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Issues of moral development and moral action have been explored by psychologists by both 
empirical and nonempirical methods. Lawrence Kohlberg’s moral stages have been of 
particular interest and scrutiny since his longitudinal study of boys was first published in 
1969. Harvard’s Carol Gilligan contests Kohlberg’s findings in her 1982 book In A 
Different Voice, as well as other publications, claiming that girls’ morality developed 
differently from boys’ and that Kohlberg’s stages were not universal as he asserted. The 
debate over gender differences in moral development has focused primarily on these two 
theories. Numerous studies and articles have been published deliberating about  
both Kohlberg’s and Gilligan’s theories with most concluding there is no significant 
difference in the way the sexes make moral decisions. This article reviews the current 
literature of both theories, providing a context in which to view morality, and offers 
suggestions for future research.  
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The debate over moral development and the similarities and differences which some 

claim exist between men and women, has been of great interest to psychologists. 

Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral stages has been a predominant factor in the 

exploration of morality since his early longitudinal studies of young boys (1969). Harvard’s Carol 

Gilligan proposed (1982) that women’s unique life experience and its impact on their 

development is not considered in what Kohlberg claims is his universal model of 

moral development.  

When examining the issue of moral development it is not always clear what is  

meant when one speaks of morality or how it is acquired. Kahn (1991), attempts  

to explain the former by focusing the controversy over moral development on  

what he calls four foundational issues in the study of moral development: moral  

definition, ontogeny, variation, and epistemology. By doing so he claims to pro- 

vide a framework with which to clarify the arguments and set parameters.  
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In describing moral definition Kahn claims there are two types; consequentialist  

and deontological. As a moral agent adhering to consequentionalism one’s task  

is to strive to act in order to produce the best available outcome overall, while  

deontological theory states that the moral agent is forbidden to engage in some  

actions while bound to perform others regardless of consequences.  

Moral ontongeny, or the developmental process, is the second issue which,  

according to Kahn, can be explained by four general types. The first is endog- 

enous explanation, that is, the development of morality through internal mecha- 

nisms. The second is exogenous explanation, or external development such as  

those which might be stated by behaviorist theories. The third type of explanation  

is interactionist which is a combination of both internal and external mecha- 

nisms. And lastly, structural interaction occurs through the balancing of mental  

structures “driven by the interaction of individual and environment.” (Kahn, 1991  

p. 327).  

The third foundation moral variation asked the question, how does one interpret 

the differences found in individuals and groups in empirical studies?  

 The fourth issue Kahn provides for the study of moral development is the 

manner in which we think and talk about what constitutes the basis of our knowl-edge 

of morality, or moral epistemology.  

On the question of moral acquisition, the prevailing view for decades has been  

that children develop moral values either by observing adults or by being in- 

structed by adults in what constitutes morality. The objective is to teach the child  

which behaviors morality prescribes or proscribes. The more one is instructed, it  

is thought, the more moral one will be (Damon, 1980). Thus, this type of devel- 

opment is thought of as moral acquisition. In opposition to that view, structural- 

development theory claims that morality is conceptualized and then recognized  

at each developmental level as the individual’s knowledge of morality grows  

(Damon), through interaction with his environment (Turiel, 1980). In ad- 

dition, it is thought that these reorganizations occur in invariant sequence, that  

is, in the same order for all children, because each level is necessary to proceed to  

the next.  

Piaget (1932), was one of the first to develop a theory of moral stages in the  

structural development model, and it was his work that laid the foundation for  

Lawrence Kohlberg’s (1969), theory of moral development from which he devel- 

oped the moral judgement interview (MJI; Colby & Kohlberg, vol. 2, 1987).  

Kohlberg’s theory relies on the assertion that moral development progresses in  

stages and that all individuals advance in the same manner although not neces- 

sarily at the same pace. Further, he claims that moral action is based on consid- 

erations of fairness and justice.  

Carol Gilligan, in researching women’s psychology, developed her theory of  

women’s moral development claiming that not only is it different from men’s, but  
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that women’s development has been judged using a masculine model where women fall 

short when compared to it. Her contention is that women’s moral action concerns 

itself with considerations of care and responsibility.  

These two theories of moral development have been at the center of dispute on this 

topic since the early 80s. Virtually all the literature on moral development is based on 

the argument between them. Thus, this paper’s focus is on the relevant material 

pertaining to Kohlberg and Gilligan in order to explore the possibility that a consensus 

exists on the acquisition of morality.  

