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A quarter of a century ago, moral psychology was part of developmental
psychology. Researchers focused on questions how children develop notions of
fairness. The basic question behind this research was where morality came
from. There are two obvious answers: nalure or nurture. 1f vou pick nature,
then vou are a nativist. You believe that moral knowledge is preloaded in our
minds, or perhaps even inscribed by God. If you choose nuriure, then vou are
an empiricist.  You believe ihat children are morally nestral at birth, as lohn
Locke would put it, and learn i particuiarly from adults.

However, there is a third possible answer: rationalism. It assumes that

:
moratily varies around the world and across the centuries, and thus cannot he

inborn. 11 also doubis the idea that whatever morals we have as grown-ups

must have been learned dering our childhood experience of adults telling us

what is right and wrong.  Instead, the rationalist approach asserts that

children figure out mworality for t}u:?n']sel\fe.*s. This third answer is now a major
focus of moral psychology.

This new appraach owes much to Jean Piaget, the greatest developmental
psychotogist of all thme. He came up with (his iasight hased on his early
career in zoology. He was fascinaled by the stages that insects went through

VA
as they transformed themselves. Later, when his attention turned to children,

lie brought with him this interest in stages of development.

Piaget focused on the kinds of ervors children make. For example, be put
water into two identical drinking glasses and asked children (o tell him if the
glasses held the same amouni of waier. They answered yes. Then he poured
the contents of one of the glasses into a tall skinny glass and asked them to
compare the new glass to the one that had not been touched. Children younger
than six or seven often said the tall glass now held more water, because the
level was higher. They did not understand the total volume of water was
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preserved when it moved from glass to glass. He also found it pointless for
(3
adulls to explain that the volume of water was exactly the same until the

voungsters reached an age and cognitive stage when their minds were ready lo

grasp it.  Once the little ones were ready, they figured it cut for themselves
just by playing with glasses of water.

Plaget argued children’s understanding of morality was like their
understanding of those water glasses. We cannot say that it is inborn, and we
cannot say that children learn it directly {rom adulls. 1t is, rather, sell-
constructed. Taking furpns in a game is like pouring water back and forth

)
between glasses. No matter how ofien voun do it with three-year-olds, they are

just not ready to digesi the concept of fairness, any more than they can

understand the idea of velume conservation. After surpassing the age of five

or six, the children will play games, have arguments, and work things out

together, thereby develop notions of fairness without the help of adults.
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Opening a door equipped with a familiar round doorknob is something that
most of us learn to do as children. Even though one small hand might not {fuily
encompass the knob, we can use two hands until we grow up and can {inally
erasp the knob easily with one. The mechanics of the seemingly simple task of

11y
turning a doorknoh involve a variety of forces thal the hand exerts on the knob

and through it to the door. If the shape of the knob is spherical or cvlindrical,

the pressure of the fingers on the edge must induce enough friction to cause it
to turn. Once the bolt is released, we must change how we apply pressure. To
move the door towards us our fingers must pull the back of the knob or we
must press the front of the knob to push it open. We do all this naturally, of
course, having learned the way to open a door.

Sometimes even the greatest pressure we can exer! on a doorknob will not
enable us to turn it. This will be the case, for example, if we cannot develop
enough frictional force between our skin and the polished metal of the
hardware due (o moisture on the hand or the knob. Wearing gloves might alse
prevent us from grasping a doorknob firmly encugh to operate it it is of such

2
common  domestic frustrations, if not absolute failures, that everyday

inventions are born. Typically, [irst attempts to {ix a problem begin with

improving the existing technology with the aid of devices that serve the

purpose at hand. In many cases, these fixes are devised by individuals for use

in their homes. For example, one way to increase the frictional force hetween
the hand and the doorknob is to place around the knob a tightfitfing rubber
band. An even less aesthetically pleasing solution might be to wrap the

(3
doorknob with some tape. But such solutions cry out for more elegant and

architecturally integral means of increasing the frictional force between the

knob and the hand.
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The problem of not being able to develop enough grip between the hand
and the doorknob can also be solved by changing the shape of the knoh to
oblate or prolate. This moedification shapes the knob more like an egg, which

4}
can be turned not so much by the friction but rather by the action of pushing

opposite sides of the knob in opposing directions, effectively working it as a

pair of levers. A doorknob of whatever roundish shape is in effect a continuum
of levers. Given this, it s no swrprise that today spherical and cylindrical
doorknobs have sometimes been replaced by door handies that do not disguise
the fact that they are indeed levers. Door levers come in a wide variety of
decorative shapes and finishes, but thev are all basically means to solve the
problem of people not having enough size or strength or grip in their hands to

open a door.
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