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INTRC UCTION

This paper will examine three  ding moral theorists of this century, John
Dewey, Lawrence Kohlberg, and Nel Noddings. John Dewey, variously described a
pragmatist of positivist, left a deep and diverse body of writings that continues to
influence the landscape of American psychology and philosophy today. His ethical
theories relate to his studies of progressive education and the functioning of the mind. He

1

originated the stage theory of moral growth that has shaped the thi " g of moral
philosophers such as Pi: :t, Kohlberg, and others. Dewey’s highest formulation of
morality is an ethic directed toward goodness through consciousness.

Lawrence Kohlberg is a moral theorist known for ' ° formulation of the six stages
of moral development. This model and its characteristics are influenced by the Western
philosophical tradition, particularly the Socratic and Kantian traditions. Kohlberg is
further indebted to Dewey’s moral writings, includit the role of obligation and action,
his stress on scientific inquiry, and his theory of stage owth. Kohlberg’s work is driven
by his conception of justice as the most sublime ideal of ethical goodness.

Nel Noddings is an educational specialist whose book Caring continues the focus
on empathy that Carol Gilligan brought to her studies of the moral behavior of women.
Noddings further develops this line of thinking with her formulation of the ethic of
caring. This ethic is based on the affective nature of humans and stands at times in

marked contrast to the theories of Dewey and Kohlberg. Noddings’ moral philosophy

finds its highest ideal in her conception of empathy and kindness.



CHAPTER 1

LoWEY’S DEVE  PMENT OF CONSCIOUSN 38

The heart of Dewey’s ethical philosophy is summarized by his statement that “the
moral world is here and now; it is a reality apart from the wishes, or failure to wish, of
any given individual.” (Dewey, 1969, 167) Dewey has staked out a definitive position in
this pronouncement, placing the moral world in the context of the living present and
testifying to the distinct, objective nature of morality. It is a reality greater than any one
of us because it concerns all of us, yet it can only be fully realized through the medium of
the thinking, the acting subjective being.

The manner by which the individual real ~ his place in the moral world is the
process of reasoned reflection and corresponding action. This belief in the deliberative
act is the cornerstone of Dewey’s formulation of moral conduct. In his A Theory of
Ethics Dewey states that a moral law is “the principle of action.” (Dewey, 1969, 177) It is
not a remote abstraction but an organic, ever-changing series of relationships we come to
know through experiences with the social world. Action implies an audience to be acted
upon. This, for Dewey, is the immediate social order. Morality gathers its material from
the public realm of the society and works upon it in the private realm of the individual.

Here Dewey is followir in the footsteps of the 19th century rationalists,
particularly Kant, who wedded reason and action in his conception of Duty. Dewey

agrees that the road to moral truth lies in the reflective function finding fulfillment in the



active life, and like Kant, Dewey thinks the origin of this process is empirical experience.
The evolution of this idea can be traced back to the French and English Enl" ' ‘enment of
the 18th century when the scientific revolution hailed the emergence of a new approach
to knowledge based on observable fact. The method that Bacon, Hume and their peers
proposed for the physical world, Kant and his circle urged for the moral world a century
later. Dewey continues in this tradition. “Since morals is concerned with conduct, it
grows out of special empirical facts.” (Boydston 1983, 204)
Dewey further asserts that morality, far from Christianity’s view of a far-off, fixed

place of judgment is:

The most human of all subjects. It

is that which is closest to human nature;

it is ineradicably empirical, not theological

nor metaphysical nor mathematical. Since

it directly concerns human nature, everything

that can be known of the human mind and

body in physiology, medicine, anthropology,

and psychology is pertinent to moral inquiry...

moral science is not something with a separate

province. It is physical, biological and historical

knowledge placed in human context where it

will illuminate and guide the activities of men.

(Dewey 1969, 204-205)
Dewey’s synthesis of empirical process with ethical content grounds the moral world in
the present and the human. Dewey believes that all other influential moral theories, with
the exception of utilitarianism, refuse to accommodate this application of the empirical.
He offers the example of Christians following the ven commands of the distant and
supernatural, The Romantics and Transcendentalists believing in the immanent but

unseen spirit, and the Greek Stoics confu * ;the natural laws with moral laws. For

Dewey, only the marriage of sense, reason, and conduct will provide us with the



knowledge of how to be moral in the present, and in every moment of our lives. Only the
tool of the scientific method put to the service of morality will lead to genuine  ral
goodness.

