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Introductory Activities:
Read the following Dilemmas and answer the questions:

Dilemma I

Joe is  a  fourteen-year-old boy who wanted to go to camp very much. His father 
promised him he could go if he saved up the money for it himself. So Joe worked 
hard at his paper route and saved up the forty dollars it cost to go to camp, and a little 
more besides. But just before camp was going to start, his father changed his mind. 
Some of his friends decided to go on a special fishing trip, and Joe's father was short 
of the money it would cost. So he told Joe to give him the money he had saved from 
the paper route. Joe didn't want to give up going to camp, so he thinks of refusing to 
give his father the money.

1. Should Joe refuse to give his father the money? Why or why not?

2. Does the father have the right to tell Joe to give him the money? Why or 
why not?

3. Does giving the money have anything to do with being a good son? Why or 
why not?

4. Is the fact that Joe earned the money himself important in this situation? 
Why or why not?

5. The father promised Joe he could go to camp if he earned the money. Is the 
fact that the father promised the most important thing in the situation? Why or 
why not?

6. In general, why should a promise kept?

7.  Is  it  important  to  keep a  promise  to  someone you don't  know well  and 
probably won't see again? Why or why not?
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8.  What  do  you  think  is  the  most  important  thing  a  father  should  be 
concerned about in his relationship to his son? Why is that the most important 
thing?

9. In general, what should be the authority of a father over his son? Why?

10. What do you think is the most important thing a son should be concerned 
about in his relationship to his father? Why is that the most important thing?

11.  In  thinking  back  over  the  dilemma,  what  would  you  say  is  the  most 
responsible thing for Joe to do in this situation? Why?

Dilemma II

Judy was a twelve-year-old girl.  Her mother promised her that she could go to a 
special rock concert coming to their town if she saved up from baby-sitting and lunch 
money to buy a ticket to the concert. She managed to save up the fifteen dollars the 
ticket cost plus another five dollars. But then her mother changed her mind and told 
Judy  that  she  had  to  spend  the  money  on  new  clothes  for  school.  Judy  was 
disappointed and decided to go to the concert anyway. She bought a ticket and told 
her mother that she had only been able to save five dollars. That Saturday she went to 
the performance and told her mother that she was spending the day with a friend. A 
week passed without her mother finding out. Judy then told her older sister, Louise, 
that she had gone to the performance and had lied to her mother about it.  Louise 
wonders whether to tell their mother what Judy did.

1. Should Louise, the older sister, tell their mother that Judy lied about the 
money or should she keep quiet? Why?

2. In wondering whether to tell, Louise thinks of the fact that Judy is her sister. 
Should that make a difference in Louise's decision? Why or why not?

3. Does telling have anything to do with being a good daughter? Why or why 
not?

4. Is the fact that Judy earned the money herself important in this situation? 
Why or why not?
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5. The mother promised Judy she could go to the concert if she earned the 
money. Is the fact that the mother promised the most important thing in the 
situation? Why or why not?

6. Why in general should a promise be kept?

7.  Is  it  important  to  keep a  promise  to  someone you don't  know well  and 
probably won't see again? Why or why not?

8.  What  do  you  think  is  the  most  important  thing  a  mother  should  be 
concerned about  in  her  relationship  to  her  daughter?  Why is  that  the  most 
important thing?

9. In general,  what should be the authority of  a mother over her daughter? 
Why?

10.  What  do  you  think  is  the  most  important  thing  a  daughter  should  be 
concerned  about  in  her  relationship  to  her  mother?  Why  is  that  the  most 
important thing?

11.  In  thinking  back  over  the  dilemma,  what  would  you  say  is  the  most 
responsible thing for Louise to do in this situation? Why?

Dilemma III

In Europe, a woman was near death from a special kind of cancer. There was one 
drug that the doctors thought might save her. It was a form of radium that a druggist 
in the same town had recently discovered. The drug was expensive to make, but the 
druggist was charging ten times what the drug cost him to make. He paid $400 for the 
radium and charged $4,000 for a small dose of the drug. The sick woman's husband, 
Heinz, went to everyone he knew to borrow the money and tried every legal means, 
but he could only get together about $2,000, which is half of what it cost. He told the 
druggist that his wife was dying, and asked him to sell it cheaper or let him pay later. 
But the druggist said, "No, I discovered the drug and I'm going to make money from 
if." So, having tried every legal means, Heinz gets desperate and considers breaking 
into the man's store to steal the drug for his wife.
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1. Should Heinz steal the drug? Why or why not?

