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MORALITY OF COOPERATION

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Developmental Psychology, Moral Psychology, Educational Theory

1. Core Definition

The Morality of Cooperation represents the second major stage in the framework of moral
development initially proposed by the seminal Swiss psychologist, Jean Piaget. This stage typically
emerges in children around the age of ten or eleven and signifies a profound shift from
heteronomous morality (rules dictated by authority) to autonomous morality (rules based on
mutual respect and consent). At this developmental level, moral judgment is no longer solely
focused on the outcome or the external punishment associated with an action, but rather
incorporates the actor's intentions, the context of the situation, and the principle of equity. The
defining characteristic of the Morality of Cooperation is the recognition that moral rules are not
immutable, sacred decrees, but are instead social conventions--constructs agreed upon by peers
and societal members for mutual benefit and successful social interaction.

Children operating within the Morality of Cooperation understand that rules serve a purpose and
that their validity stems from the mutual agreement of those governed by them. Consequently, they
perceive rules as flexible instruments that can be challenged, negotiated, or modified, provided that
all concerned parties consent to the changes. This shift is deeply rooted in the child's increasing
cognitive ability to decenter--that is, to view situations from multiple perspectives--and the
development of genuine mutual respect among peers, especially through collaborative play and
interaction. Unlike the younger child who equates strict adherence to rules with goodness, the
older child focuses on the spirit of the rule, emphasizing fairness, reciprocity, and the maintenance
of relationships over rigid compliance.

Furthermore, this concept implies a transition from a morality based on constraint, where unilateral
respect for authority figures dominates, to a morality based on reciprocity and equity. Moral
decisions are increasingly guided by the "Golden Rule"--treating others as one would wish to be
treated. When a transgression occurs, the child in the cooperative stage favors disciplinary
measures that involve restitution or reparation, aiming to restore the social balance, rather than
harsh, arbitrary, or expiatory punishment favored during the preceding stage. The capacity to
engage in reasoned debate about fairness and to accept responsibility for maintaining group
cohesion underscores the maturity inherent in the Morality of Cooperation.

2. Theoretical Origin and Historical Development

The conceptual foundation for the Morality of Cooperation was established in Piaget's
groundbreaking 1932 work, The Moral Judgment of the Child. Piaget utilized clinical interviews and
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observations of children playing games, particularly marbles, to deduce the underlying cognitive
structures that govern moral reasoning. He observed a distinct progression in how children
understood and applied rules, moving from an early, dogmatic reverence for tradition toward a
relativistic, participatory understanding. This investigation revealed that moral development is not
merely the internalization of societal norms, but an active, constructive process intrinsically linked
to cognitive maturation and social experiences, particularly interaction with peers rather than just
adults.

Piaget's identification of the Morality of Cooperation as a developmental milestone challenged
earlier views that morality was solely learned through reinforcement or passive absorption of
parental commands. He argued that the true moral sense--the capacity for moral autonomy--
could only emerge when the child had sufficient cognitive tools to analyze social relationships,
understand contractual agreements, and appreciate the value of democratic negotiation. The
historical context of the 1930s saw psychology grappling with the nature versus nurture debate,
and Piaget positioned this stage as evidence that peer interaction, free from the hierarchical
pressure of adult authority, was the critical mechanism driving the evolution toward genuine moral
reasoning. The structure of cooperation inherently demands the development of operational
thought, allowing the child to reverse operations, understand multiple simultaneous variables (e.g.,
intention and outcome), and achieve cognitive equilibrium.

The subsequent adoption and expansion of this framework by Lawrence Kohlberg, who detailed a

more granular, six-stage model of moral development, cemented the Morality of Cooperation's
place in psychology. Piaget's stage corresponds roughly to Kohlberg's transitional phase between
the Conventional and Post-Conventional levels, where social order and mutual maintenance of
relationships become paramount. While Kohlberg refined the methodology and extended the
stages into adulthood, the core insight--that true morality involves autonomous judgment based on
internalized, generalized principles of justice and fairness derived from cooperative interaction--
remains fundamentally Piagetian and defines this critical concept.

3. Key Characteristics of Cooperative Morality

A child operating within the Morality of Cooperation exhibits several distinct intellectual and
behavioral characteristics that differentiate them from younger, heteronomous thinkers. Central to
this stage is the shift in how intention vs. consequence is weighed. In judging actions, the
cooperative child recognizes that the subjective intent of the actor is significantly more important
than the magnitude of the material damage caused. For example, a child who accidentally breaks
ten cups while helping is seen as less culpable than a child who purposefully breaks one cup out of
spite or disobedience, a judgment inverted in the Morality of Constraint.

Another key characteristic is the understanding of reciprocity and contractual justice. Moral
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obligations are seen as two-way streets. Rules are not just commands to be obeyed, but mutual
promises to uphold certain standards of behavior necessary for successful group functioning. This
awareness leads to the ability to engage in complex negotiations and compromises, fostering
democratic principles even in simple games. If a rule proves unfair or impractical, the group has
the collective moral authority to change it, provided the change is accepted through consensus,
highlighting the concept of rules as living, mutable social instruments rather than static dogmas.

