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The Challenge for ConstructivismThe Challenge for ConstructivismThe Challenge for ConstructivismThe Challenge for Constructivism    
The constructivist curriculum emphasizes cooperative decision-making and problem 
solving, on the assumption that such activities will nurture the development of an 
autonomous moral reasoning based on fairness and equality. 

Are all the moral judgements we make -- true vs. false, good vs. bad, permitted vs. 
prohibited -- the product of human reason? 

• Research led by Marc Hauser suggests a ‘natural’ origin for such judgements. The 
claim is for an innate moral faculty (analogous to the language faculty) that pro-
vides the basis for (at least some) judgements. 

• (Im)morality is not humans’ alone!  

• People cannot explicitly lay out the reasons why they believe X to be morally im-
permissible. 

Constructivism and Moral Judgement: Piaget and KohlbergConstructivism and Moral Judgement: Piaget and KohlbergConstructivism and Moral Judgement: Piaget and KohlbergConstructivism and Moral Judgement: Piaget and Kohlberg    

Piaget: Two distinct forms of moral thinking in children 
Heteronomous Morality:Heteronomous Morality:Heteronomous Morality:Heteronomous Morality:    Occurs during ages 4-7 

Child believes that rules are permanent. 
Child believes that punishment is unavoidable.  
Child doesn’t like change 

Autonomous Morality:Autonomous Morality:Autonomous Morality:Autonomous Morality:   Occurs during age 10 and older 
Child realizes that rules are made by people 
Child allows for change in rules under agreement of group 
Child realizes that punishment is not inevitable. 
Child is able to reason with peers. 

Kohlberg: Six Stages of Moral Growth 

Level 1: Perconvential Reasoning: Level 1: Perconvential Reasoning: Level 1: Perconvential Reasoning: Level 1: Perconvential Reasoning:     
Stage One: Heteronomous morality. Moral thinking is tied to punishment, child does 
what she is told. 
Stage Two: Individualism, instrumental purpose, and exchange. Equal exchange, be nice 
to those nice to you. 

Level Two: Conventional ReasoningLevel Two: Conventional ReasoningLevel Two: Conventional ReasoningLevel Two: Conventional Reasoning    
Stage Three: Mutual interpersonal expectations, relationships, and interpersonal confor-
mity. Child values trust, caring, and loyalty to  others as basis of moral judgements.  
Adapts moral ideals of parents. 
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Stage Four: Social systems morality. Moral judgments are based on social order -- law, jus-
tice and duty.  Laws need to be followed for good of all people. 

Level Three: Postconventional ReasoningLevel Three: Postconventional ReasoningLevel Three: Postconventional ReasoningLevel Three: Postconventional Reasoning    
Stage Five: Social contract or utility and individual rights. Person examines the law based 
on the protection of human rights and values. Personal values are more important than 
the law. 
Stage Six: Universal ethical principles. Moral standards based on universal human rights, 
follow conscience even at personal risk. 
People generate moral judgments by consciously reasoning over the principles they 
articulate in moral justification. 

Possible Challenges 

• If it can be shown that (some of) the moral achievements of humans moving through 
Kohlberg’s stages are also found in species “without” rational thought, then, Kohl-
berg is wrong. 

• If all moral judgements are based on reasoning, then it must be possible for reasons 
for every judgement to be expressed. If reasoning cannot be made explicit, then 
Kohlberg is wrong as well. 

• If emotions and beliefs play a part in arriving at a moral judgement, then Kohlberg is 
wrong. 

Challenge 1: The Birds, Bees and Monkeys Do Challenge 1: The Birds, Bees and Monkeys Do Challenge 1: The Birds, Bees and Monkeys Do Challenge 1: The Birds, Bees and Monkeys Do ItItItIt    

Lies of Commission: The provision of inaccurate or misleading information. In order 
for such lies to work:  

• The species must have a signal that is tightly correlated with a particular context.  
• When individuals hear such signals, they must respond in a relatively consistent way 

on a statistically significant number of occasions.  