It is also from the “Age of Reason” that Dewey finds a complimentary theme to
the scientific method. From the enlightenment ideal of the autonomy and dignity of the
individual Dewey formulates his conception of freedom. Dewey calls freedom “the most
practical of all moral questions...” (Dewey 1969, 8) Without freedom man cannot be
moral because he lacks the choice between doing a better or worse thing. Freedom is the
basis of moral responsibility. Dewey proposes that there * no respc  “bility for any
result not intended or foreseen. Such results are merely physical, not moral. But when a
result is foreseen, it is no longer an outcome of external forces but the individual’s
“conception of an end.” Dewey states that “we are responsible for our conduct because
that conduct is ourselves objectified into action.” (Dewey 1969, 161) It is free will that
makes this chosen conduct possible and which makes us responsible for it.

Dewey identifies two forms of freedom. Negative freedom is the ability to
control the appetites and desires so that a moral end can be achieved. Dewey calls this
ability to control the appetites by reasoned reflection the power of self government. The
other freedom Dewey calls potential freedom. Potential freedom consists of the process
of placing various outcomes before the rational eye. The ability to conceive of various
ends establishes a freedom of choice, or potential to act in different ways. This freedom
to choose potential outcomes is not only the central feature of the idea of free will, but is
also the spark for moral reflection and action.

Free will, the freedom to act, originates in the idea of free reason. For Dewey the
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highest faculty of man, the one * * speaks to the whole of the human condition, is

reason. It bears upon every aspect of his understanding and character. Reason, the
ability to process sensory data into analysis of condition, relation, and outcome, is also
the most appropriate tool for determining moral action. The ability to reason freely is the
heart of morality for it is the ability to contemplate the various outcomes of a situation
and to choose which one is the more ethically appropriate. Without reason there is no
choice and without choice no free will to act. Thus morality hir s upon the rational
nature of man.
Reason, which finds its material in the observable facts of experience, gives rise
to judgments upon both the nature of those facts and how best to respond to them. The
method of judgment according to Dewey, like that of reason should be an “impersonal,
impartial habit of observation”, a “habit of scrutinizing conduct objectively” (Dewey
1969, 220) that is akin to the process utilized in scientific inquiry. Judging, for Dewey, is
indeed a habit for it is a continuous process of decision making.
Of all the habits which constitute the
character of an individual, the habit
of judging moral situatic  1s the most
important, for this is the key to the
direction and to the remaking of all
other habits. .. the moral life has its center
in the periods of suspended and
postponed action, when the energy of
the individual is spent in recollection
and foresight, in severe inquiry and
serious consideration of alternative aims.
((Boydston 1978, 375)

Judgment is the conduit between thought and action, reason and relation. It is perfected

judgment awakened by elevated reflection that gives rise to just action. The reformation

of moral judgment leads to the reformation of the man. This refinement of judgment



leads also to the fulfillment of the will in the form of action.

The instrument by which the wish of jud  :nt is implemented in the physical
world is the will. The will brings theoretical decisions into the world of practical
experience and interactive relations. The will, then, carries the commands of the
individual mind into the active and social world. Dewey, in fact, equates the relation of
knowledge and action to the individual and the social. But what for Dewey constitutes
action? Dewey makes a distinction between the various forms of common action and
genuine action. Common action includes the dictates of external authority which
demands conformity; customary action, based upon precedence; routine action; self-
interested actions, etc. In all of these cases there exists a gap between thought and
conduct, theory and practice. This divorce between knowledge and experience leads to
impractical idealism on the one hand and uninspired materialism on the other. Genuine
action consists of a knowledge-based intelli; 1ce directing a measured action. This
reasoned conduct leads not only to authentic action, but in the context of individual-social
relations to true morality.

Action is the fulfillment of individual thought in the social realm. Dewey further
states that individual thought, to be moral, must also find fulfiliment in this realm.
“Selfhood is not something which exists apart from association and intercourse. The
relationships which are produced by the fact that interests are formed in this social
environment are far more important than are the adjustments of isolated selves.”
(Boydston 1985, 298-299) Dewey contends that mo: "'y potentially concerns every act
of our lives so that its influence is felt in all spheres including the social. “Morals is as

much a matter of interaction of a person with his social envirc  ent as walking is an



interaction of legs with a physical environment.” (Boydston 1983, 219) In fact, Dewey
makes interaction of the self with the society the overriding condition of morality.

