PLURALISM, VIRTUES, AND
THE POST-KOHLBERGIAN ERA
IN MORAL PSYCHOLOGY

Daniel K. Lapsley

On February 9, 1987, the following letter appeared in the
“voice of the people” section of the Chicago Tribune, signed by
a juvenile court judge:

American schools always have been. . .deliberately involved
in the transmission of moral wisdom. By “moral wisdom” I
mean eternal norms or standards of human behavior, beliefs
about the rightness or wrongness of human conduct, recog-
nized and affirmed over the generations. It is folly to suggest
that one may educate without teaching morality. One may ar-
gue quite correctly that in a free society personal moral views
may be submitted to the marketplace of ideas in adult soci-
ety. However, it has never been seriously advocated that in
public schools our children should be presented with an adult
smorgasbord of morality options. . .. for many children in our
society, the public school provides the only healthy indoctrina-
tion in practical human morality. . . before entering the rough
and tumble world of adult pluralism.... Such “wisdom” is
immutable; it does not change from age to age; it does not
depend upon public opinion or practice for its efficacy. This
“wisdom” is the foundation upon which cultures are built.
When the foundation cracks, the lights flicker. ... The lights
are flickering, what shall we do? One thing we must not do
is to compromise the integrity of our schools by asking them
to teach. . .behavior inconsistent with wisdom. We must de-
mand unequivocally that our children practice self-control and
self-restraint in all areas of human temptation. ... I for one
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vote no to dispensing contraceptive devices in our schools and
would be very much opposed to any education not consistent
with the ideals of personal purity and self-restraint in all areas
of human passion.

This remarkable letter succinctly summarizes much of
the anxiety that is evident among educators and theorists
as they come to grips with what role, if any, values educa-
tion should play in the public school curriculum., The author
correctly notes, at least implicitly, that the very nature of in-
struction involves a commitment to certain values, even if the
commitment is unrecognized or the values inarticulated. That
morality options could be many among adults, that adult soci-
ety is to be properly characterized as a veritable “smorgasbord
of ideas,” from which one could freely sample as in a “market-
place” so as to fashion a “personal morality,” is not, in itself,
recognized as an undesirable thing, but merely a healthy re-
flection of democratic pluralism, which is itself something to
be respected (or at least tolerated as a necessary evil). Lurk-
ing among the pluralistic morality options, however, is an im-
mutable wisdom that serves as the foundation of our culture,
a wisdom that is impervious to the vagaries of conventional
opinion, and so well-understood that it could “deliberately”
be passed on to the next generation. The uses of this wisdom
are to assist young people in making concrete moral decisions,
such as whether to violate the immutable standards of purity
and self-restraint by using contraceptives.

The following themes, then, emerge from a considera-
tion of this letter: (1) Although value pluralism is a pervasive
feature of American culture, there does exist, nonetheless, a
certain foundational moral “wisdom” that is immutable, un-
changing, and impervious to passing fashions and tastes. (2)
Moral education, the transmission of moral wisdom, should be
deliberate, and not left to happenstance, since not to attend
to deliberate moral education is to abdicate our educational
(and moral) responsibility toward the next generation, and to
leave the “lights” of our society “flickering.” (3) Finally, moral
wisdom so imparted can be usefully deployed in order to cor-
rectly resolve practical moral dilemmas.

These very themes are a striking feature of Lawrence
Kohlberg’s approach to moral education, an approach that
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has simply dominated the field of moral psychology for the
last several decades. Like our editorial writer, Kohlberg was
concerned with how one might ground moral judging upon
foundational moral principles that transcend conventional
opinion and value pluralism. Like our editorial writer, Kohl-
berg was interested in how one might develop deliberate
moral education strategies such that this sort of judging
might be accessible to students, and thereby utilized in or-
der to resolve moral dilemmas.

According to Kohlberg, the form or structure of reason-
ing that one brings to bear on moral dilemmas can be shown
to undergo a series of developmental transformations as one
moves through adolescence to adulthood. These transforma-
tions can be described in terms of six stages. Each succeeding
stage in the sequence is said to allow one to better differ-
entiate moral from conventional considerations in any given
moral dilemma, a differentiation that is starkly conceived at
the highest stages, where the deliberator is said to endorse
a “moral ideal.” The stage sequence possesses certain prop-
erties. For example, the sequence of stages is held to be uni-
versal, invariant, and descriptive of qualitative changes in
moral thought. Further, developmental progression through
the stages is said to reflect not only an advance in the use of
sophisticated cognitive operations, but also an advance in the
quality of moral reflection as well. That is, reasoning at the
highest (“principled”) stages (5 and 6) is said to be both psy-
chologically sophisticated and morally adequate, with moral
adequacy being judged by how well reasoning corresponds
to philosophic criteria laid down in the formalist, Kantian
tradition. By explicitly appealing to certain ethical principles
(e.g., the Kantian categorical imperative), and by engaging
in certain dilemma-solving methodologies (e.g., the Rawlsian
“original position” or “moral musical chairs”) one increases
the likelihood that just solutions will be found for hard case
dilemmas, solutions that will compel agreement because of
their evident rationality and fairness. Indeed, at the highest
stages one can expect universal agreement on the solution to
moral dilemmas, since the press towards agreement is part of
the moral ideal under which one operates, a claim that Kohl-
berg used as a foil against ethical (and cultural) relativism.
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Although more will be said about this aspect of Kohl-
berg’s theory, it is important to point out just how critical the
issue of ethical relativism has been to Kohlberg’s work. His
entire project can be seen as an attempt to provide the psycho-
logical resources by which to combat relativism. Indeed, the
extent to which any given theory in moral psychology can be
seen to give aid or comfort to ethical relativism is to count as
the chief mark against it, quite irrespective of whatever em-
pirical evidence can be amassed in its favor. Any approach,
for example, that emphasizes moral “socialization,” either hy
manipulating reinforcers or hy inculcating virtues, is to be
rejected on the grounds that it implicitly reflects a commit-
ment to ethical relativism. This commitment is evident in
the behavioral tradition to the extent that ordinary moral
language (e.g., good, right, ought) is reduced to value-neutral
operational definitions (“positive reinforcement”). Insofar as
societies possess different social contingencies for dispensing
reinforcement, it follows that what gets called “good” may
vary considerably across various cultures. That at least one
culture thought it fit to reinforce the extermination of Jews
is of some moment to Kohlberg. If what is “good” is a matter
of social contingency, then one is hard pressed to provide a
rational argument against Nazi morality.

The argument against the virtue tradition follows a sim-
ilar form. Virtues are often seen as traits of character. Yet by
one count there are at least 4,500 words in the English lan-
guage that could refer to personality traits, and the number
applying to specifically virtue traits must be correspondingly
large. Consequently, any composition of a desirable list or
“bag” of virtues must necessarily be arbitrary, Furthermore,
and more to the point, Kohlberg argued that the meaning of
virtue words is relative to conventional cultural standards,
and is hence “ethically relative.” He writes: “Labeling a set
of behaviors displayed by a child with positive or negative
trait terms does not signify that they are adaptive or of eth-
ical importance. It represents an appeal to particular com-
munity conventions, since one person’s ‘integrity’ is another
person’s ‘stubbornness’” (Kohlberg & Mayer 1987). In Kohl-
berg’s view, it was completely inappropriate for moral so-
cialization theorists to pretend that what they described was
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simply an objective and empirical psychology of behavior, one
that was “scientific” and therefore uncommitted to philosoph-
ical assumptions. Yet, by depriving moral behavior of moti-
vational, cognitive, or interpretive elements, and by reducing
ordinary moral language to putatively objective value-neutral
descriptions of culturally specific patterns of habit-training,
one could not help but find culturally relative moral values.
In Kohlberg’s view, moral socialization theorists take a stand
on moral relativity without admitting it.

