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ABSTRACT

Received: 27 Oct 2025 This study aims to conduct a comparative analysis of Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories of

Accepted: 31 Jan 2026 moral development in psychology and Islamic teachings. Employing a qualitative approach
First Available: 03 Feb 2026 and comparative content analysis, the research examines the foundations, stages, driving
Final Publication: 21 Mar 2026 forces, and ultimate aims of moral development within both intellectual frameworks. The

findings indicate that a shared point between the two perspectives is their emphasis on the
active role of reason and the gradual nature of the developmental process. However,
fundamental divergences were also identified: in psychological theories, the source of
morality lies in “cognitive structures” and “social interaction,” whereas in Islam this role is
study, Piaget, Kohlberg, Islamic fulfilled by “divine nature (fitrah)” and “revelation.” The driving force of development in
teachings, fitrah Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s views is “cognitive equilibration,” while in Islam “faith,” “will,”
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and “self-purification” constitute the primary motivating forces. Furthermore, the ultimate
goal in Western theories is “moral autonomy and adherence to abstract principles,” whereas
in Islam “nearness to God and attaining divine satisfaction” is depicted as the highest
objective. This study concludes that Islamic teachings, while preserving the valuable
contributions of psychology in explaining the cognitive trajectory of moral growth, provide
a fitrah-based, theological, and teleological framework that endows the concept of moral
development with unparalleled depth, spirituality, and comprehensiveness, elevating it from
a merely “reasoning-based process” to an “existential path” toward transcendence and
ultimate perfection.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Moral development has long been regarded as a central concern in psychology,
education, and religious thought, as it addresses how individuals acquire, internalize, and
enact values that regulate personal and social life. Classical theories of moral development,
particularly those proposed by Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg, conceptualize morality
primarily as a cognitive—developmental process that unfolds through identifiable stages
and 1s shaped by social interaction and reasoning abilities (1, 2, 9). In Piaget’s view, moral
judgment evolves from heteronomous obedience to autonomous reasoning through active
engagement with rules and peers, whereas Kohlberg extends this framework by proposing
a hierarchical sequence of pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional levels
characterized by increasingly abstract principles of justice (3, 11). Empirical studies
conducted across cultures have provided partial support for the structural logic of these
stages, while also raising questions about their universality and cultural embeddedness (12-
14).

In recent decades, these theories have been subject to sustained critique. Scholars
have argued that an exclusive focus on rational moral judgment overlooks the roles of
emotion, intuition, faith, and motivation in ethical behavior (15, 16). Moreover, cross-
cultural research has highlighted that much of the empirical foundation of classical moral
development theories is derived from Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and
democratic (WEIRD) populations, limiting their generalizability (17). These critiques have
intensified calls for culturally grounded and multidimensional models of moral
development that move beyond purely cognitive accounts.

Within this context, Islamic teachings present a comprehensive moral framework
grounded in concepts such as divine nature (fitrah), faith, intention, self-purification,
justice, and moral excellence. In Islamic thought, moral development is not merely an
intellectual achievement but an existential journey oriented toward spiritual perfection and
closeness to God (18, 19). Several studies have compared Kohlberg’s theory with Qur’anic
ethics, emphasizing that while cognitive reasoning is acknowledged, the ultimate source
and goal of morality in Islam are divine revelation and moral intentionality rather than
autonomous human rationality alone (22, 23). Research drawing on the Qur’an and Nah;j al-
Balaghah has further underscored the roles of family, moral exemplars, and inner
motivation in ethical growth, suggesting a broader and more integrated conception of moral

development (20, 21).