Morals are realized in social relations, the most embedded of which become
institutions. True morality is the surrender of private interests to the welfare of the
whole. “The smaller local life of the private self is given up in order that the richer and
fuller life of the social or active self may be realized.” (Dewey 1969, 222) Dewey thinks
there is no such thing as private morality. Morality is a ¢ and public property that
the individual works upon to perfect for the good of all. The individual cannot become
moral in a vacuum, he must interact with the society and within the ethical system that
society represents. Dewey sums up this view in his A Theory of Ethics: “These
institutions are morality real and objective; the individual becomes moral as he shares in
this moral world, and takes his due place in it.” (Dewey 1969, 170)

Dewey has argued that it is a man’s active, social relationships that condition his
moral development. Man, for Dewey, cannot become a moral creature in absentia of
others. Institutions and their laws, the moral codes embraced by a society, in particular
regulate this growth. In his section of Ethics entitled the “Moral Life of the Individual”
Dewey considers how these agencies awaken this moral consciousness. He believes this
moral consciousness to be based of active relations not the consciousness of theoretical

la B

relations that exist in contemplation. ™ - moral consciousness represents Dewey’s
highest formulation of the moral development of the individual.
The practical beginnings of this consciousness is conscience. Dewey asserts that

consci 2 is the recognition of the means to the ends of an action and that it is made up

of three elements. 1. The knowledge of forms of conduct; 2. The recognition of the






Dewey thinks that an error is committed when it is asserted that the content as
well as the form of this conscience is subjective. Dewey maintains that the social
standard upon which the individual conscience reflects is universal and objective. It is
embc T :d in social relationships and practiced in regard to “historical forms and
contemporary ideals.” (Dewey 1969, 189) Yet Dewey believes that value-systems can
and should always be perfected, but only in the context of what is already in existence.
He says: “A morality which does not recognize both the possibility and the necessity of
advance is immorality.” (Dewey 1969, 189) But this conscience must be based on the
moral consciousness expressed in “existing institutions, manners, and beliefs.” (Dewey
1969, 189) Otherwise it becomes relativistic.

Reflective intelligence cross-questions
the existing morality; and extracts from
it the ideal which it pretends to  body,
and thus is able to criticize the existing
morality in the light of its own ideal. It
points out the inconsistencies, the
incoherencies, the compromises, the
failures, between the actual practice and
the theory at the basis of this practice.
And thus the new ideal proposed by the
individual is not a product of his private
" "Hns, but is the outcome of the ideal
diedine = 1customs, ideas and
institutions. (Dewey 1969, 190)
Dewey is proposing a synthesis of individual reflective conscience and public moral

consciou s that will result in a perfecting of the moral development of both the

individual and the society of which he is a member.



CHAPTER 2

JUSTICE AND STAGE DEV™T" OPMENT

Lawrence Kohlberg’s primary contribution to moral education is his formulation
of the six stages of moral development. He groups the stages into three levels: the
preconventional, the conventional, and the postconventional or autonomous level. The
stages ascend from an obedience orientation to an objective principle of justice.
Kohlberg rejects what he calls the “bag of virtues” approach to moral education. The bag
of virtues is a set of character traits considered by many to be desirable. Some examples
of these would be honesty, charity, loyalty and courage. Kohlberg objects to this idea on
the grounds that everyone has their own bag, and that the definitions of the individual
traits differ from person to person. The defect Kohlberg concludes is that this approach
to moralization, like many others, is based upon a relativist view. What 1: :ded 1s an
objective philosophy of ethical conduct applicable and practicable by all peoples of the
world. Kohlberg responded by developi: his stage approach and naming as its highest
cc " on good the ideal of justice.

The ideal of justice is of course as old as the Greek and Jewish traditions of
Western Culture and perhaps far older. Justice as an element of the Good gained
considerable momentum durii  the Socratic and Platonic Eras of the Athenian Age. The
two philosophers proposed that virtue is objective, that it is of one substance and that it

has the same ideal fc  regardless of culture or period. The name of the ideal form is
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justice. Accordii to Plato, he who knows the Good (i.e. Justice) chooses the good and
this good can in fact be taught. It can be taught becar  the good is of a nature inherent
and apparent to all of us if uncovered. Finally, the proper method of this uncovering is
the asking of questions, not the giving of answers. Kohlberg agrees with much of the
Socratic and Platonic vision of the Good as justice, and they are the most significant
influence on his work. Where he disagrees, such as his notion of equality rather than
hierarchy as the central concern of justice, he does so within the framework of their
models.

Kohlberg incorporates other influences, including the rationalist’s ideal of reason,
the humanists focus on the here and now, and in particular, Kant’s conception of justice
as duty. But perhaps his most singular influence of the modern age is John Dewey. Both
Kohlberg and Dewey reject traditional standards and value relativism, including the
cultural transmission, romantic and behaviorist approaches, for ethical universals such as
the Categorical Imperative and the Golden Rule. Both believe in a process of ascension
to higher levels of moral functioning with Kohlberg setting forth a more rigidly-defined
model of stage sequencing. There are many more similarities and a few important
differences among the works of Kohlberg and Dewey. It is not necessary to enumerate
them here as the focus of this chapter is Kohlberg’s own formulation of the moral
development of the individual. Dewey’s influence may well be apparent in this brief
summary. However, the primary comparative issues will be more fully addressed in the
concluding chapter of this paper.

