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Lawrence Kohlberg

Born: 1927 | Died: 1987

Nationality: American

Primary Field(s): Developmental Psychology, Moral Development, Education, Philosophy

1. Summary

Lawrence Kohlberg (1927-1987) was a highly influential American psychologist renowned for his

groundbreaking work on the theory of stages of moral development. Building significantly upon the

cognitive developmental framework established by Jean Piaget, Kohlberg dedicated his career to

understanding how individuals develop moral reasoning and ethical behavior over their lifespan.

His research posited that moral judgment progresses through a universal sequence of stages,

fundamentally driven by an individual's evolving understanding of justice and fairness. This

theoretical framework provided a systematic approach to studying moral philosophy through a

psychological lens, offering profound insights into the human capacity for ethical decision-making.

Kohlberg's extensive research involved presenting subjects with hypothetical moral dilemmas,

such as the famous "Heinz dilemma," to analyze their reasoning processes rather than merely their

ultimate decisions. From these qualitative analyses, he delineated a comprehensive model that not

only described the progression of moral thought but also implied that higher stages of moral

development reflected a more sophisticated and principled understanding of ethical imperatives.

His work transcended purely descriptive psychology, venturing into normative claims about what

constitutes advanced moral reasoning, thereby profoundly impacting the fields of developmental

psychology, educational theory, and moral philosophy.

2. Key Contributions

Stages of Moral Development: Kohlberg's most significant contribution is his six-stage theory of

moral development, categorized into three overarching levels: Pre-conventional, Conventional, and

Post-conventional. This model posits that moral reasoning evolves from a self-interested

perspective (pre-conventional) to a societal perspective (conventional) and finally to a principled,

abstract understanding of justice (post-conventional). He argued that these stages are invariant

and hierarchical, meaning individuals must pass through each stage in order and cannot regress.

Justice as the Foundation of Moral Reasoning: A central tenet of Kohlberg's theory is that

moral judgment is primarily concerned with justice. He believed that individuals, when faced with

moral conflicts, strive to resolve them in a way that aligns with principles of fairness, equality, and

rights. This emphasis on justice distinguished his work and provided a strong philosophical

underpinning to his psychological model, linking moral development directly to the pursuit of
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equitable solutions.

Cognitive-Developmental Approach to Ethics: Kohlberg extended Piaget's cognitive-

developmental theory into the domain of morality. He demonstrated that moral reasoning is not

merely an internalization of societal rules or an outcome of emotional responses, but an active

process of constructing meaning and understanding ethical principles. This approach emphasized

the individual's active role in constructing their moral framework through interaction with their

environment and reflection on moral problems.

Moral Education: Beyond theoretical contributions, Kohlberg was a staunch advocate for moral

education in schools. He proposed that educators could facilitate moral development by exposing

students to moral dilemmas and fostering discussions that encourage higher-level reasoning. He

developed the "Just Community" approach, an educational model where students participate in

democratic decision-making to create a fair and just school environment, thereby providing

practical applications for his theoretical constructs.

3. Intellectual Context and Impact

Kohlberg's intellectual journey was deeply rooted in the traditions of cognitive psychology and

philosophy. His work directly built upon the foundational theories of Jean Piaget, particularly

Piaget's stages of cognitive development and his nascent ideas on moral judgment. Kohlberg

expanded Piaget's two stages of moral development (heteronomous and autonomous morality)

into a more nuanced and extensive six-stage model, providing greater detail on the cognitive

structures underlying moral reasoning. He shared Piaget's constructivist view, believing that

individuals actively construct their understanding of morality rather than passively absorbing it.

Beyond Piaget, Kohlberg drew inspiration from philosophical traditions, especially those

emphasizing universal ethical principles and justice, such as the works of Immanuel Kant and John

Rawls. His focus on justice as the bedrock of moral reasoning aligned with Kantian ethics, which

posits that moral actions are those performed out of duty to universal moral laws. Similarly, Rawls's

concept of "justice as fairness" and the "original position" resonated with Kohlberg's search for

universal principles that could define higher stages of moral judgment, independent of cultural

relativism. This interdisciplinary approach cemented his theory's standing as both a psychological

and philosophical contribution.

The impact of Kohlberg's theory on developmental psychology and education has been profound

and enduring. His framework provided a powerful tool for researchers to study moral reasoning,

sparking countless empirical investigations and theoretical debates. In education, his work led to

the development of specific curricula and pedagogical approaches aimed at fostering moral

development, moving beyond simple character education to cultivate critical ethical thinking.

Furthermore, his theory stimulated a vigorous discourse on the nature of morality itself, influencing
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subsequent theories of prosocial behavior, empathy, and moral identity.

4. Major Works

The Philosophy of Moral Development: Moral Stages and the Idea of Justice (1981)

The Psychology of Moral Development: The Nature and Validity of Moral Stages (1984)

Moral Stages: A Current Formulation and a Response to Critics (1983, with C. Levine and A.

Hewer)

Collected Papers on Moral Development and Moral Education (1973)

5. Criticisms and Debates

Despite its widespread influence, Kohlberg's theory has faced significant criticisms and generated

substantial academic debate, primarily concerning its universality, methodological approach, and

potential gender bias. One of the most prominent critiques came from his former student, Carol

Gilligan, who argued that Kohlberg's theory was inherently biased towards a male perspective,

emphasizing an "ethic of justice" over an "ethic of care." Gilligan contended that women often

prioritize relationships, compassion, and interdependence in their moral reasoning, which

Kohlberg's framework, focused on abstract principles of justice, might misinterpret as a lower stage

of moral development. This critique sparked a broader discussion about gender differences in

moral reasoning and the potential for Western, male-centric biases in psychological theories.

Another major point of contention revolves around the universality of Kohlberg's stages across

different cultures. Critics have argued that his theory, developed primarily through studies with

Western male subjects, may not adequately capture the complexities of moral development in non-

Western societies, where communal values, religious doctrines, or hierarchical social structures

might shape moral reasoning differently than individualistic notions of justice. While Kohlberg

maintained that the sequence of stages was universal, the specific content and priorities of moral

reasoning could vary, leading to ongoing debates about the cross-cultural applicability and cultural

relativity of his model.

Methodological concerns have also been raised, particularly regarding the reliance on hypothetical

moral dilemmas to assess reasoning. Critics questioned whether an individual's verbal responses

to abstract scenarios accurately reflect their moral behavior in real-life situations. The gap between

moral reasoning and moral action is a well-documented phenomenon, and some argue that

Kohlberg's focus on cognitive processes neglected the emotional, volitional, and contextual factors

that profoundly influence actual ethical choices. Furthermore, the abstract nature of the post-

conventional stages has been challenging to empirically validate, with very few individuals
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consistently demonstrating reasoning at these highest levels, leading to questions about their

empirical reality and generalizability.

6. Further Reading
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