Critically compare one cognitive and one sociocultural theory of moral development


The issue of moral development, and what developmental pathway followed is highly controversial. Critical investigation into the way in which morals develop across the lifespan began over 100 years ago. The nature of moral development has adapted with improved knowledge and understanding, with critical evaluation and comparison of one theory, leading to a more substantiated one to follow. Turiel (2018) writes that prior to Kohlberg and Piaget, psychologists paid little attention to explicitly defining morality, and instead implicit judgements have been made in relation to the psychological functions being studied. The term moral development is defined as ‘the formation and maturation of a sense of right and wrong in children, in the normal cause of cognitive development’ (p.475, Oxford Psychology Dictionary). Many of the earlier theories of moral development accounted solely for early development, from the early years into adolescence. The most significant, fast paced and distinctive developmental changes occur within the early years of life, in line with cognitive development and environmental awareness. Moral development is however a lifelong process, and is treated as such in later theories, such as those of Kohlberg and Turiel, considering that morals can continue to develop throughout the adult years. 

Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (first developed in 1963) is held in high esteem to this day, being credited for drawing the study of moral development into the spotlight of developmental and educational psychology (Killen & Smenta, 2006). Kohlberg was influenced by the work of Piaget, who suggested two levels of moral development, heteronomous (following the rules) observed in children of approximately eight years and younger, and autonomous (consideration of intention and motivation) observed in the majority of children ten years or older. Kohlberg extended Piaget’s theory, taking influence from his data collection method presenting nine hypothetical moral dilemmas, each in the form of a single vignette story. The most famous being the Heinz dilemma. In this scenario participants were asked if they would agree with breaking the law in order to save a life. Kohlberg was not interested in the answers given, but the process by which the conclusion was reached. 
Kohlberg developed a six-stage theory encompassing three levels of thinking. At the preconventional level, the child is aware of right and wrong through rules and authority figures. This level encompasses stage 1; the punishment and obedience orientation, with avoidance of punishment and advancement of self-interest as motivators. Stage 2; the instrumental-relativist orientation, do good things and the favour will be returned, reciprocity is expected. At the conventional level the emphasis is placed on social rules, loyalty to one’s social order. This level encompasses stage 3; “good boy – nice girl” good behaviour that pleases others, behaviour is judged by the intention behind it. Stage 4; The “Law and Order orientation”, in which rules are held sacred, emphasis placed on importance of maintaining the social order.  The Postconventional level involves an effort to define moral principles, beyond associations with a group identity, containing stage 5; The Social Contract. Social rules are obeyed as they are beneficial and agreed upon. Stage 6; The Universal-Ethical-Principle orientation at which point ethical values are established through individual reflection “these are the universal principles of justice... and for the dignity of human beings as individual persons” (Kohlberg, Hersh, 1977). This extended theory helped to account for development post- early adolescence, unlike Piaget’s model, Kohlberg acknowledged the potential for morality to further develop, into late adulthood. Kohlberg presented this stage model as a universal theory of moral development. ‘‘Cultural factors may speed up, slow down, or stop development, but they do not change its sequence’’ (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987, p. 6).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Turiel held a more socio-cultural view of moral development, as explained in his social interaction theory of moral development. Turiel believed that social and moral development evolve through a child’s interactions with their social environment (Turiel, E, 1983). This took strong influence from Kohlberg’s stage model. However, he developed on this model, as he felt that it did not appropriately consider the role that culture and social norms play within the development of moral rules. Believing the morality and social convention frameworks develop in parallel. Rather than a single system of right and wrong suggested by Kohlberg. The single, universal stages of development as previously theorized being incomplete, as a judgment of appropriate action in a given situation may require co-ordination of beliefs and values held within multiple frameworks. ‘One way to conceptualize their theory is to imagine that Turiel, Nucci and Smetana have turned Kohlberg’s three level scheme on its side. Instead of three levels of understanding, (egoistic, conventional and moral) they posit three domains of understanding (personal, conventional and moral)’ (Shweder, Mahapatra & Miller, 1997, p25).

One important distinction made by Turiel was the difference between moral rules and social conventions. Finding that “Moral rules govern acts entailing consequences to persons (e.g., a rule that prohibits hitting), while conventional rules govern acts that are arbitrary in content (e.g., a rule of pertaining to a dress code) (Turiel, 1984, p1).” A personal domain is also expressed, which considers personal experiences and preferences. Turiel’s theory proposes that children learn the ability to distinguish between social conventions and moral rules at a young age. Also proposing that a child’s understanding of morality does not develop from conventional understandings, instead it develops in parallel from an early age (Shweder, Mahapatra & Miller, 1997). Take the example of a crying child, cultural variations will affect the response of a parent, as the social conventions differ across cultures. Some cultures would see it appropriate to tend to the child, others using pacifiers or leaving the child to settle itself. However, on hearing a child cry in pain, regardless of social expectations, most people would run to help the child, as the moral rule is universal. 

