discussion, by appeal to examples and information by 

which an understandlng of the complexities of personhood is fostered. 

Anxiety, rather than being the irrational by-product of neuro-
, 

physiological processes, can be justified if something can be,shown 

to be threatening. Exposing a social environment as non-hostile is 

to undennine.the beli.ef by which anxiety isjustified, and to show there 

to be no need for security. This may be done by appesling to evidence 

of the good-Will of the individuals who compose that environment. 

Again, to claim that there are faCts which establish good-will is to 

deny the ·formalist account of judgment. That a vast array of needs--

intellec~ual, physical, moral, religious--is defined in this .format of 

course denies the possibility of a distinctively moral fonn of reasoning. 

Simpson uses the value-theory sketched here to interpret the 

stage sequence as follows. While the general movement from ego-

centric, through ethnocentric to universal concerns is a natural 

development in learning to reason about values, this process need not 

take place in the discontinuous way Kohlberg describes. For all the 

evidence that has been produced to show that inducing "cognitiVe'}" 

CO~flict" be~t p~oteg{~age-transition, it is perfectly possible to 
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, attribute development' to, the more integrated types of learning Simpson 

describes. Transition from stage one punishment avoidance in which 

one does not deliberate even about means, he points out, can be ac

counted for by "operant" learning. As pan of a complex process of 

learning one becomes able to effect some control over, one's environ-
-
ment. This control makes possible action to satisfy one's desires, 

so that while still concerned to avoid punishment, one acquires mo-
, 

tives which intrcx:luce new possibilities into the world of action. . , 

The transltion from stage 2 to stage 3 involves what is a major 

intellectual advance within this interpretation. Developing emotional 

reasons for action involves aCquiring a more integrated capacity for 

affective-cognitive states such as guilt and pride.' This is also a-

natural step, in that the securing of one's ends requires,the respect 

and trust of others whose antagonism would harm one's interests. 

While acting on the mcx:lel of vinue is at this stage only a strategy, 

learning vinue-words coincides with a@city for feeling the appro

priate emotions. In learning to j~nesty, selfishness, humil-

ity, fairness and so on, one develops' a concer!,! to meet the standai:-ds 

(that are discovered. 
i 
\ While for Kohlberg the transition from stage 3 to stage 4 is 

~rO~xplain, on this interpretation the development can be easily 

/ und~rstood. By taking up given social norms, ,we become cognizant 
-~J 

of a large whole, society at large. Although this discovery promotes 
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reciprocal action,w:\th, a greater range of people, and is so a step to

wards universality of Judgment, it involves recognizing that r&tions 
, - . . .. , 

outside orie's immediate circle of family and friends cannot be as 

flexible. The result is one's learning, as though by rote, the rules' 

that are needed for harmonious interactioll in society. While the -rigid 

_ conventionality which results is equal to satisfying most of the demands 

made upon one-(it is, after all, the viewpoint.of tbe niajority of people)' 

the increasingly fine sensitivity to the nuances of its rules which de-

velops brings the rules closer to critical scrutiny. 

- -
As a part of general intellectual development, stirr,IUlated by 

nile-bound studies such as mathematics and natural science, and 

under the need to ascertain the borders of social approval and dis--

approval where rules are complex, rules previously accepted uncri~

ically are now brought-up for scrutiny. This development to critical 

thinking is itself hazardous, since the secure ground of common opin c 

ion is now taken away_ No doubt in consequence sf the discomfort ex-

perienced at being unable to find, rational standards to replace the 

given of conventional rules, many ~tage 4 reasoners lapse back 

temporarily to the secure ground of stage 2 instrumental relativism. 

While Kohlberg notes this phenomenon it is quite unexplained by s~ 
cogniti ve -developmentalism. 

Order is r~ained when it is recognized that pa~icular conven, 
tiona I rules can be derived from principles which explain and justify 

• 
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pantcu!Jlr rules by reference to the conditions of consensus.- -Social 

contract thought sets sub~ission to social authority within a rational -_ 

tradition. The study of hist~ry -and anthropology gives an awareness

of cultural and historical relJitivism, -and in so doing invites critical 

questioning of individual commitment to social norms. While cornrnit-

ment to a given authority is itself without justification, critical invoJve7 

ment with the gradual development of social norms, makes submission 

to the community's experience compatible with the integrity of one's 

judgment. 