It should not be surprising that Kohlberg attempted to
provide a psychological solution to the problem of ethical rela-
tivism in such a way that explicitly acknowledged the value-
relevant nature of moral inquiry. Indeed, it remains one of
Kohlberg’s most significant achievements that his work en-
couraged a meaningful interpenetration of moral psychology
and ethics (see Kohlberg 1981; Boyd 1986). This interpene-
tration can be described in a number of ways. First, Kohlberg
extended the genetic epistemological project of Piaget (1970;
see Kitchener 1986) to the moral domain in a more successful
way than did Piaget (1932) himself. Thus, Kohlberg described
his work as the “rational reconstruction of the ontogenesis of
Justice reasoning.” As such, it was Kohlberg’s aim to show
that moral stage development yields an increasing apprecia-
tion of a “moral point of view,” instantiated at Stage 6, that is
normative, adequate, and justifiable in terms of relevant de-
ontological theories of justice. In other words, “an adequate
psychological theory of stages and stage movement presup-
poses a normative theory of justice,” with the striking impli-
cation that “falsification of the empirical hypotheses of [the]
psychological theory would. . .cast doubt on the validity of
[the] normative theory” (Kohlberg, et al. 1983, 18). The nor-
mative theory of justice not only stakes out the psychological
domain of inquiry, but alse functions as one part of the devel-
opmental explanation for stage movement. “For instance, the
normative theoretical claim that a higher stage is philosoph-
ically a better stage is one necessary part of a psychological
explanation of sequential stage movement” (Kohlberg et al.
1983, 18). This entails, of course, that Kohlberg take a stand
on the is-ought controversy (see Boyd 1986), and that he ar-
ticulate the normative theory that grounds his conception of
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moral stage development (Kohlberg 1981). It also suggests
a means by which ethical (and cultural) relativism is to be
combated. Cultural relativity is transcended by locating cul-
turally universal patterns of norms and elements that un-
derlie, at some deep level of discourse and practice, all forms
of moral judging and evaluating. These universal norms can
be revealed only by sensitive hermeneutic inquiry. This in-
quiry would reveal, for example, that the seeming relativity
of various cultural practices and customs is only apparent,
reflecting mere “content” differences among societies, differ-
ences that are ultimately “structured” by a deep apprecia-
tion of universalizable and prescriptive moral norms. Hence,
“the culturally variable customs of monogamy and polygamy
are both compatible with the culturally-universal underlying
moral norms of personal dignity, commitment, and trust in
sexual relationships” (Kohlberg et al. 1983, 72).

Ethical relativity is combated by the natural develop-
ing tendency to seek the highest stage of development, at
which point one could more easily differentiate the prescrip-
tive and universalizable elements of a moral judgment from
mere conventional considerations. When one reasons from the
perspective of the moral ideal that Stage 6 describes, then one
realizes that moral agreement is a necessary and desirable
feature of moral discourse. Value pluralism, then, is some-
thing that is evident only to one still trapped in conventional
forms of moral reasoning. Moral disagreement is endemic
only among those who lack the cognitive developmental abil-
ities to engage in sophisticated, dilemma-solving justice op-
erations, operations that are at the disposal of the principled
reasoner. The moral educational task, then, is to provide the
contextual supports for motivating development to the high-
est stage where this sort of reasoning becomes possible.

The Kohlbergian response, then, to the problem of value
pluralism is to argue that there are real possibilities for moral
consensus if development is sufficiently motivated to the high-
est stages of moral development. Although there is pervasive
empirical support for various aspects of Kohlberg’s theory
(e.g., Walker 1982; Walker, de Vries, & Bichard 1984) and for
his approach to moral education (Power, Kohlberg, & Hig-
gins 1989; Lapsley et al. 1989), it has become increasingly
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apparent that his entire approach to moral psychology may
be unduly narrow, a narrowness that may, in turn, be based
on two kinds of false moves. One of these, or so I will argue,
is related to Kohlberg’s antipathy for the importance of hu-
man virtues. The second regards the mechanics of principled
reasoning itself. If Kohlberg has discovered a set of psycho-
logical facts about the course of moral development, and if
these facts have implications for the validity of a normative
theory of justice, then this state of affairs in moral psychology
would undoubtedly be of singular importance to ethicists. Yet
it is true to say that the facts of moral development, as un-
derstood by Kohlberg, have not penetrated very deeply into
ethical discourse. I will suggest that the reason that this is
the case has less to do with real or imagined deficiencies in
moral psychology. Rather, it has more to do with the fact that
the ideal Kohlbergian moral agent, adopting as she must the
transcendental viewpoint of the (Rawlsian) original position,
dislodged as she must then be from every social particular-
ity, is an abstraction, an “epistemic subject,” and not a psy-
chological being at all. It is difficult to see how any set of
psychological facts about human development could matter
in an account of ideal rational agents who must become so-
cially disembodied into impartiality and agreement. (And the
fact that Kohlberg has never satisfactorily identified such a
reasoner is of some importance.)

I should like to argue, then, that the Kohlbergian at-
tempt to provide developmental arguments against ethical
relativism is based on two mistakes, and that the project
must, therefore, inevitably fail. Each will now be addressed
in turn, then I will attempt to articulate what a “post-
Kohlbergian era” in moral psychology might look like.

Stage 6 and the Transcendental Moral Agent

As I just implied there is currently no provision in the ex-
tant Kohlbergian interview and scoring procedures for identi-
fying a Stage 6 moral reasoner (Colby, Kohlberg, et al. 1987).
Yet the hypothetical nature of the final stage does not con-
stitute sufficient grounds for simply jettisoning it from the
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theory. Indeed, the very coherence of the stage sequence, and
the very force of the various moral psychological claims that
the sequence entails, hinges on the requirement that the se-
quence be closed by a kind of reasoning that is denoted as
Stage 6, even if this reasoning is nowhere descriptive of ac-
tual moral agents. Perhaps another way of stating this is
to say that the genuinely interesting use of the theory as
a foil against ethical relativism depends on Stage 6 being
at least a theoretical possibility, even though no adequate
procedure currently exists for identifying it’ Why is this the
case? One reason is related to the nature of developmental
explanation in the structural developmental tradition out of
which Kohlberg operated. Developmental stages, in this tra-
dition, are imbued with teleological assumptions concerning
the patterning and appropriate direction of change. Change
is goal-directed towards a state of optimum complexity and
adaptation, which is described as the final stage of develop-
ment. If the developmental telos is to be attained, then certain
intermediary stages are required. Developmental explana-
tions, then, are not only teleological but functional. Hence,
according to Kitchener (1983, 800), developmental explana-
tions are “diachronic pattern explanations in which a part (a
stage) is explained when one understands how it fits into the
whole (sequence)—that is, how it fits into a temporal process
directed towards a goal—and what contributing role (func-
tion) it played in the realization of this goal.” The transition
from earlier to later stages is given sense by understand-
ing how the transitions function as a means for reaching the
final stage.

Although Stage 5 involves the use of sophisticated cog-
nitive operations, it is not the most “equilibrated” form of
reasoning, and therefore cannot resolve certain problems in a
way that is most adequate (in a psychological sense). Further,
and given the complementarity that is said to exist between
cognitive and moral operations, a Stage 5 reasoner cannot be
expected to resolve certain moral dilemmas in a way that is
either completely adequate, in a moral sense, or in a way that
compels agreement, which is the main point of moral delib-
eration. And it is just this desire to describe how it is possi-
ble to generate agreement on rationally justifiable solutions
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to moral dilemmas that is at the heart of the Kohlbergian
project, a project that clearly requires that Stage 6 be the
telos of moral development, since it is here that the desire for
rational agreement is satisfied.

Stage 6 moral reasoning is a thoroughly Kantian affair.
The central point of moral reasoning is to bring about the
correct solution to a moral quandary by linking the features
of the dilemma to a covering law that is universally appli-
cable, categorical, prescriptive, and rationally justified. Fol-
lowing Schneewind (1983) the covering law might be said to
be a “classical first principle” to the extent that it (1) pos-
sesses generality and is hence context-free, (2) allows no ex-
ceptions, (3) is substantive, and not merely formal, in that
concrete solutions to specific moral questions might be de-
rived from it, and (4) is foundational, in the sense that the
authority of the principle is “basic” and not therefore derived
from any source extrinsic to reason itself. Hence, the moral
law is authoritative, objective, and binding on all rational
agents in virtue of their rationality. One is an autonomous
moral agent to the extent that one takes on the moral law
as one’s own, and heteronomous to the extent that one acts
for reasons other than what the demands of rationality re-
quire. It also matters for moral deliberation that the moral
relevance of the situation be adequately identified, that moral
and nonmoral considerations be carefully distinguished (Nor-
ton 1988), and that mechanisms be available for adjudicating
appeals to competing moral rules (Solomon 1988), typically in
light of the first principle.

