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That Differ In That Kohlberg's approach to moral development has significantly
influenced psychological and educational perspectives. However, Carol Gilligan, a
prominent psychologist and student of Kohlberg, challenged some of his core ideas,
leading to a nuanced debate about how humans develop moral reasoning. This article
explores the distinct theories proposed by Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan,
highlighting their differences, the foundational principles behind each, and their
implications for understanding moral growth.

Overview of Lawrence Kohlberg's Theory of Moral
Development

Kohlberg's theory is rooted in cognitive development and posits that moral reasoning
evolves through a series of stages. He believed that as children grow, their understanding
of morality becomes more sophisticated, moving from concrete, self-centered perspectives
to abstract, principled reasoning.

Stages of Kohlberg's Moral Development

1. Pre-conventional Level

o Stage 1: Obedience and Punishment Orientation — Moral decisions are based
on avoiding punishment.

o Stage 2: Individualism and Exchange — Recognizes that others have different
interests; actions are judged based on self-interest.

2. Conventional Level

o Stage 3: Good Interpersonal Relationships — Emphasis on living up to social
expectations and gaining approval.

o Stage 4: Maintaining Social Order — Focuses on obeying laws and respecting
authority to uphold social order.



3. Post-conventional Level

o Stage 5: Social Contract and Individual Rights — Recognizes that laws are
social contracts that can be changed for the greater good.

o Stage 6: Universal Principles — Moral reasoning based on abstract principles
like justice, dignity, and equality.

Kohlberg argued that progression through these stages is universal, sequential, and
invariant, meaning everyone moves through them in order as they mature.

Carol Gilligan's Critique and Alternative
Perspective

While Kohlberg's theory provided a groundbreaking framework, Carol Gilligan challenged
its gender neutrality and argued that it failed to account for gender differences in moral
reasoning. She proposed an alternative theory emphasizing care, relationships, and
responsibility, which she believed were central to moral development, especially for
women.

Key Concepts in Gilligan's Theory

e Care Perspective: Emphasizes interpersonal relationships and the importance of
caring for others as a moral imperative.

¢ Justice Perspective: Similar to Kohlberg's focus on fairness and rules but viewed as
one aspect of moral reasoning rather than the whole.

e Morality of Care vs. Morality of Justice: Gilligan argued that women tend to
adopt a morality of care, prioritizing connection, responsibility, and compassion,
whereas men often adopt a morality of justice, emphasizing fairness and rules.

Gilligan's research suggested that moral development is not just about advancing through
stages but also involves engaging with different moral voices and approaches depending
on context and personal identity.

Differences Between Kohlberg's And Gilligan's



Theories

While both theorists focus on moral development, their perspectives differ significantly,
particularly regarding gender, the nature of morality, and the stages of moral growth.

Gender Perspectives and Cultural Contexts

e Kohlberg's View: His model was considered gender-neutral; however, subsequent
critiques argued that it was based primarily on male subjects, potentially overlooking
female moral reasoning styles.

e Gilligan's View: Emphasized gender differences, proposing that women are more

likely to adopt a care-based morality, focusing on relationships and responsibilities,
while men lean toward justice-based reasoning.

Focus of Moral Reasoning

e Kohlberg: Moral reasoning develops through stages emphasizing justice, rights, and
abstract principles. He believed moral growth involves moving toward higher stages
characterized by principled reasoning.

e Gilligan: Moral development also involves caring and responsibility for others, with

an emphasis on contextual and relational factors rather than solely abstract
principles.

Stages and Developmental Pathways

e Kohlberg: Presents a linear, universal sequence of stages that everyone progresses
through in the same order.

e Gilligan: Does not define specific stages but instead describes different moral voices
or orientations that may emerge depending on individual experiences and
socialization.