Movement towards a 6th or a 7th stage (a universalist perspec

tive), we may add, can be understood from the dynamics which yield 

stage 5. Involving, as it does, an awareness of the relativism of 

particular institutions, stage 5 reveals a horizon of humanity at large, 

within W.W.ch norms are produced and justified. In demanding that ~ 

consideration is taken of the limitedness of any societal perspecti ve' 

it suggests an unconditioned perspective whose focus is the realm of 

sentient beings. While ''persons'' become a concern of autonomous 

agents, an understanding of ''personhood'' is derived not -from the 

mysterious emptying of factual distinctions between men, but from a 

long process of learning the capacities and needs which are distinct-

ively human. In this process, the study of history, literature,science, 

etc. and the development of sensitivity through the mastery of moral 

thought are essential and complementary. 
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As the process described above involves the correlativlty of ~ 

the study of man and of nature, the autonomous final stage does not· 

subjugat~ a ,concern for non-human 'nature to'the Viccissitudes of hu-

man pragmatics, as Kohlberg's formalism certainly does. Contem-

plation of the meaning of human purposes within the scheme of things . 
which integrates moral, religious and aesthetic concerns is here op-

posed to the narrow rationality portraying human interests as arbi-

trary constructions within an indifferent nature. 

Does the experience of Kohlberg and fellow-researchers con-

tradict the model of moral development given above? Much research 

has Jeen undertaken to gauge the effects of classroom diSCuss·ion on 

moral stage. In particular researchers have attempted to determine, 

the effect of the selective introduction of dilemmas; a procedure com

mensurate w.ith the cognitive-developmental account of learning. As 

the results discussed in Chapter 2 show, nothing has been established 

which is in any way prejudicial to the expla'nation suggested here. 

That under prolonged serious discussion ,of moral problems in the 

relaxed atmosphere of the classroom, ,a net shift of some significance 

should occur is hardly surprising. Even if the selection of moral 

dilemmas reflects a truncated view of moral thought, many of the 

ingredients of the broader learning environment--justification of 

attitudes, use of examples, comparisons, establishing pertinent facts, 

etc. - -are present here. Again, the need to select specific stimuli for 
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students at different stages is perfectly understandable from our clb

- jectivist perspective; understanding moral problems presupposes the 

development of capacities to hold certain attitudes.- 34 

v. - EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE RE-INTERPRETATlON 

We have suggested from the outset, that the tenability of Kohl-

berg's inte.rpretation of moral development, and of the educational 

prescriptions which are derived from it are bound up with the theory 

of value, and henc\! view of morality which he holds. The suggestion 
.-

that moral education can only, legitimately, be the stimulation of as-

cent through the moral stages has as its backdrop the understanding of 

moral activity given by Kohlberg's-modified formalism. That his 

complex and unwieldy philosophical and psychological machinery bear 

the burden of fact he has uncovered very awkwardly, it is hoped our 

above examination shows. Once the theoretical adequacy of his ex-

planation is called into question, the meaning of educational practices 

deriving support from his work stands in need of re-evaluation. 

According to the competing objectivist interpretation of moral 

• development, ascent through the moral stages is the result of a com-

plex process of learning, integrating various formal diSCiplines with 

their varying approaches to the examination of human interests and 

34private communication from Dr. Evan Simpson. 

-
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purposes, specific discussion of moral dilemmas in a prepared setting 

is at. best, of doubtful worth. In that the presentation of dilemmas 

with the intent to promote stage-ascent itself expresses the view of 

morality as the resolution of conflicts of inscrutable, unassailable 

human interests, such an exercise subtly inculcates' a view of human 

activity.35 While educators may with some plausibility c!B.lm that this 

form of education is impartial to particular norms, it must be recog

nized that it serves to sustain the orthodoxy of consumer society. 

Though Kohlberg believes an "education for justice" to have radical' 

implications, the view of justice which he believes to be inherent to a 

mature perapective belies his optimism. If there is no objective 

standard by which human interests and purposes can be measured, 

untramelling the free pursuit of personal inclination seems to be the 

sole legitimate "moral" concern of education. As such, the dialectical 

involvement of the school With social progress portrayed by many 

Dewey-influenced educators seems a pipe -dream. 