2. Is it actually right or wrong for him to steal the drug? Why is it right or 
wrong?

3. Does Heinz have a duty or obligation to steal the drug? Why or why not?

4. If Heinz doesn't love his wife, should he steal the drug for her? Does it make 
a difference in what Heinz should do whether or not he loves his wife? Why or 
why not?

5. Suppose the person dying is not his wife but a stranger. Should Heinz steal 
the drug for the stranger? Why or why not?

6.  Suppose  it's  a  pet  animal  he  loves.  Should  Heinz  steal  to  save  the  pet 
animal? Why or why not?

7. Is it important for people to do everything they can to save another's life? 
Why or why not?

8. It is against the law for Heinz to steal. Does that make it morally wrong? 
Why or why not?

9. In general, should people try to do everything they can to obey the law? 
Why or why not? How does this apply to what Heinz should do?

10.  In  thinking  back  over  the  dilemma,  what  would  you  say  is  the  most 
responsible thing for Heinz to do? Why?

Dilemma IV

Two young men, brothers, had got into serious trouble. They were secretly leaving 
town in a hurry and needed money. Karl, the older one, broke into a store and stole a 
thousand dollars. Bob, the younger one, went to a retired old man who was known to 
help people in town. He told the man that he was very sick and that he needed a 
thousand dollars to pay for an operation. Bob asked the old man to lend him the 
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money and promised that he would pay him back when he recovered. Really Bob 
wasn't sick at all, and he had no intention of paying the man back. Although the old 
man didn't know Bob very well, he lent him the money. So Bob and Karl skipped 
town, each with a thousand dollars.

1. Which is worse, stealing like Karl or cheating like Bob? Why is that worse?

2. What do you think is the worst thing about cheating the old man? why is that 
the worst thing?

3. In general, why should a promise be kept?

4. Is it important to keep a promise to someone you don't know well or will 
never see again? Why or why not?

5. Why shouldn't someone steal from a store?

6. What is the value or importance of property rights?

7. Should people do everything they can to obey the law? Why or why not?

8. Was the old man being irresponsible by lending Bob the money? Why or 
why not?

Dilemma V

After a shipwreck, only 7 people have been able to get on an improvised raft. But 
they are still too many. Unless two of them are thrown into the sea, the raft will soon 
sink, and all of them will surely die. This is the list of the people that where on the 
raft. Who should abandon the raft? Why?

1. A 10 year old child.

2. A famous and loved young actress and singer.

3. A carpenter, father of four children.
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4. A Jewish scientist about to discover the remedy for cancer.

5. A pregnant woman.

6. A doctor who was about to do an open-heart surgery.

7. A black missionary who directs a humanitarian association in Africa.
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Moral Values
Moral Values are those qualities or human ideals that we esteem in a special way. 
Each value has its own counter-value or negative-value. For example, goodness is 
opposed to evilness, freedom to slavery, or justice to injustice. Just as we esteem the 
positive moral values, we reject the negative ones.

Through life, and as a result of our own experiences and thinking, we organize these 
value in a scale of some complexity. It is this hierarchy of values or scale one of the 
elements of our moral identity. Nevertheless,  the scale is not necessarily definite: 
since new experiences can make us change the position of some value, many of them, 
most of them or all of them.

All human beings construct their own scale of values. The difference between them 
lies in the grade of consciousness each person has of their existence and composition. 
As a matter of fact, all of us take our decisions using this scale as a reference. But this 
does not mean that choosing is so simple as deciding, before acting, what is most 
valuable in a set of actions. There are times when two or more values are in conflict, 
not only when we discuss our decisions with others but also when we ourselves have 
to decide what to do. As an example of this situation, we can always remember how 
we  reasoned  when  confronted  with  a  moral  dilemma.  Once  thought  deeply,  the 
course of action to take facing a dilemma was not so clear as it might appear.

Moral Rules
Rules are behavior patterns or habits that served as regulations for our coexistence. 
They  are  normally  stated  as  orders  or  imperatives  that  force  us  to  behave  in  a 
concrete way. Moral rules are a specific type of them. They are born from a moral 
value.