Kant’s “categorical imperative” is, of course, a vivid ex-
ample of a classical first principle. It is also paradigmatic of
Stage 6 reasoning (although Kohlberg sometimes allowed for
other general ethical principles to ground moral problem solv-
ing). At this stage one reasons from the perspective of any ra-
tional, autonomous individual, in accordance with the “moral
point of view,” in terms that can be universalized (Meilaen-
der 1984). The moral point of view gives form to Stage 6 de-
liberations in that it structures the kinds of principles that
can be invoked. One takes the moral point of view if one is
autonomous, impartial, willing to universalize, and informed
about the relevant facts of the matter (Kohlberg et al. 1983).
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A moral judgment is justified if it generates agreement by
everyone who takes this view. “This means equal consider-
ation of the claim or points of view of each person affected
by the moral decision. This prescriptive role-taking is gov-
erned by procedures designed to insure fairness, impartiality,
or reversibility in role-taking” (Kohlberg 1986, 497). These
procedures are deliberately invoked at Stage 6 to serve as
procedural justice checks on the validity of a moral judgment.

Kohlberg (1986) describes several of these procedures.
One procedure is formalized in terms of Rawl’s original posi-
tion, where one must choose from the “original position” after
donning the “veil of ignorance.” Indeed, Stage 6 is described
(as is Stage 5) in terms of a Rawlsian “prior-to-society” per-
spective of a rational moral agent who is aware of universal-
izable values and rights that any agent would choose to build
into a society (Kohlberg 1986). Another formalized procedure
is called “moral musical chairs,” where one systematically de-
termines if a candidate judgment is still acceptable when seen
from the perspective of each claimant. One indication that a
judgment is inadequate is just when it cannot be “reversed,”
i.e., when it cannot be consistently maintained from the per-
spective of other parties. In the famous Heinz dilemma, for
example, where Heinz must choose between stealing a drug
in order to save the life of his wife (and thereby violate the
property rights of a druggist) or not to steal (and thereby vio-
late the imperative to respect life), Kohlberg has determined
that every Stage 6 reasoner who adopts the moral point of
view will choose to steal the drug. This is so because the
druggist would not insist on his property rights if he were
in the position of Heinz’s wife, i.e., his position could not be
reversed from the perspective of the other party to the justice
dispute. Similarly, Kohlberg has determined that no rational
agent would endorse capital punishment from the original po-
sition, prior-to-society, since no agent could rationally choose
death if it could be the case that it is the agent on death row.
The judgment for capital punishment, then, is not reversible
if seen from the perspective of the inmate. A fully reversible
judgment, one that survives appraisal regardless of who is
doing the appraising, will also therefore compel agreement,
and will hence be universalizable. And just this perspective
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afforded by Stage 6 will allow one to transcend the plurality
of moral options and the relativism that merely conventional
reasoning is wont to breed.

A third formalization, one recently appended to the the-
ory, emphasizes the dynamics of actual dialogue. Following
Habermas, Kohlberg argued that disputants must take the
“performative attitude” in actual moral dialogue, an attitude
that is characterized as the active attempt to understand the
point of view of others, and to coordinate this understand-
ing with one’ s own reasons in such a way that disputants
will yield to convincing arguments. Dialogue of this sort is
grounded by a number of presuppositions. Mutual respect,
and the freedom and rationality of each disputant, are pre-
supposed. Further, there are pragmatic considerations (un-
derstood as rules of argumentation) immanent in the very
nature of rational discourse that commit disputants (at least
intuitively) to presuppositions with normative content, and
which therefore could function as a moral principle. According
to Habermas, this principle is a formalization of Kantian intu-
itions, and assumes that every participant in moral dialogue
must take into account the perspective of other disputants.
“This principle can be stated in the following way: a valid
norm has to satisfy the condition—that the consequences, in-
tended or not, which will (probably) result from its general ap-
plication for the interests of every individual affected would
be consensually preferred by all of those involved” (Haber-
mas, in Kohlberg 1986, 519). Can this principle be rationally
justified? Is this a moral point of view that is valid for all cul-
tures? Although Habermas intends this principle to function
much like a principle of induction in theoretical discourse,
he avoids the Popperian charge that such “first” principles
are susceptible to infinite regress and to apriorism by claim-
ing that all attempts to justify or refute this principle, by
the very fact of entering into rational discourse, inescapably
admit to pragmatic considerations governing dialogue that
presuppose relevant aspects of the moral principle. Thus, he
writes that

everybody who attempts to refute the moral principle will be

caught in a performative contradiction to the very pragmatic

presuppositions which he cannot escape once he seriously
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starts to argue at all. ... The strategy of this form of argu-
ment is to accept the sceptical conclusion that these principles
are not open to any proof, being presuppositions of reasoning
rather than conclusions from it, but to go on to argue that com-
mitment to them is rationally inescapable, because they must,
logically, be assumed if one is to engage in a mode of thought
essential to any rational human life. (Habermas, in Kohlberg
1986, 519)

Although Kohlberg formalizes Stage 6 in terms of the original
position methodology, and in terms of moral musical chairs,
and claims that these formalizations are consensus-seeking
approaches to moral dilemmas, he has remarked that actual
dialogue under the conditions of the performative attitude, as
understood by Habermas, is the most advantageous means by
which moral consensus is to be achieved (Kohlberg 1986, 527).

Our best hope, then, of reaching consensus on univer-
sal moral principles lies in achieving the moral point of view
that is representative of Stage 6, and which is formalized in
terms of the original position, moral musical chairs, and the
ideal communication situation of actual moral dialogue. This
is clearly a most sophisticated account of moral psjrchalogy,
yet doubts remain concerning the adequacy of Stage 6. Mac-
Intyre (1984, 23) noted that “A moral philosophy characteris-
tically presupposes a sociology. ... Thus it would generally
be a decisive refutation of a moral philosophy to show that
moral agency on its own account of the matter could never
be socially embodied.” 1 will press a similar claim against
that aspect of Stage 6 which appeals to “ideal role-taking,”
whether it is expressed in terms of the original position or of
moral musical chairs. Regarding the formalization of Stage
6 in terms of the performative attitude behind “legitimate
speech acts,” I will argue that this account of moral rational-
ity is fundamentally incompatible with other formalizations
of Stage 6, and whatever else may be said about Habermas's
position, it cannot help Stage 6 in its task of transcending
ethical relativism.

In his After Virtue MacIntyre (1984) argued that the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment project of providing ratio-
nal justification for objective and impersonal moral principles
has failed. His account of this failure, and its consequence

R 48

THE POST-KOHLBERGIAN ERA 181

for contemporary moral philosophy, is relevant for my task
here, for I shall argue that Kohlberg’s project is just what
one should expect in moral psychology if Maclntyre’s the-
sis is true.

