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Critically compare one cognitive and one sociocultural theory of moral development.
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The question of ‘what is morality?’ is debated within the realm of Psychology. Different theorists base their definitions of morality on differing basic aspects, what is moral to one person maybe immoral to another, making it difficult to accurately define in a broad sense. Though   Whilst there is no definitive definition in psychological texts, a generally accepted definition is “the rules of conduct based on conscience or the sense of right and wrong” (Sunar, 2002, p. 3.). This essay will be critically comparing the two theories of moral development, cognitive and sociocultural. Psychologists such as Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg support a cognitive model of moral development, whereas Lev Semenovich Vygotsky suggests it is a sociocultural ideology. 
	Moral development originated with the works of Jean Piaget (1932), a Swiss psychologist revered for his cognitive development theory and studies on child development. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development laid the groundwork for theories such as Kohlberg’s (1958) theory of moral development. The primary components of Piaget’s cognitive development model are, schemas, processes of adaptation (equilibrium, assimilation and accommodation), and the four ‘stages of cognitive development’ (1936). 
	Piaget studied children’s moral conscience as part of his cognitive development theory. He proposed that children under six years old are egocentric, and find it impossible to empathise (Piaget, as cited in Mitchell & Ziegler, 2013). He stated that young people’s limited ability to empathise would reflect in a lack of altruistic behaviour. To test this, Piaget created a study to test children’s moral reasoning. In the study, children listened to two stories about a boy who spilled ink over a tablecloth, but with two different contexts behind them. In one story, the boy was helping his father but clumsily made a big spillage, whereas in the other story the boy was purposefully playing with the inkwell even though he was forbidden to do so, and made a small spillage. The children then answered which of the two boys were naughtier. The younger children concluded that the boy who created the bigger spillage was naughtier, whilst the older children were able to recognise his good intent. Findings from the study suggested that younger children were ‘moral realists’, in that they assess moral acts based on the extent of the physical damage. Contrastingly, the older children were ‘moral subjectivists, people who can recognise the intention behind acts rather than just assessing surface level characteristics (Piaget, as cited in Mitchell & Ziegler, 2013). However, the younger children may base their moral values on the punishment they receive from their parents, sometimes adults will punish their children more harshly if there is bigger physical damage.
	However, Piaget’s theory has been subject to criticism. Parsons, Ruble, Klosson, Feldman and Rholes (1976) highlighted that memory limitations may mean that the young children only recalled the most recent information, which in the study happened to be the size of the ink spillage. They raised the point that children may have an immature sense of morality, and stated that if this were true the children only really demonstrated a weak memory, rather than an insight into their moral behaviour. A study by Wimmer, Wachter and Perner (1982) sought to elaborate on Piaget’s study, using a similarly structured story, whilst using picture prompts to eliminate the aspect of memory limitations. The study presented the children with a story about a larger person who had lazily painted a fence, and a smaller boy who was strenuously painting the fence. The larger boy had painted a larger surface area, but appeared nonchalant in his efforts, whereas the young boy was more diligent but covered a smaller surface area. When the children were asked to reward either male based on the result, the younger children tended to reward the larger lazier male whereas the older children recognised the effort exhibited by the younger boy. The aspect of memory limitation no longer came into play as the children were presented with an accompanying image of the story to prompt their memory. This study supported Piaget’s initial thesis, one that would be the groundwork for many theories to follow.
	Lawrence Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development (Kohlberg, The Development of Modes of Thinking and Choices in Years 10 to 16, 1958), was inspired by Piaget’s work, but sought to elaborate on the original ideas. Like Piaget before him, he believed that the process of moral development develops in stages as a person gets older, beginning in infancy. However, Kohlberg recognised that moral development levels vary in children, comparable to the rigid age ranges in Piaget’s theory. Kohlberg suggested that there are six levels of moral development, divided into three stages, the pre-conventional, the conventional, and the post conventional. Kohlberg tested this using the same storytelling technique as Piaget.
