Critically Comparing Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development and Turiel’s Domain Theory

In the Socratic dialogue Meno, by Plato (380 B.C./2015), Meno asks Socrates whether virtue can be taught, practiced, or whether it naturally resides within men. Socrates then responded to Meno, saying that he is as clueless as his fellow Athenian citizens on whether virtue can be taught, or what it truly is; and that he has never met anyone who can define the meaning of virtue. In this dialogue, Plato forces the reader to question what virtue really is, as Socrates and Meno continue to discuss about the conception and essence of it. Morality has been a constant subject of interest that persists throughout the years, shown in famous literary works, perhaps as a way to explore this interesting facet of humanity. Despite so, morality, or moral development has not been viewed under a psychological lens until the 1930’s, with the emergence of Freud’s theory of the fundamental structure of the mind (1935) and Skinner’s operant conditioning theory (1938). However, their theories are generalized to understanding personalities, and may be able to explain one’s morality, but it is not specific to understanding morality in particular, and is unable to explain how this morality develops over time. Furthermore, Freud and Skinner’s theories only take into account external forces that affect morality, but do not consider what goes on inside the mind.
It is important to be able to observe how people’s cognitive processes regarding their perception of morality and their moral compasses change as they age throughout their lifespan. Walker (2004) however, states that moral development consists both of a intrapersonal and interpersonal dimension, so needless to say, sociocultural factors should be taken into account when considering how morals are developed. This can be seen by observing children that have been brought up in different sociocultural contexts. Briefly put, this paper aims to explain and critically compare Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development, a cognitive theory, and Turiel’s Domain theory, a sociocultural theory. Other theories of moral development will be included in this essay as a means of criticism, and also to provide context to the main theories to be discussed. The theories fundamental influences on children will also be discussed.
“Why, then, 'tis none to you; for there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so: to me it is a prison,” (Shakespeare, 1998, 2.2.11). This quote from Hamlet can be interpreted in such a way that the definition of what is good and bad is held up to the interpretation of every individual being. Generally, cognitive theories of moral development aim to find a common ground to how people think about these issues, and the pioneer of the interpretation of moral development through a cognitive lens would be none other than the researcher behind the theory of cognitive development, Piaget (1932). Piaget was a developmental psychologist, famed for his work on children. His theory of moral development was developed as a means to understand how children understand rules, responsibility, and justice. To do so, he built up his theory based on his interactions and observations of children between the ages of 4 to 12. Piaget then found that were two distinct, universal stages in moral development in children, and that their way of moral thought changes and develops with age.
The first stage is heteronomous morality, present within children between 4 to 7 years of age, in which children believe that rules and laws are unchangeable. They perceive rules as being made by people with higher authority over them, and that immanent justice should be served to those who break the rules. Children in the second stage, autonomous morality, are typically aged 10 and older, and begin to judge others based on their intentions and motives. They begin to recognize that rules are flexible, and that ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are subjective. There is a transitional stage between the two stages, present in children between 7 to 10 years of age, which displays characteristics of both stages.
Piaget’s sample size included children that are between the ages of 4 to 12. A sample size that focuses on younger children means that his moral development theory is more focused towards children of a younger age, which means that his theory is unable to explain moral development after the age of 12. Kohlberg (1958), a neo-Piagetian, noticed this and further extended and developed a new theory of moral development by using Piaget’s work as a basis for his creation. He asked boys aged between 10 and 16 years old to resolve moral dilemmas faced by fictional characters, and grouped them based on his findings. However, just like Piaget, he was not interested in the answers the children picked, but rather, the underlying thought process as to why they have come to the decisions that they have made. He then found that there are three levels of moral reasoning, each level having two different stages. These stages represent a different type of perspective when resolving the moral dilemmas.
The first level, which is preconventional reasoning, is the lowest level of morality, is based on external responses, and is usually seen in most nine-year-old children. The first stage of this level is the ‘punishment-obedience orientation’, where children follow rules to avoid punishment. The second stage of this level is ‘individual, instrumental purpose, and exchange’, where children act based on self-interest, which includes doing good upon others to receive the same treatment in the future. The second level, conventional reasoning, sees individuals internalizing rules in order to be accepted within society, or maintain social order. This level is most apparent within adolescents and adults. The third stage within this second level, ‘interpersonal conformity’, sees one conforming to their social group’s perception of what is considered good. People in this stage judge others based on intentions. The fourth stage is ‘social systems morality’, where individuals perceive the law as being absolute, only because to them, it represents the wills of society. The third level is called postconventional reasoning, and is also the final level within Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. Generally, people within this level recognize that what is right or wrong is individually defined, and can conflict with existing laws. The fifth stage of the third level is called the ‘social-contract’ orientation. Individuals take priority in human rights and welfare, and interprets the law as a means to achieve that. However, they believe that laws that o not protect human rights should be challenged. The sixth and final stage of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is the ‘universal ethical principles’ stage, where individuals form their own moral code based on universal human rights, which are abstract and transcend any laws set by authorities. This final stage occurs so rarely in individuals that Kohlberg has removed it entirely in later versions of his moral judgement scoring manual (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987).