There are, at least, two different positions about the question of which moral rules to 
follow:

✔ Moral Subjectivism: each person is free to choose and follow a set of moral 
values as a guide for his/her conduct. These decisions must be respected, so 
there are as many moral system as individuals.
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There  are  different  levels  inside  this  position.  The  absolute  subjectivism 
understands that there is absolutely no limitation with respect the moral values 
and system that can be chosen. They all have the same moral worth. This is 
very  difficult  to  maintain  in  a  rational  basis,  since  there  are  some  moral 
systems very difficult to justify: Nazism, racism, …

✔ Moral Universalism: understands that there is a set of basic moral rules that 
everybody understands and respects for himself or herself and for the others, 
this being what helps in a pacific coexistence. This set of basic moral rules and 
values are called civic values.
This position has also been criticized – evidently by the defenders of the other. 
They argue that the civic values are an imposition of our western moral to 
other morals in the world.

The debate between the two perspectives is still open and it is a very interesting 
one. The question, seemingly easy to answer, is whether humans can find a set of 
values or  rules  shared by every society,  culture  and people.  If  we think it  is  not 
possible to do it, it is very difficult to find a legitimate way to criticize customs like 
the  female  genital  mutilation,  the  use  of  compulsory  burqa  by  women  in  some 
cultures, …

Moral  Autonomy  and  Moral 
Heteronomy

When it comes to choosing how to act, our conduct can also be analyzed from 
the perspective of the level of freedom that take part in our decision. In this sense, the 
following distinction is commonly used in its ethical analysis:

✔ Moral Autonomy:
The word autonomy comes from the union of two Greek words, that can help 
us to understand its meaning: auto, meaning oneself; and nomos, meaning rule  
or law. Thus, autonomy literally means: “to give oneself the law”.
Autonomy is the capacity that human beings have to give themselves, freely 
and voluntarily, the rules that they will follow in their conducts. It is closely 
related to our capacity to reason about the values and rules that we understand 
that everybody must follow.
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✔ Moral Heteronomy:
This word also comes from the addition of two Greek words: hetero, meaning 
other, and nomos. Therefore, heteronomy literally means: “To receive the law 
from others”.
People are heteronomous when acting or choosing in accordance with values 
or rules that they have not really chosen, that are imposed by a given society or 
culture, or whose justification have not been thought about by the author of the 
action. Their conducts are usually dictated by:
◦ Instincts, unconscious inclinations or preferences.
◦ Traditions and social rules assumed irreflexively.
◦ Authority, no matter the kind of.

Stages in our Moral Development
Lawrence  Köhlberg  is  a  very  important  psychologist  who studied  how our 

moral reasoning changes as we mature. He is best known for his theory of stages in  
our moral development that holds the following:

• The basis of our ethical conduct is our moral reasoning.
• Our  moral reasoning  has six identifiable  developmental stages. Each stage is 

more adequate at responding to moral dilemmas than its predecessor.
• Kohlberg's six stages can be more generally grouped into three levels of two 

stages each: pre-conventional, conventional and post-conventional.
• Stages  cannot  be  skipped;  each  provides  a  new and  necessary  perspective, 

more  comprehensive  and  differentiated  than  its  predecessors  but  integrated 
with them.

Summary of the Stages:
Level 1 (Pre-Conventional)

1.  Obedience  and  punishment  orientation  (How  can  I  avoid 
punishment?)
2. Self-interest orientation (What's in it for me?)

Level 2 (Conventional)
3.  Interpersonal  accord  and  conformity  (Social  norms)  (The  good 
boy/good girl attitude)
4.  Authority  and social-order  maintaining  orientation  (Law and order 
morality)
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Level 3 (Post-Conventional)
5. Social contract orientation
6. Universal ethical principles (Principled conscience)

Pre-Conventional
• It is especially common in children, although some adults can also exhibit this 

level of reasoning.
• The  morality  of  an  action  is  judged  by  its  direct  consequences  from  an 

egocentric point of view.
• Children  at  this  stage  have  not  internalized  society's  conventions  regarding 

what is right or wrong.
• There are two stages in this level:

◦ Stage one:
▪ Behavior is directed either by mere obedience or by fear of punishment.
▪ The  worse  the  punishment  for  the  act  is,  the  more  “bad”  the  act  is 

perceived to be.
▪ Sometimes this  judgment  about  the  relation between punishment  and 

good/wrong can give rise  to thinking that  innocent victims are really 
guilty, just in proportion to their suffering.