While Kohlberg's understanding of his empirical inquiry has 

been called into question above, the alternative provided, with its 

sharply contrasting implications is offered tentatively .. Such a position 

is in need of considerable development, and as an explanation of moral 

development must be brought into dialogue, not only with Kohlberg's 

35private communication from Dr. Evan Simpson. 
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interpretation, but also with the forms of ego-theory mentioned herein. 

The result of the criticism undertaken above is not, then, an uncondi

tional rejection of the work of Kohlberg and his colleagues. Rsther, it 

is to call attention to the need to undertake the ardours of foundational 

enquiry, without which the suggestive and important research of Kohl

berg and others is susceptible to misunderstanding and miause. 
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CONCLUSION 

The cognitive-developmental explanation of moral development 
( 

is not a contemporary attempt to explain a well-kno.n phenomenon. 

\ Quite to the contrary, the notion that there is a form of universal 

development in human moral thought, is of recent birth, and conflicts 

with the beliefs of many. Because of this common origin of the factual 

claim and the psychological-philosophical explanation extreme care is 

required in examining the relationship of the putative facts to the ex-

planation. If, as we have argued, a wide gap subsists between the 

establishment of the facts and the establishment of Kohlberg's expla-

nation, the educational implications he draws from his empirica I work 

require close examination. 

Insofar as cognitive-developmental psychology involves the idea 

that ways of fUtering experience are to some extent the constructions 

of human agents, it is compatible with a view of morality as the free 

construction of human agents, constrained only by the form of their 

,rationality. In a way, then, cognitive-developmental psychology and 

ethical formalism are mutually supportive. Should the one be countered 

the other is immediately brought up for question. Where there are 
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independent reasons for doubting the truth of both, other quite differ

ent explanations of the facts of moral development ~t be attempted. 

Although much empirical work ~s been undertaken in connec-

tion with the theory it is not clear that the facts of a universal sequen-

tial development have been adequately established. Whether or not 

they can be, the cognitive-developmental hypothesis has been argued 

to have questionable explanatory power. Part of the problem is the 

eclectic nature of its explanatory tools, and the empirical significance 

of its learning model. The alternative explanation offered is both 

Simpler and better able to integrate the types of learning which appear 

to be central to stage -ascent. 

In a century whose philosophical examioations of morality have 

included theories Which deny cognitive content and even ·literal mean-

ing to ethical discourse, the theoretical achievements of a form of 

moral education which proclaims a universal, rational core to moral 

thought are considerable. That in achieving widespread acceptance in 

western societies its account of rational action should nevertheless 

reflect prevailing orthodoxies is hardly surprising. For all the con-

temporaneousness of cognitive-developmental psychology, there is 

very little novelty in its concrete recommendations for education. 

Kohlberg himself recognizes as much; in practice "there is very little 

new in this - -or in anything else we are doing". The orthodoxies re-

fleeted alike in Kohlberg's moral theory and his psychology are not 
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fashions, however, but are perhaps embedded in the development of . 

conSUlller society. 

The denial that humsn emotions are justified by external real-

ities, given its most primordial expression in the writings of Kant, 

can be heard in the prevalent forms of values education and has been 

central to the tennets of modern liberal democracies. The resulting 

phenomenon in these societies of the loss of opportunity to express snd 

justify emotions and attitudes has been often noted and variously des-

cribed by philosophers, psychologists and sociologists. Bryan Wilson, 

for example, takes it to be intrinsic to the organizational development 

in the transfer from "community" co "society". 36 In describing the 

world-wide process of secularization, Wilson contrasts the confined 

affectively-united community, in whose value structure are inherent 

the tools for appraisal of individual interest, with the open society 

founded upon individual, atomic rights. In the latter, interests are 
~ . 
legally enshrined and are so taken out of the realm of community ex-

pectation within which they were formerly appraised. However this 

process is explained its consequences for moral life in society, and 

so for the moral education expressive of that SOCiety, are profound. , 
Where human interests lie beyond appraisal and attitudes to those 

36Suggested in a talk given at McMaster University, Hamilton, 
Ontario, in September 1978, entitled "Secularization and Its Discon
tent". 
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interests have lOst rational justification, a society may only legitimat

ely undertake to enshrine the free pursuit of private interest. Its 

moral education will attempt to develop in its citizens skills for over

coming clashes of interest. In broad outline, Kohlberg's progressive 

moral education, understood strictly within the confines of his theor

izing' does just thiS. Justice, the supreme adjudicator will provide a 

transigent ordering of inte~t canne[ speak of their intrinsic 

worthiness. 