To support Kohlberg’s theory, longitudinal evidence has been shown that children do progress through Kohlberg’s stages in ascending order, with most people being at the third or fourth stage in their 30’s (Colby, Kohlberg, Gibbs, & Liberman, 1983). Not only that, research by Colby and Kohlberg (1987) shows that there exists a correlation between one’s age and moral stages one faces, and that this seems to be constant across multiple countries. However, these studies are dated, and evidence supporting Kohlberg’s theory seems to have stemmed from research he co-authored in. On the other hand, there seems to be several key criticisms of Kohlberg’s theory, one of which is that Kohlberg’s theory is gender biased.
As mentioned previously, Kohlberg collected data from only male adolescents to develop his theory, which would mean that his theory could not properly reflect how women think morally. Gilligan (1992) was one of the main critics of his theory from this perspective, finding that girls between the ages of 6 and 18 tended to take into account relationships between humans when interpreting moral dilemmas. She argued that males tended to be trained to be more dominant, assertive and independent, and thus place more importance on abstract principles rather than relationships, while women were trained to be more empathic and sensitive towards the emotions and wellbeing of others around them. She dubbed this the justice perspective, and the care perspective, respectively. The justice perspective is approximately similar to the 4th stage of Kohlberg’s theory, while the care perspective is akin to the 3rd stage of his theory, implying that women were morally inferior to men (Gilligan, 1982). She then proposed a revision to Kohlberg’s male-centric theory, to reflect on women and the care perspective. The preconventional level focuses on the selfishness of an individual, only focusing on oneself. The conventional level is when an individual places importance on not hurting others around them, and introduces the concept of self-sacrifice to help other people, which is said to be a characteristic feature of women. The postconventional level is said to be a balance between one’s own needs and of others, and is achieved through contextual reasoning rather than blindly following laws. However, Gilligan’s claims have little support for them, as studies show that women and men both reason in the same way and score similarly when using Kohlberg’s manual (Jaffee & Hyde, 2000; Walker, 1995). Despite this, the understanding of moral development has improved with the aid of Gilligan’s criticism and her theory, which pushes the need to understand how the justice perspective and care perspective is seen in both men and women (Brabeck, 1983).
Another major criticism of Kohlberg’s theory is that it is culturally biased. The concept of postconventionalism in his theory seems to push an ideal that leans towards individualism, which is a defining characteristic of Western culture. This, however, makes his theory biased against those from Eastern cultures, of which places more value on social harmony and collectivism, and thus would be more likely to be classified as conventional moral thinkers (Gibbs & Schnell, 1985; Shweder, Mahapatra, & Miller, 1990). In addition to that, research has shown that postconventional thinkers are not found in some cultures (Gibbs, Basinger, Grime, & Snarey, 2007; Snarey, 1987). Kohlberg claims that his theory is universally applicable, however, cultural differences between the United States and India are very different that it begs the question on whether every child around the world constructs the same moral codes at the same time (Shweder, Mahapatra, & Miller, 1987). Shweder argues that culture is what defines one’s moral judgements, and is how young children develop their morals.
In the midst of the longitudinal study conducted by Colby et al. (1983), anomalies began to surface up within Kohlberg’s stage theory. During this time, there was a split between the opinions of researchers on how to resolve this conflict. One party believed that adjustments should be made to the stage description, while the other party thought an overhaul of the entire theory should be done to fix the problem which has arisen. From there, Turiel (1983) took inspiration from the framework of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development to create the domain theory. The domain theory suggests that there are three domains of knowledge, which are the moral, social conventional, and personal domains. These domains develop at the same time during early childhood and continue to grow from that point until adolescence and beyond by processing different scenarios of social interaction (Helwig & Turiel, 2011). 
Moral and social conventional reasoning are to be perceived as two different things, as moral reasoning places importance of ethics and laws, while social conventional reasoning places an importance on social etiquette and conventional rules to maintain order. To compare with Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, social conventions are regarded as conventional reasoners, while Turiel argues that these social conventions are not to be associated with morals. However, once again referring to Shweder et al. (1987), this does not seem to be the case. In India, there seems to be blurred lines regarding morality and conventional rules set in place. What happens is that there is an amalgamation of what is considered socially valid moral codes, which challenges Turiel’s claim of morality and social conventional reasoning being distinct.
Being able to use Shweder et al.’s research to criticize both Turiel and Kohlberg’s theories underlines a similarity between both theories, despite one theory looking at moral development through a cognitive lens, and another looking at it through a sociocultural one. This is in fact, another critique of Turiel’s work. Another example of this is that Kohlberg states that cognitive development and moral development do not go hand in hand, so to ensure children advance through the preconventional stage, exposure to cognitive disequilibria is needed in order to force children to grow out of their preconventional reasoning mindset. This is similar to how exposure to different social situations enables the growth of a child’s moral, social conventional and personal domains.
To summarize and conclude, Kohlberg expanded on Piaget’s theory of moral development, and then created his own cognitive theory of moral development, which surrounds the concept of conventionalist moral thinking. However, he faced criticism from Gilligan for being gender biased, and by various researchers for being culturally biased. While doing a longitudinal study to back up his theory, there were flaws found within the theory. Turiel believed that these flaws were fundamental, and adopted the framework of Kohlberg’s theory to create the domain theory. This theory, too, was flawed, with critiques stating that Turiel’s work ended up being very similar to Kohlberg’s, and that there are certain cultures that do not possess any distinction between morality and social convention, which plays a major role in his theory. Evidently, there has been major progress in being able to understand morality and how it influences the thoughts and actions of human beings, but there is more work to be done to be able to fully understand what it is to be moral. 
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