According to MacIntyre the search for foundational
moral principles during the Enlightenment was motivated by
the fact that the teleological understanding of moral injunc-
tions and of their role in correcting untutored human nature
was undermined by the rejection of Aristotelian teleological
science and by the onslaught of secular Enlightenment think-
ing against theistic understandings of a Divine plan. The En-
lightenment rejection of any notion of the telos of humankind
(whether classical or theistic) therefore deprived moral in-
junctions of their justificatory force, insofar as the whole point
of morality was to show how it was possible to bring human
nature from how it is to how it could be if one were to realize
one’s telos. The categorical nature of moral judgments was
lost, since the universal law that grounded such judgments
could no longer be that which was commanded by God. The
hypothetical nature of moral judgments was lost, since one
could no longer justify those judgments regarding moral con-
duct in terms of what was required in order to reach one’s true
end. Moral judgments, then, lost any clear status, becoming
inherited “linguistic survivals” divorced from a context which
gave them force. In MacIntyre’s view this was not necessarily
seen as a lamentable state of affairs by those who had lived
through this period. “Many of those who lived through this
change in our predecessor culture saw it as a deliverance
both from the burdens of traditional theism and the confu-
sions of teleological thought. ... The self had been liberated
from all those outmoded forms of social organization which
had imprisoned it simultaneously within a belief in a theis-
tic and teleological world order and within those hierarchical
structures which attempted to legitimate themselves as part
of such a world order” (MacIntyre 1984, 60). The modern self,
then, emerges emancipated, autonomous, and sovereign as a
result of this collapse of classical theism.

Yet the ambiguous status of moral judgments which re-
sulted from the “flight from authority” (Stout 1981) of the
Enlightenment project presented modern moral philosophy



182 THE CHALLENGE OF PLURALISM

with its characteristic problematic. According to Maclntyre
(1984, 62):

On the one hand the individual moral agent, freed from hier-
archy and teleology, conceives of himself and is conceived of
by moral philosophers as sovereign in his moral authority. On
the other hand, the inherited, if partially transformed rules of
morality have to be found some new status, deprived as they
have been of their older teleological character and their even
more ancient categorical character as expressions of an ulti-
mately divine law. If such rules cannot be found a new status
which will make appeal to them rational, appeal to them will
indeed appear as a mere instrument of individual desire and
will. Hence, there will be pressure to vindicate them either by
devising some new teleology or by finding some new categori-
cal status for them.

By grounding moral judgments on a psychological thesis (i.e,
whether actions prescribed by a moral injunction increase
happiness or pleasure), utilitarianism attempted to provide a
“naturalistic” teleological foundation for morality. And it was
the Kantian project that attempted to provide a new categor-
ical status for moral judgments based on the requirements
of practical reason. In MacIntyre’s (1984) view, both projects
failed, resulting in the modern predicament whereby we use
moral speech to assert emotivist preferences, though cloaking
our preferences behind the veneer of moral principles thought
to provide objective “foundations” and “grounding.”
Kohlberg’s ideal moral agent, reasoning from the per-
spective of Stage 6, is ultimately an emotivist self as well.
Whereas modern moral philosophy, according to Maclntyre
(1984), attempts to vindicate the rationality and objectivity
of moral judgments by finding some new teleological or cat-
egorical status for them, it is of interest to note that Kohl-
berg incorporates both strategies in his psychological theory.
The categorical status is borrowed from the authority of the
Kantian categorical imperative. The teleological foundation is
found in the very nature of development itself. Recall that
the very nature of functional developmental explanation as-
sumes that development tends toward some goal or desired
end state, e.g., the final stage. A sequence is explained when
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one can show how stage transition functions in such a way
as to permit the attainment of the final stage. In the moral
development theory the telos is realized when one talks like
Kant when faced with moral dilemmas.

In traditional or classical polities the telos of human life
was well understood. In the absence of community consen-
sus on the proper ends of a good life, such as is the case in
modern liberal societies, any proposed teleological formula-
tion must necessarily be controversial, and therefore require
justification. The choice of the Kantian imperative as a first
principle of moral reasoning must remain unargued, however,
on pain of infinite regress. In the Kantian scheme, “An agent
can only justify a particular judgment by referring to some
universal rule from which it may be logically derived, and
can only justify that rule in turn by deriving it from some
more general rule or principle; but on this view since every
chain of reasoning must be finite, such a process of justifi-
catory reasoning must always terminate with the assertion
of some rule or principle for which no further reasons can
be given” (MacIntyre 1984, 20). The choice of first principles,
then, is to be left to the discretion of the moral agent, and
has authority precisely because it is chosen.

It would then appear that Kohlberg’s Stage 6 reasoner
must also adopt unargued first principles and thereby fall
prey to the state of affairs described by MacIntyre, whereby
the language of impersonal, objective, and rational moral cri-
teria is used to mask emotivist preferences. This perhaps
explains the real import behind Kohlberg’'s desire to postu-
late the existence of a “soft” Stage 7, where one reflects on
“the need to be moral in the first place,” a reflection that
might appropriately invoke religious or other appropriately
cosmic considerations. It is one thing to use first principles
in order to digest moral dilemmas, it is one thing to know
how to be moral, quite another to justify why one should di-
gest moral dilemmas in the first place, or why one should
be moral. Stage 6 cannot tell us why morality is a desirable
thing. To answer this question requires an appeal to extra-
moral considerations, and this is the business of Stage T.
Yet the need to postulate Stage 7 is symptomatic of the.de-
sire to provide at least some justification for the use of first
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principles other than to leave it to raw preference. That what-
ever Stage 7 reasons might be invoked would themselves re-
quire justification only pushes the infinite regress problem
to another level, and would not, on this account, relieve the
moral agent from ultimately choosing unargued moral alle-
giances for unargued Stage 7 considerations. Clearly, then,
the elimination by the Enlightenment project of teleological
considerations regarding proper and desirable ends of human
life make the postulation of Stage 7 inevitable in moral psy-
chology. The necessity for asking “open” or “limit” questions,
which is the business of Stage 7, is only an interesting or nec-
essary thing to do when moral judgments lack a clear teleo-
logical purpose.

It is also of interest to point out that to the extent that
the Stage 6 reasoner might also be free to adopt first princi-
ples other than Kantian imperatives, such as the principle of
utility or of benevolence (agape), it seems doubtful that dia-
logue on moral matters could be little more than the assertion
of moral principles whose premises are incommensurable, It
is just this incommensurability, the arguing from incompati-
ble premises, that contributes to the intermin ability of moral
debate, which is then dignified by the term “pluralism.” As
a result one would not be as sanguine as was Kohlberg that
moral dialogue at Stage 6 could produce mere agreement, let
alone agreement that was in some sense Jjustified.

Indeed, it is notorious that other ethicists, presumably
as skilled as was Kohlberg in using principled reasoning,
could quarrel, with Kohlberg’s favored solutions to hypothet-
ical moral dilemmas (see, e.g., Locke 1986), One can see the
justice, then, of MacIntyre’s diagnosis of the predicament of
modern moral philosophy, that for all the rhetoric of founda-
tional moral principles there lurks instead the assertion of
emotivist preferences, and this is as true in moral psychology
as in ethics, It is not hard to see, for example, that our edi-
torial writer, in touting the foundational importance of per-
sonal purity and self-restraint in sexual conduct, was doing
little more that using the language of universal moral prinei-
ples (“foundational wisdom”) in order to mask an (emotivist)
personal preference regarding the proper attitude one should
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take towards contraception. Further, it may well be true that
monogamy and polygamy represent the identical allegiance
to universal principles of dignity and trust in relationships
(though what counts as dignity and trust begs for a histori-
cal analysis), but what is one to do when these values (or any
other) conflict in a practical moral conflict situation? It is little
wonder that Kohlberg (1986, 527) came to make a surprising
concession, that perhaps his theory is compatible with cer-
tain kinds of relativism (“perspectival” or “contextual”) after
all, though not with “radical” relativism. This concession is
surprising since it robs Kohlberg’s theory of much that made
it interesting, since clearly no appeal to psychological data is
needed to refute radical relativism.

There is still the formalization of Stage 6 in terms of “le-
gitimate communication action” that needs to be considered.
One should first notice that the performative attitude under-
lying legitimate communication, and the implicit appeal to
normative pragmatic universals governing rational discourse,
applies equally well to dialogue about virtues as it does to the
kind of moral debates favored by Kohlberg. That universals
are presupposed in moral dialogue would entail that any ra-
tional discourse concerning, say, the status of “integrity” vs.
“stubbornness,” would be enough to keep the moral skeptic
at bay, and deprive Kohlberg of any rationale for condemn-
ing virtues as necessarily “ethically relative.”