Despite this growing body of literature, most prior studies have focused
predominantly on critiquing Kohlberg’s model from an Islamic perspective, often
neglecting Piaget’s foundational role and rarely proposing an integrated, stage-based
framework that systematically aligns psychological theories with Islamic moral teachings.
Furthermore, contemporary empirical research in education indicates that moral
development is influenced by school moral climate, value-based pedagogy, and dialogical
learning approaches, reinforcing the need for comprehensive models that bridge theory and
practice (5, 25, 26). Accordingly, the present study seeks to address this gap by conducting
a comparative analysis of moral development in Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories and
Islamic teachings, with the aim of clarifying convergences, divergences, and possibilities
for an integrative framework.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative comparative design based on systematic content
analysis. Core theoretical texts by Piaget and Kohlberg were examined alongside selected
Islamic sources, including Qur’anic concepts, interpretive studies, and scholarly analyses
of Islamic moral education. The analytical process involved identifying key dimensions of
moral development—such as the source of morality, mechanisms of growth, role of reason
and emotion, environmental influences, and ultimate goals—and comparing how these
dimensions are conceptualized within each framework. Data were organized thematically,
allowing for the construction of comparative categories and the synthesis of findings into
an integrated analytical model.

FINDINGS

The analysis revealed several important patterns. First, both Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s
theories conceptualize moral development as a gradual, stage-like process in which
individuals actively construct moral understanding through interaction with their social
environment. Early stages emphasize external regulation and obedience to authority, while
later stages involve internalization of norms and, in Kohlberg’s model, commitment to
abstract principles such as justice and rights. These features correspond to initial phases of
moral learning in Islamic teachings, particularly those emphasizing imitation, discipline,
and moral habituation within the family and community.

Second, the findings indicated a fundamental divergence at higher levels of moral
development. Whereas Kohlberg’s post-conventional morality culminates in autonomous
adherence to universal ethical principles derived from human reason, Islamic teachings

frame moral maturity as the internalization of divine values guided by faith, intention, and
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self-purification. Moral excellence is defined not by independence from transcendent
authority but by conscious alignment with it.

Third, the comparative analysis showed that psychological theories prioritize
cognitive equilibrium and moral conflict as primary drivers of growth, while Islamic
teachings emphasize faith, will, and ethical struggle as central motivational forces. As a
result, Islamic moral development encompasses cognitive, emotional, volitional, and
spiritual dimensions simultaneously.

Finally, the study found that environmental factors play crucial but differently
weighted roles. In Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s models, peer interaction and social discourse
are central, whereas Islamic teachings place stronger emphasis on family, moral exemplars,
and inherited dispositions alongside social context.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study suggest that classical psychological theories of moral
development offer valuable insights into the cognitive structure and progression of moral
reasoning, particularly in explaining how individuals move from externally imposed rules
to internally guided ethical judgments. These theories are especially effective in describing
early and intermediate stages of moral development, where learning through interaction,
rule negotiation, and social perspective-taking is prominent.

However, the comparative analysis demonstrates that when moral development is
viewed solely through a cognitive-rational lens, important aspects of moral motivation,
emotional commitment, and spiritual purpose remain insufficiently explained. Islamic
teachings address these dimensions by embedding moral growth within a broader
ontological and teleological framework. Morality is understood as an integrated process
involving reason, emotion, intention, and faith, oriented toward ultimate spiritual
fulfillment rather than solely social harmony or rational coherence.

The proposed integrative perspective emerging from this study highlights that
Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s stage-based insights can be meaningfully situated within an
Islamic moral framework, provided that their cognitive contributions are complemented by
attention to spiritual motivation and ethical intentionality. Such an approach avoids
rejecting psychological theory outright while also preventing reduction of morality to
purely human rational constructs.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the literature by moving beyond critique
toward synthesis. By comparatively analyzing Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theories alongside

Islamic moral teachings, it demonstrates that a more comprehensive model of moral



development can be articulated—one that preserves the explanatory strengths of cognitive—
developmental psychology while enriching it with the moral depth, motivational force, and
spiritual orientation of Islamic ethics. This integrative understanding holds promise for
advancing both theoretical discourse and practical applications in moral education across

culturally diverse contexts.
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