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Morals can be defined as knowing right from wrong or good from bad (Merriam Webster, 2014). According to (Gibbs, 2019), “Moral judgment involves ways of understanding the basis for moral decisions or values of right and wrong (but also of caring) in morality”. Morality is a complex subject researched by many theorists throughout the years, where they aim to determine just how morals develop. One of the theories aiming to understand this intricate concept includes Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. Kohlberg was a prominent figure in cognitive moral psychology in America where it can even be said that he single-handedly innovated the field (Gibbs, 2019). He was inspired by psychologists John Dewey and Jean Piaget to develop his theory where he added on to Piaget’s stages by adapting Dewey’s views (Gibbs, 2019). According to Kohlberg, moral development is a result of social experiences, cognitive development, and proximal factors (Mathes, 2021). Mathes (2021) also states that Kohlberg’s theory is known to consist of six stages; however, his final version of the theory contained five stages as he could not find any individuals who were untrained in moral philosophy to be in the sixth stage. Furthermore, Kohlberg theorized that development occurs through 3 levels, Pre-conventional, Conventional, and Post-Conventional levels of reasoning, where every level consists of 2 of the previously mentioned stages (Mathes, 2021). This essay aims to discuss and critique Kohlberg’s theory of moral development with consideration of social and cultural factors.
Kohlberg developed his theory of moral development through extensive research on the reactions of people to different moral situational dillemas (Peens & Louw, 2000). Inspired by Piaget’s studies which included scenarios, he replaced these scenarios with nine moral dillemas, according to Krebs & Denton (2005). One of the most famous dillemas is of a husband, named, Heinz, who’s wife was deathly sick of a special type of cancer (Crain, 1985). The only known medicine to this cancer is a newly discovered drug which was expensive to make, where in addition to that, the druggist was pricing it at ten times the cost of the material needed to make the drug, radium (Crain, 1985). After attempting to gather money, Heinz could only gather half of the price the druggist was charging, where he then asked the druggist to sell it to him for a cheaper price as his wife was at the risk of death, yet he was met with a rejection from the druggist (Crain, 1985). Heinz decided to then steal the drug by breaking into the druggist’s store (Crain, 1985). This dillema, in addition to similar scenarios, is presented to a sample of 84 boys who are asked about their opinions on what the husband should have done and whether he had done the right thing, with a focus on the reasoning behind their responses (Krebs & Denton, 2005). He repeated similar expirements over several years and developed a questionnaire with his colleagues with a manual including guidelines for interviewing and scoring to determine the particpants’ highest level of moral reasoning (Krebs & Denton, 2005). Furthermore, his researcher resulted in 2 main findings, the first being that moral judgements remain consistent, structurally, across varying content, unlike Piaget’s finding which states that children think of moral problems in various ways (Krebs & Denton, 2005). As for the second, instead of Piaget’s two-stage theory, Kohlberg identified the six stages of moral develpment, where only the first three are similar to Piaget’s stages (Crain, 1985). 
According to (Crain, 1985), the stages include: Stage 1, Obedience and Punishment Orientation, which falls under the first, pre-conventional, level. In this stage, moral behaviours are believed to stem from the desire of avoiding punishment (Mathes, 2021). Children at this stage believe they must obey the set of rules they were given by powerful authorities such as parents and teachers without any question (Crain, 1985). In the context of Heinz’s dillema children would simply state that he was in the wrong, as “stealing is bad” or against the law, and when asked for a more elaborate response, they would simply say you’ll be punished for doing something wrong (Crain, 1985). Moreover, Crain (1985) also stated this stage has similarities with Piaget’s first stage of moral thought. This level was called “pre-conventional” by Kohlberg as children view morality as an external thing, where “big” people dictate what they have to do, as they do not think as members of society quite yet (Crain, 1985).
