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Moral Development is a very prevalent and researched topic. A definition of moral development comes from Santrock (2014) who describes it as changes in a person’s thoughts, behaviours and feeling on what is considered right and wrong. When considering Moral Development, the first researcher to come to mind is Piaget. Moral development, in all theories, usually takes place in an individual’s childhood and is vulnerable to change due to external factors. As a background for this essay, Piaget presents a cognitive stage theory, which he claim’s every individual goes through in their life. People should progress through a sequence of stages which develops a person’s moral thinking, where only once a stage has been complete can an individual progress to the next. Criticism is in abundance for Piaget and can be seen in many later theories. As stated in a book by Graham (1972), Piaget’s work is criticised for ignoring non-cognitive elements and ignores emotional factors in the formation of moral thinking. Other criticisms include the ignorance of imitation and the influence parents have on their children and overemphasises parental influence on a child in a negative way. Many more critics exist, some are mention and reviewed later in this essay. Piaget’s work has paved the way into research into Moral Development in both adults and children with a vast amount studies conducted. Theories surrounding Moral Development are in abundance as it is widely researched and important topic. One cognitive and one sociocultural theory/view will be explored in this essay with supporting and contradicting evidence for both theories.

Cognitive views on Moral Development include Kohlberg (1958, 1986), as cited in Santrock (2012), who himself has offered his own criticism to Piaget and developed his own theory, which expands upon Piaget’s, in result. Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has a focus on the reasons people give for the beliefs and morals they hold. While Piaget offers 5 stages of moral development, Kohlberg proposed there are 6 stages instead. He talks mainly talks about children in his theory but also notes there are adults fixed at lower stages that they, in theory, should not. While his proposed stages of development hold some empirical evidence and could be applied in real life situations there is still plenty of criticisms regarding his works. For example, when considering the Heinz dilemma, e.g. stealing to help/save someone else, in Kohlberg’s initial study.

In support, Vasudev (1983), as cited in Snarey (1985), found that even though the dilemma was only a hypothetical one, it still was considered a very real dilemma for Indians at the time, regardless of claims that the theory was ethnocentric. This means the theory could be applied universally and across most cultures. Snarey (1985) states that claims of ethnocentricity in relation to Kohlberg’s theory does not correspond with the empirical research conducted. On the other hand, Snarey also states that the claim that Kohlberg’s stage theory is universal is also incorrect due to several factors, which can include culture and age. Gibbs (2010) criticised Kohlberg for gradually distorting what moral judgment and development was as he progressed through the stages in his theory.

However, one major critic of Kohlberg’s theory can be Gilligan (1982, 1992, 1996), as cited in Santrock (2014) pp.438. She claims that Kohlberg’s research was highly androcentric as his research was exclusively on men. She argues Kohlberg’s model follows on a ‘justice perspective’ and Gilligan claims a ‘care perspective should be adopted instead. This means that the stages in any theory should focus on the relationships people have with each other and the concern and interpersonal communication between people. Gilligan (1982) and again with other researchers, in later studies, conducted interviews with girls from the ages 6 to 18 years of age and found, on both separate occasions, that girls tended to use relationships as a way of solving moral dilemmas they were faced with, compared to Kohlberg whose initial research on men found abstract principles were used when considering moral dilemmas. 

Following on from her critique of Kohlberg, Gilligan (1977) developed her own theory of cognitive moral development known as Care Therapy, which has opposite viewpoints to Kohlberg on ethics of right and wrong as well as justice. This theory suggests that there are obvious gender differences between males and females. In contrast to Gilligan’s view of females using their relationship and males on individuality, Daniel et al (1995), as cited in Donleavy (2007), found that in male and female Hawaiians there was no evidence for a gender difference in moral reasoning. Another piece of research that could contradict Gilligan’s critique of Kohlberg can come from Thoma (1986), as cited in Donleavy (2007), which used a meta-analysis of 56 samples. Participants answered the Defining Issues Test which resulted in gender differences were responsible for only 5% of the variation in score compared with age and education which accounted for 53% of score variation. This result could show that Gilligan is overly critical of Kohlberg as there is evidence that a range of factor, e.g. age, education as well as gender, can have an impact on people’s moral judgements and development.

In addition, there is evidence that Gilligan’s and Kohlberg’s ideas can be successfully applied together as shown by Wright’s (2004) review of Habermas (1993), as cited by Donleavy (2007). Habermas successfully combined both the care perspective of Gilligan and the justice perspective of Kohlberg. If moral decisions and judgement take place in a setting that is both familiar and in a certain context people are more likely to produce moral behaviours than when in a setting which is new and unfamiliar. Molchanov (2013) found that the moral judgement made by people depended on the situation presented. There is also evidence that people do not respond the same to the same moral judgements depending on the situation and context, e.g. Ross & Nisbett (1991), as cited in Turiel (2010).

While both theories have accumulated a range of research and criticisms, they have influenced many others to develop on Gilligan and Kohlberg’s ideas and produce more current ideas. Both present valid ideas supported by evidence, with only a fraction reviewed above, that supports and contradicts them. Research into moral development from a cognitive viewpoint continues to be conducted.

