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Heinz Dilemma

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Ethics, Moral Philosophy

1. Core Definition

The Heinz Dilemma is a seminal thought experiment devised by the psychologist Lawrence
Kohlberg in the late 1950s, primarily to investigate and assess an individual's stage of moral
reasoning. This hypothetical scenario presents a complex ethical conflict where there is no
unequivocally "right" or "wrong" answer, forcing participants to articulate the justifications for their
proposed actions. The dilemma serves as a crucial tool within developmental psychology to
understand how individuals apply moral principles and values when confronted with challenging
real-world situations, thereby illuminating the structural progression of their ethical thought.

At its core, the Heinz Dilemma forces a protagonist, Heinz, into an impaossible choice between two
morally contentious actions: breaking the law to save a life or upholding the law while allowing a
life to be lost. The narrative is deliberately constructed to evoke strong emotional and ethical
responses, compelling participants to delve into the underlying principles guiding their moral
judgments. It moves beyond a simple 'yes' or 'no' answer, emphasizing the reasoning process as
the true object of study, a hallmark of Kohlberg's approach to moral development.

The specific narrative of the dilemma unfolds as follows:

Heinz's wife was dying from a particular type of cancer, and doctors indicated that a new drug
might save her.

This drug had been discovered by a local chemist, who was charging ten times the amount it cost
to produce, making it prohibitively expensive.

Despite desperate attempts, Heinz could only raise half of the required money, even after seeking
help from family and friends.

He approached the chemist, explaining his wife's dire condition and pleading for a reduced price or
the option to pay the remaining balance later.

The chemist adamantly refused, asserting his right to profit from his discovery.

Driven by desperation to save his wife's life, Heinz subsequently broke into the chemist's
laboratory and stole the drug.

This vivid scenario immediately presents a clash of fundamental values: the sanctity of life versus
the rule of law and property rights. The brilliance of the Heinz Dilemma lies in its capacity to trigger
deeply personal ethical reflections, making it an enduring and highly effective instrument in moral
psychology and ethical education.
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2. Etymology and Historical Development

The Heinz Dilemma originated as one of several moral dilemmas crafted by "Lawrence Kohlberg®
during his doctoral research at the University of Chicago in 1958. Kohlberg, heavily influenced by
“Jean Piaget's theory of cognitive development’, sought to apply a similar stage-based approach to
moral reasoning. He believed that children's moral judgments evolve through a predictable
sequence of stages, and that these stages are not merely about what one decides is right or
wrong, but fundamentally about the *structure* of the reasoning used to arrive at that decision.

Kohlberg's groundbreaking work emerged at a time when traditional psychological approaches to
morality often focused on moral behaviors or the internalization of societal rules. He challenged
this by proposing that moral development is a process of constructing progressively more
sophisticated ways of thinking about moral problems. To test his hypothesis, Kohlberg developed a
series of moral dilemmas, including the Heinz Dilemma, which were designed to be ambiguous
and involve a conflict between two moral imperatives. These dilemmas were presented to
participants of various ages, and their responses were meticulously analyzed, not for the content of
their decision (e.g., whether Heinz should steal), but for the underlying reasoning they employed.

The Heinz Dilemma became the most famous and widely cited of Kohlberg's dilemmas due to its
poignant portrayal of a life-or-death situation juxtaposed against legal and property rights. Its
widespread use cemented its place as a cornerstone in the study of moral development, providing
a tangible framework for understanding Kohlberg's three levels and six stages of moral reasoning.
Its historical significance is undeniable, having shaped decades of research and discussion in
moral psychology and philosophy.

3. Key Characteristics and Methodology

The methodological power of the Heinz Dilemma stems from its deliberate design to elicit complex
moral reasoning, rather than simple judgments. After presenting the narrative, Kohlberg would
engage participants with a series of probing questions, meticulously crafted to uncover the
underlying cognitive structures of their moral thought. These questions are critical because they
guide the interviewer beyond a superficial "yes" or "no" and into the justifications, principles, and
values informing the participant's stance. The focus is always on the 'why' behind the choice,
reflecting Kohlberg's conviction that the form and structure of moral argument are more telling than
the specific content of the decision itself.

The standard questions Kohlberg would typically pose after recounting the Heinz Dilemma include:

Should Heinz have stolen the drug? Why or why not?
Would it change anything if Heinz did not love his wife? Why or why not?
What if the person dying was a stranger? Would it make any difference? Why or why not?
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Is it important for people to do everything they can to save another's life?
Should the chemist be allowed to charge so much money for the drug? Why or why not?
Should Heinz be punished for stealing the drug? Why or why not?

These questions are strategically designed to force participants to consider various facets of the
dilemma, including personal relationships, universal moral obligations, the role of law, and the
concept of justice. By varying the specifics (e.g., love for wife, identity of the dying person),
Kohlberg could observe if a person's moral reasoning was flexible and adaptive, or if it adhered
rigidly to certain principles. The ambiguity of the situation, coupled with the absence of a clear-cut
"correct” answer, ensures that participants must draw upon their internal moral frameworks to
construct a coherent defense of their position. This meticulous interview process allows
researchers to categorize responses into Kohlberg's predefined stages of moral development,
providing empirical evidence for his theoretical model.

