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When examining moral development and decision-making, two influential thinkers stand
out: Lawrence Kohlberg and Jonathan Haidt. While Kohlberg posited a relatively linear and
stage-based model of moral reasoning, Haidt challenges this view by suggesting that moral
thinking is far more nuanced, akin to a multiple-choice question with contemplative
deliberation. This perspective emphasizes the complexity of human morality, highlighting
that our moral judgments are often made through intuitive, emotional, and reflective
processes rather than a straightforward progression of reasoning. Understanding this
contrast provides valuable insights into human morality, enhancing our approach to ethical
dilemmas, education, and social cohesion.

Kohlberg’s Model of Moral Development: A Linear
Progression

Overview of Kohlberg’s Theory
Lawrence Kohlberg, a prominent psychologist, proposed a cognitive developmental model
of moral reasoning that describes how individuals evolve through distinct stages. His theory
suggests that moral development progresses through three main levels, each containing
two stages:

Pre-conventional Level: Focused on avoiding punishment and seeking personal
gain.

Conventional Level: Emphasizing conformity, law, and social order.

Post-conventional Level: Involving abstract reasoning about justice, rights, and
universal principles.

Kohlberg believed that individuals move sequentially through these stages as they mature,
with each stage representing a more sophisticated form of moral reasoning.



Implications of Kohlberg’s Approach
This model has profoundly influenced educational practices and moral philosophy by
suggesting that moral growth is measurable and hierarchical. The emphasis is on internal
cognitive processes, where moral judgments are the result of conscious reasoning about
ethical principles and societal rules. According to Kohlberg, moral development is a gradual,
rational process that can be encouraged through education and moral dilemmas.

Haidt’s Perspective: Moral Thinking as Multiple
Choice and Contemplative

The Intuitive-Reflective Model of Morality
In stark contrast to Kohlberg’s linear stage theory, Jonathan Haidt advocates for a more
dynamic view of moral cognition. He suggests that moral judgments often originate from
quick, automatic intuitions—our immediate emotional reactions—rather than deliberate
reasoning. The process then involves a post-hoc rationalization, where we construct
reasons to justify our gut feelings.

Haidt’s model can be likened to a multiple-choice question, where moral decisions are not
solely about logical reasoning but involve selecting from a range of intuitive responses, with
contemplation acting as a secondary layer that can refine or challenge initial judgments.

The Role of Intuition and Emotion
Haidt emphasizes that:

Moral intuitions are fast, automatic, and often subconscious.

Emotions such as disgust, anger, or empathy play pivotal roles in moral evaluation.

These intuitive responses are shaped by evolutionary, cultural, and personal factors.

Rather than viewing morality as a purely rational pursuit, Haidt highlights the importance of
emotional and subconscious processes that guide our moral choices, often before we
consciously deliberate.

Contemplative Morality: Reflection, Not Rationality
Alone
While intuition drives initial responses, Haidt acknowledges that contemplation—the
process of reflective thinking—can influence and sometimes override automatic judgments.
This contemplative process involves:



Recognizing one's emotional reactions

Engaging in moral reasoning to understand underlying values

Considering broader social and ethical principles

Haidt describes this as a “moral reasoning process” that is more contemplative than purely
rational, involving an ongoing dialogue between intuition and reflection. The idea is that
moral thinking is a flexible, multi-faceted process, not a straightforward cognitive
progression.

Contrasting Kohlberg and Haidt: Key Differences

Stage-Based vs. Multi-Choice Thinking
Kohlberg’s model presents morality as a linear, stage-based development, where
individuals ascend through predefined levels of reasoning. In contrast, Haidt sees moral
decision-making as akin to choosing from multiple options—initial intuitive responses that
can be accepted, rejected, or refined through contemplation.

Reason vs. Emotion
While Kohlberg emphasizes conscious reasoning and moral principles, Haidt underscores
the primacy of emotion and intuition in moral judgments, with reasoning serving more as a
justification than the origin of morality.

Developmental Trajectory vs. Dynamic Process
Kohlberg believes in a developmental trajectory, where morality matures over time in a
predictable manner. Haidt views morality as a dynamic, context-dependent process,
influenced by immediate feelings, social cues, and cultural background, with contemplation
acting as a moderator rather than a progression.

The Practical Implications of Haidt’s View

Educational Strategies
Understanding that moral thinking involves intuitive and contemplative processes suggests
that moral education should focus not only on teaching abstract principles but also on
developing emotional awareness and reflective skills. Programs could include:



Encouraging students to recognize their emotional reactions

Facilitating moral reflection through dialogue and mindfulness

Promoting empathy and perspective-taking

Conflict Resolution and Social Cohesion
Recognizing the multiple-choice nature of moral judgments helps in mediating conflicts by
addressing underlying intuitions and emotions before engaging in rational debate. It fosters
empathy and patience, acknowledging that moral disagreements often stem from different
intuitive responses rather than purely logical differences.

Personal Moral Growth
Haidt’s approach suggests that individuals can cultivate moral awareness by engaging in
contemplative practices, such as mindfulness and self-reflection, which allow for a deeper
understanding of one’s initial intuitions and biases, leading to more thoughtful and
compassionate moral decisions.

