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PIAGET'S THEORY OF MORAL DEVELOPMENT 

Dr. BOUHMAMA Djilali" 

AB.STRACT 
The purpose of this paper is to outline certain central ideas in Piaget's treatment 

of m_oral deve/opement· which are expressed in his book :the moral Judgement of the 
chieldln investJgating the growth of moral judgement in children, Piaget de.alt with two 
separate topics ; The child's understanding of roles, and the child's mode of moral 
thought. From the many abseM1ations and experiments with children, Piaget evolved a 
system of two major stages of moral development: J. The stage of heteronomous morality 
and, 2.the st4ge of autonomous morality. The main characteristics of these st.ages are ex­
posed in this article, as we/J as the principal criticisms levelled against Piaget's approach 
lo moral development:. 

INTRODUCTION 
The moral development of. children and young people has always 

been a matter which has roved of interest and concern. For most parents and 
certainly for society too, the development of morality in children is of great 
importance. 

Piaget's 1932 The Moral Judgement of Children has been the most 
influential in the study of children's morality. The present paper aims at ex­
posing piaget1s major contributions to our understanding of moral develop­
ment in children. 

According to Piaget, the essence of morality is found in the individ­
ual's understanding of and respect for rules of the social order, and his sense 
of justice in terms of cc::cem for reciprocity and equality among individuals 

. Piaget's research investigated children's moral thinking in the follow­
ing threebroad areas: 

- their attitude to rules; 
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- their j~1dg ·mcnt. of ri~ht and v1rong: 
- their i-lsses.-m 'nt ofju:t ice. 

Pi<'lge! believed that children apply the same.; h:ind of rcf!soning to the 
ru lle of game · as the. do w n oral rull.'.'s. He ,vrotc that : 'all morality consist 
in a - ' tt.!111 or rule , and the es encc or all mora.li ty is to be sought in the re­
spect which the individual acquires fbr those ru les.' Piaget 1932. 

Piaget made use of a clinical technique of inquiry He introduced his 
method clinique whi le invesiignting the moral judgement of .16 7 childrc r1 in 
Geneva. The chi ldren ranged in age from 6 to 13 . .It was from the i1p,1cstiga& 
tion of the rcspon cs of the children t) hi met hod of' inquiry that piaget for­
mul;itcd hi~ basi,c t hcory )rm ral development. 

To investigate children's conceptions of ru les and ·onduct pra ·ticc of 
rule ·, Piaget began no! , ith explicitly moral rules but the rule · of the game 
of nrnrbles. He believed that children appl tht: same kind of reasoning to the 
rule of game as they do to mor.al rules . Hl..! selected rules children follow in 
pla_ ,ing the game of marbles since this h:ind of rules i$ one rarely p,1sscd on by 
adu'lts but learnt from anther chi ldren duri11g the t:ame itself. Pia!.!ct's ap­
proach was to play tile game with a child but pretend ignorance o r tht.: rules 
and to prob\.'.' the ch:i,ld's underst.anding ,vhilc 1hi.: ga111c was played_ As a resu l1 
of his conversations \ ith children, Piaget I q3~ discovered how their ap­
proach to rules chang1.:s as thcv mature_ Tile ~·oung.cst children pl.a~ .. C!.!OCCn­

tric;:illy and haplrnLardly \vith 110 consideration for rult.:s at all. Utter and up to 
the age >f about si:\, children become aware or the rul -s )f the game, regard­
ing them as sacred and unclrnnge<1ble, and fo:llow them rigidly. sc rules have 
to be obeyed \ ithouil quc.:tion. The older children gradualll'. ' begin real!i~ing 
that the rul s are not ab. olutc. bu t are created bv child ren themselvl!s in or­
der to regulate the game. Rather than being inviolable. the ru le. can be 
clrnngcd or modircd by mutual c1~rl'cmcnt \ ith the older players: and a: 
Piaget I en~ puts it, ' the rule ot' a ~amc appears w tlw child no lrn1ger as an 
external Im\ sacred in :n far as ii ha.- been la id do\,·n by adu lts; but as the 
nuti.:omc nf a 1,·cc dcci ·ion and \\'Urthy tif respect i.n the mca:--urc that it has 
enlisted rnu1l1al co11se11L ; {p. 57 f 