Implications for Education and Psychology

e Kohlberg: His model has influenced educational practices emphasizing moral



reasoning through cognitive development and moral dilemmas.

e Gilligan: Highlights the importance of nurturing care, empathy, and relationships,
suggesting that moral education should incorporate these elements, especially for
fostering moral identities for women and marginalized groups.

Impacts and Contemporary Relevance

Both Kohlberg's and Gilligan's theories continue to influence research, education, and
ethical discussions, but they also prompt ongoing debates about gender, culture, and
moral complexity.

Educational Applications

¢ Kohlberg: His stages inform moral education programs that involve analyzing
dilemmas to develop higher-level reasoning skills.

e Gilligan: Advocates for incorporating empathy, care-based activities, and relational
understanding into curricula to support diverse moral development pathways.

Critiques and Limitations

e Kohlberg: Criticized for potential cultural bias and for underestimating the moral
reasoning of women and marginalized groups.

e Gilligan: Some critics argue her model lacks clear, universal stages and may
oversimplify the complexity of moral reasoning across different contexts.

Conclusion: Integrating Perspectives for a
Holistic Understanding

The contrasting theories of Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan provide a
comprehensive view of moral development, highlighting the importance of both justice and
care. Recognizing these differences allows educators, psychologists, and policymakers to
foster moral growth that respects individual differences, cultural backgrounds, and gender
identities. Moving forward, integrating insights from both theories can lead to more
inclusive and effective approaches to moral education and ethical understanding.



By understanding how Kohlberg's emphasis on justice complements Gilligan's focus on
care, society can cultivate morally responsible individuals who value fairness, compassion,
and responsibility in all areas of life. Their combined perspectives enrich our
understanding of moral development as a complex, multifaceted process that shapes
human behavior in diverse social contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

How do Lawrence Kohlberg's and Carol Gilligan's
theories of moral development differ in their focus?

Kohlberg's theory emphasizes stages of moral reasoning primarily based on justice and
rules, often highlighting male-centered perspectives, while Gilligan's theory focuses on
care, relationships, and morality of care, emphasizing gender differences and a more
relational approach.

What is the main criticism of Kohlberg's moral
development theory that Gilligan highlights?

Gilligan criticizes Kohlberg's theory for being gender-biased, particularly its emphasis on
justice over care, and argues that it overlooks the moral perspectives and moral reasoning
typically associated with women.

In what way does Gilligan's theory challenge Kohlberg's
stages of moral development?

Gilligan proposes that moral development includes a care orientation that develops
alongside or in contrast to justice-based reasoning, suggesting that moral reasoning is not
solely based on stages of justice but also on caring relationships, which Kohlberg's model
underrepresents.

According to Kohlberg, what is the highest stage of
moral development?

Kohlberg's highest stage is the Post-Conventional level, where individuals follow universal
ethical principles and have a sense of justice that transcends specific rules or laws.

How does Gilligan's concept of 'ethics of care' differ
from Kohlberg's emphasis on justice?

Gilligan's 'ethics of care' emphasizes compassion, relationships, and responsibility to
others, contrasting with Kohlberg's focus on abstract principles of justice and rights as the
basis of moral reasoning.



Why is Gilligan's theory considered more gender-
sensitive than Kohlberg's?

Because it recognizes that women and men may prioritize different moral values—women
often focus on caring and relationships, while Kohlberg's justice-based stages were
developed primarily based on male subjects—highlighting gendered differences in moral
reasoning.

What implications do these differing theories have for
education and moral development programs?

They suggest that education should address both justice-based reasoning and care-based
reasoning, promoting a more holistic approach that recognizes diverse moral perspectives
and development paths for individuals of all genders.

Are Kohlberg's and Gilligan's theories mutually
exclusive, or can they complement each other?

They can complement each other; Kohlberg's focus on justice provides insight into
reasoning based on principles, while Gilligan's emphasis on care highlights the importance
of relationships and empathy, together offering a fuller understanding of moral
development.

What recent research supports the idea that moral
development involves multiple perspectives, as proposed
by both Kohlberg and Gilligan?