Kohlberg (1986, 517) has written: “According to Haber-
mas (1982), a Kantian respect for persons is a precondition for
argument or dialogue among philosophers and in this sense
justifies itself as the ultimate moral principle.” He also ap-
provingly cites McCarthy’s (1982, 57) summary of Habermas’s
theory:

Philosophic hermeneutic stress that the interpreter of social
phenomena is a member of a life-world, that the interpreter
too occupies a specific historical, social, cultural position from
which he or she tries to come to terms with the beliefs and
practices of others. The understanding achieved is, as a result,
inexorably situation-bound, an understanding from a point of
view that is on the same level as what is understood. There
are. . .no privileged positions outside of or above history from
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which to view human life; there can be no interpreter without
a language. . . .

Three comments are in order. First of all, Habermas does not
take recourse to any ultimate foundations or ultimate princi-
ples (see, e.g., Habermas, in Kohlberg 1986, 531), or at least
foundations that can be justified. Secondly, it is not at all
clear that Habermas’s challenge to the moral skeptic, appro-
priated by Kohlberg, can fend off anything more than a kind
of radical “epistemological” relativism, which strikes one as
a serious attenuation of the Kohlbergian project. As Carter
(1986) pointed out, even if the validity claims underlying le-
gitimate dialogue were fulfilled, this would not be sufficient
to establish their universal and necessary validity. He writes
that “even though analysis reveals what must be assumed for
communication to be genuine, it is not clear exactly how we
can establish an ideal-observer type objectivity for the content
of those validity claims. We must assume that what we say
is true, in order to communicate ideally, but this in no way
shows that what we assume is, in fact, true, except from a
perspective already within the circle of assumptions. [Hence],
one’s fundamental values, beliefs, methodology and even one’s
understanding of reason’s place in the scheme of things, are
taken by us to be true, and that they are not evidently uni-
versal or necessary, but only assumptive or traditional, or in
some other way acceptable or even required by our point of
view” (p. 14). On this point Kohlberg (1986) seems to agree,
insofar as he now accepts the possibility that Stage 6 is help-
less against “perspectival” relativism, a view that does not
seem to leave the emotivist self far behind.

My third point is that whatever else can be said about
the formalization of Stage 6 as a rational reconstruction of an
ideal communication situation, it is incompatible with other
formalizations of this stage. As noted above, Habermas does
not assume that one must transcend social, cultural, or his-
torical particularities, yet this is precisely what is required
in order to reason “prior-to-society.” Stage 6 is either a ratio-
nal reconstruction of ideal and legitimate dialogue, or it is a
prior-to-society perspective, but it cannot be both. The latter
is assumed when Stage 6 is formalized in terms of the moral
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pargaining (“balancing perspectives”) that takes place from
the original position, after donning the veil of ignorance. One
is to achieve impartiality by adopting a moral point of view of
any rational individual, a view that represents a transcenden-
tal abstraction from one’s own view, without knowing who one
is. That one must become socially disembodied into impartial-
ity, that one must stand outside of social structures, above
history, and outside of time, that one must take the tran-
gcendental “perspective from eternity” (Stout 1981) in order
to become the autonomous agent, is a view not only at odds
with Habermas’s assumptions, but one that is psychologically
suspicious as well. One has no doubt that the kind of moral
autonomy that Kohlberg seeks requires just this kind of so-
cial emasculation, but it pays the terrible price of yielding a
transcendental self that is impoverished, fictive, and no self
worth having. It is also worth noting that such a maneuver
may not even achieve impartiality, since it has been argued
that the autonomous moral bargainer actually reflects an im-
plicit commitment to rational egoism (Stout 1981) and liberal
individualism (MacIntyre 1988).

So the moral agent of Stage 6 is both an emotivist and
transcendental self, which is to say no self at all. As Macln-
tyre noted (1984, 32), the emotivist “democratized” sell “has
no necessary social content, no necessary social identity, can
assume any role or take any point of view, because it is, in
and for itself, nothing.” Yet Kohlberg is driven to this end
because of his anxiety to provide a foundational moral psy-
chology that can resolve disputes and counter ethical rela-
tivism. But the search for ultimate moral principles to serve
foundational purposes in moral disputes is as reductionistic
a strategy as any positivistic search for “basic” statements by
which to resolve theoretical disputes in science (Stout 1981).
The line of development in the philosophy of science begin-
ning with Popper, and including Kuhn, Lakatos, and Laudan,
among others, has shown how futile it is to expect any Jjusti-
ficatory strategy to work in the rational appraisal of theories.
Foundationalism in ethics fails just as surely as justification-
ism does in the philosophy of science, and for the same rea-
sons. There is no “gap” between evaluative and descriptive
statements, between fact and theory, between analytic and




188 THE CHALLENGE OF PLURALISM

({3l

synthetic, between “is” and “ought.”? There is no infallible
basis that is to serve as the court of appeal in either theo-
retical or ethical disputes. And to say this is not to leave us
helpless against the skeptic or the relativist. Historicist ap-
proaches do show how rational appraisal is possible, whether
it be of ethical traditions (MacIntyre 1988; also, Stout 1981)
or of scientific research programs (Lakatos 1978; see Serlin
& Lapsley, 1990, in press, for the psychological case).

Kohlberg and Virtues

I have argued that Kohlberg, in attempting to provide
psychological resources by which to combat relativism, and
by which to transcend value pluralism, took the wrong turn
into foundationalism, thereby yielding a fictive account of the
emotivist, transcendental moral agent as a result. The sec-
ond wrong turn concerns Kohlberg’s treatment of virtues and
of character education. Kohlberg objected to character educa-
tion on two grounds. First, it is an arbitrary “bag of virtues”
approach, and is therefore “ethically relative.” Second, it does
not seem to be the case, if the classic studies of Hartshorne
and May (1928-1932) are to be believed, that virtue traits
even exist, or cohere into something that could be called “char-
acter,” since this research appeared to show that children do
not consistently display such traits as honesty in various test-
taking situations. It is unfortunate that so much weight has
been given by Kohlbergians to the research by Hartshorne
and May, since no one in the virtue ethics tradition could
imagine that young children could have well-formed charac-
ters in the first place. This aside, I should want to argue, if
only briefly, that a consideration of virtuous character must
be prior to any consideration of how one goes about resolving
hard case moral dilemmas.

The virtue ethics critique of deontological “quandary”
ethics usually begins by noting just how constricted is its
vision of the moral life (Norton 1988; Pincoffs 1983). For
the quandarist the moral life is taken up with solving moral
puzzles, in a juridical way, much like a critic or judge. The
emphasis is on the problem, and allowable responses to the
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problem in light of the duties and obligations that are spec-
ified by general moral rules. In contrast, the virtue theorist
is concerned with more than how one responds to borderline,
hard case dilemmas, but rather with the problem of how to
live well the life that is good for one to live. The emphasis is
not so much on duty, but with the inculcation of those traits
of character that permit one to live a virtuous life. The em-
phasis is on the formation of the agent, not with the solution
to puzzles. Virtue theorists argue, correctly in my view, that
the emphasis on forming the virtuous character must take
priority over dilemma-solving as a moral educational task,
since our ability to recognize or “see” a dilemma in the first
place may well depend on who we are. As Meilaender (1984)
points out, we would not be able to recognize hard cases, or
determine what ought to be done, or what our duty was, or
even whether the situation called for a moral response, un-
less we were a person of a certain sort. Again, what we see
depends on who we are (see also, Dykstra 1981).