Thus, at this point children are concerned wit·h complying with the 
rules rigidly to regu late the game and avoid ,rny di pute and unfairness, but 
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are al o read lo modi( them b · usual ,H!.i-eemcnt . It is during thi. stage that 
chillch'e11' hcteronom begins to gi ·c wa_ · to autononr _ Piage1 aurihutcd the 

emergence of autonon1, to the children'' fro\ ning co-opernti c activities and 
nnuual undcr~~tanding bee ecn them. In alig, ment " ·ith hi .. general cogni-
1,ve-dc ·elopm "'ntal stage :cquence apprnach. piagct outlined four ·uccc i e 
stages in the marble plav: 'The motor . tage : (up to 3 ~·ems o l age} . ln (hi 
sl, ge the · ·hild pfa ' S imh,·idually and mks are irrelc,·,uu . The egocentric 

srnue: {a1>pro'.'.:i11muel~- frmn J to 7 ~11.:"<1r.· • The child sti l l continm~-- to pla_ · to a 

cenamn extent indi ·iduaU~-- and rule .. · m-c follO\"-'cd to the extent 1hat the_ · can 
be recog.ni ·ccL The incipie11t-co-opcr<11ive :tagc: ,(townrds the age of7 to 8)_ 

In ,hi · tage the desire for mulual understanding appear in the sphere 
cf pla. ,_ T he.· pla_ by the rule and ex( eel ever 1one to do the · ame_ The 
play together a.- a team and their ticking to nil.es is quime literal, The codifi­

cation ::.tagc: (11- 1~) 

In thi: sta!!t: ·hilc.l ren appear to ha,·c 1horoug.hl. · ma:tcrc-d lhc rules 

and also rcali.-cd that thei-e ni-c.: o ·~a~ions \\ h~n rules cnn and should he al­

tered . 

\,Vithin tht con ciou. nc. ~ of ru l ".". piagct outline. thli"ec stage : 

I _ The tir.1 . tage i 1>urel_ · indi , ·iclualisric . The child seek merely to 
_atL 1~, i · motor intcres1 and shm ·. liule intcre. t if both pla_ 1ers are declared 
to be \,·inner. 

2. The second stage emcrg.ed about the ag' of vcn In this _1agc the 

child Hpp ·ar: to play in complian ·c \,·ith certain ex! rnal rul ': . He . hmv. a 
tcndenc~· to ·tmsid •r thc:e m ies a: being. :acrosan ·1 and tu alt ·rnhlc and to 
be beycd ri!!idh· . .-\nv ahcra1ion.- in thL' ru le.· " ·ould be" ron~. 

• ........ • 4 ._ 

J . The third :tage sets in around the a!.!c or I I or I~ Rules no longer 

appear a an ex1enwl force or . a red. hu t .een a. the out ome of a decisi1on 
\ ·hich ha cnl i.-ted their agrcemenl and .:o arc ,. onhy of respect. 

To c"plore the nature o 'c ·1ildrc11' judgements of right and \ ·rong 
l)iagcl pi-e.-eutcd hi.klrcn with paii-s of l ricf . tor ic and a kcd them to com­

ment on the behaviour of the charnctcr portrayed in 1he . mory. An e.,amplc i_ 
the i,tem. now r ·ell known, in \\'hich childre 1 a.-c a ·ked to judge \ ho i 
naught i ·r a bo_ ' , ho accidentally break · I~ ·up a he opens a dooi- or a bo_. 

