More on the Heinz Problem:  The Heinz problem was used by Lawrence Kohlberg, a cognitive psychologist, to study the way children think about moral issues. Two children interviewed in Kohlberg’s study were Amy and Jake, highly intelligent 11 year olds.  Amy wished to be a scientist and Jake was more interested in English.  Here is a brief account of their responses.

Jake:  Jake is clear at the outset that Heinz should steal the drug.  As he puts it:  “For one thing, a human life is worth more than money, and if the druggist only makes $1,000, he is still going to live, but if Heinz doesn’t steal the drug, his wife is going to die.”  [Kohlberg asked:  Why is life worth more than money?] “Because the druggist can get a thousands dollars later from rich people with cancer, but Heinz can’t get his wife again.  [Kohlberg asked: Why not?] Because people are all different and so you couldn’t get Heinz’s wife again.”

Asked whether Heinz should steal the drug if he does not love his wife, Jake replies that he should saying that not only is there “a difference between hating and killing,” but also if Heinz were caught, “the judge would probably think it was the right thing to do.”  Asked about the fact that, in stealing, Heinz would be breaking the law, he says that “the laws have mistakes, and you can’t go writing up a law for everything that you can imagine.”

Amy:  When asked if Heinz should steal the drug, Amy said:   “Well, I don’t think so.  I think there might be other ways besides stealing it, like if he could borrow the money or make a loan or something, but he really shouldn’t steal the drug - but his wife shouldn’t die either.”

Asked why he should not steal the drug, she considers the effect that theft could have on the relationship between Heinz and his wife:  “If he stole the drug, he might save his wife then, but if he did, he might have to go to jail, and then his wife might get sicker again, and he couldn’t get more of the drug, and it might not be good.  So, they should really just talk it out and find some other way to make the money.”

Take some time out to think about who gives the better response, Amy or Jake.  Don’t rest content with an assertion or vague feelings about the matter.  Try to describe to yourself exactly why one child’s response is better, in your opinion, than the other’s, and write down everything you can about what you are thinking as you decide which answer is better.  If you think they are both equally valid, or don’t think there is a clear way of deciding which is the better of the two, try and articulate to yourself your reason for thinking this. Again:  Don’t worry about grammar, punctuation, spelling, etc., just write down as much of what you are thinking as you can.