Because to oppose the liberal-formalist account of moral ac

tivity is to tryout the reins of contemporary belief, only an open dis

cussion of the opposing views can determine whether a common concep

tion of the good life can re-assert itself amidst the pluralism of our 

SOCiety. The discussion is as much a direct questioning of whether 

we have reason to feel what we feel as it is an esoteric dialogue with 

the metaphysical assumptions of techilOlogical SOCiety. As such it is 

neither the province of the few, nor something which can be settled 

quicldy. Rather, it is part of a process of cultural reflection which 

finds its origin in whatever discontent we rna y feel at the developments 

which are shaping our .sOCiety. 



APPENDIX 

HYPOTHETICAL DILEMMAS 

(a) The ''Heinz Dilemma" 

"In Europe a woman was near death from a special kind of can
cer. There was one drug that the doctor.s thought might save her. 
It was a form of radium that a druggist in the same town had recently 
discovered. The drug was expensive to make, but the druggist was 
charging ten times what the drug cost him [0 make. He paid $200 for 
the radium and charged $2,000 for a small dose of the drug. The sick 
woman's husband, Heinz, went to everyone he knew to borrow the money, 
but he could only get together about $t, 000, which is half of what it cost. 
He told the druggist that his wife was dying and asked him to sell it 
cheaper or let him pay later. But the druggist said "No, I discovered 
the drug and I'm going to make money from it". So Heinz got desparate 
and broke into the man's store to steal the drug for his wife. " 

QUESTION: Should the husband have done.that? Why? 

Examples of Responses 

Stage I 

Stage 2 

Stage 3 

"No. It's not good to steal." (Why?) "If you steal some 
other's things one day he will steal yours, there will be a 
fight between the two and they will just put both in prison. " 

"Yes, because nobody would give him the drug and he had no 
money, because his wife was dying it was right." (Wrong 
not (07) "Yes, because otherwise she will die. " 

"Yes, if he cares for his wife he'!f!iould. If he doesn't steal 
it people will think that he doesn't care for his wife, and is 
very cruel." (Wrong not to?) "Yes, because she would die, 
and people would be sad. And he couldn't replace his wife 
easily, could he?" 
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Stage 4 "He should not have s[Olen--he should have asked for the 
drug and they would give him the drug." (They didn't. ) 
"He should go somewhere else." (Nowhere [0 go.) "He 
should try to work for the drug." (He can't.) 'Then it 
would be riglit ,to steal and not let his wife die because she 
will die and for that moment it would be right--he had to 
steal because his wife would die--lie had to steal for the 
first and last time: It is all right [0 steal when he can't do 
anything else- -for the first and last time and then he should 
go out to work." (His duty?) "It's not his duty to steal, but 
it is his. duty to feed her. " 

Stage 5 "Heinz did only what he had to.' Had 1 been Heinz I would 
probably have done the same ching. In any event, however, 
Heinz must be prepared to go to jail for breaking into a 

,.. store. Breaking into the store was not "right", but the 
lesser of two wrongs." (Is it his duty?) "Every husband 
must decide which of the two wrongs - -letting his wife go 
without the drug or stealing--is greater to him. I would 
steaL II 

Stage 6 "Yes, it was right, human life and the right to it are prior 
to, and more precious than, property rights." (Is it a hUB
band's duty to steal the drug for his wife?) "It is the hus
band's duty to do so. Any good husband whose ethical val
ues were not confused would do it. " 

(b) The "Heinz" story is extended to produce the following dilemma 

'The drug didn't work, and there was no other treatment known 
to medicine which could save Heinz's wife, so the doctor knew she had 
only about six months to live. She was in terrible pain, but she was 
so weak that a good dose of pain-killer like ether or morphine would 
make her die sooner. She was delirious and almost crazy with pain, 
and in her calm periods she would ask the doctor to give her enough 
ether to kill her. She said she couldn't stand the pain and that she was 
going to die in a few months anyway. " 

QUESTION: Should the doctor do what she asks and give her 
the drug that will make her die? Why? 
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