Conclusion: Embracing the Complexity of Moral
Thinking

The contrast between Kohlberg and Haidt highlights a fundamental debate in moral
psychology: Is morality primarily a matter of rational development or an intricate interplay
of intuition, emotion, and reflection? Kohlberg’s model offers a structured, developmental
perspective emphasizing reasoning, while Haidt advocates for a more nuanced,
contemplative view that recognizes the multiplicity of moral responses.

Understanding morality as more of a multiple-choice question—where our initial responses
are quick and emotionally driven, and our reflections serve as a contemplative
process—resonates with the reality of human experience. It acknowledges that moral
judgments are rarely purely rational but are instead shaped by a complex web of intuitive
reactions, cultural influences, and reflective thought.

By integrating these insights, educators, policymakers, and individuals can foster a more
empathetic, reflective approach to moral dilemmas, emphasizing the importance of
understanding our immediate intuitions while engaging in deliberate contemplation. This
balanced perspective promotes moral growth that is both authentic and socially
harmonious, recognizing the richness and complexity inherent in human morality.



Frequently Asked Questions

How does Haidt's view of moral thinking differ from
Kohlberg's stage-based theory?
Haidt believes that moral thinking is more intuitive and emotionally driven, whereas
Kohlberg emphasizes a linear, stage-based moral development process.

What role do emotions play in Haidt's understanding of
moral judgments?
Haidt argues that emotions are central to moral judgments, often preceding and guiding
rational deliberation, contrasting with Kohlberg's emphasis on reasoning.

According to Haidt, is moral reasoning primarily
conscious or unconscious?
Haidt suggests that moral reasoning is often unconscious and automatic, serving to justify
intuitive moral reactions after the fact.

What is the 'social intuitionist model' proposed by
Haidt?
It's a theory stating that moral judgments are primarily driven by quick, automatic
intuitions, with moral reasoning coming afterward to justify these judgments.

Why does Haidt believe that morality is more pluralistic
than Kohlberg's model suggests?
Haidt emphasizes that moral reasoning varies across cultures and individuals, involving
multiple moral foundations rather than a single universal developmental pathway.

How does contemplative practice influence moral
thinking according to Haidt?
Haidt acknowledges that contemplative practices can enhance moral awareness and
empathy, but emphasizes that intuitive and emotional responses are fundamental to moral
judgments.

In what way does Haidt challenge the idea of moral
progress as suggested by Kohlberg?
Haidt argues that moral progress is less about advancing through fixed stages and more
about evolving moral intuitions and social contexts, emphasizing diversity in moral
reasoning.



What implications does Haidt's perspective have for
moral education?
It suggests that moral education should focus on understanding emotional and intuitive
responses, fostering empathy and awareness of moral diversity, rather than solely
developing rational reasoning skills.

Additional Resources
In contrast to Kohlberg, Haidt believes that moral thinking is more
contemplative, nuanced, and multifaceted—challenging the traditional view of
morality as a straightforward, rational decision-making process. This divergence
in perspectives offers a compelling glimpse into how humans navigate complex
moral landscapes, blending emotion, intuition, culture, and reasoning into a
tapestry far richer than a simple choice.

---

Introduction: The Evolution of Moral Psychology

Understanding morality has long been a central quest in psychology, philosophy, and
neuroscience. For decades, researchers sought to unravel how humans determine what is
right or wrong, often assuming a linear, rational process where moral reasoning is
deliberate and logical. However, emerging theories, especially those of Jonathan Haidt,
have challenged this view, emphasizing the role of intuition, emotion, and cultural
influences. Contrasting sharply with Lawrence Kohlberg’s stage-based model of moral
development, Haidt advocates for a more contemplative, layered understanding of moral
cognition—a perspective that recognizes the complexity and fluidity of human moral
judgments.

---

Kohlberg’s Model of Moral Development: The
Rationalist Perspective

Foundations of Kohlberg’s Theory

Lawrence Kohlberg, a renowned psychologist, proposed a stage theory of moral
development that describes how individuals progress through increasingly sophisticated
levels of moral reasoning. His model, inspired by Jean Piaget’s cognitive development
theory, posited that moral reasoning develops through a series of structured stages:



- Pre-conventional Level: Focused on self-interest and avoiding punishment.
- Conventional Level: Emphasizing social order, authority, and conformity.
- Post-conventional Level: Based on universal principles, justice, and individual rights.

Kohlberg believed that moral judgments were primarily the result of rational
deliberation—people evaluate situations logically, weigh principles, and arrive at moral
conclusions through conscious reasoning.

Rationality and Moral Decision-Making

Kohlberg’s approach underscores the importance of deliberate thought in morality. His
experiments and interviews indicated that moral dilemmas trigger cognitive processing that
aligns with the stage of moral development. For example, when faced with a dilemma like
the famous Heinz dilemma (whether to steal medicine to save a loved one), individuals’
responses reflected their level of moral reasoning rather than mere emotional reactions.

