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Critically compare one cognitive and one sociocultural theory of moral development

Morality as defined by Blasi, A. (1990), are “individual’s beliefs that are constructed by the person in interaction with their social world”. A person recognises morality as their understanding of the distinction between right and wrong or good and bad.
Many key theorists have been found offering explanations of moral development, some strong examples of these have been introduced by Kohlberg (1958) and Turiel (1983) where each theory shows many different influences governing a person’s sense of morality. Piaget, J., & Cook, M. (1952), initially laid the foundations and defined moral development as the stages a person must go through in order to distinguish these rights from wrongs as they grow and mature from a child. 
Along the lines of many explanations there are also many different approaches regarding moral development, this essay will be examining two approaches, the cognitive and sociocultural route. It will explore moral development in further detail and will be critically comparing theories from both a cognitive view and sociocultural view and show both positive and negative sides of each theory.
Piaget (1952) laid the foundation of the cognitive approach to moral development and was primarily interested in children’s thoughts process and how a child constructs a mental idea of the world. He found that children’s ideas such as rules, moral judgements and punishment were inclined to differ as they got older and had more complex thoughts and more complex experiences.  
Piaget (1932) noted two types of moral reasoning, heteronomous morality and autonomous morality. He assumed that a child aged 5-9 years old go through a stage of moral realism, otherwise known as heteronomous morality. It was assumed by Piaget that children of this age regarded morality as the obeying of other people’s rules which led to children accepting these rules. They understand that these rules are made by an authority figure and cannot be challenged, or negative consequences will occur.
He also stated that after heteronomous morality, a child would go through the second stage of morality, autonomous morality, from the ages 9-10. This is also known as the moral relativism, where morality is based on a person’s individual rules. He stated that at this stage a child understands that there is no right or wrong and learns to understand rules according to their own stage of cognitive development, and morality is purely based on their own intentions, not consequences. 
In contrast to Piaget, Kohlberg (1976), saw young children’s moral thinking as a way of obedience in order to avoid punishment and stated that moral growth is driven by experience in looking at issues from numerous perspectives. 
 Kohlberg (1976) further developed Piaget’s earlier cognitive theory to moral development and elaborated that there were three major levels of moral development with each divided into two levels, totalling six stages. These were the pre-conventional morality, conventional morality and post-conventional morality. He stated that an individual was expected to continue to move from one stage to the other without skipping stages over time.
The Pre-conventional stage included children ages 4-10 years old and consisted of stage 1 and 2. It was said children in stage 1 tend to obey rules only to avoid punishment for themselves. Whereas, stage 2 assumed children followed rules simply out of selfishness as children’s actions are based on reflection of what others can do for them. 
Conventional morality included stage 3 and 4 and involved children aged 10-13, although, he stated that some individuals never move above this level. It was said, in stage 3, children can understand acts and take circumstances into account and children in this stage want to help others and can develop their own thoughts about morality. Then stage 4 refers to a child respecting authority and doing their duty within society. At this point a child can understand an act is seen as wrong if it harms others or violates a rule or law. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The post-conventional level is sometimes reached in early adolescence and includes stage 5 and 6. In stage 5, individuals eventually value society. Although, Kohlberg recognised that individuals would know when human need and the law would need to be conflicted, but they believe that it is better if people follow the law.
In the final stage, individuals eventually do what they deem to be right, even if it conflicts with the law. At this stage, people act according to whatever their idea of morality is. (Papalia, D. E., Olds, S. W., & Feldman, R. D., 2007). 
In conjunction with these stages, Kohlberg conducted a study which measured the moral judgments of 72 white American boys aged 10, 13, and 16. The boys were presented many dilemmas that would in turn measure their moral reasoning. For instance, one dilemma known as the ‘Heinz and the druggist’ included a man deciding whether to go against the law and steal a drug that he could not afford to save his dying wife or let his wife die. Kohlberg was not concerned whether the boys said it was right or wrong but instead wanted their reasoning behind their answer and used the three conventional levels of moral development to understand their reasoning.


