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In the realm of moral development theories, Lawrence Kohlberg’s model has long been a foundational
framework. However, contemporary psychologists and scholars have critiqued its assumptions and
conclusions. One notable critic, Jonathan Haidt, has argued that Kohlberg’s theory contains significant flaws,
particularly in its positing that moral reasoning is primarily a cognitive process independent of emotional
influences. This article explores the assertion that, according to Haidt, one of the major flaws in Kohlberg's
theory is that it overemphasizes rational moral reasoning at the expense of emotional and intuitive factors.
We will analyze the core criticisms, the differences between Kohlberg’s and Haidt’s perspectives, and the

implications for understanding moral development.

Understanding Kohlberg’s Moral Development Theory

Basic Premises of Kohlberg’s Model

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is built around the idea that individuals progress through a series
of stages characterized by increasingly sophisticated reasoning about moral issues. The stages are:

1. Pre-conventional Level: Focused on obedience and self-interest

2. Conventional Level: Centered on social approval and maintaining social order

3. Post-conventional Level: Involving abstract principles and universal ethical values

Kohlberg believed that moral development advances as individuals move from a focus on external

authority and consequences to internalized moral principles.

Focus on Cognitive Reasoning

A critical aspect of Kohlberg’s model is the emphasis on moral reasoning—the justification individuals give



for their moral decisions. He argued that moral development is primarily a cognitive process, with the
stages reflecting increasingly complex reasoning about right and wrong. According to Kohlberg, the
capacity for moral reasoning develops through social interactions and education, leading to more abstract and

principled thinking.

The Critique by Jonathan Haidt: The Major Flaw

Haidt’s Moral Psychology Framework

Jonathan Haidt, a social psychologist, offers a different perspective rooted in moral psychology. He
emphasizes the importance of emotion, intuition, and social context in moral judgments. His “Social
Intuitionist Model” suggests that moral reasoning often occurs after an intuitive emotional response, serving

mainly as a post hoc justification rather than the primary driver of moral decisions.

The Flaw Identified: Overemphasis on Rationality

According to Haidt, one of the major flaws in Kohlberg’s theory is that it overemphasizes the role of

rational, conscious reasoning in moral development. Specifically, Haidt argues that:

1. The theory assumes that moral judgments are primarily the result of deliberate reasoning.
2. It neglects the influence of automatic emotional responses and intuitive judgments.

3. This leads to an incomplete understanding of how people actually make moral decisions in real life.

Haidt contends that humans are “intuitive” creatures, and moral reasoning often functions as a way to

justify intuitive reactions, not to initiate them.

Supporting Arguments for Haidt’s Critique

Empirical Evidence from Moral Psychology

Research in moral psychology supports Haidt’s critique by demonstrating that:



1. Most moral judgments are made quickly and automatically.
2. People often experience emotional reactions before they can articulate a reasoned justification.

3. When prompted to justify their moral judgments, individuals tend to generate post hoc

rationalizations rather than original reasoning processes.

For example, experiments involving moral dilemmas like the trolley problem show that emotional

engagement influences moral choices more than abstract reasoning.

The Role of Emotions in Moral Decision-Making

Haidt emphasizes that emotions such as disgust, anger, and empathy are central to moral judgments. These
emotional responses:

1. Occur rapidly and automatically

2. Guide initial moral intuitions

3. Shape subsequent reasoning and justification

This contrasts sharply with Kohlberg’s view, which posits that moral reasoning is the primary mechanism.

Limitations of Kohlberg’s Stage Model

Haidt and other critics point out that Kohlberg’s model:

e Undervalues the influence of social and cultural contexts
e Ignores the diversity of moral intuitions across individuals and cultures

e Focuses mainly on moral reasoning in hypothetical dilemmas rather than real-life decisions

This results in a potentially narrow view of moral development that does not fully account for the

complexity of human moral psychology.



Implications of the Critique for Moral Education and

Development

Rethinking Moral Development

If Haidt’s critique is valid, it suggests that moral education should:

1. Address emotional and intuitive aspects of morality, not just reasoning skills
2. Encourage empathy and emotional understanding alongside cognitive moral reasoning

3. Recognize the influence of social and cultural contexts on moral judgments

This broader approach might lead to more effective moral development programs that resonate with how

people naturally process moral issues.

Integrating Reason and Emotion

A balanced view of moral development would consider both Kohlberg’s emphasis on reasoning and Haidt’s

emphasis on emotion:

¢ Supporting the development of sophisticated reasoning skills
¢ Fostering emotional awareness and moral intuition

¢ Creating environments where moral discussions include emotional and social dimensions

Such integration could provide a more comprehensive understanding of how morality operates in

everyday life.

Conclusion: Is the Flaw Valid?