This paper has asserted that Kohlberg’s ethical 1 " >sophy has been inspired by

several sources including Platonic Idealism, Kantian Rationalism, and Dewey’s brand of
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addressing the ethical situation posed. The person chooses the higher form of moral
conduct to reestablish his equilibrium.

Kohlberg further defined the stages based on  ven motives for obeying rules of
moral action:

1. Obeys rules to avoid punishment.

2. Conforms to obtain rewards, have favors returned.

3. Conforms to avoid disapproval and dislike by others.

4. Conforms to avoid censure by legitimate authorities and resultant guilt.

5. Conforms to maintain the respect of the impartial spectator judging in terms of

community welfare.

6. Conforms to avoid self-condemnation. (Kohlberg 1981, 19)
As is evident these stages are process-oriented and as such are not guided by content-
specific virtues such as integrity and kindness which are the hallmark of the various
value-relativist schools of thought. They appeal to an ideal of morality rooted in
objective principles, not specific characteristics or co inds. An example of this is the
Cati Hrical Imperative which states: Act only as you would be willing that your act
should become universal law. (Kohlberg 1981, 19) This is, according to Kohlberg, “A
guide for choosing among behaviors, not a prescription for behavior. As such, it is free
from culturally d- - ~d content; it both transcends and subsumes particular social laws.
Hence it has universal applicability.” (Kohlberg 1981, 69)

The universal nature of Kohlberg’s moral theory rests upon the idea of the
potentiality of the stages, the fact that we all have it wi** * ourselves to reach the highest

stages of moral growth. This ability to become more fully moral, this power of
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moral teacher and through the analysis of moral problems. This teacher acts more like a
shepherd who uses techniques such as Socratic questioning to aid the person in reflecting
upon his own views and in understanding views that may be more morally adequate.
What Kohlberg is underscoring is that rather than giving external, content-specific ideals,
the moral guide is providing a path for the learner to discover principles that are
immanent within himself and all human beings. Thus Kohlberg proposes what is a
universal, but subjective process that leads to a known ot_ tive principle — justice.

Dewey conceives of consciousness as the highest development of an individual
accordir to his theory of ethics. Conscience, as derived from obligation, is the ideal
form of the practical good. It is the objective and universal principle of socialized
morality. Kohlberg too espouses the universal ethic but locates it, in contrast to Dewey,
in the principle of justice. The highest stage of Kohlberg’s model, the sixth, is defined by
this spirit. It represents Kohlberg’s most significant work in the area of moral education
and should be examined in light of Dewey’s own conceptions of conscience and
COnsciousness.

Kohlberg defines his stage six formulation of morality in his book treatise The
Phil---*— " 7" “on.

Right is defined by the decision of
conscience in accord with self-chosen
ethical principles appealing to logical
comprehensiveness, universality and
consistency. These principles are
abstract and ethical (the golden rule,
the catt Hrical imperative); they are
not concrete moral rules such as the

15



Ten Commandments. At heart, these

are universal principles of justice, of

the reciprocity and equality of human

rights, and of respect for the dignity

of human beings as individuals. (Kohlberg 1981, 19)
Kohlberg is promoting the idea that there is indeed an objective and universal morality,
that it is provoked by the conscience and confronted in the form of moral judgment (self-
chosen ethical principles”). This moral judgment is guided by the principle of justice and
based on “sympathy for others” (Kohlberg 1981, 141). These judgments are provoked by
moral conflicts that occur between the individual and his society. "A moral conflict is a
conflict between competing cl = of people... where such conflicts arise, the principles
we use to resolve them are principles of justice”. (Kohlbe: 1981, 143)

__ohlberg’s idea of morality, like Dewey’s, is a practical one. It involves concrete
situations, ways to act in the present moment and in the human and social world. He
asserts,

In my view, mature principles are

neither rules (means) nor values (ends)

but are guides to perceiving and

integrating all the morally relevant

elements in concrete situations. They

reduce all moral obligation to the

interests and claims of concrete

individuals in concrete situations;

they tell us how to resolve claims

that compete in a situation when it is

one person’s life against another’s. (Kohlberg 1981, 175)
Moral odness, for ~hlberg, is firmly grounded in the human condition, in the reality

of the moments and the interactions of our lives. These interactions or “‘competing

claims” are most adequately resolved by Kohlberg’s stage six conception of justice and
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principle.” (Kohlberg 1981, 176)

In the sixth stage, the value of justice is realized through the previously mentioned
criteria of universalizability, consistency, and reversibility. The appropriateness of these
principles is determined through empathic role playing. Roletaking, for Kohlberg, is the
most important component of moral judgment. According to Kohlberg, moral concepts
are concepts of social relationships. Within these social relationships are ideas of ro
defined by shared expectations.