However, Kohlberg's conception of early moral reasoning has been challenged by various authors. One of which includes, Gilligan, C. (1977) in which she critiqued that Kohlberg had only focused exclusively on males in his studies of moral reasoning and claimed males and females develop different standards of morality. She criticized Kohlberg’s model for treating male reasoning as morally superior and stated his theory did not include the caring perspective. Gilligan proposed the Stages of the Ethics of Care theory, which explained what makes actions morally right or wrong and focused on both care-based morality and justice-based morality by emphasising interconnectedness and universality. Although, Gilligan’s findings also suffer from reverse bias on Kohlberg’s theory as the participants were solely based on females unlike Kohlberg’s’ solely based on men. Therefore, this demonstrates that both Gilligan’s and Kohlberg’s studies suffer from gender bias, as they did not use a mixed sex sample.
Furthermore, Kohlberg’s research primarily focuses on the development of children in American leaving it unclear if his model applies to people in other societies. Gilligan’s findings have also raised many questions about the ways in which differences such as, race, class, and culture may form and inﬂuence processes of moral development differently. 
[bookmark: _Hlk531379103]Another approach that can be used to explain moral development is the sociocultural approach. This approach explains that moral thoughts, feelings and actions are semiotically mediated. Vygotsky (1978), was the main inﬂuencer of the sociocultural approach and believed that before a child can develop, the community must play a main role for an individual to make meaning. He stated that the environment a child grows up in will influence their thinking patterns and believed that mediational means such as language helps shape human mental functioning. He said that it in early childhood, its crucial a child begins egocentric speech, meaning language starts being used as an instrument of thought which will in turn aid the child to plan their own activities and solve problems in their own head. For instance, he stated when a child learns a new word it essentially transforms and reorganizes their mental functioning. Although, unlike, Piaget's theory stating that development is largely universal, Vygotsky suggested that development can differ between different cultures.  
 Turiel, E. (1983), expanded and critiqued on the foundations Vygotsky’s led and claimed that children's moral reasoning is not exclusively based on punishment and obedience but focuses on a sociocultural approach, where children are able to differentiate moral rules and avoid harmful consequences for others and themselves that only depends on their culture and how they are brought up to see their social environment. He examined the ability of a child understanding basic moral principles such as basic law and stated that a child’s development is based on the interaction within their social world and stated that morality is seen as a combination of fixed ways and direct mental illustrations of values and rules. 
[bookmark: _Hlk531378811]He explained the distinction between moral and conventional rules and outlined how individuals develop and differentiate moral, societal, and psychological concepts throughout their lives. His theory explained that there are three domains, Firstly, the moral domain, how it is morally right to treat an individual. Secondly, the societal domain, regulations in place to aid the smooth running of social groups and institutions. Finally, the psychological domain, which is the understanding of one-self, others, and beliefs about individuality. He compared a person’s moral rules with societal rules and created the social domain approach which also provided children with the ability to construct different forms of social knowledge through their social experiences with adults, peers and siblings. He stated that children construct these rules in parallel with each other rather than in sequence, going against Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and Kohlberg’s elaborative Moral development theory as they stated that children complete each stage after one another.
According to moral domain theory, morality is seen as a child’s growing understanding of how they view physical harm, psychological harm, along with the distribution of resources, freedoms, and their individual rights. (Killen, M., & Smetana, J. G. 2013). Although, alike Kohlberg, Turiel stated that children are first selfish and grow to formulate morality as they grow to understand moral reasoning. 
Shweder, R. A., Mahapatra, M., & Miller, J. G. (1987), challenged Turiel’s claims of morality being universal and claimed that there is a distinction between morality across cultures. For example, there is no set of moral rules in India such as wife beating being considered as morally right, whereas in many other cultures this would be considered as morally wrong. Therefore, moral development does not occur in the same way for all persons around the world, but rather it is speciﬁc to unique social and cultural contexts. 
In conclusion to this essay, it is clear moral development is based on age and as a person grows, so does their thoughts processes on morality. It is also clear that the many approaches mentioned on the moral development of children has profoundly shifted the way moral development is looked at. Many different theorists have approached moral development from different perspectives. The cognitive approach explains how a child internalises moral thoughts from an authoritative figure, whereas the sociocultural depends on the social and cultural ways a child has been brought up.
As Piaget laid the foundations for cognitive development, Kohlberg and Turiel expanded current perspectives into moral development. Within moral development theories, it can be suggested that gender has influenced the research. Kohlberg’s initial research was only performed on males, limiting the outcomes to only a male’s perspective. Only using a male perspective is inappropriate, as males across cultures share different moral opinions. As seen in Turiel’s theory, Indian men find it moral to beat their wives, unlike other cultures finding it morally wrong. 
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