The assertion that, according to Haidt, one of the major flaws in Kohlberg’s theory is that it overemphasizes



rationality is well-founded. Empirical evidence from moral psychology supports the idea that emotions and
intuitions are central to moral judgments, often preceding and shaping reasoning. While Kohlberg’s model
captures important aspects of moral development, its neglect of emotional and social influences limits its

explanatory power.

In summary, Haidt’s critique highlights the importance of viewing morality as a complex interplay
between reasoning, emotion, intuition, and social context. Recognizing this complexity can lead to more
nuanced theories and better practices in moral education, therapy, and social policy. As the field advances,
integrating insights from Kohlberg and Haidt may offer the most comprehensive understanding of moral

development, acknowledging both rational capacities and emotional influences.

Meta Description: Explore whether, according to Haidt, one of the major flaws in Kohlberg's theory is its
overemphasis on rational moral reasoning. Understand the debate between cognitive and emotional

influences on moral development.

Frequently Asked Questions

True or False: According to Haidt, one of the major flaws in Kohlberg's
theory is that it posits that moral development is solely based on cognitive

reasoning.

True

True or False: Haidt criticizes Kohlberg's theory for neglecting the role of

intuition and emotion in moral decision-making.

True

True or False: According to Haidt, Kohlberg's theory assumes that moral

reasoning always precedes moral action, which is considered a flaw.

True

True or False: Haidt believes that Kohlberg's theory overemphasizes

justice and fairness, ignoring other moral dimensions.

True



True or False: Based on Haidt's critique, Kohlberg's theory is criticized for
being culturally biased and not accounting for cultural differences in
morality.

True

True or False: Haidt argues that Kohlberg's emphasis on individual rights

neglects the importance of social relationships and community values.

True

True or False: According to Haidt, Kohlberg's theory assumes that moral

development is a universal process, which he considers a flaw.

True

True or False: Haidt's critique suggests that Kohlberg's model does not
adequately incorporate the influence of social and emotional factors on

moral judgments.

True

True or False: Haidt challenges Kohlberg's claim that moral reasoning is

the primary driver of moral behavior, citing evidence from social

psychology.

True

True or False: According to Haidt, one of the major flaws in Kohlberg's
theory is that it is too focused on moral dilemmas involving justice,

ignoring other moral domains.

True
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The debate surrounding moral development theories has persisted for decades, with prominent
psychologists offering diverse perspectives on how humans acquire and refine their moral reasoning.
Among these, Lawrence Kohlberg's stage theory of moral development has been particularly influential.
However, in recent years, social psychologist Jonathan Haidt has critically examined Kohlberg's
framework, highlighting its limitations and underlying assumptions. This article explores whether Haidt
considers one of Kohlberg’s major flaws to be its foundational premise, elaborating on the nuances of his

critique and the broader implications for understanding moral psychology.

Understanding Kohlberg’s Moral Development Theory

The Foundations of Kohlberg’s Model

Lawrence Kohlberg, building upon Piaget’s cognitive development theory, proposed a stage-based model
that describes how individuals progress through increasingly sophisticated levels of moral reasoning. His

framework delineates six stages grouped into three levels:

- Pre-conventional Level: Focused on obedience and self-interest.
- Conventional Level: Emphasizes social approval and law-and-order.

- Post-conventional Level: Centers on universal ethical principles and individual conscience.

Kohlberg argued that moral development follows a predictable sequence, with individuals moving from

egocentric reasoning to principled moral thinking.

The Underlying Assumption: Moral Reasoning as the Path to Moral

Action

A key premise of Kohlberg’s theory is that moral reasoning — the way individuals justify their actions —
directly correlates with moral behavior. This assumption suggests that higher-stage reasoning reflects more

mature, ethical decision-making, and that moral growth involves progressing through these stages.



Haidt’s Critique of Kohlberg’s Theory

Who Is Jonathan Haidt?

Jonathan Haidt is a renowned social psychologist whose research explores moral psychology, intuitions, and
the evolutionary basis of morality. Unlike Kohlberg, who emphasizes moral reasoning, Haidt emphasizes

the role of intuitions and emotions in moral judgment, often challenging traditional rationalist models.

Haidt’s Fundamental Criticism

Haidt’s primary critique revolves around the idea that Kohlberg’s theory overemphasizes moral reasoning
at the expense of moral intuition and emotion. He argues that humans are not primarily moral reasoners
who deliberate rationally about ethical dilemmas. Instead, they are moral intuitives, with reasoning often

serving as a post hoc justification for intuitive judgments.
Key aspects of Haidt’s critique include:

- Moral Reasoning Is Not the Primary Driver: Evidence suggests that people make moral judgments
instinctively, and reasoning is invoked afterward to justify their gut reactions.

- Limited Cross-Cultural Validity: Kohlberg’s stages were developed mainly from Western, male-centric
samples, raising questions about their universality.