• Individuals must have the flexibility to manipulate the behaviour of group members 
by producing a species-typical signal in a novel context. 

Falsifying information should theoretically be a rare event, but it is not! 

Chickens 

Marler et al:Marler et al:Marler et al:Marler et al: Domestic chickens deceive each other by producing food calls in the absence 
of food. Rate of call is production positively correlated with food quality.  

• Roosters call in the absence of food, and are most likely to do so when a female is pre-
sent. 

• Roosters are silent when another rooster is nearby, regardless of presence/absence of 
food.  

45% of all calls when no food was present. 45% of all calls when no food was present. 45% of all calls when no food was present. 45% of all calls when no food was present.     
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• Males were more likely to call in the absence of food when females were far away.  
• The male’s vocal behaviour is sensitive to the female’s visual perspective -- she will 

notice the absence of food.  

• Males attempt to use lying food calls to attract females. As other roosters are direct 
sexual competitors as well as food competitors, they do not call in their presence. 

• Females use the rate of calling and contextual information to assess it. Although 50% 
of all food calls are given in the absence of food, female approach was only 33% of the 
time. 

Lies of Omission: The withholding of expected information. In order for such lies to 
work:  

• The species must have a signal that is tightly correlated with a particular context.  

• When individuals hear such signals, they must respond in a relatively consistent way 
on a statistically significant number of occasions.  

• Individuals must have the flexibility to manipulate the behaviour of other group 
members. 

• Situations which reliably lead to calling in some circumstances fail to do so in a dif-
ferent social context. 

Chickens 
Domestic chickens give different sounding alarm calls for aerial vs. ground predators.  

• Whether or not a chicken produces a food call depends on who is around, its audi-
ence. 

• The rate of alarm call production is the same for male and female audiences.  

• The rate of alarm call production is higher in the presence of either a cockerel or hen 
than it is when there is no audience present, or when the audience is comprised of a 
different species such as a bobwhite quail.  

• Cockerels call more to a sexually receptive mate than to a broody hen with and with-
out chicks. 

• Cockerels also call more when testosterone levels are elevated.  

Receiver Scepticism: Bees 

Stephen Jay Gould:Stephen Jay Gould:Stephen Jay Gould:Stephen Jay Gould: When honey bees dance, other bees extract information about the lo-
cation, quality and distance to food. 
• Using a hive with a long history of experience in one location, Gould removed a 

group of foragers and trained them to move back and forth from a point on land to a 
second point on land where a pollen-filled boat was located.  

• Over time, he increased the distance between these two points, and also moved the 
boat from a position on land to a position out in the middle of a lake. Once the bees 
reliably travelled to the boat and back, he allowed them to return to the hive and 
dance.  
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• When the trained foragers returned to the hive and danced, indicating that a rich 
food source could be found out in the middle of the lake, relatively few of them flew 
off to the boat. 

• Bees appeared to know that food has never been found out in the middle of this lake, 
and thought the information in the signal was unreliable, inaccurate.  

When Gould trained a second group to find food in a boat located on the water, but 
along the edge of the lake, different results obtained.  

• When the foragers returned and danced, other individuals immediately left the hive 
and flew to the pollen-filled boat; presumably, the edge of the lake represents a more 
likely place to find bee food.  

Receiver Scepticism: Vervets 

Cheney and SeyfarthCheney and SeyfarthCheney and SeyfarthCheney and Seyfarth: Vervets give two calls -- the “wrr” and the “chutter” -- to convey the 
message that a competitive group is nearby.  

• Subjects were repeatedly played A’s wrrs and then tested with A’s chutter. They 
showed a diminishing response to repeated exposure to A’s wrr. When they were 
then tested with A’s chutter, they transferred the level of habituation.  

• In contrast, when they were tested with B’s wrr or chutter, they dishabituated, show-
ing a renewed, strong response.  

The attribute “unreliable” is thus assigned to individuals, not contexts.  

Social Costs: Rhesus Monkeys 

Hauser and MarlerHauser and MarlerHauser and MarlerHauser and Marler:  rhesus monkeys give 1 or more of 5 acoustically distinct vocaliza-
tions. Three are given when high quality/rare food is discovered, while the other 2 call 
types are given when lower quality/common food is discovered.  