Kohlberg’s moral judgement interview consists of three forms, each contain- 

ing three hypothetical moral dilemmas, with each dilemma followed by 9-12  

standardized questions designed to elicit responses which identify a person’s per- 

spective of moral judgment1. Each dilemma presents two conflicting moral issues  

from which the subject must decide the best way to resolve it. Kohlberg’s empirical  

studies claim the test has proven to possess high test-retest (.90) alternate form,  

(.95), and interrater (.88-.1 depending on the stage) reliability between the  

various forms (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987, p. 63-65). Kohlberg maintains few peo- 

ple reach stage 5 and that women, almost consistently test at stage 3 while  

men score consistently higher (stages 4 & 5), than women.  

It was this claim of lower morality scores for women which in part prompted  

Carol Gilligan (1982) to claim that Kohlberg’s model of morality seriously mis- 

represented women’s development. Her initial criticisms were twofold; one, that  

although Kohlberg claims his stages were universal, his original longitudinal  

study on which they were based consisted only of males. Secondly, Gilligan claimed  

that the traits that have historically been considered valuable in women are rel- 

egated to inferior status by Kohlberg’s stages. In fact, Gilligan asserts that the  

position held by Kohlberg and Kramer (1969), that until women enter the male  

arena of activity, they cannot reach the higher stage in which they claim that by a  

superior way of thinking morally, relationships are “subordinated to rules of uni- 

versal principles of justice.” (Gilligan, 1982, p. 18) is biased.  

Gilligan maintains that if one studies the development of women in the con- 

text of their daily lives a very different model of morality is discovered. Described  

by Gilligan:  

In this conception, the moral problem arises from conflicting responsibili- 

ties rather than from competing rights and requires for its resolution a mode  

of thinking that is contextual and narrative rather than formal and abstract.  

This conception of morality as concerned with the activity of care centers  

moral development around the understanding of responsibility and relationships, 
 
 
 
1 For a detailed description of Kohlberg’s theory and stages see Colby & Kohlberg (1987).  
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just as the conception of morality as fairness ties moral develop- 

ment to the understanding of rights and rules (Gilligan, 1982, p. 19).  

Gilligan’s argument with Kohlberg’s theory is that, as it has historically been  

held, women’s knowledge of the importance of intimacy, relationships, and care,  

has traditionally been minimized, relegated to intuition not development. Ironi- 

cally, she notes, men seem to discover the value of such knowledge in midlife,  

which might be interpreted as very late moral development by Gilligan’s stand- 

ards. She contends that women not only define themselves by their human rela- 

tionships through the development of this knowledge of intimacy, but also by  

their ability to care. And while women’s place in men’s lives has been that of the  

nurturer, she claims that role has been devalued and as such explains women’s  

position in Kohlberg’s stages as inferior (Gilligan, 1982).  

The controversy over the theories of Kohlberg’s morality of justice versus 

Gilligan’s morality of care and the development of morality has prompted numerous 

psychologists to examine the issue closer by nonempirical (Alston, 1971; 

Mwamwenda, 1991; Peters, 1971; Windmiller, Lambert & Turiel, 1980; ) and 

empirical methods (Ford & Lowery,1986; Krebs, Denton, Vermeulen, Carpendale & 

Bush, 1991; Rothbart, Hanley & Albert, 1986; Silberman & Snarey, 1993; Skoe & Diessner, 

1994; Walker, deVries & Trevethan, 1987;).  

Several main points of contention arise in criticisms of Kohlberg, the validity  

of universality of the stages across culture, the problem with hypothetical rather  

than real life moral dilemmas in the MJI, and bias in scoring. Gilligan’s critics  

are not as numerous and most charges against her are discussed in the context of  

studies on Kohlberg’s theory, thus the discussion of the support or lack thereof for  

her theory is dealt with similarly here. The reason for this lack of criticism is  

most likely explained by the fact that Kohlberg’s stage work began more than two  

decades ago and has developed significantly over time, while Gilligan’s response  

to the stage model of morality was not widely published until 1982 and was yet to  

obtain significant empirical support.  

On the issue of universality, Kohlberg’s claim is that “all individuals in all  

cultures use the same thirty basic moral categories, concepts, or principles, and  

all individuals in all cultures go through the same order of sequence of gross  

stage development.” (Quoted in Snarey, 1985, p. 202). One criticism is that  

Kohlberg makes some assumptions about culture which may not be valid, such  

as, all cultures reach the full range of his stages, or that moral development is  

invariant, described earlier as continuous, without any regressions. Snarey,  

reviewed the cultural literature on Kohlberg’s model and found there was the  

possibility of bias toward urban societies and middle-class populations, meaning  

that the stages are perhaps culture bound and ethnocentric with “so-called primi- 

tive societies at the bottom of the hierarchy and the United States at the top” of a  
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kind of social evolution (Snarey, 1985, p. 227). In a study of a Hindu Indian 

population (Miller, 1994), the author argued that one universal model of morality does 

not exist, and that morality might best be described by what is found to be meaningful 

in a particular culture.  