The primary meanit  of the word

social is the distinctively human

structuring of action and thought by

role taking, by the tendency to react

to others as like the self and to react

to the self’s behavior from the other’s

point of view. (Kohlberg 1981, 141)
Kohlberg continues that the importance of role-taking in moral judgment is rooted in the
fact that moral judgment is based upon sympathy for others, as well as the idea that the
moral person must refer to the ideal of the “impartial spectator” in order to juc
objectively.

Role playing is essential for Kohlberg because it has been  »wn to limit specific
value systems and to stimulate general frameworks of moral thought. Kohlberg further
posits that the true conditior ~  agent of moral activity is role playing:

The precondition for a moral conflict
is the human capacity for role-taking.
Most social situations are not moral,
because there is no conflict between
the role-taking expectations of one
person and another. Where such
conflicts arise, the principles we use

to resolve them are principles of justice.
(Kohlberg 1981, 143)

18



L 8C

hze

e

ome

In

11

nc



Uumnlv

se

ns

rg,

st

011t

1sti

ree

ser eak

+IIC

g

:str



CHAPTER 3

AN ET IC OF CARING

Nel Noddings, in her book © 1, contends that traditional approaches to moral
development, those based on reason and justice, are not the only and possible not even
the best means to becoming more ethical. She believes these formal approaches deny the
possibility of a receptive capacity necessary for moral growth. Noddings argues that the
rational — cognitive method concerns justifications of abstract ideals that are removed
from concrete situations and the elements of human emotion. Noddings contends that
what is missing from their models is the fundamental aspect of caring.

Noddings states that many people do not approach moral conflicts based upon
fc 1l principles but on the empathetic responses that she labels caring. This process of
caring is based upon concretization rather than abstraction. The realization of this
process is dependent upon a displacement of interest from the focus on the one doing the
caring to the one cared for.

Apprehending the others’ reality, feeling

what he feels as nearly as possible, is the
essential part of caring from the view of

the one caring. For if I take on the other’s
reality as possibility and b n to feel its
reality, I feel, also, that [ must act accordingly,
that is, I am impelled to act as though in my

own behalf, but in behalf of the other.
(Noddings 1984, 16)

21



Noddings thinks that the caring response is always dependent on a move away from the
self. She says that “At bottom, all caring involves engrossment.” (Noddings 1984, 17)
This engrossment for Noddings, however, is not universal. This is true because universal
caring cannot be actualized, there is a lack of investment that leads to true empathy. This
lack of investment results in the kind of abstraction that the caring ethic seeks to remedy.
For Noddii i the”  ediate is the material of morality.

Noddings claims this immediacy stands in stark contrast to the removed
objectivity of the principles championed by moralists such as Kant, Dewey, and
Kohlberg. Noddings believes caring to be reactive and responsive, caught up in the
moment. Dewey and Kohlberg’s formulations, while acted upon in »ment, are
developed prior to that action, and thus have prior content. Caring, on the other hand, is a
shifting response directed towards the needs of individuals, rather than a response driven
by the demands of abstract and prior rules of conduct. Caring then, according to
Noddings’ dictates, is pure process. It is not important how we care, but that we do care.

This caring implies a will to action. Noddings affirms this: “To act as one —
caring, then, is to act with ‘special regard’ for the ‘particular person’ in ‘concrete
situations’.” (emphasis mine) (Noddings 1984, 24). This idea of acting towards others in
concrete situations reflects Noddings belief in the necessity of the socia’  ‘ion of the
moral feeling.

The ethical self is an active relation
between my actual self and a vision

of my ideal self as one — caring and
cared-for. It is born of the fundamental
recognition of relatedness; that which
connects me naturally to the other,

reconnects me through the other to
myself. As I care for others and am

22



cared for by them, I become able to

care for myself. (Noddings 1984, 49)
It is this relatedness based on caring that results in the moral redemption of the one
caring. It is also the impetus for the moral growth of the one cared for. The emotional
benefits of being cared for leads the one cared for to model himself upor ' * beneficiary,
the caring-for. This results in a habit of mutual modeling and attribution which becomes
a cooperative form of moral development. (Noddings 1984, 123) Noddings asserts that
the lack of this mutual modeling leads to in the ethical world, the * * d of abstract and
removed principles Dewey and Kohlberg champion, and in the social world, the kind of
anti-social behavior that inhibits the healthy formation of relationships, and the positive
development of the self. Noddings makes the claim that the type of moral principle that
Dewey and Kohlberg esteem in fact promotes this anti-social behavior by removir the
individual to a realm of abstract thought that exists apart from his social context.