• When a lone individual was presented with the same quantity of either low or high 
quality food, the food was always consumed. However, in about 50% of all trials, there 
were no vocalizations. Males called less often than did females.  

• Independently of rank or sex, individuals who called obtained more food, and re-
ceived less aggression, than individuals who were silent and caught with the food by 
other group members.  

These results suggest that there are measurable social costs and benefits to such deception.  

What does this tell us? 

• In Piaget’s terms, chickens have autonomous morality. In Kohlberg’s terms, they are 
possibly at stage 2 or 5. Bees are at Stage 6 in Kohlberg’s terms, as are vervets. Both 
have autonomous morality. 

• Neither chickens, nor bees, nor vervets can be argued to have reason. How do they 
learn to lie, and to be sceptical?  

• An instinct? 
Important -- animals are NOT us! The existence of lies in the animal kingdom has no    
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moral moral moral moral value....    

Challenge 2:  Morality as IntuitionChallenge 2:  Morality as IntuitionChallenge 2:  Morality as IntuitionChallenge 2:  Morality as Intuition    

Killing is Impermissible: Scenario I 

Denise is a passenger on a tram whose driver has just shouted that the tram's brakes 
have failed, and who then fainted of the shock. On the track ahead are five people; the 
banks are so steep that they will not be able to get off the track in time. The track has a The track has a The track has a The track has a 
side track leading off to the right, and Denise can turn the tram onto it. Unfortunately side track leading off to the right, and Denise can turn the tram onto it. Unfortunately side track leading off to the right, and Denise can turn the tram onto it. Unfortunately side track leading off to the right, and Denise can turn the tram onto it. Unfortunately 
there is one person on the right hand track. Denise can turn the tram, killing the one;there is one person on the right hand track. Denise can turn the tram, killing the one;there is one person on the right hand track. Denise can turn the tram, killing the one;there is one person on the right hand track. Denise can turn the tram, killing the one; or 
she can refrain from turning the tram, letting the five die.  
Is it morally permissible for Denise to switch the tram to the side track?  

Killing is Impermissible: Scenario II 

Frank is on a footbridge over the tram tracks. He knows trams and can see that the one 
approaching the bridge is out of control. On the track under the bridge there are five 
people; the banks are so steep that they will not be able to get off the track in time. 
Frank knows that the only way to stop an out-of-control tram is to drop a very heavy 
weight into its path. But the only available, But the only available, But the only available, But the only available, sufficiently heavy weight is a large man sufficiently heavy weight is a large man sufficiently heavy weight is a large man sufficiently heavy weight is a large man 
wearing a backpack, also watching the tram from the footbridgewearing a backpack, also watching the tram from the footbridgewearing a backpack, also watching the tram from the footbridgewearing a backpack, also watching the tram from the footbridge. Frank can shove the Frank can shove the Frank can shove the Frank can shove the 
man with the backpack onto the track in the path of the tramman with the backpack onto the track in the path of the tramman with the backpack onto the track in the path of the tramman with the backpack onto the track in the path of the tram, killing himkilling himkilling himkilling him; or he can re-
frain from doing this, letting the five die.  
Is it morally permissible for Frank to shove the man?  

• 5000 university students of different origins (all English speaking countries) and 
sexes, between the ages of 13-70. 

• 89% found Denise’s action permissible; only 11% found Frank’s action permissible. 

• Only 30% of those who perceived a distinction between Frank and Denise could give 
any justification of their belief. 

• The type of reasoning was both utilitarian (save 5 versus kill 1) and deontological (any 
killing is wrong). 

