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Preface

The basic themes that define current theory and research on morality, moral
behavior, and moral development can perhaps be captured best by the terms
growth and evolution. Growth is evident in the size and scope of the literature
on moral issues, which has increased enormously in size over the last three
decades and has now become a substantive area of scholarly and research in-
terest in its own right. The second theme, evolution, is discernible in the alter-
ations and transformations that have taken place in the field. Theoretical orien-
tations have undergone dramatic change, and new perspectives have begun to
emerge. Theory and research on morality and moral development is thus in the
midst of a period of growth and evolution that promises to extend well into the
coming decades. In this frame, the goal underlying the present book is to ex-
pedite developments in the literature on morality, moral behavior, and moral
development by bringing together in one place a representative and compre-
hensive collection of writings by scholars and researchers in the area that
(1) reflects the basic issues in current theory and research, and (2) defines new
trends and directions for theory and research in the coming decades.

The chapters that follow deal with a wide range of issues. Still, three broadly
defined central themes emerge in the book and point to the directions in which
work in the field is moving. The first theme is the clear need for theoretical
models that are more comprehensive and integrative than those developed to
date. Compared with past work, theoretical accounts are becoming increasingly
complex as they attempt to integrate a greater range of phenomena. These
phenomena include behavior, conditioning, context, affect, and cognition. This
book thus contains a number of chapters that describe work both on the ex-
pansion of existing models and on the development of new, more integrated
approaches. A second basic theme is the need for more methodological rigor
than has characterized past empirical work on moral development. The need
for more empirical rigor, however, is accompanied by a recognition of the limi-
tation of traditional methodologies, the unique methodological problems pre-
sented in work on morality, and the need to explore and develop alternative
research strategies and tactics. A third basic theme of the book is the need
further to clarify and refine the boundaries between philosophical and psycho-
logical issues and to render more explicit the variety of moral, ethical, or value
positions that currently exist in the literature.
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This book is a product of the collective efforts of a group of scholars and re-
searchers with differing as well as broad backgrounds. As a collective effort, it
represents a substantive contribution to the theoretical and research literatures
and can extend the frontiers of the field in many directions. The background
and overview part presents an analysis of central philosophical and theoretical
issues and provides an overview of the current research literature. The part on
the Kohlberg cognitive-developmental approach contains state-of-the-art re-
views of developments and advances that have occurred within that orientation.
It includes separate chapters on theory, application, and research methodology
that pull together several recent significant developments in that approach.
In addition, the part dealing with recent work on stage-structural and con-
structivist models expands the scope of concepts that are included within the
stage-structural frame. Also included is a comprehensive part on learning and
behavioral development approaches that ranges from a straightforward non-
cognitive social-learning perspective through a modern cognitive-behavioral
perspective to a recently developed integrated cognitive-social-learning model.
The part on social and personality theory includes chapters advancing inno-
vative approaches that attempt to integrate a variety of social, personality,
affective, and motivational variables at both a conceptual and a methodological
level. Finally, the last part of the book addresses basic issues in the literature
from historical and philosophical perspectives.

This book would not have been possible without the cooperation and assis-
tance of a number of people and institutions. Invaluable support was received
at various stages in the preparation of this work from the College of Arts and
Sciences, the Department of Psychology, the School of Education, and the De-
partment of Conferences at Florida International University and from the edi-
tors and staff at John Wiley & Sons. We also wish to thank those persons whose
individual contributions at various stages of the project were instrumental in its
successful completion. The list of persons to whom we are indebted is too long
to enumerate here. We would like simply to dedicate this book to all the people
who helped make it possible and to Florida International University as it
enters its second decade of existence.

WiLL1AM M. KURTINES
JacoB L. GEWIRTZ

Miami, Florida
January 1984
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CHAPTER 1

Certainty and Morality:
Objectivistic versus Relativistic Approaches

WILLIAM M, KURTINES AND JACOB L. GEWIRTZ

This chapter examines the issue of objectivistic versus relativistic morality using
a history-of-ideas approach. A systematic reconsideration of the historical
roots of this issue offers a broad perspective from which to view one of the
central issues of our age. Such a perspective, we suggest, has significant im-
plications for a critical analysis of the role of an objectivistic versus relativis-
tic orientation in modern epistemological and moral thinking. More specifi-
cally, we attempt to show that the objectivistic orientation that characterized
epistemological and moral thought for most of Western intellectual history
has become increasingly overshadowed by a relativistic orientation that is
now one of the main themes in the history of ideas in the West.

In our analysis of this issue we illustrate first how the largest part of West-
ern intellectual history was dominated by an objectivistic or absolutist moral
and epistemological orientation. We illustrate next how a number of intellec-
tual developments in the modern world, and the rise of modern science in
particular, were the basis for a gradual but radical relativistic transformation
in the foundations of Western epistemological thought. Finally, we show that
the relativistic orientation that characterizes many modern conceptions of
morality differ significantly from the orientations of previous historical pe-
riods in that for the first time relativistic moral thinking is consistent with the
mainstream of epistemological developments in the Western world. The pres-
ent analysis leads to several significant conclusions with respect to theory and
research in the area of morality, moral behavior, and moral development.