Recent studies in moral psychology and neuroscience suggest that moral reasoning
involves diverse processes, including justice, care, empathy, and social context, supporting
the idea that moral development encompasses multiple, often overlapping perspectives.

Additional Resources

Moral Development Theories: A Comparative Analysis of Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol
Gilligan

In the realm of developmental psychology, understanding how individuals develop a sense
of morality has been a central pursuit. Two pioneering figures—Lawrence Kohlberg and
Carol Gilligan—have significantly shaped this discourse through their contrasting theories.
While both scholars focus on moral development, their perspectives diverge in
fundamental ways, leading to an ongoing dialogue about gender, culture, and the very
nature of moral reasoning. This article offers an in-depth examination of their theories,
highlighting core differences, foundational concepts, and contemporary implications.



Introduction to Moral Development Theories

Moral development theories aim to describe how individuals develop a sense of right and
wrong, justice, and ethical reasoning over time. Historically, these theories seek to answer
questions such as:

- How do children acquire moral understanding?
- What factors influence moral judgments?
- How do moral reasoning patterns differ among individuals and groups?

Lawrence Kohlberg's theory, rooted in cognitive-developmental psychology, emphasizes
sequential stages driven by increasingly complex reasoning about justice. Conversely,
Carol Gilligan's theory emphasizes the importance of relationships, care, and empathy,
highlighting potential gender-based differences in moral reasoning.

Lawrence Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral
Development

Foundation and Approach

Kohlberg’s theory, developed during the 1950s and 1960s, is based on Piagetian principles
but extends into a more detailed stage theory. His approach was primarily cognitive,
positing that moral reasoning develops through discrete, sequential stages as individuals
confront moral dilemmas.

Kohlberg used moral dilemmas, notably the Heinz Dilemma, to assess reasoning.
Participants were asked questions about what the person involved should do, allowing

Kohlberg to analyze the reasoning behind their answers rather than just the answers
themselves.

Stages of Moral Development

Kohlberg identified six stages grouped into three levels:
Level 1: Pre-conventional Morality

- Stage 1: Obedience and Punishment Orientation
Morality is based on avoiding punishment. Authority figures dictate what is right.

- Stage 2: Self-Interest Orientation
Moral reasoning is driven by self-interest and reciprocal benefits ("what's in it for me?").



Level 2: Conventional Morality
- Stage 3: Interpersonal Accord and Conformity
Emphasis on being seen as "good" by others; maintaining relationships and social

approval.

- Stage 4: Authority and Social Order
Respect for authority and obeying laws to uphold social order.

Level 3: Post-conventional Morality

- Stage 5: Social Contract and Individual Rights

Recognizes that laws are social contracts that can be changed for the greater good;
prioritizes justice and individual rights.

- Stage 6: Universal Principles

Morality is based on abstract principles of justice, human dignity, and equality. Few
individuals reach this stage.

Key Features of Kohlberg’s Model

- Emphasis on justice and fairness.

- Sequential progression; stages are considered universal.
- Development driven by cognitive maturation and moral conflict resolution.

Critiques and Contributions

While Kohlberg’s model has been influential, it has faced criticism:

- Overemphasis on justice and rights, neglecting care and relational aspects.

- Cultural bias—stages may reflect Western notions of morality.

- Gender bias—initially, the model was criticized for emphasizing male-centric moral
reasoning.

Despite these critiques, Kohlberg’s framework remains foundational, especially in
education and moral philosophy.

Carol Gilligan’s Theory of Moral Development

Background and Motivation

Carol Gilligan, a student of Kohlberg, challenged the universality and gender neutrality of
his theory. During her research, she observed that women often approached moral



dilemmas differently, emphasizing care, relationships, and responsibility rather than
abstract justice. Her work emerged as a critique of Kohlberg’s model, which she argued
was biased towards a male perspective.