A splendid study by Donald R. C. Reed (1986) illustrates
the difficulty that Kohlberg’s rejection of character education
has for his own moral educational project. The prototypic
Kohlbergian moral education strategy has been called the
“plus-one convention” (see Lapsley et al. 1989, for a review).
The general plan is for students to discuss moral dilemmas,
with the provision that counter-arguments be presented that
reflect reasoning one stage above (“plus-one”) the students’
own. The discrepancy in views is said to induce “cognitive
conflict,” which then motivates development to the next high-
est stage. The plus-one convention was evidently inspired by
the apparent success of the Socratic dialectic that was illus-
trated, for example, by the Socrates of the Meno. In this work
one observes Socrates bringing a slave boy to an understand-
ing of a principle of geometry through a dialectical (“Socratic”)
method. According to Reed (1986), however, what went appar-
ently unnoticed by Kohlberg was the fact that Socrates could
make little headway with Meno by the use of this method. In-
deed, Reed (1986) argues that the purpose of the Meno was to
illustrate just the limits of the Socratic dialectic. The dialec-
tic will prove unavailing, the Meno illustrates, if the subject
lacks sufficient character, and this apparently was the case
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with Meno (but not the slave boy). It was the Socrates of
the Republic, a later work than the Meno, who described an
educational regimen devoted to the task of inculcating those
traits of character that would allow one to profit from the di-
alectic. Hence the two works must be read in tandem, accord-
ing to Reed (1986). The Meno illustrates what can go wrong
with the Socratic dialectic when a subject is lacking in char-
acter. The Republic illustrates how character is to be devel-
oped such that one could eventually profit from the dialectic.
Although Kohlberg accepted the Socrates of the Meno, he re-
jected the Socrates of the Republic on the grounds that the
latter was not “dialectical” education, but mere indoctrina-
tion. Yet not to see the connection between the Meno and the
Republic is to miss the central Platonic point, that only those
who are trained to do the good could be in a position to know
the good. Consequently, as Meilaender (1984, 72) points out,
“communities which seek simply to remain ‘open’ and do not
inculcate virtuous habits of character will utterly fail at the
task of moral education.”

Towards the Post-Kohlbergian Era

I have argued that the Kohlbergian research program
has been limited by two false moves. One was the desire
to secure a foundation for moral judgments on psychologi-
cal grounds in the interest of combating ethical relativism.
The second was the rejection of virtues and character as the
proper aim of moral education. The two false moves are not
unrelated. Indeed, it is unremarkable that Kohlberg would es-
chew the development of virtuous character given his image
of the Stage 6 moral agent, who must divest the self of social
particularities and stand outside of culture and history for
the sake of achieving impartiality. Who could be interested in
character if moral rationality requires that it be transcended?
Who could be interested in what “I” must do when the real
question concerns what any (abstract, epistemic) individual
must do? The twin moves also seem like quite natural efforts
to extend the Piagetian genetic epistemological project into
the moral domain, and only look like false moves from the con-
temporary vantage point, far after the authority of Piaget and
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the structural developmental movement has declined. But if
my criticism of these twin features of Kohlberg’s theory has
force, then the post-Kohlbergian era in moral psychology is
upon us.

What might this era look like? I can be little more than
suggestive on this point, but a number of trends can be dis-
cerned already. It would appear that no grand theory of moral
development, like Kohlberg’s, is to be forthcoming in the post-
Kohlbergian era. Indeed, moral psychology will undoubtedly
go the way of intellectual development after the collapse of
Piaget’s theory. The study of intellectual development is now
fragmented into numerous local and specific domains. These
domains are typically understood by any number of mini-
theories of limited generality, and most of these are inspired
by the information-processing paradigm, a paradigm that
does not have an obvious epistemological agenda. The frag-
mentation of the moral domain will continue apace and take a
similar form. So, for example, developmental studies of moral
emotions, forgiveness, prosocial reasoning, empathy, altru-
ism, conceptions of social rules, equity, transgressions, au-
thority, social justice, retribution, among others, will continue
to be topics of great interest. Some areas, such as moral rule
acquisition, especially of retributive and procedural justice
rules, are already yielding to information-processing analy-
ses (see Darley & Shultz 1990).

Although the empirical significance of these particular
research domains is not to be doubted, it would not be un-
fair to say that their implications for moral education are
not yet well developed. Even if they were, none would appear
able to capitalize on the insight of the virtues ethics tradition
that the development of character is the first task of moral
education. One option that might seem obvious in light of
this insight is that post-Kohlbergian research recover an in-
terest in personological dispositions and traits of character.
This suggestion undoubtedly sounds quixotic to those who
are familiar with the unhappy status of traits in personal-
ity theory. Decades of research have simply failed to support
the traditional assumptions underlying the notion of “global
traits,” e.g., that traits be readily detectable and show cross-
situational consistency, stability, and temporal continuity
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(see Mischel 1968). It was precisely this notion of “trait” that
was assumed by Hartshorne and May (1928-1932), whose 1"9
su_lts had such an important influence in leading K’ohlbe‘;r t-
reject the study of virtue traits. 5
Y(?t there is no reason to be wedded to traditional as-
sumptions about traits. Indeed, the conceptualization of
personality dispositions has been undergoing remarkable de-
velopmgnt in recent years. According to Mischel (1990, 116—
117) this conceptualization “called attention away from’infer-
ences about what broad traits a person has [in a context-free
sense], t.olfocus instead on what the person does in particu-
lar conditions in the coping process. Of course, what people
d_o encompasses not just motor acts, but what they do cogni-
tively al"ld affectively, including the constructs they generate
the projects they plan and pursue, and the self-l'egulatol"
efforts they attempt in light of long-term goals.” The con)-’
Fempora.ry study of “traits” now emphasizes “person-situation
}nteractlonism,” and is subsumed under such research head-
Ngs as competencies, personal constructs, and encoding
stra.teg?es (schemes, scripts, prototypes, etc), expectancies
su_b_]ectwe values and goals, and self-regulatory systems (se(;
Mlschgl‘1990, for a review). These approaches‘tn persor.lalit
dispositions should prove useful to virtue theorists as they
work out the parameters of character development. y
Another promising line of research is being developed by
A.ugusto Blasi (1984; 1985; 1989), in his work on moral iden-
tity and.the moral personality. Blasi argues that the selfis not
a cqllectlon of traits or characteristics, but is rather an organi-
zation .ofself'-related information. This information is ordered
acc:_)rdmg to principles of psychological consistency (central-
peripheral, important-unimportant, essential-unessential)
To the extent that moral considerations (being good Jjust vir-l
tu01’1s) are judged to be central, important, and es’senti’al to
one’s self-understanding, and one is committed to living in
such. a way as to express what is central, important and es-
sential about oneself, then one has a “moral identity.” This
suggests that one’s identity may not include moral consid-
erations, or may include them in degrees, suggesting fur-
ther tha.lt moral identity, like the dispositional approach noted
above, is a dimension of individual differences. Blasi’s work
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also provides a perspective on moral action, which is seen to
hinge on notions of fidelity and self-responsibility, i.e., a con-
cern with being authentic or true-to-the-self in action. In his
view, moral identity is that which motivates moral action. If
moral considerations are self-defining, if they are a part of
the “essential self” to the extent that self-integrity hinges on
self-consistency in action, then not to act in accordance with
one’s identity is to risk losing the self.

Blasi’s emphasis on identity is a particularly attractive
aspect of his work, for it has important implications for our
understanding of virtues. Identity, following Erikson, is an
inherently “psychosocial” construct that is forged in commu-
nities. Identity is not mere self-definition but self-definition
that is validated by society (or the communities in which we
belong). It implies, among other things, an attempt to inte-
grate and order the elements of our personality for the sake of
living a meaningful life, one lived in fidelity to those projects,
ideals, and choices that we commit to and “identify” with, and
by which we are identified, in turn, by our community.

Virtues, too, make sense only in light of a community
which seeks to develop people of a certain kind. The “life that
is good for one to live” is social in nature and takes place in
accordance with the specifications of community, such that
some sort of “adaptation” to it is required in order to flourish
(Wong 1988). The development of a virtuous character and
of moral identity may not be two different kinds of develop-
ment. Indeed, one might claim that the kinds of development
that lead to the acquisition of moral identity is the minimal
grounding of the virtuous character. That this may be so is
suggested by the recent interest shown by virtue ethicists in
certain “Eriksonian” identity themes (see, e.g., Rorty 1988;
Kupperman 1988; Wong 1988). Insofar as a virtue ethic is

concerned with the question of what it is to live a life well
(i.e., to flourish), and with specifying those virtues the pos-
session of which contributes to the realization of such a life,
and to the extent that this specification must be grounded by
the meanings and practices of a community, then a commit-
ment to live this life is just what confers moral identity.