Both Kohlberg and Turiel were working to explain the development of morality through childhood, starting from a young age. Kohlberg’s theory consisted of individual progression through three levels, each with two stages that an individual passes through as their moral code develops. This development was a universal approach, with no recognition of differences in gender, culture or social environment. Turiel’s work stems from Kohlberg’s work, however Turiel discovered through analyzing the data used in Kohlberg’s work that there were variations in moral development, which could not be attributed to cognitive stages but rather seemed to be grouped together, based on external or social factors (Turiel, 2018).

Snarey (1985) conducted a comprehensive review of Kohlberg’s findings. He showed that Kohlberg’s interview was reasonably culturally fair between stages one to four. Identifying that the Postconventional level of reasoning was only evident within urban, or middle class populations, being absent within working class communities. These communities placed more emphasis on community values such as collective solidarity. Similarly, with regards to religious groups, there is a strong tendency for evangelical Christians to score within the conventional moral level (Penrose, Friedman 2012). Such findings do not necessarily mean that only particular individuals are capable of higher levels of moral reasoning, rather that the rigid structure of the stage model does not account for individuals from different backgrounds and holding a differing belief system. In such cases, morality can be said to be the following of an alternative developmental path. Such findings highlight the need for consideration of the cultural and social components at play throughout development. Schweder (1987) recorded that Postconventional thinking has rarely been recorded across all cultures, providing the criticism that a theory suggesting that ‘most members of our species adhere to a rationally inadequate conception of morality’ (Schweder, 1987, p.15) is perhaps not the most universally applicable theory. 

Gilligan and others heavily criticized Kohlberg’s work, because of the sample used to create, what claimed to be, a universally applicable theory of moral development. One of these criticisms was that the participant sample was andocentric, westernized and from an educated background. Another criticism of Gilligan’s was that Kohlberg’s work was justice focused. Gilligan and Attanucci (1988) proposed a parallel theory of development. They accepted Kohlberg’s stage theory, seen as the morality of justice, a more masculine approach. Proposing a parallel theory, a morality of response and care, a more feminine approach, which focuses on interpersonal relationships and connectedness. Gilligan suggested that people have these two ways of thinking about moral issues, labeled moral voices, but refrained from associating either the care or justice morality to either gender, proposing pluralism with regards to the process of moral development (Shweder & Haidt, 1993).  Criticism has still however been faced with regards to presenting a reverse bias. 

A further issue of debate with regards to Kohlberg’s model is the universality of stage progression. Colby and Kohlberg (1987) expressed that they would expect people to perform at their highest achieved moral level in most circumstances. This however has found not always to be the case. Carpendale (2000) found that although individuals demonstrated consistency in moral reasoning across Kohlberg’s moral dilemmas, inconsistencies have often been found where individuals employ lower levels of moral reasoning in their daily lives depending on the specific situation. 
Young children have been found to make judgments that surpass their level of moral development within Kohlberg’s theory. When Stage theory would place them at pre-conventional thought, sophisticated moral competency has been found within real-world situations (Lourenço, 2003). Such as understanding that even with direct orders from an authority figure, to hit another child is wrong and refusing to do so under instruction. Such findings support Turiel’s idea that the moral reasoning of children is more sophisticated at a younger age than Kohlberg’s stage theory would suggest.

Kebbs and Denton (2005) suggest that in order for individuals to change the level at which they process moral dilemmas, when an individual progresses from one stage to another, the previous level of reasoning must still be accessible. This idea contradicts Kohlberg’s explanation that as an individual progresses from one stage to the next, the reasoning required at the previous stage is assimilated and adapted into the next, an evolving process that over rides the previous level. 
Turiel (1974) suggested that the transition from one stage to the next occurs through “Self-regulated, progressive equilibration” (Turiel 1974 p.15) and that moral development involves working towards an equilibrated state that becomes more stable with every transition. Turiel’s approach allows for potential differences in thinking, whereby an individual may employ more advanced thinking in one area than another. The assimilation process may occur consistently, in the form of attempting to reach equilibration. Such an idea would suggest that the development of moral reasoning sits on a developmental scale, allowing for more continuity in development, helping to bridge the gap from one level of reasoning to the next. Suggesting that each stage represents a transformation of the preceding stage through assimilation of pre-existing knowledge with new concepts. 

In conclusion, this assignment has focused on the theories of Kohlberg, providing the cognitive stage model of moral development and Turiel representing a sociocultural model. Kohlberg’s stage model provides the framework adapted by Turiel in order to construct his social interaction model, believing that considering three domains of thinking rather than three levels of thinking could help to account for variations in levels of moral reasoning utilized within real world situations. Turiel’s theory allows more flexibility in the explanations of cultural differences in their interpretation of moral dilemmas. Kohlberg’s universal theory is criticized heavily because of the participant sample that consisted of western, educated males.  Alternative theories, such as that of Turiel, provide a more flexible developmental framework, as opposed to a rigid path structure. This more flexible approach is more inclusive, considering the numerous differences across cultures and social groups. Turiel also challenges Kohlberg’s models linear developmental progression with its proposal that each stage of development absorbs the previous stage making it impossible for the individual to return to previous moral viewpoints and strategies. The combined works of Kohlberg, Turiel and other moral theorists suggest that to some extent, there is an intrinsic, universal nature of moral development. The extent to which cultural variations, individual differences and personal values affect one’s development is still of much debate. 
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