The methodology of this relatedness consists of a “broad and loosely defined ethic
that mo’ * itself in situation and has a proper regard for human affections, weaknesses
and anxieties.” (Noddings 1984, 25) It is not conditioned “by a host of narrow and
rigidly defined — principles”, and it “does not attempt to reduce the need for human
judgment with a series of ‘thou shalts’ and ‘thou shalt nots’.” (Noddings 1984, 25) This
negation of previously and externally constructed rules and principles does not negate the
need for rational, objective thought. But this rational process should be utilized in the
context of the ethic of caring. It should be used “to decide exactly what we will do in
behalf of the cared-for.” (Noddi1 ; 1984, 26) It is the end of the process of moral

decision making, not the beginning.
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feels as nearly as possible... for if I take on the others reality as possibility, I feel, also,
that I must act accordingly; that is T am impelled to act as though in my own behalf...”
(Noddings 1984, 16) Noddings contends that it is this element of empathy, of an
immediate caring response, that is absent in Dewey and Kohlberg’s moral formulations.
Nod ™ 3scl ™ sthat Dewey and Kohlberg’s adherence to preconceived abstract
principles precludes genuine empathic responses to social situations. Noddings points
out that what Dewey and Kohlberg’s moral philosophies leave out in their espousal of
reason as the foundation of ethics is the importance of feeling. For her, instead of a
1" rersal moral principle, there is a universal moral sentiment. While its means and
content, the ends to which it fulfills itself, differ, its presence is undeniable. Like
Kohlberg, who believes the principle of justice to be both innate and perfectible,
Noddings * * %s the ethic of caring is attainable by all. “It lies latent in each of us,
awaiting gradual development in a succession of caring relations.” (Noddings 1984, 83)
Noddings suggests that the care-response is a shared genetic property inherent in all
humans. Noddings proposes that caring is a natural instinet. The fact that it is instinctual
makes it also universal. The method of its fulf ™ ent is also a universal property —
empathy or “engrossment” as Noddings labels it. But the means of caring — the “one-
caring”, and then ends — “the cared-for”, are both subjective elements. Thus, the
objective moral truth of caring is fulfilled through the subjective instrument of the
individual in-relation.

This moral grounding within the subjective self is the opposite of the devotion to
something beyond that is the hallmark of the traditional schools of philosophy and

religion, whether it be God or principle. ™ *  >ral grounding is predictated upon a

25



feeling: “Thus at the foundation of moral behavior — as we have already pointed out — is
feeling or sentiment.” (Noddings 1984, 92) This too is the opposite of Kant’s
traditionalist formula of the divorce of duty and desire, reason and emotion. Noddings
poses the question, what is the nature of this universal sentiment? Her answer leads her
to the origins of natural and ethical caring and the role of obligation in moral
development.

Noddings contends that morality as an “active virtue” is comprised of two
complimentary elements. The first is the unconditioned, unreflective response known as
natural caring. Noddings stakes out a position that no ethical action can follow an
absence of this initial sentiment. The second feeling reacts to the memory of the first.
Noddings states that this memory of ¢~~~ ~ and being cared for sweeps over us as a
feeling of “I must” in response to the troubles of others. Therefore, natural and ethical
caring grow out of one another and are in continual dialogue.

But an ethic built on caring strives to

maintain the caring attitude and is thus

dependent upon, and not superior to,

natural caring. The source of ethical

behavior is, then, in twin sentiments —

one that feels directly for the other and

one that feels for and with the best self,

who may accept and sustain the initial

feeling rather than reject it. (Noddings 1984, 80)
This freedom to accept or not the initial feeling of natural caring gives rise to the question
of ought or obligation. Noddings states that the initial feeling of natural caring is an
involuntary genetic response universal to human nature. Because it is an automatic

response, this form of caring does not fall within the purview of obligation which is based

on voluntary actions. The second type of caring, ethical caring, is a voluntary ethic built
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upon the memory of and an affinity for moments of natural caring which it hopes to
maintain in active relationships with the social world. This will to maintain these
relationships, and to foster new ones, based on an ethic of caring, is voluntary and thus
falls within the bounds of obligatory action.