A recent work by John Kekes (1989) illustrates just how
close is a meaningful dialogue between moral psychology and




194 THE CHALLENGE OF PLURALISM

philosophy. Kekes argues that good Judgment requires one
to possess “breadth” and “depth,” terms which describe dif-
ferent organizations of “moral idioms.” Moral idioms can be
described by the terms of approval and disapproval that are
provided us by our social context. They are moral, specific,
interpretive, and action-guiding, and they also describe char-
acter traits. One possesses breadth when one is aware that
a range of competing interpretations of relevant idioms are
possible when a complex moral situation is to be confronted.
Indeed, to have breadth is Just to know that a situation is
morally complex, and that the actions specified by applicable
idioms are contestable. Hence, “the important dimension of
breadth is produced by awareness that even within one and
the same moral tradition there are genuinely different moral
idioms according to which moral situations can be objectively
interpreted” (Kekes 1989, 139). No ideal, impartial judge can
adjudicate the conflict of interpretations, since, even if all the
facts are known, the weight given to the facts will vary as a
function of the importance attributed them by participants.
Breadth is just this sensitivity to the complexity of moral id-
lomatic interpretations that moral agents bring to problem-
atic situations.
Insofar as good judgment can be paralyzed by this sen-
sitivity, breadth needs to be complemented by moral depth.
According to Kekes, depth is that which allows one to discern
the right or appropriate response. It consists partly in the
growing awareness that in spite of the diversity of possible
moral responses there is an underlying unity that is captured
by a particular idiom. “Through depth we can come to see th at
the unity of thege superficially different forms of conduct is
provided by steadfast adherence to one’s conception of a good
life in the face of adversity” (Kekes 1989, 141). To have depth
also refers to our appreciation of the role that moral idioms
play in our conception of a meaningful life, Kekes urges us
to think of our idiomatic commitments as being of two kinds,
those that are loose and conditional, and those that are un-
conditional and indefeasible. Depth is just the hierarchical
ordering of these kinds of commitments, and such an order-
ing provides us with a moral perspective. To act contrary to
our deepest indefeasible, unconditional commitments, to our

THE POST-KOHLBERGIAN ERA 195

ective, is to risk psychological damage ar‘1d. the
ﬁg:ac}f I?:(13:11‘5181?acterologjcal integrity. He writes' “Uncond}tl(.)nal
commitments are the deepest, the most serious conv1ct1on(s.1
we have; they define what we would not do, what wet rlegar
as outrageous and horrible; they are the funda?ilfn ?t }22;
ditions of being ourselves” (Kekes' 1989,‘ 167). Wi hou these
commitments, without depth, the integrity of our characte
foum}l rrvlzz?lgi this feature of Kekes’s work in order to show
just how similar it is to Blasi’s psychological account c))cf igg
moral personality. Where Kekes speaks of t}'le gtrucfu o
organization of idioms, Blasi speaks of th’e orgar}lzatlon 0 sg -
related information. Where Kekes descrlk.)es this orgaél_ltz.a 01_
in terms of a continuum of self-.commltment (conhl 1}(;r11ai
unconditional, defeasible-indefeasible, surfacle-dept ) ; 1as1
describes it in terms of self-consistgncy (essentlal-ﬁness%lekae s,
central-peripheral, important?u.mmportant). 'W e(zire g
says that our commitment to idioms of sufﬁcw:nt ];elp . pa .
vides us with an action-guiding moral perspectlve,. 1 asllfs y_
that our commitment to the elemen1.:s of t.he essentlaKsi psz-
vides us with action-guiding moral identity. Where1 e es1 <
scribes this process as the development of a persona mora1 }ty,
Blasi describes it as the development of a moral personality.
Whether one is talking about a moral personality orlg
personal morality, one gets the sense that both aut}}o}rl's‘?gog d
claim (especially Kekes) that egsentlal selv.es 1;w1:jh ) iv :
moral perspectives are well egu?pped to n_av1gafe illhve Sy
through the morass of plurahstlc'conceptlons of goo com:
such that a life of personal integ’rlty-(bemfglr true to t())ur -
mitments, or being true to-the-self—m-ac.tlon-) can be mai :
tained. Kohlbergians might gran't that thlS.klnd og . perjsoga;le
morality” (or “moral identity”) mlght be action-gui ngg 1nc0n-
case of complex personal situations, whgre the qu¢31§ 1051 .
cerns “what am I to do such that my life can bg .1ve1 V\(;m-
integrity, or that I might be true to my uncondl.tlona l(:Vin
mitments,” but deny that it can be of much he_lp in 1:;]&‘,0 u}f
the kinds of pluralistic moral d{sputes that arise 1nh : gk -
lic sphere, in the domain of social .morahty. Herebt he :0 o
to forge agreement, even though d1sputapts may }I;lnfé o the
situation incommensurable moral premises. Yet har
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are hfn*d for everybody, and this difficulty does not call int,
.quesﬂ:mnl the priority of character education over “decisio y
ism. Being able to enter into legitimate moral dialogue m -
‘J‘n fact presuppose deliberate adherence to the imperative iy
respect persons,” but the disposition to respect persons dcue0
not resullt from having sophisticated role-taking skills (sincS
thesc? s}ulls could just as well be used for swindling or ['cuEf
sqphlstlc ends), but rather from being a person of a certairz
?zmd. And, as Kekes points out, and as noted earlier good
{zgi'glegt depgpds on correctly characterizing the si'tt,tation
ik i1
cocfeie gha?—:c;:f a moral response), and this is seen to hinge

Conclusion

‘ I noted much earlier that Kohlberg’s the :
phﬂosopl}y seriously. His embrace of thg Kant?aryn Lcli)g:nﬁ?ga-l
ical tradition was so complete that it is fair to s’ay that higs
tl‘meory Fould not have been phrased absent these ethical con-
sxderatlt?ng, I also noted, however, that although Kohlberg’s
appropn_afjlon of formalist ethics set the stage for dialogue
w1t!1 eth1'c1sts, his findings did not penetrate very deeply into
ethlca}l discourse. But there are grounds for thinking that the
shoe is now on the other foot. I want to conclude by notin
Fhat to the extent that the nature of character traits is a cri‘f
ical feature of reflection in the virtue ethics tradition. then it
?voulc‘l seem that the psychological study of personaiity and
identity can hardly be neglected. Indeed, the parallelisms be-
twefen Kekes and Blasi, the “Eriksonian” themes that show
up in recent. writings in virtue ethics, are testimony to the
common project that is set before psychologists and ethicists
One could even point to the converging interest in “narratgﬁe"’
as a concep!; for understanding ethical traditions (MacIntyre
1977) and virtue education (Hauerwas 1980), on the one haﬁd
and f(?r understanding self (Gergen & Gergen 1988) and er-’
sonality (McAdams 1985) development, on the other }{)s a
result pf 'these converging interests there is now real. cause
fo'r opt%mlsm that dialogue among ethicists and psychologists
will bring mutual benefits to either discipline, and vindicate
Kohlberg’s belief in their ultimate penei:ral')ilii,;y.2
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Notes

1. T am endorsing a point made by Stout (1981) that the positing by
prescripbivists of an unbridgeable chasm between “is” and “ought” is a prod-
uct of a diseredited foundationalist epistemology. See Hampshire (1983) for
more doubts on the putative is-ought gap. For more on the similarity be-
tween ethics and the philosophy of science, see Schneewind (1983). For an
alternative view, see B, Williams (1985, esp. chap. 8).

9. I am grateful for the comments provided by Owen Flanagan, Don-
ald R. C. Reed, Paul Warren, Albert Howsepian and Augusto Blasi on a

draft of this essay.

References

Blasi, A. 1984. “Moral Identity: Its Role in Moral Functioning.” In Moral-
ity, Moral Behavior, and Moral Development, ed. W. Kurtines and
J. Gewirtz. New York: Wiley.