4. Context within Kohlberg's Stages of Moral Development

The Heinz Dilemma is inextricably linked to “Kohlberg's theory of moral development’, serving as
the quintessential example for illustrating his six stages of moral reasoning, grouped into three
primary levels. Each stage represents a distinct perspective on moral judgment, progressing from
egocentric concerns to universal ethical principles. Analyzing responses to the Heinz Dilemma
allows researchers to discern which stage of moral development an individual primarily operates
within, based on the justifications provided for their actions.

At the Preconventional Level (Stages 1 and 2), moral reasoning is externally driven and focused
on self-interest. A Stage 1 (Obedience and Punishment Orientation) response might argue that
Heinz should not steal the drug because he would go to jail, or that he should steal it only if he
won't get caught. The emphasis is on avoiding punishment. A Stage 2 (Individualism and
Exchange) response might suggest Heinz should steal the drug because he needs his wife, or
perhaps that he should only steal it if he promises to pay the chemist back later, viewing the act as
a transaction. The reasoning here is about what benefits the individual or fulfills their needs.

The Conventional Level (Stages 3 and 4) marks a shift towards conforming to societal norms and
expectations. A Stage 3 (Good Interpersonal Relationships) response might argue Heinz should
steal the drug because a "good husband" would do anything to save his wife, or that people would
think poorly of him if he didn't. The focus is on living up to the expectations of others and
maintaining good relationships. A Stage 4 (Maintaining the Social Order) response would
emphasize that Heinz should not steal because stealing is against the law, and if everyone stole,
society would descend into chaos. This stage prioritizes obeying laws and duties to maintain social
order, regardless of personal feelings.

Finally, the Postconventional Level (Stages 5 and 6) represents the most advanced forms of
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moral reasoning, where individuals operate based on abstract principles and universal ethical
ideals. A Stage 5 (Social Contract and Individual Rights) response might argue that while stealing
is wrong, the right to life is a more fundamental human right that supersedes property rights,
especially when a life is at stake. It recognizes that laws are social contracts that can sometimes
be ethically challenged. A Stage 6 (Universal Ethical Principles) response would articulate a
commitment to universal principles of justice, equality, and human dignity, asserting that saving a
human life is an absolute moral imperative that transcends any existing laws or personal gain. This
stage involves an autonomous commitment to self-chosen ethical principles, even if they conflict
with legal statutes.

By carefully analyzing the justifications provided for Heinz's actions, and not merely the actions
themselves, the dilemma effectively categorizes an individual's moral perspective within this
developmental framework, providing profound insights into the complexity and evolution of human
ethical thought.

5. Ethical Frameworks Explored

Beyond its utility in developmental psychology, the Heinz Dilemma serves as a powerful
pedagogical tool for exploring various classical “ethical frameworks™ in moral philosophy. The
scenario inherently pits different moral theories against each other, forcing participants to implicitly
or explicitly adopt a particular philosophical stance when justifying their resolution to Heinz's
predicament. This makes the dilemma invaluable for illustrating the practical application and
occasional conflicts between theoretical ethical systems.

One prominent framework brought to the forefront is ‘Deontology’, an ethics of duty or rules,
famously associated with Immanuel Kant. A deontological perspective might argue that stealing is
inherently wrong, regardless of the consequences, because it violates a universal moral law or
duty. From this viewpoint, Heinz should not steal the drug, even to save his wife, because the act
of theft itself is morally impermissible. Conversely, a deontologist might also argue that Heinz has a
duty to protect his wife's life, and this duty could be seen as a higher moral imperative than the
duty to uphold property law, thus creating an internal conflict within the deontological framework
itself.

In contrast, "Consequentialism™ or "Utilitarianism’, which posits that the morality of an action is
determined by its outcome, offers a different lens. A utilitarian perspective would likely weigh the
consequences of stealing versus not stealing. Saving a life (a great good) would typically outweigh
the harm of theft (a lesser harm, especially when considering the chemist's exorbitant price
gouging). Therefore, from a purely utilitarian standpoint, Heinz would be justified in stealing the
drug because it leads to the greatest good for the greatest number, or at least prevents the
greatest harm (the death of his wife). The focus here is on the maximization of positive outcomes
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and minimization of negative ones.

The dilemma also touches upon “Virtue Ethics’, which emphasizes the character of the moral
agent rather than rules or consequences. A virtue ethicist might ask: What would a virtuous person
do in this situation? A virtuous person might demonstrate compassion, courage, and a commitment
to justice. Would allowing one's wife to die when there is an option to save her be considered
virtuous? Or would stealing, even for a noble cause, contradict virtues like honesty and respect for
law? The answer would depend on which virtues are prioritized and how they are balanced in the
specific context.