Core Concepts of Gilligan’s Theory

Gilligan proposed that moral development is not solely about justice but also involves an
ethic of care. Her theory emphasizes the importance of contextual understanding,
empathy, and relational responsibilities.

She identified three stages of moral development, which she associated with different
ways of thinking about morality:

Stage 1: Orientation to Self (Pre-conventional)

- Focus on individual survival and self-interest.
- Moral reasoning centers on personal needs.

Stage 2: Goodness as Self-Sacrifice

- Morality involves caring for others, often at the expense of oneself.
- Prioritizing relationships and the needs of others.

Stage 3: Morality of Nonviolence (Responsibility and Care)

- Recognizing the interconnectedness of self and others.

- Moral reasoning balances caring for oneself with caring for others, avoiding harm and
promoting mutual wellbeing.

Key Features of Gilligan’s Model

- Emphasizes the ethic of care over the ethic of justice.

- Highlights relational interdependence.
- Recognizes gendered differences in moral reasoning.

Gender and Cultural Implications

Gilligan's research suggests that societal expectations and gender roles influence moral
reasoning styles:

- Women tend to adopt an ethic of care, emphasizing relationships, compassion, and
responsibility.
- Men are more inclined toward justice-based reasoning, emphasizing fairness and rights.

However, Gilligan advocates for recognizing multiple moral voices rather than asserting
that one is superior.



Contrasting Kohlberg and Gilligan: Fundamental
Differences

Focus and Values

| Aspect | Kohlberg | Gilligan |

I | | |

| Core Focus | Justice, fairness, universal moral principles | Care, relationships, empathy |
| Developmental Perspective | Sequential stages emphasizing cognitive reasoning |
Contextual, relational, emphasizing emotional and ethical responsibilities |

| Moral Reasoning | Justice-based reasoning | Care-based reasoning |

Stage Structures and Progression

- Kohlberg: Clear stages, universal progression, emphasizing cognitive maturity.
- Gilligan: Less rigid stages, emphasizing qualitative differences in moral orientation,
influenced by gender and culture.

Gender and Cultural Considerations

- Kohlberg: Initially claimed universality; later recognized cultural limitations.
- Gilligan: Focused on gender differences, arguing that societal gender roles shape moral
reasoning styles.

Implications for Education and Practice

- Kohlberg: Advocated for fostering justice-oriented reasoning in moral education.
- Gilligan: Emphasized nurturing, empathy, and connectivity in moral development
programs.

Contemporary Relevance and Critiques

Kohlberg’s Legacy



Despite criticisms—such as cultural bias and gender insensitivity—Kohlberg’s model
remains influential in:

- Moral education
- Legal reasoning
- Ethical decision-making frameworks

Gilligan’s Contributions
Gilligan’s emphasis on care ethics has enriched discussions on:

- Gender studies
- Feminist ethics
- Social justice and caregiving roles

Ongoing Debates

The dialogue between justice and care continues to shape moral psychology, with modern
research advocating for integrated models that recognize multiple moral reasoning
approaches.

Conclusion: Integrating Perspectives for a
Holistic Understanding

Both Kohlberg and Gilligan provide valuable insights into moral development, highlighting
different dimensions of human morality. Kohlberg’s stages underscore the importance of
justice, fairness, and cognitive development, offering a structured pathway of moral
reasoning. Gilligan’s care ethics emphasize the relational, emotional, and contextual
aspects of morality, especially relevant in understanding gendered differences and social
relationships.

In contemporary practice, a holistic approach considers both justice and care, recognizing
that moral reasoning is multifaceted. Educators, psychologists, and policymakers benefit
from integrating these perspectives to foster moral development that is just,
compassionate, and contextually sensitive.

Ultimately, the dialogue between Kohlberg and Gilligan’s theories enriches our

understanding of moral growth, reminding us that morality encompasses both principles
of justice and the ethics of care—integral to nurturing humane, empathetic societies.
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