Compared to Cognitive theories of moral development, Sociocultural theories tend to focus on the impact that families, society and the culture a child develops in has on the development of morals and moral thinking. When considering moral development from a sociocultural viewpoint a key figure appears to be Vygotsky (1896-1934), which is not always directly linked to moral development, but offers a sociocultural psychology view. Any theories from this viewpoint adopt and expand upon Vygotsky’s views and ideas on the suggested relationship between thinking and speech. There are resemblances between Vygotsky’s and Piaget’s ideas, as examined by Lourenco (2012), such as both theorists’ emphasis a developmental perspective is key for understanding for understanding psychological phenomena such as moral development. From this viewpoint Moral development is also know as moral identity etc. Religion can also have an impact on how an individual’s moral behaviours develop. Mulder and Aquino (2013), as cited in Ward and King (2018), state that religious individual and individuals raised in a religious household were more likely to behave in a moral way, following immoral behaviour, in order to restore their self-image if the individual had a high sense of moral identity. This shows that religion can have an impact on how morals develop in different social settings.

Following on, Tappan (2005) is another researcher who offers insight into Sociocultural approaches in moral development. He states that sociocultural approaches offer challenges to Kohlberg’s ideas. Duncan (2001), as cited in Tappan (2005), used Vygotsky’s (1934/1987) theory to outline the formation of morality. This means that the child moves from using ‘complexes’ and moves on to ‘potential concepts’. Duncan states that this idea can be used to understand moral development and defines moral ability as a more person-centred approach to meanings behind moral judgements. This could possibly be linked to Gilligan (1982, 1983), as cited in Tappan (2005), as a person-centred approach would mean looking at an individual and possibly looking at the relationships that influence the individual. Tappan (1997), in Tappan (2005), also expands upon Vygotsky’s inner speech ideas where individuals talk to themselves in order to work through the dilemma they are faced with. This seems to be a theory that makes sense as researcher such as Volosinov (1929/1986) and Bakhtin (1981) , as referred to in Tappan (2005), have proposed similar ideas.

Similarly, Turiel (1974) offers ideas of moral development from a sociocultural perspective, however, also offer critique of cognitive perspective also. Turiel (2010) emphasises the importance of examining the impact parents have on their children’s moral development. Turiel claims that development theories are not fully complete, e.g. Kohlberg, in the way explain the stages of moral development and weak explanation of the stages they propose. This could be a weakness of cognitive perspectives/theories as if not explained properly how researchers test hypotheses in an adequate and appropriate way. Turiel recommends that the appropriate research needs to be conducted into environmental factors on moral development.

Both Cognitive and Sociocultural perspectives of Moral Development give plausible theories. While cognitive perspectives focus on the way people think in relation to a moral dilemma, the sociocultural perspective focus on relationships, social settings and culture an individual is in. Lourenco (2003) offers some comparisons between the perspectives and between researchers. Both perspectives have very different views on a child’s moral development and knowledge, for example, Kohlberg see’s children as ‘pre-conventional moral subjects’ while Turiel and associates see children as ‘moral, not pre-moral’. According to Smith (1993, 1997), as referred in Lourenco (2003), Kohlberg does not go further in his research than individualistic concerns while Turiel et al (1987) attribute moral development to universal and prescriptive moral judgements which arguably have nothing to do with Kohlberg’s ideas of morals. Differences in methodologies are also present between the perspectives with some sociocultural approaches being deemed as too ‘soft’ compared to cognitive approaches. Cognitive perspectives, including Piaget, have been ridiculed for ignoring social factors in moral development, which Piaget simply did not emphasis on, while sociocultural perspectives do put emphasis on relationships and culture. Most of the original theories could be considered as out of date, or of their time, and it could be possible to question if the theories apply today’s society or if new theories should be used in their place.

In conclusion, it is clear to see that both viewpoints on Moral Development present valid theories which have been supported with a range of evidence and applied in various settings and cultures. There are many more theories within the perspectives that were not reviewed above. Piaget’s ideas provided opportunities for research as his work seems to be a basis for much research, as well as contrasting research, especially cognitive perspectives. The topic of moral development is interesting to review and can provide many useful insights into why people present the behaviour that they do based on a range of different factors. There are a few similarities present between the two perspectives, e.g. Gilligan and Turiel, however, the differences between them are far more distinct.

Based on the evidence presented and reviewed above both perspectives have areas that need to be examined and reviewed, however, they both provide valid and creditable empirical evidence. Further research has been recommended by original researchers in different areas of moral development and this is most likely needed for theories to fit in to modern day life. There are contexts in which one perspective may make more sense to be applied in place of the other. When comparing the perspectives, both clearly explain the theories presented and the context of moral judgement and the situation judgement takes place in needs to be considered. Moral judgement, identity. Each researcher mentioned above, for example Gilligan, Kohlberg, Turiel etc, offer unique theories related to moral development which adopt ideas and concepts from a range of different sources, including each other’s ideas. There are many factors that can have an impact on moral development, in children and adults, which can be further explored.
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