Furthermore, the dilemma can be analyzed through the lens of "Ethics of Care’, a framework often
associated with Carol Gilligan's critique of Kohlberg. An ethics of care perspective would likely
prioritize the relational aspect--Heinz's responsibility and love for his wife--and the need to maintain
human connection and well-being. This approach might emphasize empathy, responsiveness, and
the preservation of relationships over abstract principles of justice or law. The Heinz Dilemma,
therefore, serves as a rich testing ground for understanding how these diverse ethical philosophies
inform and potentially conflict within real-world moral decision-making.

6. Significance and Impact

The Heinz Dilemma has had a profound and lasting impact on the fields of psychology, ethics, and
education, cementing its status as one of the most significant and recognizable thought
experiments in modern moral philosophy and psychological research. Its enduring significance lies
in its ability to transcend a simple narrative, becoming a powerful metaphor for the complexities
inherent in human moral judgment and development. For decades, it has served as a foundational
tool for researchers aiming to map the intricate pathways of ethical reasoning, providing empirical
data for theories of moral growth and understanding.

In psychology, particularly developmental psychology, the dilemma has been instrumental in
validating and refining "Kohlberg's stages of moral development’. It has allowed researchers to
systematically study how moral reasoning evolves across the lifespan, from childhood through
adulthood, revealing how individuals gradually move from self-centered considerations to more
abstract and universal ethical principles. The dilemma's standardized nature has enabled cross-
cultural comparisons, contributing to debates about the universality versus cultural specificity of
moral development. It has also spurred further research into the cognitive processes underlying
moral decision-making, influencing theories of social cognition and moral intuition.

Beyond academia, the Heinz Dilemma has found widespread application in educational settings,
from high school ethics classes to university-level philosophy and psychology courses. It provides
a concrete, relatable scenario that engages students in robust discussions about justice, law,
compassion, and personal responsibility. Educators use it to foster critical thinking skills,
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encourage ethical discourse, and help individuals articulate their own moral frameworks. By
challenging individuals to confront conflicting moral imperatives, the dilemma cultivates an
appreciation for the nuances of ethical problems and the varied perspectives that can be brought to
bear on them.

Moreover, the dilemma has contributed to broader philosophical discussions about the nature of
morality itself. It highlights the tension between competing ethical frameworks--deontology,
consequentialism, virtue ethics, and ethics of care--and forces individuals to consider which
principles they prioritize when faced with an agonizing choice. Its enduring relevance underscores
the ongoing human quest to understand the origins and structure of our moral compass, making it
a timeless tool for exploring the very essence of what it means to be a moral agent.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread adoption and significant impact, the Heinz Dilemma, along with Kohlberg's
broader theory, has faced substantial debates and criticisms. These critiques have primarily
centered on methodological issues, potential biases, and the generalizability of the findings derived
from such hypothetical scenarios. Addressing these limitations has led to further refinements in
moral psychology and a broader understanding of the multifaceted nature of human morality.

One of the most prominent criticisms came from “Carol Gilligan®, a former student and colleague of
Kohlberg's. Gilligan argued that Kohlberg's theory, and by extension the Heinz Dilemma, exhibited
a strong gender bias, favoring a "justice orientation" (typically associated with male moral
reasoning) over an "ethics of care" (which she observed more frequently in female moral
reasoning). She contended that women often prioritize relationships, empathy, and the
preservation of connections when making moral decisions, a perspective that Kohlberg's dilemmas
were not adequately designed to capture or value, potentially categorizing women at lower stages
of moral development. Gilligan's work spurred a significant re-evaluation of how moral
development is assessed and led to a greater appreciation for different moral voices.

Another significant area of debate concerns the dilemma's “cultural bias™. Critics have questioned
whether the moral principles embedded within the Heinz Dilemma and Kohlberg's stages are
universally applicable across all cultures. The dilemma's focus on individual rights, property laws,
and abstract justice may not resonate equally in collectivist cultures, where communal harmony,
social obligations, or religious doctrines might take precedence. This raises concerns about the
ecological validity of the theory and its tools when applied outside of Western, individualistic
societies, suggesting that culturally specific moral frameworks might be overlooked or
misinterpreted.

Furthermore, the hypothetical nature of the Heinz Dilemma has been a point of contention. Critics
argue that responses to a hypothetical scenario, particularly one as extreme as the Heinz
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Dilemma, may not accurately reflect an individual's moral behavior in real-life situations. The
cognitive processes involved in theoretical problem-solving can differ significantly from those
invoked under actual emotional pressure, social consequences, and personal risk. There can be a
notable disconnect between moral reasoning (what one says they would do or should do) and
moral action (what one actually does). This highlights the challenge of predicting real-world ethical
conduct based solely on responses to abstract dilemmas.

Finally, some critigues focus on the inherent difficulty in precisely defining and objectively
measuring "moral development.” The interpretation of responses can be subjective, and the linear
progression implied by Kohlberg's stages may oversimplify the complex, often non-linear, nature of
moral growth. While the Heinz Dilemma remains a powerful educational and research tool, these
debates have led to a more nuanced understanding of moral psychology, emphasizing the
importance of context, gender, culture, and the interplay between thought and action in ethical
decision-making.
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