It is within this second or ethical type of caring, and in its relationship to
obligation, that Noddings forges her closest links to the ethical ideologies of Dewey and
Kohlberg. Noddings establishes that her first form of caring, natural caring, which is
based on a universal and automatic response, is the missing piece in the moral theories of
Dewey and Kohlberg. Noddings’ second form of caring, ethical caring, proceeds from
self-chosen principles of caring that find their material in the memory of the ~ st form,
natural caring. This ethical form, caring, because it is based on self-chosen, voluntary
principl  is concerned with the same type of obligation or duty that permeates the moral
works of Dewey and Kohlberg. The fundamental difference between the moral theories
of Dewey and Kohlberg, and Noddings, however, is that while Dewey and Kohlberg’s
self-chosen ethical principles are based upon and directed by reason, Noddings’ self-

chosen principles are based upon and directed by feeling.
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CH R4

A MODEL COMPARISON

This section will compare and contrast Dewey, Kohlberg, and Noddings’ theories
as they have been presented in the preceding chapters. The philosophical differences
between Noddings® work and that of Dewey and Kohlberg may be fairly obvious, but
these differences will be explored in a more in depthm  r in the following chapter.
Several nuances of disagreement between the ideas of Dewey and K¢ ™erg have arisen
and will also be examined. Throughout this chapter, the similarities of thought that exist
among the three theorists will be h" "lighted and discussed.

The writings of John Dewey, Lawrence Kohlberg, and Nel Noddings are
intimately concerned with the moral development of the individual. Each comes from a
different school of thought and each supplies a distinct answer to the question of how to
be moral. The ethical philosophies of Dewey and Kohlberg are closely related,
particularly in their focus on man’s rational nature, but there are fundamental divisions
between the two men. Noddings takes an alternate approach to moral growth
emphasizii the role of feeling and relationship, but her inquiry is a direct response to
Dewey and K« ™erg’s formulations. Their systems culminate, in varying degrees, in an
absolute imperative: For Dewey this is consciousness, for Kohlberg justice, and for

Noddings an ethic of caring. This section will compare the similarities and examine the
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freedom with that of reason in what Kohlberg calls self-chosen ethical principles. Thus
moral action is based on reason. Noddings rejects this idea. She believes goodness to be
shaped and stimulated by feeling. Where Kohlberg and Dewey look to the objective
principle, Noddings looks to the subjective relational experience. Where they look to
thought, she looks to emotion.

For both camps, however, the priming pumps of thought and emotion lead to the
same results: action. All three are firm proponents of social activity as the proper and
only setting for moral owth. While they disagree on the objective nature of morality,
they do agree that it occurs intheh  n world. For all three, the moral development of
the person is directly related to his role in society.

Noddings, Dewey, and Kohlberg agree that society is both the proper setting and
the material by which moral growth occurs. They also believe that action is a necessary
condition of that growth. But whereas Dewey and Kohlberg assert that this action
follows the commands of moral reaso ~ 2, Noddings thinks it develops from the
wellsprings of feeling. They also agree that the human will is the means by which ethical
reflection becomes ethical action. Unspoken here, of course, is their common
presumption of the intrinsic freedom of human beings. But while they all attest to the
importance of society and action in the ethical, they differ not only about what it is
directed by (reason vs. feeling) but also what it is directed to: An abstract ideal for
Dewey and Kohlberg, a concrete accomplishment for Noddings. For both Kohlberg and
Dewey pre-existing principles shapes the reaction to a situation. For Noddings, the
situation shapes its own reaction without reference to any prior principles. Noddings

believes the only rule by which a situation is guided is an ethic of caring, and this ethic is
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neither previously formed nor universally applicable in either content or spirit. This ethic
depends only on the context of the situation. Noddings then is a proponent of moral
relativism.

Similar to Dewey and Kohlberg, Noddings holds that there is no ideological
content to the means by which moral action fulfills itself such as is evidenced by the bag
of virtues. But while Kohlberg, and to a much lesser extent Dewey, find identifiable
content in the end to which that means is directed (i.e., justice and consciousness)
Noddings cl: © 5 there are no definite characteristics not only of means but of ends in her
philosophy of caring. Noddings establishes that every person and every situation is of a
different moral nature and as a result there can be no prescribed content to the  ans by
which a situation is morally reconcilable nor the end to which it is reconciled. Kohlberg,
however, believes that while there is no content to the means of a morally reconcilable
situation, there is a definite content to the reconciled end — the characteristics of justice.
But is Noddings truly content free in both means and ends?

Noddings, in rejecting prescriptions of virtue and by identifying each situation as
unique, establishes that the means to an ethical end are situationally-based and thus

AR

content free. stions are immediate, unche  :led responses to an occurrence. They
cannot be fashioned and directed as thoughts can be. For Noddings the emotions,
particularly the caring emotion, is our truest nature and most reliable guide to doing what
is right. For her rationality, because it deals in abstract conceptions, is not as rooted in
the concrete and the human. Therefore it cannot meet the needs of concrete, human

conflicts as well as the emotional response.

This is perhaps the most significant schism between the Noddings and
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Dewey/Kohlberg camps. This question of the affective vs. the reflective is the ori gin of
their debate and colors the rest of their ethical views. However, the more immediate
question as to the exact nature of Noddings® position on content remains. Her position on
the relationship between content and means is a settled one. But her claim to a content-
free end merits attention.