Support for Kohlberg on the issue of universality comes mostly in the context  

of finding his basic theory and methods sound and providing not the only, but at  

least one way to look at morality by comparing cultures (Edwards, 1986).  

On the subject of the use of hypothetical versus real life moral dilemmas on the  

MJI the most contention has been over whether men or women respond the same  

way to each. Much of the controversey surrounding the two theories is found  

in this type of study. It is also through this argument that most of the writing is found  

on the differences between men and women. Most frequently discussed is the  

idea that men and women use both orientations to solve moral dilemmas depending  

on the context of the dilemma. For example, Ford and Lowery (1986), gave subjects  

a self-report questionnaire on moral dilemmas they had experienced then rated  

their use of justice versus care orientations. Their findings suggest that while  

there were no significant differences between the sexes, women tended to use the  

care orientation more while men tended to use the justice orientation more fre- 

quently. Similar results were obtained (Skoe & Diessner, 1994), when subjects  

were given the Ethic of Care Interview (ECI), developed in part from Gilligan’s  

care theory which uses real-life dilemmas to determine the relationship between  

identity and moral reasoning between men and women. These findings suggest  

that some differences can be detected when using real-life dilemmas which con- 

tradicts Kohlberg’s theory.  

There is some empirical support for Kohlberg’s MJI to assess adequately indi- 

vidual level of moral reasoning (Walker, de Vries, & Trevethan, 1987). However,  

the same study showed that both sexes scored at a higher moral stage when using  

hypothetical dilemmas rather with real-life dilemmas. The evidence for differ- 

ences between the sexes was mixed. Additionally, Walker’s (1989), longitudinal  

study of moral reasoning, using both real-life and hypothetical dilemmas, supported  

the stage sequencing, or the invariant nature of the stages, and using both  

Kohlberg’s and Gilligan’s orientations, found almost no differences between the  

sexes. He did find, however, that hypothetical dilemmas elicited justice type  

orientations, while real-life dilemmas elicited care type responses.  

Testing of Gilligan’s hypothesis using different dilemma content (Rothbart,  

Hanley, & Alber, 1986) found results of no sex difference similar to others with  

the addition that the content of the dilemma showed a significant impact on  

which type of moral orientation was used. For example, in dilemmas of sexual  

intimacy, which are clearly situational, gender differences were found. Lastly,  

taking into account the fact that girls have a higher level of moral development  

before adolescence, Silberman and Snarey (1993), assert that to support Gilligan’s  
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theory that Kohlberg’s model is biased toward males, less mature boys would only 

have to score as well as more mature girls. Again the findings were that there were 

no differences between the sexes.  

There is empirical support, however, for Gilligan’s assertion of sex differences.  

Looking again at content analysis using the ECI and real-life moral dilemmas,  

Skoe & Goodon (1993), criticize the findings in Walker’s (1989) study which  

found no sex differences between boys and girls. They assert that gender differ- 

ences may have been lost in Walker’s study of 5-16-year-olds due to the grouping  

together of such a long range of developmental levels. Their study of 23 males  

and females, 11 and 12 years of age, showed significant main effects for gender  

(F (1,43) = 9.397, p< .005), (Skoe and Gooden, p. 163). Specifically, when  

generating their own real-life dilemmas, “girls tended to be more concerned with  

hurting others and maintaining friendships, while boys worried more about lei- 

sure activities and avoiding trouble.” (Skoe & Gooden, p. 154).  

Some have taken note (Weinberg, Yacker, Orenstein & DeSarbo, 1991), of  

Gilligan’s reframing of her earlier position on sex differences to say that both  

sexes use both orientations of reasoning in difference contexts. Using an empiri- 

cally tested scale of moral dilemmas of care that 8-10-year-olds might face in  

everyday life, results showed that Gilligan’s early assertions about sex differ- 

ences are correct; eliciting a response associated with the care orientation is de- 

pendent on the “interaction between the nature of the dilemmas under considera- 

tion and the nature of the individual.” (Weinberg et al., p. 464). Finally, although  

the study was with a small sample of subjects (7 women and 3 men), graduate  

students of both sexes taking the MJI all scored at Kohlberg’s stage 4, inconsist- 

ent with the “norm” for women, but consistent with scores for men (Mwamwenda,  

1991).  