Furthermore, the emphasis on equity over equality emerges strongly. While younger children
might insist on identical treatment (strict equality), children in the cooperative stage begin to
appreciate that justice sometimes requires differential treatment based on need, effort, or
extenuating circumstances (equity). This sophisticated understanding allows for flexibility and
compassion in moral judgments, moving beyond the strict, legalistic application of rules. The goal
of punishment shifts from "eye for an eye" (expiatory punishment) to restitution and
rehabilitation, where the focus is on repairing the damage done to the social relationship and
ensuring the offender understands the impact of their actions on the collective.

4. Contrast with Morality of Constraint (Preoperational Stage)

To fully appreciate the Morality of Cooperation, it must be understood in stark contrast to the
preceding stage, the Morality of Constraint (or Heteronomous Morality), which typically governs
moral reasoning in children between the ages of 5 and 9. Constraint morality is fundamentally
characterized by unilateral respect for adult authority. The rules are viewed as sacred,
unchangeable, and external entities imposed by powerful figures (parents, teachers, God). The
child believes these rules have existed forever and cannot be modified under any circumstances.

The difference in judgment is evident in how fairness is defined. Under constraint, justice is
immanent; the child believes that if a rule is broken, punishment is inevitable, often unrelated to
the actual action (e.g., a broken dish is punishment for an earlier lie). Furthermore, moral
responsibility is judged by objective consequences rather than subjective intent. The child cannot
yet fully decenter; they struggle to simultaneously hold the intention and the outcome in mind,
leading them to focus exclusively on the visible damage. This rigid, non-negotiable adherence to
external authority means that the child's moral compass is entirely dictated by external control,
lacking the internal moral compass found in the cooperative stage.

The transition from constraint to cooperation is fundamentally a transition from a social structure
based on hierarchy and coercion (adult-child relationships) to a structure based on equality and
negotiation (peer-peer relationships). Piaget argued that only when children shed the
overwhelming power dynamic of adult authority and engage with equals are they forced to consider
alternative viewpoints, compromise, and develop the logical necessity of fair rules. Therefore, the
Morality of Cooperation represents a necessary psychological emancipation from authoritarian
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dictates, enabling the child to construct genuinely moral, self-governed principles.

5. Significance within Developmental Theory

The articulation of the Morality of Cooperation holds immense significance within developmental
and educational psychology. It provided a powerful cognitive explanation for moral development,
arguing that the ability to reason morally is directly tied to the development of cognitive operations,
such as decentering and logical deduction. Prior to Piaget, morality was often treated as a simple
matter of learning prohibitions and rewards; Piaget demonstrated it was a sophisticated intellectual
achievement, fundamentally shaping how we understand the relationship between mind and
ethics.

In the realm of education, the implications of the Morality of Cooperation are profound.
Recognizing that children in this stage are capable of, and benefit from, democratic processes
suggests that educational environments should prioritize opportunities for mutual problem-solving,
collaborative learning, and genuine student input regarding classroom rules and discipline.
Educators informed by this concept encourage students to resolve conflicts through negotiation,
understand the rationale behind rules, and participate actively in creating a fair social environment,
thereby moving beyond rote obedience toward true ethical engagement.

Furthermore, this concept served as the critical precursor to Kohlberg's influential stages. While
Kohlberg refined the methodology and provided a longitudinal view, his entire post-conventional
level--the highest achievement of moral reasoning based on universal ethical principles--is
predicated on the autonomous, reflective capacity first observed by Piaget in the Morality of
Cooperation. It established the principle that moral development continues through adolescence
and into adulthood, but only after the foundation of autonomous, peer-based cooperation is firmly
established in late childhood.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its foundational status, the Morality of Cooperation, and Piaget's overall moral schema,
has faced several important criticisms. One primary debate centers on the rigidity of the age
boundaries. Critics argue that moral development is not a uniform, stage-like progression tied
precisely to the ages of 10 or 11; rather, children often display elements of both constraint and
cooperation depending on the specific situation, the type of rule being broken (e.g., a moral rule
versus a social conventional rule), and the presence of authority figures. A child might behave
autonomously with peers but regress to heteronomy when interacting with a highly intimidating
adult.

A second significant criticism, often raised by researchers like Turiel, involves Piaget's failure to
adequately distinguish between moral rules (which concern welfare, fairness, and rights) and
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social conventional rules (which concern etiquette, dress codes, and social organization). Critics
suggest that children understand the flexibility of social conventions much earlier than Piaget
proposed, but they view fundamental moral rules as less flexible, even in the cooperative stage.
Piaget's methodology, which relied heavily on responses to hypothetical dilemmas and rule-based
games, may have obscured this crucial distinction in children's judgments.

Finally, some cross-cultural studies have gquestioned the universality of the transition mechanism.
While the progression from constraint to cooperation generally holds, the emphasis on individual
autonomy and peer negotiation characteristic of Western, democratic societies might not translate
directly to highly collectivistic or hierarchical cultures, where respect for age and tradition remains a
dominant factor well into adolescence. These critiques do not invalidate the existence of the
cooperative stage but suggest that the pathways to moral autonomy are mediated by cultural
context and the specific demands of the social environment.

7. Further Reading

Jean Piaget - Wikipedia

Piaget's Theory of Moral Development (Simply Psychology)

Lawrence Kohlberg - Wikipedia
The Moral Judgment of the Child (1932) Summary and Analysis
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