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Psychology 2200
Developmental Psychology I:
Fundamentals
Moral Reasoning

learning objectives
•

describe Kohlberg’s claims about the changes in
stage of moral reasoning that do and do not happen

•

review a longitudinal study that presents evidence
that (mostly) supports Kohlberg’s claims

•
•
•

2

explain the effects of adults modelling different
stage reasoning on the moral reasoning of children
describe the phenomenon of “moral
dumbfounding” and explain how it challenges the
claim that reasoning causes moral judgments
review a study that shows that intuition/emotion
influences moral judgments
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Kohlberg’s model
1. six stages of moral reasoning
2. active development: people
construct forms of reasoning
3. developmentally irreversible
4. one stage at a time
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model predictions
5

1.
2.
3.
4.

4

progress ok
stagnate ok
no regress
no skipping

3
2
1

stages of
moral
reasoning
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5-year longitudinal study
Walker, Gustafson, & Frimer (2007)
64 children and adolescents
five annual MJIs
each person can follow one of four patterns of
change in stage
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results
regression
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skipping
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results
Do these results fully support
Kohlberg’s model? (progress,
stagnate, and no regress)
regress
11%

A. yes
B. no
progress
39%

stagnate
50%

intervention
Walker (1982)
N = 50 children

•

aim: induce moral stage change in child through
modelling

•

child watches two adults (actors) debate a
moral dilemma

•
•

child did not participate in the discussion

1.
2.
3.
4.

1 stage lower than the child’s
same stage as the child’s
1 stage above the child’s
2 stages above the child’s

random assignment to one of four conditions:
adults’ (actors’) reasoning was
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adult model’s reasoning
1 stage below child
same as child
1 stage above the child
2 stages above the child

percent of children

100
75
50
25
0

-1

0

child regressed

+1

no change

+2

child advanced 1 stage

child advanced 2 stages

child’s stage change
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summary
•

•

•

“1 stage lower” condition failed to induce
regression in stage.

•
•

meaning: can’t go backwards
model supported

“1 stage higher” condition succeeded in
inducing 1 stage of progress

•
•

progress happens
model supported

“2 stages higher” condition induced only 1
stage of progress

•
•

progress happens one stage at a time
model supported
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how do people make
moral judgments?

like a lawyer
argue for one side
judgment decided already
reason afterwards
to convince others

like a judge
consider both sides
think carefully
reason through evidence
then reach a judgment

Haidt

Kohlberg
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cause and consequence
moral reasoning

causality

moral beliefs

“law and order…”
stage 4

?

“equality and justice…”
stage 5

?

“hot air”
rationalizations
justifications
tools of persuasion

13
discuss

Julie and Mark, who are brother and sister, are traveling together in
France. They are both on summer vacation from college. One night
they are staying alone in a cabin near the beach.
They decide that it would be interesting and fun if they tried making
love. At very least it would be a new experience for each of them.
Julie was already taking birth control pills, but Mark uses a condom
too, just to be safe. They both enjoy it, but they decide not to do it
again. They keep that night as a special secret between them, which
makes them feel even closer to each other. So what do you think
about this?
Was it wrong for them to have sex? Why?

A. OK
B. wrong

moral dumbfounding
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It’s wrong!
because… um… ah…
because… hm…

the righteous mind
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rider = reasoning (thinks it’s in control)
elephant = intuition/emotion (is actually in control)

yeah…
right…

mush!

reasoning

intuition/
emotion

16

“The intuitive
mind is a sacred
gift and the
rational mind is a
faithful servant.”
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hypnotized disgust
Wheatley & Haidt (2005)
extremely 100
morally
wrong
80

•

participants either got hypnotized
to feel disgusted when they hear
a particular word

•
•

or control condition

40

results: moral judgments became
more severe in disgust condition

not at all
morally
wrong

implication: emotion influences
moral judgment
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0

control disgust induced
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social intuitionist model
(Haidt, 2001)

“yuck!”

“wrong!”

“umm...?”

intuition

judgment

reasoning

reasoning

judgment

intuition
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REVIEWS

2007

The New Synthesis in
Moral Psychology
Jonathan Haidt
People are selfish, yet morally motivated. Morality is universal, yet culturally variable. Such
apparent contradictions are dissolving as research from many disciplines converges on a few
shared principles, including the importance of moral intuitions, the socially functional (rather
than truth-seeking) nature of moral thinking, and the coevolution of moral minds with cultural
practices and institutions that create diverse moral communities. I propose a fourth principle
to guide future research: Morality is about more than harm and fairness. More research is
needed on the collective and religious parts of the moral domain, such as loyalty, authority,
and spiritual purity.

I
Three Principles

f you ever become a contestant on an unusually erudite quiz show, and you are asked
to explain human behavior in two seconds
or less, you might want to say “self-interest.”
After all, economic models that assume only a
motive for self-interest perform reasonably well.
However, if you have time to give a more
nuanced answer, you should also discuss the
moral motives addressed in Table 1. Try
answering those questions now. If your total
for column B is higher than your total for column
A, then congratulations, you are Homo moralis, not
Homo economicus. You have social motivations
beyond direct self-interest, and the latest research
in moral psychology can help explain why.
In 1975, E. O. Wilson (1) predicted that
ethics would soon be incorporated into the “new
synthesis” of sociobiology. Two psychological
theories of his day were ethical behaviorism
(values are learned by reinforcement) and the
cognitive-developmental theory of Lawrence
Kohlberg (social experiences help children
construct an increasingly adequate understanding of justice). Wilson believed that these two
theories would soon merge with research on the
hypothalamic-limbic system, which he thought
supported the moral emotions, to provide a
comprehensive account of the origins and
mechanisms of morality.
As it turned out, Wilson got the ingredients
wrong. Ethical behaviorism faded with behaviorism. Kohlberg’s approach did grow to dominate moral psychology for the next 15 years, but
because Kohlberg focused on conscious verbal
reasoning, Kohlbergian psychology forged its
interdisciplinary links with philosophy and education, rather than with biology as Wilson had
hoped. And finally, the hypothalamus was found
to play little role in moral judgment.
Despite these errors in detail, Wilson got the
big picture right. The synthesis began in the
1990s with a new set of ingredients, and it has
transformed the study of morality today. Wilson
was also right that the key link between the
social and natural sciences was the study of