Critiques of Kohlberg’s Model:
- Overemphasis on rational cognition: Critics argue that Kohlberg underestimates the
influence of emotion, intuition, and cultural factors.
- Cultural bias: The model was developed largely based on Western populations, raising
questions about its universality.
- Ignoring moral intuitions: Psychologists like Haidt suggest that moral judgments often
occur rapidly and automatically, rather than through slow, rational analysis.

---

Haidt’s Contrasting View: Moral Thinking as
Contemplative and Intuitive

The Social Intuitionist Model

Jonathan Haidt’s theory, notably articulated through his "Social Intuitionist Model," shifts
the focus from pure rationality to the dominance of intuition in moral judgment. According
to Haidt:

- Moral judgments are primarily intuitive: Most moral decisions are made quickly and
automatically, driven by subconscious emotional responses.
- Reasoning serves post hoc: Rational thought often comes after the initial intuitive
judgment, serving to justify or explain decisions rather than make them.

Haidt emphasizes that humans are "moral animals" whose moral reasoning is more about
constructing narratives post-decision than arriving at decisions through logical analysis.



The Role of Emotion and Culture

Haidt stresses that moral thought is deeply embedded in emotional responses. For
example:

- Disgust reactions to certain behaviors (e.g., incest, cruelty) are immediate and visceral.
- Empathy and outrage can prompt swift moral judgments without deliberate reasoning.

Furthermore, culture plays a significant role. Moral beliefs are often shaped by societal
norms, religious teachings, and shared narratives that influence intuitive responses.

Contemplative, Not Linear

Unlike Kohlberg’s linear stages of moral development, Haidt views moral thinking as:

- Multiple choice and contemplative: People often consider various moral intuitions and
cultural influences before arriving at a judgment.
- Context-dependent: The scenario, social context, and emotional state can dramatically
influence moral responses.
- Dynamic and fluid: Moral reasoning is not fixed but adaptable, shaped by ongoing
experiences and social interactions.

---

Implications of the Diverging Perspectives

Understanding Human Morality

The debate between Kohlberg and Haidt touches on fundamental questions:

- Is morality primarily rational or emotional?
- Do humans develop moral reasoning through cognitive stages, or is it more spontaneous
and intuitive?
- How do culture and emotion influence moral judgments?

Haidt’s perspective suggests that understanding morality requires acknowledging the rapid,
intuitive processes that precede conscious reasoning. This has implications for fields like
law, education, and social policy, where understanding moral behavior can influence how
societies promote justice and cooperation.

Practical Applications



- Legal Systems: Recognizing the role of intuition and emotion can inform more empathetic
approaches to justice.
- Conflict Resolution: Appreciating the contemplative, multi-layered nature of moral thinking
can foster dialogue and understanding across cultural divides.
- Moral Education: Moving beyond purely rational arguments to include emotional and
cultural literacy may produce more morally aware individuals.

Challenges and Criticisms

While Haidt’s model offers a richer understanding, it also faces criticisms:

- Potential for bias: Reliance on intuition can reinforce prejudices and stereotypes.
- Difficulty in change: If moral judgments are primarily intuitive, changing deeply held
beliefs may require more than rational argument.
- Measurement issues: The subconscious nature of intuition makes it harder to study and
quantify.

---

Integrating Both Perspectives: Toward a Holistic
Understanding of Morality

Rather than viewing Kohlberg and Haidt as mutually exclusive, contemporary moral
psychology tends to integrate both rational and intuitive facets:

- Dual-process models: Recognize that moral judgments involve both quick, intuitive
responses and slower, deliberate reasoning.
- Contextual balance: Certain moral dilemmas, especially those involving justice, may
invoke more rational thought, while others, like social harmony, rely on intuition.
- Developmental considerations: Moral reasoning may evolve from intuitive responses to
more reflective judgments with maturity and education.

This integrated approach acknowledges that morality is complex—encompassing
emotional, cultural, and rational components that dynamically interact.

---

Conclusion: Embracing Complexity in Moral
Thinking

The contrast between Kohlberg’s rationalist, stage-based model and Haidt’s contemplative,
intuition-driven perspective underscores the multifaceted nature of human morality.
Recognizing that moral judgments are often rapid, emotion-laden, and culturally embedded



invites a more nuanced appreciation of human behavior. It challenges us to move beyond
simplistic notions of morality as purely logical and to embrace a more comprehensive
understanding that considers the full spectrum of psychological, social, and cultural
influences.

As society grapples with global challenges—from ethical dilemmas in technology to
conflicts rooted in cultural differences—understanding the layered, contemplative
processes behind moral decision-making becomes not just an academic pursuit but a
practical necessity. Embracing the insights of both models can foster more empathetic,
adaptable, and effective approaches to moral education, policy, and conflict resolution,
ultimately enriching our collective moral fabric.

---

In Summary:
While Kohlberg provided a foundational framework emphasizing moral development
through rational stages, Haidt’s groundbreaking work highlights the importance of intuition,
emotion, and cultural context in shaping moral thought. Recognizing that moral thinking is
neither purely rational nor entirely intuitive but a complex interplay of multiple factors
offers a richer, more accurate depiction of human morality—one that is contemplative,
layered, and inherently human.
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