Onto Stage 2, “Individualism, Instrumental Purpose, and Exchange Morality”, where Kohlberg claims that moral behaviours are a result of expecting a positive outcome or a reward (Mathes, 2021). Children at this stage recognise that what is considered “right” can vary from one person to another, as people have different viewpoints, “right” morals are not unquestionable rules from those with authrotiy anymore (Crain, 1985). Furthermore, the children at this stage’s responses were that while Heinz may not believe that his decision to steal was wrong, the druggist would not agree (Crain, 1985). For example, a child stated that he might steal the drug in fear of losing childcare for his children, but he shouldn’t steal it as it risks him spending time in prison for more years than he could withstand (Crain, 1985). As stated by Crain (1985), these responses indicated the children’s belief that what is considered as “right” for Heinz is what benefits him personally. Futhermore, children at both this stage and the previous stage both focus on punishment, yet in different terms (Crain, 1985). In stage 1, punishment proves an action was “wrong”, whereas in stage 2, punishment is just a risk to avoid (Crain, 1985). Moreover, the children in stage 2 also focuses on the concept of fair exchange, since the druggist was being unfair, Heinz was allowed to steal the drug, in addition to claiming he should steal it as his wife may repay the favor some day (Crain, 1985). According to Crain (1985), participants in this stage still fall under the pre-conventional level as they think as individuals rather than members of society, where they focus on individual exchanges and benefits, with no indication of family or community values. 
As for the 3rd stage, “Mutual Interpersonal Expectations, Relationships, and Interpersonal Conformity Morality”, Mathes (2021) claims that it stems from the belief of the obligation for caring for family and freinds. At this stage, children or adolescents begin to develop more complex ideals for morality (Crain, 1985). Motives and Interpersonal feelings such as trust, empathy, and love are deemed as determinants for good behaviour (Crain, 1985). Participants at this stage believed Heinz was not wrong as his intention was to save his wife whom he loves (Crain, 1985). As for the druggist, he was the wrong one, as his motives were bad, greedy and selfish, unlike Heinz, where the druggist was also shamed for valuing his benifit above others’ lives (Crain, 1985). A typical response at this stage would also mention that a judge wouldn’t send Heinz to prison as he would recognise the druggist’s unfair pricing (Crain, 1985). As the responses assume everyone else in the community would share the same sentiment towards the dillema, it explains stage 3 being categorized into the conventional level (Crain, 1985). According to Crain (1985), rather than abiding by unwavering rules, there is a shift towards relativism where circumstances may change participants’ judgements as they grow into stage 3. This stage is stated by Crain (1985) to work best in close one-on-one interactions.
The 4th stage, “Social System and Conscience Morality”, is where people reason that authority must be obeyed such as traditional norms, legal systems, and written laws or rules (Mathes, 2021). Unlike the previous stage, this stage concerns society as a whole, according to Crain (1985). In the context of the Heinz dillema, particpants may understand why he comttied theft, but they would not condone it (Crain, 1985). The participants claim that breaking the law would lead to chaos and a dysfunctional society, shows their shift in perspective towards thinking as members of society (Crain, 1985). The responses in stage 1 and 4 are quite similar where they deem the action as wrong as it breaks the law; however, in stage 1 children cannot explain the reason past it simply being wrong, while adults mention societal duties (Crain, 1985). This stage falls under the conventional level as well.
As for Stage 5, “Social Contract or Utility and Individual Rights Morality”, Kohlberg states that Utilitarian philosophy guides morality, with or without a person’s knowledge (Mathes, 2021). People start to question the standards for what makes a society “good”, considering the values and right which much be upheld (Crain, 1985). Kohlberg claims that people at this stage agree on two basic values, wanting rights such as freedom and liberty, and democracy to improve unfair laws (Crain, 1985). In the Heinz dillema, they would acknowledge the wife’s right to live, and how it takes priority over private property (the drug), some also mention that the law must still be upheld so Heinz should receive a light punishment (Crain, 1985).