\ ho breaks one cup while trying tn steal some Jiam out of the upboard. In 
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another example childreJl are asked whether a well-meaning boy who acci­
d~ntally gave rong directions to a man who then got Jost was naughtier 
than a boy who deliberately gave wrong directions to a man who found his 
way anyhow. In this fashion Piaget discovered two clearly djstinct forms: 

a- Younger children almost without exception judged the first as 
more severe and more deserving punishment The child bases his judgement 
solely upon the material consequences of wrong doing piaget termed this 
stage in the formation of moral judgements 'moral realism'; Piaget 1932 r,e­
fers to moral realism as 'the tendency which the child has to regard duty and 
the alue attaching to it as self-subsistent and independent of the mind, as 
imposing itseff regardless of the circumstances in which the indi idua] may 
find him elf (pp. 5-6).' 

b- The older children though the may still take some account of the 
material consequences in forming their judgements, now take cognisance of 
intention or moti e. Thus, the firs tage i uperseded when chi]dren been 
the moti e or intention to be of prime importance. 

To in estigate the children1s en e of ju· tice the third files of investi­
gation in piaget's work, piaget used e sentiall , the same tec_hnique a in the 
, econd field i .. e. children were presen ,ed \; ith h potheti al torie · and asked 
which adults asked them to do. In the art ear , children v~ewed justice as 
what was commanded breaking or lo ing som thing deserved punishment 
which could take an arbitrary form. For the 1oung child what matters was 
that the aggres or mu t pa for his offence with u ering of some king kind. 
The oung child beJie ed in the principle of immanent justice. Immanent jus­
tice is a belief in t:he inevitability of punishment to a tran gressor even though 
no one else c·ould possibly know what has occurred. As Wright 1971 com­
ment referrin.0 to the principle of immanent justice 'natural forces are ome­
how in league with people in authority and ensure that the di obedient suffer. 
The older children ie· · ed puni hment in a different way. airnes involved 
being given equal hare e en if needs differed. 

Throughout the e procedure piaget evol ed a tern of two major 
stages of moral de elopment hich embodied the characteristic feature of 
children' moral thinking ugge ted both b the respect for rules and sense of 
ju tice. he first major tage is referred to variously as moral realism, mo- . 
rality of constraint, or heteronomou morali y. The second major advanced 
stage is called autonomous morality, morality of co-operation, or reciprocity. 
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Heteronomious Morality: 

During this stage the child tends to obey adult commands and adhere 
to rules without questioning them. The child feels an obligation to comply to 
rules because they are sacrosanct and unchangeabl,e. He judges the Jight,ens 
or wrongness of an act 011 the basis of the magnitude of its consequences. He 
belie es in 'immanent justice', that is violations of social norms are followed 
by physical accidents or misfortunes emanating from some inanimat,e force or 
object or fro_m God. t this stage. the child is a mornl realist and considers 
rules and regulations as absolute in application. This attitude is believ,ed to be 
upported by two major cogniti e limitatiohs in the young child' thought. 

These are egocentrism .and realism. Egocentrism mean that the child is really 
interest d only in himself and his own concerns and is mndifferent to the con­
cerns of his peers. He does not take the o her point of view into considera­
tion and doe not under tand reciprocal relationships. Realism mean the 
child1 mnabi]mt to distingui. h between subjective aspect of hi e perjence. 
This is e ernplified in his perception of dreams. as ·external e ents rather than 
mental phenomena. As a result of these t o cogniti e limitation the child 
assumes there is onl one iew which i shared b all about · hether an act 
is right or wrong, and he sees moral rule a 1 ·ed and unchangeable. 