	To test his theory of moral stages, Kohlberg (1963) conducted a longitudinal study which involved the presentation of a story of a moral dilemma to a group of various aged boys over time. The story was about a man named Heinz, whose wife was dying of cancer. In the story, a miracle cure drug was created, and despite Heinz’s best efforts he could only raise half the asking price for the drug. When the drug merchant refused to give him the drug for that price, Heinz stole it. Kohlberg then asked the questioned the group on whether Heinz behaved morally, and asked them to justify their responses. Kohlberg identified his stages of moral development with the results of this study. He, like Piaget before him, identified that the younger children (in the pre-conventional stage) acted as ‘moral realists’, and differentiated right and wrong based on the reward or punishment from said act. The older children were able to recognise what is moral -moral subjectivists- even if they fall outside the law, and can assess whether laws need to be broken if they lead to a higher level of morality (Kohlberg, cited in Mitchell & Ziegler, 2013). 
	Whilst the longitudinal aspect of the study is an effective way to strengthen the hypothesis, Kohlberg’s study has received criticism over gender bias. His study was only conducted on boys, to which Carol Gilligan (1982) argues that women have a different moral orientation. Gilligan suggests that men exhibit a ‘morality of justice’ whereas women exhibit a ‘morality of response and care’. Neither morality outweigh the other, Gilligan states that women’s social perspectives work hand in hand with men’s notions of morality (Gilligan, cited in McAllen and Gross, 1997). According to Gilligan, moral problems for men are resolved by invoking principles and taking into consideration whether they were maintained, often men base their moral behaviour on how they would like to be treated. In comparison to this, women’s moral issues are solved by considering the maintenance of relationships, quite often women will discuss with their friends to make a decision. Clopton and Sorrell (1993) however dispute this by suggesting that differences in morality are due to situational circumstances rather than gender, as well as stating that men and women would act similarly if presented with the same moral problem. Gilligan, whilst trying to address the gender bias in Kohlberg’s theory, could be accused of reverse bias, wherein she only performed her study on females, which included asking them female-centric questions about abortion etc.
[image: ]	When critically comparing cognitive and sociocultural perspectives, it is important to acknowledge that sociocultural perspectives can derive from critiquing cognitive theories. Lev Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development is the basis for many sociocultural theories of moral development and was created to critically respond to Piaget’s work. Vygotsky believed that one’s knowledge and intellect reflected the culture they belong to (Vygotsky, cited in Mitchell & Ziegler, 2013). Whilst Piaget believed children were ‘scientists’, Vygotsky saw children as ‘apprentices’ who acquire their knowledge by engaging with people who have more knowledge and skills than them (Rogoff, 1990). This is referred to as ‘scaffolding’ (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). Vygotsky (1978) also theorised the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD), an ideology that describes the developmental functions in children at the boundary of their present functional level, that have yet to develop but have potential to. Using Sutherland (1992) as a basis, Figure A displays the zone of proximal development in the form of a graph, with ‘ZPD’ representing the mental capacity in which children can attain knowledge beyond their present level. Linking this to morality, within the zone of proximal development, children acquire their knowledge e.g. if a child witnesses their parent watching the news, the may pick up moral values related to how their parent is responding. Sociocultural models of moral development stem from the idea that the culture and society around us shapes our moral code.Figure A

	Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has been criticised by sociocultural theorists. Turiel’s approach to morality is described as “the proposition that individuals construct judgements through their social interactions and that they form several different kinds of judgements about a multifaceted social world” (1998, p. 2). He and Helwig (2002) sought to challenge Kohlberg’s theory that children are inclined to obey authority without recognising moral context. They result of their study showed that children were able to differentiate between social conventions and moral principles, and suggested that there is more to morality than following strict rules.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	In conclusion, it can be said that there is no definitive theory of moral development. It is a highly debated topic within the field of psychology, and within this essay both cognitive and sociocultural perspectives have been assessed. Though there is definitely a place for cognitive perspectives when discussing moral development, if Kohlberg’s theory was to be believed, the most highly developed moral humans would be western educated males. The sociocultural perspectives allow individual differences and sub-cultures to be recognised as aspects of moral development. For example, in some Asian cultures, it is morally acceptable for a husband to hit their wife, as this is part of their culture and how they are raised. If Kohlberg’s Heinz story study was performed on boys in countries with a high crime rate, they may feel that theft is not immoral if there is a bigger moral issue at hand. Furthering this, if the study was performed in countries with a strong religious presence, this may alter the responses, as theft is a sinful act in many religions such as Hinduism (this is against the Hindu Dharma). The sociocultural perspective recognises that there is no universal way of developing morality, and seeks to include a broader population within its work. The sociocultural perspective is inclusive of society and its different sub-cultures, and it definitely has a place in the discussion of moral development.
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