Finally, in Stage 6, “Universal Ethical Principles Morality”, Kohlberg’s claim is that at all times and all paces, all people follow universal moral principles (Mathes, 2021). This would mean that principles of justice would guarantee respect and equal right for all, with no harm to a group in order to help another (Crain, 1985). In the case of Heinz’s dillema, each role (Heinz, druggist, and wife) would need to imagine themselves as a different role where it would result in the conclusion of agreement that the wife should be saved (Crain, 1985). However, Kohlberg does mention his dillema may not be sufficient to differentiate between stages 5 and 6, where his interviews do not cover a broader understanding (Crain, 1985). Unlike stage 5, stage 6 has less regard for civil obedience and rather focuses on equality, according to Crain (1985). Both stages  fall under the post-conventional morality, however.
Moreover, the effects of culture and social status on these stages is also something  Kohlberg considered in his research according to Mathes (2021). Kohlberg suggested that preliterate or tribal communities such as the one in Taiwan are not able to achieve stage 6 of morality. Mathes (2021) supported this by giving examples of other studies which also found no presence of stages 5 or 6 of moral reasoning in rural villages of non-industrial communities. Kohlberg suggested that “complex”, literate, urban communities achieve higher stages of morality, whereas those from non-industrial communities do not achieve stages higher than 3 or 4 (Mathes, 2021). Furthermore, Crain (1985) also expands on this as he mentions Kohlberg’s suggestion that his stage sequence applies and occurs in the same way across cultures, although in different ways. While the beliefs may differ across cultures, Kohlberg claims that the underlying moral reasoning remains the same, such as a child that believes it is alright to fight as you would not get punished, while the other believes it is not right as you would receive punishment, both beliefs return to the concept of punishment (Crain, 1985). In addition, Kohlberg claims people across different cultures simply experience the sequence of stages at different paces with varying finishing lines, where those from urban societies develop higher moral stages faster than those in non-industrial cultures (Crain, 1985).
Moreover, while Kohlberg’s theory expanded Piaget’s in greater detail, it also garnered much critism. As stated by Crain (1985), Kohlberg claims that the stages in his theory are a product of either maturation, nor socialization, instead he state that the source of these morals is one’s own thinking (Crain, 1985). According to Crain (1985), Kohlberg suggests that social experiences only stimulate the development of mental processes, as one gains more roles and oppurtunities, their veiwpoints broaden as they reflect on the new concepts. In addition, Kohlberg also focuses on moral thinking rather than moral behaviour, where he claims that there is a relationship between them, and that higher stages of morality would show more stable, consistent moral behaviour, yet he does not test moral behaviour in a study (Crain, 1985). Additionally, these claims were mostly based on cross-sectional data gathered from multiple countries, where there is a risk of inaccuracy as different children are interviewed for every stage (Crain, 1985). Later on, a longitudinal study was conducted, resulting in ambiguous data which led Kohlberg to alter his scoring methods as some particpants were shown to regress through stages (Crain, 1985). Furthermore, Crain (1985) relate this back to Kohlberg’s claim which states that there is a universal invariant development of stages where no stage can be skipped, they occur in order to reach the individual’s limit, where the regression in the longitudinal study did not follow his beliefs. According to Crain (1985), these findings led Kohlberg to remove the 6th stage. Moreover, in contrast to Kohlberg’s findings, Krebs & Denton (2005) believe that people possess and utilise multiple moral decision-making frameworks at once, where simple stage 2 morality may be used for simple daily problems, whereas Kohlberg believed people possess one or two frameworks at most.
In conclusion, Kohlberg’s six stage theory provided a new detailed insight to moral development compared to his predecessor, Piaget. However, his theory lacked in many aspects as it assumed universal moral reasoning, invariant sequence, and a strict number of moral decision-making structures. His first studies were cross-sectional so individual differences may have affected results, and his later longitudinal studies showed ambiguous data and regression in stages. There was also confusion with the number of stages, as it isn’t mentioned very clearly in most studies whether Kohlberg developed 5 or 6 stages. Nevertheless, his theory can still be applied in the modern world with consideration of these limations to explain different perspectives on moral dillema. 
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