Factors influencing the judgements:   Redirected vs. introduced threat 
Personal vs. impersonal act 
Harming as a means vs. harming as a by-product 

Killing is Impermissible: Scenario III 

Oscar is taking his daily walk near the tram tracks when he notices that the tram that is 
approaching is out of control.  Oscar sees what has happened: the driver of the tram saw 
five men walking across the tracks and slammed on the brakes, but the brakes failed and 
the driver fainted.  The tram is now rushing toward the five men.  It is moving so fast 
that they will not be able to get off the track in time.  Fortunately, Oscar is standing next , Oscar is standing next , Oscar is standing next , Oscar is standing next 
to a switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  to a switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  to a switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  to a switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  
There is a heavy object on the side track. If the tram hits the object, the There is a heavy object on the side track. If the tram hits the object, the There is a heavy object on the side track. If the tram hits the object, the There is a heavy object on the side track. If the tram hits the object, the object will slow object will slow object will slow object will slow 
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the tram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortunately, there is a man the tram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortunately, there is a man the tram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortunately, there is a man the tram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortunately, there is a man 
standing on the side track in front of the heavy object, with his back turned.  standing on the side track in front of the heavy object, with his back turned.  standing on the side track in front of the heavy object, with his back turned.  standing on the side track in front of the heavy object, with his back turned.  Oscar can 
throw the switch, preventing the tram from killing the men, but killing the man.  Or he 
can refrain from doing this, letting the five die. 
Is it morally permissible for Oscar to throw the switch?  

Killing is Impermissible: Scenario IV 

Ned is taking his daily walks near the tram tracks when he notices that the tram that is 
approaching is out of control.  Ned sees what has happened: the driver of the tram saw 
five men walking across the tracks and slammed on the brakes, but the brakes failed and 
they will not be able to get off the tracks in time. Fortunately, Ned is stanFortunately, Ned is stanFortunately, Ned is stanFortunately, Ned is standing next to a ding next to a ding next to a ding next to a 
switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  There switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  There switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  There switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  There 
is a heavy object on the side track.  If the tram hits the object, the object will slow the is a heavy object on the side track.  If the tram hits the object, the object will slow the is a heavy object on the side track.  If the tram hits the object, the object will slow the is a heavy object on the side track.  If the tram hits the object, the object will slow the 
tram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortuntram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortuntram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortuntram down, thereby giving the men time to escape.  Unfortunately, the heavy object is a ately, the heavy object is a ately, the heavy object is a ately, the heavy object is a 
man, standing on the side track with his back turned.man, standing on the side track with his back turned.man, standing on the side track with his back turned.man, standing on the side track with his back turned.  Ned can throw the switch, pre-
venting the tram from killing the men, but killing the man.  Or he can refrain from doing 
this, letting the five die.  
Is it morally permissible for Ned to throw the switch?  

Common to both scenarios:   The threat is redirected 
The harming is a by-product 
The act is impersonal, and will bring about the common 
good, even though it results in killing one 

The difference between the two is in terms of the mental states of the agents. Ned 
uses the heavy man as a means to saving five, whereas Oscar kills the one as an inciden-
tal by-product of his intent to stop the tram by using the weight.  

• 55% found it permissible for Ned; 72% for Oscar 
• Only 13% of those who perceived a distinction could give a justification. 

Hauser et al: 3 Principles of the Universal Moral Grammar 

There is a dissociation between judgment and justification, suggesting that intuition 
rather than principled reasoning guides judgment. This explains why some moral judg-
ments are universal.  

• Action PrincipleAction PrincipleAction PrincipleAction Principle: Harm caused by action is morally worse than equivalent harm 
caused by omission.  

• Intention PrincipleIntention PrincipleIntention PrincipleIntention Principle: Harm intended as the means to a goal is morally worse than 
equivalent harm foreseen as the side-effect of a goal.  

• Contact PrincipleContact PrincipleContact PrincipleContact Principle: Harm involving physical contact with the victim is morally worse 
than equivalent harm involving no physical contact. 

These principles are ordered from most salient to less salient in terms of expressability 
and/or accessibility to conscious awareness.  
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Hauser: A Universal Moral Grammar 

“We evolved a moral instinct, a capacity that naturally grows within each child, de-
signed to generate rapid judgments about what is morally right or wrong based on an 
unconscious grammar or faction. Part of this machinery was designed by the blind hand 
of Darwinian selection millions of years before our species evolved; other parts were 
added or upgraded over the evolutionary history of our species, and are unique both to 
humans and to our moral psychology."  