emotion and the “emotive centers” of the brain.
A quantitative analysis of the publication
database in psychology shows that research on
morality and emotion grew steadily in the 1980s
and 1990s (relative to other topics), and then
grew very rapidly in the past 5 years (fig. S1).
In this Review, I suggest that the key factor
that catalyzed the new synthesis was the
“affective revolution” of the 1980s—the increase in research on emotion that followed the
“cognitive revolution” of the 1960s and 1970s. I
describe three principles, each more than 100
years old, that were revived during the affective
revolution. Each principle links together insights
from several fields, particularly social psychology, neuroscience, and evolutionary theory. I
conclude with a fourth principle that I believe
will be the next step in the synthesis.

1. Intuitive Primacy (but not dictatorship)
2. Morality is more than care and fairness
3. The conservative advantage
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Principle 1: Intuitive Primacy
(but Not Dictatorship)
Kohlberg thought of children as budding moral
philosophers, and he studied their reasoning as
they struggled with moral dilemmas (e.g., Should
a man steal a drug to save his wife’s life?). But in
recent years, the importance of moral reasoning
has been questioned as social psychologists have
increasingly embraced a version of the “affective
primacy” principle, articulated in the 1890s by
Wilhelm Wundt and greatly expanded in 1980 by
Robert Zajonc (2). Zajonc reviewed evidence that
the human mind is composed of an ancient,
automatic, and very fast affective system and a
phylogenetically newer, slower, and motivationally weaker cognitive system. Zajonc’s basic
point was that brains are always and automatically
evaluating everything they perceive, and that
higher-level human thinking is preceded, permeated, and influenced by affective reactions
(simple feelings of like and dislike) which push
us gently (or not so gently) toward approach or
avoidance.
Evolutionary approaches to morality generally suggest affective primacy. Most propose that
the building blocks of human morality are
emotional (3, 4) (e.g., sympathy in response to
suffering, anger at nonreciprocators, affection for
kin and allies) and that some early forms of these
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building blocks were already in place before the
hominid line split off from that of Pan 5 to 7
million years ago (5). Language and the ability to
engage in conscious moral reasoning came much
later, perhaps only in the past 100 thousand years,
so it is implausible that the neural mechanisms
that control human judgment and behavior were
suddenly rewired to hand control of the organism
over to this new deliberative faculty.
Social-psychological research strongly supports Zajonc’s claims about the speed and
ubiquity of affective reactions (6). However,
many have objected to the contrast of “affect”
and “cognition,” which seems to imply that
affective reactions don’t involve information
processing or computation of any kind. Zajonc
did not say that, but to avoid ambiguity I have
drawn on the work of Bargh (7) to argue that the
most useful contrast for moral psychology is
between two kinds of cognition: moral intuition
and moral reasoning (8). Moral intuition refers to
fast, automatic, and (usually) affect-laden processes in which an evaluative feeling of good-bad
or like-dislike (about the actions or character
of a person) appears in consciousness without
any awareness of having gone through steps of
search, weighing evidence, or inferring a conclusion. Moral reasoning, in contrast, is a controlled
and “cooler” (less affective) process; it is conscious mental activity that consists of transforming information about people and their actions in
order to reach a moral judgment or decision.
My attempt to illustrate the new synthesis in
moral psychology is the Social Intuitionist Model
(8), which begins with the intuitive primacy
principle. When we think about sticking a pin
into a child’s hand, or we hear a story about a
person slapping her father, most of us have an
automatic intuitive reaction that includes a flash
of negative affect. We often engage in conscious
verbal reasoning too, but this controlled process
can occur only after the first automatic process
has run, and it is often influenced by the initial
moral intuition. Moral reasoning, when it occurs, is usually a post-hoc process in which we
search for evidence to support our initial intuitive
reaction.
Evidence that this sequence of events is the
standard or default sequence comes from studies
indicating that (i) people have nearly instant
implicit reactions to scenes or stories of moral
violations (9); (ii) affective reactions are usually
good predictors of moral judgments and behaviors (10, 11); (iii) manipulating emotional reactions, such as through hypnosis, can alter moral
judgments (12); and (iv) people can sometimes
be “morally dumbfounded”—they can know
intuitively that something is wrong, even when
they cannot explain why (8, 13). Furthermore,
studies of everyday reasoning (14) demonstrate
that people generally begin reasoning by setting
out to confirm their initial hypothesis. They
rarely seek disconfirming evidence, and are
quite good at finding support for whatever they
want to believe (15).

www.sciencemag.org

morality as an evolved set of intuitions and emotions
therefore babies already have moral intuitions
five different moral intuitions
care, fairness, loyalty, authority, and sanctity
liberals rely on two, conservatives rely on all five
conservatives have the moral advantage
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