- Overlooking Moral Emotions: Emotions such as disgust, empathy, and outrage play critical roles in moral

judgments, which Kohlberg’s reasoning-centric model neglects.

Implications of Haidt’s View on Kohlberg’s Stages

According to Haidt, the focus on moral reasoning as the hallmark of moral development is flawed because it
ignores the complexity of moral cognition, which is often driven by intuitive processes. From Haidt’s
perspective, Kohlberg’s model may misrepresent how moral maturity manifests in real-world decision-

making.

The Major Flaw According to Haidt: The Overemphasis on Moral



Reasoning

Is Kohlberg’s Theory Flawed Because It Posits That Moral Reasoning Is
Central?

The core of Haidt's critique is that Kohlberg assumes moral reasoning is both necessary and sufficient for

moral development. Haidt argues this is a false premise because:

- Moral judgments often occur automatically before conscious reasoning.

- Reasoning functions more as a post hoc rationalization rather than the driver of moral change or
judgment.

- Moral intuitions are innate and evolutionarily hardwired, serving as quick, adaptive responses to social

situations.

This critique suggests that the assumption that moral reasoning indicates moral maturity is misguided.
Instead, moral development might be better understood as evolving through strengthening intuitive

responses and emotional understanding, with reasoning playing a secondary role.

Research Supporting Haidt’s View

Numerous studies bolster Haidt’s position:

- The Social Intuitionist Model: Proposed by Haidt himself, this model emphasizes the primacy of moral
intuitions, with reasoning acting as a tool for justification.

- The Trolley Problem and Moral Dilemmas: Experiments show that people's judgments are often made
instinctively, with reasoning only invoked afterward.

- Cross-cultural research: Demonstrates that moral judgments vary significantly across cultures, challenging

Kohlberg’s universality claim.

Consequences of Viewing Moral Development Through Haidt’s

Lens



Reevaluating Moral Education and Development

If Haidt’s critique is valid, it implies that moral education should focus more on nurturing moral intuitions
and emotional understanding rather than solely fostering rational moral reasoning. Practical implications

include:

- Emphasizing empathy, emotional regulation, and social cohesion.
- Recognizing that moral growth involves aligning intuitive responses with ethical principles.

- Developing interventions that target moral emotions directly.

Understanding Moral Progress and Regression

Haidt’s perspective suggests that moral progress may involve cultivating better intuitive responses rather
than merely advancing through cognitive stages. Conversely, moral regression could occur when intuitive

responses become warped by biases or emotional triggers.

Limitations of Kohlberg’s Model in Addressing Moral Complexity

Kohlberg’s model, with its linear stages, may oversimplify the fluid, context-dependent nature of moral
judgments. Haidt advocates for a more nuanced understanding that recognizes the interplay of intuition,

emotion, and reasoning.

Is the Flaw That Haidt Identifies Truly "Major"? A Critical
Analysis

Strengths of Haidt’s Critique

- Highlights the importance of moral emotions and intuitions, supported by empirical research.
- Provides a more comprehensive framework for understanding moral psychology.
- Explains why individuals may appear to reason differently in various contexts, despite similar intuitive

judgments.



Limitations or Counterarguments

- Some scholars argue that reasoning can influence moral development, especially in complex ethical
dilemmas requiring deliberate thought.

- Kohlberg’s stages might still capture an essential aspect of moral maturity, especially in formal moral
reasoning and ethical debate.

- The dichotomy between reasoning and intuition may be overstated; both are intertwined in moral

cognition.

Conclusion: True or False?

While Haidt convincingly demonstrates that moral intuitions and emotions play a central role in moral
judgment, asserting that this renders Kohlberg’s emphasis on reasoning as a "major flaw" might be an
oversimplification. Kohlberg’s model provides valuable insights into the cognitive aspects of moral
development, especially in structured, formal contexts. However, Haidt’s critique underscores the necessity

of integrating emotional and intuitive components into a holistic understanding of morality.

Final Thoughts

The debate between Kohlberg and Haidt exemplifies the evolving nature of moral psychology.
Recognizing that moral reasoning is only part of a broader tapestry—including intuition, emotion, culture,
and context—allows for a richer understanding of human morality. Whether Haidt considers Kohlberg’s
premise fundamentally flawed may depend on the perspective one adopts: rationalist or intuitive-empirical.
Nonetheless, his critique has significantly shifted the field toward a more nuanced appreciation of the

complex interplay between mind and emotion in moral development.

In summary, according to Haidt, one of the major flaws in Kohlberg’s theory is its overemphasis on moral
reasoning as the primary pathway to moral maturity. Haidt’s research and theoretical models highlight the
importance of moral intuitions and emotions, challenging the rationalist assumptions that underpinned
Kohlberg’s framework. While this critique is compelling and supported by empirical evidence, it also
invites ongoing discussion about the multifaceted nature of morality and the best ways to foster moral

growth in individuals and societies.
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