Antonornous ! loralitv: 

In thi stage the child does not iew rules as cared or unchangeable 
but as established and maintained through reciprocal social con ent. he 
child giv,es hi moral absolutism and re ognises a possible di ersit in iew 
of right and wrong. Thi tage is marked b stress on the importance of in­
tent· the ubject i able to consider he man miti.gating circum tances that 
influence actions and intention . Tran ition to thi level i a sumed to de-

elop out of peer group interaction w.i h the growing awarene of the need 
for mutual re p,ect or reciprocit . · All children make the tran ition from 
con traint_to co-oper~tion unless the de elopment i retarded by depri ation 
of the opportunity for reciprocal interaction _ (Lickona p.221). 

EvaluatiO'rl of ruaget1s ,vork: 

smith 1978 points out that piaget' tages ar too broad in the · ense 
that the thinking seems to cluster i.nto two major tages and co er only the 
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\ 'Cars or d1i1ldhood . Mo t of piat!,et 's early \vorl-; on t!ie development of moral 
judgement is in fact concerned \-\'ith chi ldren rathL:r than adolc. ents. Piaget 
has done ,·c1-y littk: subsequent ,., ork beyond his cc1rly tests f concept or 
moral in h.:'ntionalit,· in children . In his tlH!<.H:' Piaget put great emphasis 0 11 

the interac1io11 of peers. Relations ,vit h parents .are not ,L crucial except in 
the negative sense where by authori tarian parent · ma , impede the e1nergence 
of co-opera ri ve morality. A major limi tation of piagct's theor.,. from the em­
pirical point f viev,,, is the inadequate trcatmc11t given to element of en10-
tio11 and motivation i1 n moral beha ·ic ur. I loffnrnn t 970. 

Hm,vcver, dc~pite these imitat ion., piagct's public::ition in 1932 of the 
moral judgement or the ch ild mark the beginning of the cognitivc­
conccpHtal approach to moral it_ ans i. c1 major landmark in the hL tor of 
ps_ cholog~·- B:v e rnblishing 1he stage t.hcor:r or moral development. piagct 
has laid 1he !<.1uncl.tlio11 for later ill\ 1..'stigators tu bui l I upon Throughout the 
years l<)l10\\ ·ng Piaget's 10: .2 publicati 111. as is e,·idcm:i..:d in the flood of the 
li tera ture. mon1l development hat not c ·:i:ntially digrcs, cd from the piagctian 
framework \Vcinreich 1975 notes throughout the last fr rtv ~'ear · re earch on 
moral development hat no! departed in an~· :ignilicant sense from the 
piageltan frame\,.ork . kohlb rg !{)( 3 points out tint the !!rearer part of the 
dL',·eioprnenta l research on murnli1:-,· Ila~ ;-;1c-111111ed fru,n piagct's theory or 
moral stages Th great , ·nlue of pingei's \\ ml 011 111oral cle,·clopmcnt rests 
rn,1i11ly 011 the methods he cmpltiyed in hi .· in,·e:,;tigati(ins or children\; think­
ing processes, and on his being th<.: l.hst p:~·chol,ugist to vie\'.• rnoral thou"IH 
a: a developmental and n.::tructuring pruct.:s:,; largely based on the child' 
grmvth ttnvan.b c1bstra ·t thinki nB and intcrc1 'tion \\' i th the l;!nvironment. 
Downe>: and ~el ly 1978. 

Rest 1079 i.clentifled four specitic c0111ributions of piaget to later 
moral de\'dOJ mcnt r search: first, piagct defined the problem ar·ea and pro­
vided a lhcorct icnl construct of mored judgement, ~·econd, he int roduced a 
method of st udying moral juch.tcmcni: the use of h,vothctical moral di lemma 
stories and the clinica l. obsu-v-11ion:~ Third, he idcntili~cl som, of the :peciflc 
featu res and mechanisms or moral 1hi11king. :\nd linally, and mo ·t impor­
tantly. he made moral den:loprncnt a more impon·1111 area b_ · propo~i ng a 
paradigm fcx research in the area or cognit ive moral dcvdopmcnt. ln addi­
tion to the e contribution important quest. ions lefl: unan. wcn~d by his own 
work. have stimulated further rescFlrch 
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