At the time of Socrates’s death, near the end of the fifth century B.C., the
world was on the verge of a revolution that was to alter dramatically the
course of intellectual history in the West. Socrates’s drinking of the hemlock

The authors thank Howard Kaminsky, Lawrence Kohlberg, and Robert Liebert for their
constructive comments on an earlier version of this chapter.
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set the stage for a radical transformation of the very foundations of Western
morality. Based on his conviction that an objective knowledge of the good
was possible, his decision to comply with the sentence of the Athenian court
was one of the most influential moral judgments in the history of the Western
world. The effects of the events that took place in Socrates’s prison did not
end with his death; on the contrary, they are still very much with us today
(Maclntyre, 1966). Whether the good is objectively real and invariant or de-
pendent on context (historical, cultural, situational, or individual), that is,
the issue of objectivistic versus relativistic morality, is perhaps the most basic
theme running through this book and the field (see Lickona, 1976).

In this chapter we will examine the issue of objectivistic versus relativistic
morality from the perspective of the history of ideas (Lovejoy, 1961). A sys-
tematic reconsideration of the historical roots of this question, we hope to
show, can offer a fresh perspective on one of the central issues of our age.
Although we employ a history-of-ideas approach, this chapter is not a his-
torical document in the formal sense, that is, a detailed chronicle of a se-
quence of events. Nor is our argument a historical argument in the sense of
being dependent on a particular sequence of events. We will, however, draw
on the ideas of writers and thinkers who we feel are representative of the vari-
ous historical periods that have been instrumental in defining the issue of ob-
jectivistic versus relativistic morality. The basic “data” for our argument will
thus consist of ideas as they are reflected in the major works of historical
figures representative of the main periods in Western thought. Section 1 of the
chapter presents a brief overview of the basic lines of our analysis; Section 2
provides several detailed examples from representative historical periods; and
Section 3 presents the conclusions of the analysis. Although this chapter can-
not present all views on morality, it does attempt to put the issue of objectiv-
istic versus relativistic morality into a broader perspective. Much of moral
knowledge, perhaps even its essence, derives from the great themes of litera-
ture and myth, art, drama, law, and religion—themes that would carry us far
beyond the scope of this chapter. The chapter is not intended to be an ex-
haustive review; rather, its goal is to use a history-of-ideas approach to sur-
vey the ideas of representative thinkers from each major historical period
used in our analysis. Such a perspective we feel will help to deepen our in-
sights into the intellectual and historical forces that have shaped the moral
consciousness of our age.

1. BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW

The basic thesis of this chapter can be stated simply: We hope to show that
the relativistic orientation that characterizes many modern conceptions of
morality is rooted in the mainstream of intellectual developments in the mod-
ern world. We argue that from its very beginnings in classical antiquity through
the Middle Ages, Western intellectual history was dominated by an objectiv-
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istic orientation (i.e., a belief in the possibility of obtaining “absolute,” “ob-
jective,” or “certain” knowledge), in both an epistemological and a moral
sense. We further argue that during the modern age this objectivistic orienta-
tion has been overshadowed increasingly by a relativistic orientation that has
now become one of the main themes in the history of ideas in the West. Al-
though our conclusions are not based on purely a historical argument (i.e.,
that events in the modern age are a necessary consequence of antecedent his-
torical events), we will use historical examples to illustrate fundamental dif-
ferences between the epistemological and moral orientations of the modern
world and those of previous historical periods. Central to our analysis is the
view that the intellectual history of the West has been defined by three more
or less identifiable periods, each characterized by a distinctive attitude toward
the natural world. Each of these characteristic epistemological orientations,
we argue, was instrumental in shaping the moral consciousness of that age.
During the first major period of Western intellectual history, the classical age,
the world was viewed as a product of natural forces, and reason served as the
cornerstone for the belief in the possibility of obtaining absolute, objective,
or certain knowledge. Consistent with this objectivistic epistemological orien-
tation, the mainstream of classical moral thinking assumed the existence of
objective moral standards. Thus, to the classical mind conceptions of morality
were naturalistic, objectivistic, and rational.

During the Middle Ages, the mainstream of Western thought was distinctly
otherworldly in its orientation, and the Western world’s chief source of
knowledge was the truth as imparted by divine revelation (Aiken, 1956).
Divine knowledge is absolute or certain knowledge, and, consistent with this
objectivistic epistemological orientation, conceptions of morality assumed
the existence of objective moral standards. Medieval moral thought, however,
tended to be spiritualistic rather than naturalistic and was based more on
faith than on reason. Medieval moral thinking was primarily concerned with
the hereafter and spiritual life—with one’s relation to God and with personal
salvation. For the medieval mind, conceptions of morality were otherworldly
as well as objectivistic.

The mainstream of Western thought in the modern age, we argue, differs
significantly from both the classical and medieval periods. In keeping with its
classical heritage, Western epistemological thought is again naturalistic, but
with a peculiarly modern flavor. Science has replaced both faith and reason
as the Western mind’s chief source of knowledge about the world, and the
mainstream of modern epistemological thought is probabilistic as well as nat-
uralistic (Burtt, 1924). Consistent with this trend, modern conceptions of
morality have moved away from the supernatural, otherworldly orientation
of the Middle Ages and now tend to be naturalistic. Like the classical philos-
opher, the contemporary moral thinker tends to view ethics and morality as
part of the natural world, but with an important difference. With the rise of
modern science, which has been called the most significant intellectual revo-
lution in the entire history of the West (ibid.), conceptions of morality have