How did it come about?How did it come about?How did it come about?How did it come about?    
The initial conditions must have been set by the development of cooperation. Evolution 
selected for this trait because the ability to perceive another creature’s intentions pro-
vided a survival advantage over animals that could only respond to observable conse-
quences. 

• Although cooperation is quite common in both human and nonhuman animal socie-
ties, most instances of animal cooperation can be attributed to either selfish or indi-
rect benefits via mutualism and helping kin. Reciprocal altruism among unrelated in-
dividuals is rare if not absent among animals, but ubiquitous in humans.  

However, moral judgements do not translate into moral action, as is painfully evident.However, moral judgements do not translate into moral action, as is painfully evident.However, moral judgements do not translate into moral action, as is painfully evident.However, moral judgements do not translate into moral action, as is painfully evident.    

• Is the innate moral sense weak? 
• Or is it modulated by other aspects of our being? 

Challenge 3:  Beliefs, Emotions and Moral JudgementChallenge 3:  Beliefs, Emotions and Moral JudgementChallenge 3:  Beliefs, Emotions and Moral JudgementChallenge 3:  Beliefs, Emotions and Moral Judgement    

Belief and Moral Judgement 

Autistics lack a theory of mind, i.e. they do not understand that others can have differ-
ent and false beliefs based on what they have or have not seen. They also tend to focus 
on consequences alone. 

• 80 autistics viewed Denise’s flipping the switch as permissible 

• 40% judged Frank’s pushing the man as permissible.   

• None perceived a difference between Ned and Oscar. 

• A greater proportion of autistics judged Ned’s action as permissible. 

The key ability in making moral judgments is to be able to read beneath the surface 
when observing another creature’s actions.  

Emotion and Moral Judgement  

In the brain, the ventromedial prefrontal cortex is associated with emotional processing. 
VMPC patients were presented moral dilemmas. 

VMPC patients were significantly more likely to choose the "utilitarian" optionVMPC patients were significantly more likely to choose the "utilitarian" optionVMPC patients were significantly more likely to choose the "utilitarian" optionVMPC patients were significantly more likely to choose the "utilitarian" option—sacrificing one 
to save many—than were neurologically normal individuals, and individuals with brain 
damage to regions other than the VMPC. The VMPC patient's judgments in less emo-
tionally charged moral dilemmas did not differ. 
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For moral dilemmas where the aggregate welfare of many people is pitted against a 
highly emotional aversive act, there there there there appear to be two reasoning systems for resolving appear to be two reasoning systems for resolving appear to be two reasoning systems for resolving appear to be two reasoning systems for resolving 
the dilemma. One is an emotional/ intuitive system; the other is a rational, cold, hard the dilemma. One is an emotional/ intuitive system; the other is a rational, cold, hard the dilemma. One is an emotional/ intuitive system; the other is a rational, cold, hard the dilemma. One is an emotional/ intuitive system; the other is a rational, cold, hard 
reasoning system. reasoning system. reasoning system. reasoning system. VMPC patients are missing the emotional system. 

Reason and Moral Judgement: Wolfrom 2005 

Consonant cognitions = thoughts or beliefs that are consistent with one another; Disso-
nant cognitions = thoughts or beliefs that are inconsistent with one another. 

• Participants were given information and were asked to choose a side on six issues: 
abortion, death penalty, homosexual rights, gun control, and two issues regarding 
the freedom of speech.  

• They were also asked whether or not they believe the issue to be a “moral” issue.  

• Next, participants were asked to write an essay in favour or against one of the six is-
sues. To create cognitive dissonance, the essay topic was chosen so that it would be 
contrary to one of the individual’s most confident positions.  