While the problems with scoring the MJI have been acknowledged and re- 

vised by Kohlberg and his associates to satisfy some critics other issues still  

remain. For example, it has been suggested (Vine, 1986), that the scoring system  

is relevant only if an individual’s environment allows for the invariant growth  

assumed by Kohlberg in moral development. The suggestion questions Kohlberg’s  

claim about culture universality, and implies that all cultures do not evolve as the  

United States does. Further, we can speculate that, even within Western cultures,  

the assumption of universality may not be valid in poorer communities with few  

resources. Other criticisms include a bias toward stage consistency by weeding  

out stage mixtures, failure to describe short-term development, rather than jumps  

from one stage to the next, and the doubt about the existence of stages 5 and 6  

because of the impossibility of scoring them due to poor definitions of both (Rest,  

1986).  

In examining the issue of moral development several key questions remain  

prominent. Are there significant differences between men and women in how  
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morality is developed? Do men and women adhere to one orientation rather than  

another? And are the prominent theories of moral development, namely Gilligan’s  

and Kohlberg’s, sufficient to describe moral development universally or are they  

both ethnocentric? While evidence seems to suggest that men and women are  

more similar than they are different in how they develop morally, alternatives  

suggest (Bussey & Maughan, 1982), that there may be valid socialization expla- 

nations, specifically in the manifestation of gender roles which may account for  

the differences. In deciding the accuracy about orientations, context as well as  

situational factors and gender appear to have an impact on how a moral problem  

is resolved. What may be most evident through the studies examined, is that it is  

not at all clear whether moral development is universal. In fact, both Kohlberg’s  

and Gilligan’s models are probably best suited to Western culture and even then  

perhaps to only specific socioeconomic and educational populations.  

It has been proposed that future research focus on several topics. Suggestions  

have been made that examination of behavior rather than interviewed studies  

(Skoe & Gooden, 1993) might help to understand better moral development in  

real-life contexts, the implication being that perhaps the differences in adult de- 

velopment later in life parallel that of adolescence. Others (Weinberg et al.,  

1991), offer the view that conditional aspects of a person’s behavior are overlooked and  

underestimated in that current literature and that further research is needed to  

identify specific presence of the care response “and their relations to individual  

characteristics so that our notions concerning the different ways people think  

about dilemmas, as well as the kinds of situations that people see as dilemmas  

may be refined.” (Weinberg, et. al., p.465). Finally, the claim (Gilligan & Attanucci,  

1988), that current research is focused too much on whether differences exist can  

be addressed by conducting studies in which it is assumed that people can operate  

at both levels of orientation and by encouraging subjects to generate different solu- 

tions to a moral problem and to look at the relationships between them.  

My own perspective is that while I believe both Gilligan and Kohlberg have  

developed sound theories about how it is morality may develop, both are polar- 

ized views which restricted their positions in a nearly sexist manner. To say that  

all men or all women reason in only one way is to assume that gender roles are  

fixated and negates other conditions which may display differences. Both mod- 

els, it seems, are disproportionately culture bound. It would be interesting to ex- 

amine biological factors in individuals, perhaps both genetically and physiologi- 

cally, and correlate the findings to both perspectives. While I agree that both  

theories may be somewhat representative of Western populations in very general  

terms, I do not agree with Kohlberg’s position that all cultures use the same 30  

or so methods of moral resolution. This cannot be true, for many cultures do not  

share the same moral values traditionally ascribed to in this country. For example,  

some countries still practice infanticide while monogamy is considered abnormal  
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in others. So, while surely there is some process by which each culture adminis- 

ters its moral law, it cannot be assumed that it is by some universally human manner  

as Kohlberg states, but rather, that it is more likely by some specifically cultural one.  

Further, consideration for who maintains power positions within cultures is cer- 

tainly relevant to any understanding of a culture’s moral development. I suspect  

that may have been one of Gilligan’s first notions in criticizing Kohlberg’s stages.  

Neither Kohlberg nor Gilligan has taken into account the many variables which make 

up morality for people in modern society. The discussion of moral development now 

needs to move away from whether or not there are differences between the sexes and 

instead, move towards broadening the study of this subject to the next level which integrates 

biological, religious and cultural differences. What is needed now is a focus on how 

to better define morality in developing children, and an extensive look at the 

application nor moral reasoning based on these differences, by both men and women 

in their daily lives.  
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