Noddings believes that the moral end, much as in the case of the means, is
relativist because of the diverse nature of events. There can be no name given to an
outcome of a moral act such as duty or justice because moral actions are based on
feelings and situations which are in every case dissimilar. The characteristics of the end
differ each time depending on the relationship of the caring-for and the cared-for. But
though the characteristics of both the means and end differ, one detects in Noddings a
un’’  spirit at the end of moral conduct. The characteristics of her end (caring) differ
because of differing relationships, but the spirit of that end remains always the same —
kindness. Noddings, then, like Kohlberg and Dewey has content as the fulfillment of her
ethical philosophy. She is relativist in situation but not in spirit.

Dewey’s philosophy finds as its moral end the ideal of goodness. This goodness
is predicated upon the maturation of a process Dewey calls consciousness. But while
Kohlberg establishes no specific virtue content to his ideal of justice, he does delineate
types of behavior associated with a just outlook. Dewey does no such thing. He does
propose a model of the progression of the conscience in three stages (which Kohlberg
adopted and expanded upon). ™ * conscience is directed to the good. But Dewey, like
Noddings, does not set forth types of thot " ts and behavior that indicate what the good

is. Dewey asserts that the moral person seeks the good and is directed to it by a
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conscientious manner of relational living. But he does not concretely define this good.

What Dewey and Kohlberg do have in common is that they both believe their
moral end — goodness or justice — to be absolute. It is a form common to all men.
Kohlberg and Dewey believe morality to be an objective truth located in a subjective
being. Noddings believes morality to be a subjective truth located in the subjective
being. But the fact that all have the capacity to care even if they do not, as all have the
capacity to be good or just even if they are not, is a fact of potentiality that Noddings
does not adequately address.

Another major break in the thinking of Noddings, Dewey, and Kohlberg is just
how far the capacity to be kind, to be good or to be just extends. Dewey and Kohlberg,
following the traditional rational model of Kant, believe this capacity to extend to all.
There is a duty to be good or just not only to your family, your friends and your society,
but to all men. Their moral philosophies propose a regard for all. Noddings believes this
. focus on the universal reach of conduct leads to an abstract understanding of relations
that undermines true involvement in the lives of others. What this abstract conception of
situations lacks is the empathy that results from concrete conflicts and results in caring
intervention. This empathy extends only as far as a person’s experience and so the proper
sphere of moral conduct is the people who are most directly related to that person’s life.
Kohlberg and Dewey’s regard for all becomes in Noddings’ hands a regard for the related
individual. 7" ° sense of regard harkens to a related issue at the heart of the ethical
philosophies of the three: The idea of obligation.

As we has :n, the form of obligation extends to everyone for Kohlberg and

Dewey and to those directly related for Noddir . There is further dis: eement on how
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cor 7" :t. In the ideal of reversibility, Kohlberg meets Noddings on neutral ground. They
both believe here in applying moral behavior to the ’ :diate situation and to the people
related to that situation. They also believe in reversibility, the ability to see both
positions in a moral situation. Noddii : calls this ability ¢ athy. But what for
Noddings conditions a moral response to the immediate situation — the “ective — is not
what prompts moral action for Kohlberg — the reflective.

What separates Kohlberg from Dewey and Noddii . is that Kohlberg empirically
tested his theories. Dewey, like Kohlberg, emphasized a scientific approach to the moral
but only Kohlberg followed through on testing his views. Kohlberg did so through a
series of surveys he conducted upon different cultures and age groups throughout the
world. His tests lend a measure of credence to his claims of moral stage growth. While
Dewey approache¢ " * ‘heory of ethics with a rigorous and scientific mindset he did not
take the final step toward proving it by the scientific method. Noddings also does not
take this step toward confirmation of her theory. It is this empirical examination of his
beliefs that gives Kohlberg a type of authority that is lacking in either Dewey or

Noddings.

36






reason, are devoid of the emotional factors that color a person’s ethical judgments.
Noddings believes that what is missing from Dewey and Kohlberg’s principles are the
ideas of empathy, feeling, and caring. Like Dewey and Kohlberg, who sug st the

ex :nce of a universal faculty, Noddings too holds that there is an innate feature to all of
us. But in contrast to their proposed universal, reason, Noddings offers the care response
as this instinctual element. From this fact of natural caring, Noddii : develops her moral
principle of ethical caring. Ethical caring, Noddings asserts, is based on the memories of
moments of natural caring. These memories of natural caring urge the individual
onward, to actively seek out and foster caring relationships in his or her social world.
Taken together, the moral theories of Dewey and Kohlberg, which center upon man’s
unique ability to reason, and that of Noddings, which focuses on man’s unique
disposition to care, present an important and inspired contribution to the field of moral

development.
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