• Participants would be considered consistent if they indicated they were pro-choice 
and pro-death penalty (life is not sacred in all circumstances) or pro-life and anti-death 
penalty (life is sacred in all circumstances). However, participants would be considered 
inconsistent if they indicated they were pro-choice and anti-death penalty 

After the participants wrote this counter-attitudinal essay, they were asked to indicate 
their level of confidence again regarding the position that they truly hold. 

• As predicted by cognitive dissonance theory, participants reported a significant 
decrease in confidence about their earlier position. 

• Inconsistent with cognitive dissonance theory, participants showed no signs of 
cognitive dissonance after they were made aware of two already existing disso-
nant stances. 78% of the participants indicated that they were aware that their be-
liefs were inconsistent, 90% of them indicated that they were not bothered by the 
inconsistency.  

If moral reasoning is solely related to logical reasoning, then the existence of two dissIf moral reasoning is solely related to logical reasoning, then the existence of two dissIf moral reasoning is solely related to logical reasoning, then the existence of two dissIf moral reasoning is solely related to logical reasoning, then the existence of two disso-o-o-o-
nant cognitions should create cognitive dissonance. nant cognitions should create cognitive dissonance. nant cognitions should create cognitive dissonance. nant cognitions should create cognitive dissonance. It could be that when individuals 
were first confronted with deciding their position on the abortion and death penalty is-
sues, they may not have initially chosen their stance based upon the principle of the 
sanctity of life.  

Reason and Moral Judgement 

“We address certain moral dilemmas by means of our conscious, deliberate, and highly 
principled faculty of reasoning, alighting upon a judgment in the most rational of ways. 
This is often what happens when we face new dilemmas that we are ill equipped to han-
dle using intuitions.  … To form an opinion … most people want to hear about the details, 
understand who or what will be affected and in what ways, and then, based on such in-
formation, reason through the possibilities.”  
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Hauser, Young and Cushman (2005) 

Intersection with other beliefs 

Ned is taking his daily walks near the tram tracks when he notices that the tram that is 
approaching is out of control.  Ned sees what has happened: the driver of the tram saw 
five men walking across the tracks and slammed on the brakes, but the brakes failed and 
they will not be able to get off the tracks in time. Fortunately, Ned is standing next to a 
switch, which he can throw, that will temporarily turn the tram onto a side track.  There 
is a heavy object on the side track.  If the tram hits the object, the object will slow the 
tram down, thereby giving the men time to escape. He sees a militant/rapist/his a militant/rapist/his a militant/rapist/his a militant/rapist/his 
mother/old woman/George Bush/childmother/old woman/George Bush/childmother/old woman/George Bush/childmother/old woman/George Bush/child standing on the side track with his back turned. 
Ned can throw the switch, preventing the tram from killing the men, but killing the per-
son.  Or he can refrain from doing this, letting the five die.  

Implications for EducationImplications for EducationImplications for EducationImplications for Education    

• The child is not a blank slate. It has moral intuitions innately, and the task is to make 
appeal to those intuitions, AND to build on them. What must be constructed in the 
child is a belief system that can work with the innate moral sense. 

• Reciprocal altruism is definitional of humanness, so a constructivist classroom must 
foster the belief that the innate endowment is still of use. 

• What is learnt in a constructivist classroom is not the moral, but knowledge, and the 
use of reason. Once that becomes “felt” knowledge -- i.e. emotion, rationality, and be-
lief begin to work together in harmony -- the innate moral sense can imbue belief 
with a sense of “rightness”. 

An example 

The Intention Principle is the basis for the standard argument against abortion. Now 
take a look at Judith Jarvis Thompson’s moral argument in favour of abortion:  

Consider a scenario in which a woman is kidnapped and wakes up to find 
she's been surgically attached to a world-famous violinist who, for nine 
months, needs her body to survive. After those nine months, the violinist 
can survive just fine on his own, but he must have this particular woman in 
order to survive until then. 

Thompson then asks if the woman is morally obliged to stay connected to the 
violinist who is living off her body. It might be a very good thing if she did - 
the world could have the beauty that would come from such a violinist - but 
is she morally obliged to let another being use her body to survive? 

Abortion can be justified by the Intention Principle as well! 
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