▪ It lacks the recognition of other's point of view as a possible perspective 
different from one's own.

◦ Stage two:
▪ Behavior  is  directed by self-interest.  The right  conduct  is  defined by 

whatever is in the individual's best interest.
▪ It is opened to other's interests, but only to a point where they might help 

in the satisfaction of the individual's own interests. Therefore, concern 
for others is based on a “you scratch my back, and I'll  scratch your” 
mentality.

Conventional

• It is typical of adolescents and adults.
• The morality of an action is judged by comparing it  to society's  views and 

expectations.
• Therefore, in this level society's conventions concerning right and wrong are 

accepted without further analysis.
• The individuals  obey rules  and follow society's  norm even if  there are  not 

consequences (punishment) for obedience or disobedience.
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• There are also two stages at this level:
◦ Stage three:

▪ Behavior is guided by interpersonal agreement and conformity to what is 
expected (role-based conduct)

▪ Individuals are receptive to approval or disapproval from others as it is 
understood that it reflects society's. 

▪ Individuals try to be a “good boy/girl/man/woman” because of the social 
acceptance usually associated with these roles.

▪ The  morality  of  actions  can  sometimes  be  judged  evaluating  their 
consequences, but not in an egocentric manner, but in terms of respect, 
gratitude and the “golden rule” -  Do to others what you would like be  
done unto you.

◦ Stage four:
▪ Conduct is driven by obedience to authority and social order because of 

their importance in maintaining a functioning society.
▪ Moral reasoning at this stage is beyond the need of individual approval 

typical  of  stage  three:  society  is  over  other  individual's  needs  or 
judgments.

▪ There are ideal or ideals considered fundamental. Even more, since the 
morality  of  actions  is  mainly  judged  from  society's  point  of  view, 
individuals think that there is also an obligation and a duty to defend 
laws  and  rules:  if  only  one  person  violates  a  law,  perhaps  everyone 
would.

▪ Most active members of society remain at stage four, where morality is 
still predominantly directed by an outside force.

• Post-Conventional
◦ It is also known as the principled level.
◦ There is  a growing realization that individuals are separate entities from 

society, and that the individual's own perspective may take precedence over 
society's view.

◦ Individuals  at  this  level  may  disobey  rules  inconsistent  with  their  own 
principles. These typically include such basic human rights as life, liberty 
and justice.

◦ People  who  exhibit  post-conventional  morality  view rules  as  useful  but 
changeable mechanisms - ideally rules can maintain the general social order 
and  protect  human  rights.  Rules  are  not  absolute  dictates  that  must  be 
obeyed without question.
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◦ Contemporary theorists often speculate that many people may never reach 
this level of abstract moral reasoning.

◦ There are two stages at this level:
▪ Stage five:

• The world is view as holding different opinions, rights and values. 
All these perspectives should be mutually respected as unique to each 
person or community.

• Laws are regarded as social contracts rather than as inviolable norms. 
Those that do not promote the general  welfare should be changed 
when necessary to meet “the greatest good for the greatest number of  
people”.

• In order to know these rules and if the promote the general welfare, 
majority  decisions  as  well  as  democratic  principles  are  highly 
respected.

▪ Stage six:
• Moral reasoning and decisions are based on abstract reasoning using 

universal ethical principles.
• Laws are valid only insofar as they are grounded in justice, and this 

commitment to justice carries with it an obligation to disobey unjust 
laws.

• To decide and to judge, individuals in this stage usually imagine what 
they would do in another's  shoes,  if  they believed what that  other 
person imagines to be true.

• Individuals act one way or another because they consider their action 
right or just, and not because it is instrumental, expected, legal, or 
previously agreed upon.

• Although Kohlberg insisted that stage six exists, he found it difficult 
to identify individuals who consistently operated at that level.
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ACTIVITIES
Relate each of the following reasonings with the stages of moral development just 
explained. Give a justification for your answer.

a. I must not steal his money. It is forbidden by the law.
b. I must not steal his money. It is a Universal Human Right to respect other's 
private properties. 
c. I must not steal his money. How would I feel if someone did the same to 
me?
d. I must not steal his money. They will punish me for doing it.  
e. I must not steal his money. Imagine what kind of society we would live in if 
everybody tried to steal their things from the rest.
f.  I must not steal his money. If  I tell him that he forgot the money in the 
classroom, he will think that I am a good friend, and he will accept doing my 
homework in gratitude.
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