. 1985. “The Moral Personality.” In Moral Education: Theory and

Application, ed. M. Berkowitz and F. Oser. Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum.

. 1989, “The Integration of Morality in Personality.” In Perspecti-

vas acerca de cambio moral: Posibles intervenciones educativas, ed,

1. E. Bilbao. San Sebastiano: Servicio Editorial Universidad del Pais

Vasco.
Boyd, D. 1986. “The Ought of Is: Kohlberg at the Interface between Moral

Philosophy and Developmental Psychology.” In Lawrence Kohlberg:
Consensus and Controversy, ed. S. Madgil and C. Modgil. Philadel-
phia: Falmer.

Carter, R. 1986. “Does Kohlberg Avoid Relativism?” In Lawrence Kohlberg:
Consensus and Controversy, ed. S. Modgil and C. Modgil. Philadel-
phia: Falmer.

Colby, A., L. Kohlberg, et al. 1990. The Measuremeni of Moral Judgment.
Vol. 2. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Darley, J., and T. Shultz. 1990. “Moral Rules: Their Content and Acquisi-
tion” Annual Review of Psychology 41: 525-556.

Dykstra, C. 1981, Vision and Character. New York: Macmillan,

Gergen, K. J., and M. M. Gergen. 1988. “Narrative and the Self as Rela-
tionship.” In Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, vol. 21, ed.
L. Berkowitz. San Diego, Calif.: Academic Press.

Habermas, J. 1982. “A Universal Ethic of Communication and Problems of
Ethical Relativity and Skepticism.” Paper presented at the Interna-

tional Symposium on Moral Education, Fribourg University, Switzer-
land.

Hampshire, S. 1983. “Fallacies in Moral Philosophy.” In Revisions: Chang-
ing Perspectives in Moral Philosophy, ed. A, MacIntyre and S. Hauer-
was, Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press.




198 THE CHALLENGE OF PLURALISM

Hartshorne, H., and M. Ma jes i
, H., . May. 1928-1932. Studie '
ter. New York: Macmillan. #m the Nature of Chorac
HauervYas:, S. 1980. “Character, Narrative, and Growth in the Christ;
Life. ' In Toward Moral and Religious Maturity, ed. C. Brussel 3
Kol Morristown, N.J.: Silver Burdett, B e
ekes, J. 1989. Moral Tradition and Indivi 3 i
widuality. : Pri
o Univerain pored ity. Princeton, N.J.: Prince.
Kitchener, R. 1983. “Developme i
, R. } ntal E ” J
T aos: ) xplanations.” Review of Metaphysics
. 1??6. Piaget’s Theory of Knowledge: Genetic Epistemology and Sei
« “len.h.fzz Reason. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press ) B
ohlberg, L. 1981. The Philos ' ) in
e wosophy of Moral Development, San Francisco:
r.gi:)&fﬁ{, ;‘.j\bCurtzenL Statement on Some Theoretical Issues.” In Law
ence Kohlberg: ‘onsensus and Controversy, ed. S kan :
gil. Philadelphia: Falmer, oo S e & Mo
Kohlberg, L'.‘ C. Levine, and A. Hewer. 1983. Moral Stages: A Current For
ot mulation and a Response to Critics. Basel: Karger. .
0 h:-:.rg, ”Li‘ al‘xdbR. Mayer. 1987. “Development as the Aim of Educa-
don.” In Child }?sychnlogy and Childhood Education: A Cognitive
« Developmental View. New York: Longman. . o
upperman, J. 1988, “Character and Ethical Tl " Mi es |
PR v heory.” Midwest Studies in
Lakatgs.. 1. 1978. "[Zalsiﬁcatian and the Methodology of Seientific Research
T log;‘amrnes. In The .I'I:'feﬂl.(}doiﬂg‘\" of Scientific Research Programs
vol. 1, Ifrar's{ Lakatos Philosophical Papers, ed. J, Worrall and G Cur‘
; ]rze. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. ' ‘
.aps (;E, ?}., RA fE]’;‘I'lghL, andDR. Serlin. 1989. “Moral and Social Education.”
e Adolescent as Decision-Maker, ed. T ar irral
Cinioe by et . Danner and J. Worral,
Locke, D..';‘IQ?ES}.("A Psythnlugistl among the Philosophers: Philosophical As-
gec : 0 .othergs Them.'les." In Lawrence Kohlberg: Consensus and
e ontroversy, ed. S.‘Mndgll and C. Modgil. Philadelphia; Falmer,
ac ntyt"e. A, 197?.. lj]plstemalngical Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the
Philosophy of Science.” Monist 6: 453-472 i
. 1984. After Virtue. A Wifend
By ft irtue. Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame
. 1988. Whose Justice? Which Rati )
. ¢ tonality? N 3 i
" versity of Notre Dame Press. it b
cAdams, D. 1985. Power, Intima )
» D. 1985. , dntimacy, and the Life Storv: ; ;
v Inquiries into Identity. Homewood, T11.: I)ursg; " Srenclugient
LCarDL}"lg, T. 1982, ":Rationalil;y and Relativism.” In Habermas: Critical
- (.d m‘.es: ed(. dJ. Thompson and D. Held. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press
eilaender, G. 1984. The Theory and Practice of Virtue. Notre Dame h;d :
. University of Notre Dame Press. T
Mischel, W. 1968. Personality and Assessment. New York: Wiley

THE POST-KOHLBERGIAN ERA 199

___.1990. “Personality Dispositions Revisited and Revised: A View after

Three Decades.” In Handbook of Personality Theory and Research, ed.
L. Pervin. New York: Guilford.

Norton, D. 1988. “Moral Minimalism and the Development of Moral Char-

acter.” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 13: 180-185.

piaget, J. 1932. The Moral Judgment of the Child. New York: Free Press.

. 1970. Genetic Epistemology. New York: Norton.

Pincoffs, S. 1983. “Quandary Ethics.” In Revisions: Changing Perspectives
in Moral Philosophy, ed. A. MacIntyre and S. Hauerwas. Notre Dame,
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press.

Power, F. C., L. Kohlberg, and A. Higgins. 1989. Lawrence Kohlberg’s The-
ory of Moral Education. New York: Columbia University Press.
Reed, D. R. C. 1986. “Socratic Moral Education: Kohlberg and Plato.” Un-

published doctoral dissertation, Vanderbilt Univergity.

Rorty, A. 1988. “Virtues and Their Vicissitudes.” Midwest Studies in Phi-
losophy 13: 136-148.

Schneewind, J. B. 1983, “Moral Knowledge and Moral Principles.” In Revi-
sions: Changing Perspectives in Moral Philosophy, ed. A. MacIntyre
and S. Hauerwas. Notre Dame, Ind,: University of Notre Dame Press.

Serlin, R., and D. Lapsley. 1990. “Meehl on Theory Appraisal.” Psycholog-
ical Inquiry 1: 169-172.

. Forthcoming. “Rational Theory Appraisal in Psychological Research

and the Good-Enough Principle.” In Statistical and Methodological Is-

sues in Psychological and Social Science Research, vol. 2, ed. G. Keren.

Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum.
Solomon, D. 1988. “Internal Objections to Virtue Ethics.” Midwest Studies

in Philosophy 13: 428-441.

Stout, J. 1981. The Flight from Authority: Religion, Morality and the Quest
for Autonomy. Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press.

Walker, L. 1982. “The Sequentiality of Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Devel-
opment.” Child Development 53: 1330-1336.

Walker, L., B. de Vries, and S. Bichard. 1984. “The Hierarchical Nature of
Stages of Moral Development.” Developmental Psychology 20: 960
966.

Williams, B. 1985, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press.

Wong, D. 1988. “On Flourishing and Finding One’s Identity in Community.”
Midwest Studies in Philosophy 13: 342-351.




THE CHALLENGE OF PLURALISM
EDUCATION, POLITICS AND VALUES

edited by
F. Clark Power

and

Daniel K. Lapsley

|99 2

UNIVERSITY OF NOTRE DAME PRESS
NOTRE DAME LONDON




