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Critically Compare One Cognitive and One Sociocultural Theory of Moral Development

Moral development is defined in the Oxford Dictionary of Psychology as “The formation and maturation of a sense of right and wrong in children in the normal course of cognitive development.” (Colman, 2009, p. 477). With this in mind, studies that investigate moral development garner considerable interest from the psychological community and the wider world. Understanding moral development in children is particularly valuable as not only builds understanding how children develop a sense of right and wrong, but also how this develops into moral principles in later life and into adulthood. If moral development can be influenced in early life, this could help shape a person’s behaviour, potentially keeping them away from difficulties in later life. In most cultures, individuals without socially “desirable” morals may typically struggle in their personal and professional relationships, and potentially experience difficulty with the law and wider society.  
  Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (1963) is largely built on Piaget’s theory of moral development (1932). Piaget’s work was ground-breaking in its efforts to explain children’s moral reasoning for their behaviour, rather than simply observing the behaviour itself. Whereas previously it was widely assumed that children were simply less competent than adults in terms of cognitive processing, Piaget found that children’s ideas and reasoning surrounding moral judgements and rules tended to change and develop the older they became. Piaget believed that he had found two different “types” of moral reasoning. Heteronomous morality (otherwise known as moral realism) was typically employed by younger children up to the age of around nine, where all rules are set by an authority figure (e.g. a parent or teacher) and cannot be changed or “bent”, no matter the context. Breaking any of these rules, for whatever reason, will and should lead to immanent justice, or immediate punishment for the perceived wrongdoer. Children also tended the punishment to reflect the severity of the crime, referred to as expiatory punishment. From the ages of nine and up, Piaget suggested that another type of moral reasoning emerges, he referred to this as autonomous morality or moral relativism. This reasoning allowed the child to develop their own set of moral principles by which to live. Piaget stated that it is during this age that children learn that there is no “divine” authority on what is perceived as right and wrong, and that a person’s intentions can be considered morally right, even if their actions contradict predetermined “rules”. 
  Kohlberg investigated Piaget’s ideas that morality develops gradually during childhood and adolescence. Studying 72 school age boys from Chicago consisting of three age groups (10, 13 and 16) Kohlberg added that there are more defined “stages” during this process that could be generalized to a wider population. Kohlberg states that there are three distinct “stages” of moral development. The first stage is referred to as the Preconventional stage, this stage consists of two levels. The first level is in keeping with Piaget’s heteronomous morality, children follow rules set by an authority figure in order to avoid punishment or receive a reward, rather than using their own judgement of whether the rules follow their own moral beliefs. The second level focuses on individualism and exchange, in this stage children begin to begin to act in line with their own self-interests, rather than blindly following rules set for them. Notions of reciprocity and fairness start to emerge, however these are typically presented as more as a physical exchange (e.g. sharing toys) rather than more abstract concepts, such as loyalty or justice, for example. In the conventional stage there are a further two levels. The 3rd level; Internalised authority, refers to the desire to be seen as “good” in order to be accepted. At this stage the child begins to learn social norms. In the 4th level, children become aware of the rules of a wider society outside of their social groups. In this stage, they learn that the law must be upheld in order to be seen as a “good” citizen. The postconventional stage describes a level of potential social and internal conflict. This level states that children/adolescents become aware of the need for context when making moral decisions and start to judge based on self-chosen principles. This allowance of a grey area as opposed to the “black and white” reasoning of previous levels, allows for the rules to be “bent” in certain situations, if they meet the individual’s self-chosen principles. The sixth stage in Kohlberg’s theory is the Universal Ethical Principle. In this stage the individual has developed their own set of moral guidelines, regardless of the laws or social norms of the area they live in. The individual is prepared to act on and defend these principles, regardless of the consequences that they may face. Kohlberg took the constructivist view that children could only pass through these stages in order, and that each stage builds upon the last. Kohlberg also mentioned in his theory that not everyone achieves the sixth and last stage. 
  Kohlberg’s theory does expand on Piaget’s work, and offers a more detailed interpretation of the processes involved in moral development, into and including adolescence, where Piaget’s theory stops at the early teens. One criticism of the study carried out by Kohlberg is the fact that his sample consisted of only 72 schoolboys, the youngest of those were already 10 years old. This not only leaves large gaps in Kohlberg’s data with little empirical evidence to back up the theory from infancy to preteen age, but the small sample size means that the findings of the original study cannot realistically be generalized across the wider population. Arguably the heaviest criticism of Kohlberg comes from the fact that the study was carried out solely with western male participants. Gilligan (1977) noted the gender bias in Kohlberg’s study as well as the lack of a “caring” perspective and explored the possibility of women and men having differing paths to moral development. 
  Gilligan argued that girls and boys were often socialised differently, and that girls were traditionally taught a moral perspective that focuses on community and interpersonal relationships. Gillian proposed that instead, there are two types of morality, each with their own stages. Care-based morality places emphasis on interconnectedness, avoiding violence and helping those in need. Justice-Based morality places an emphasis on justice and fairness over interpersonal relationships and is more in line with Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. In contrast, a study by White, Bushnell & Regnemer (1978) asked the same moral dilemmas to both male and female schoolchildren, and their findings were consistent with Kohlberg’s, with little evidence of gender difference. Other psychologists, such as Campbell and Christopher (1996) have suggested that Kohlberg’s view of morality as too idealistic to be attributed to the general population, and that humans do not always consider the world around them in a rational way. There has been widespread criticism of Kohlberg’s lack of recognition of social influence on the individual during moral development. Mainly the cultural differences around the world of what is considered morally right and wrong (Snarey 1985, Tappan, 2006, Saxe, 1994). 
  In an effort to explore sociocultural influences on moral development, Elliot Turiel (1983) presented his own theory, which probed further into the effects and influence of social conventions on the individual. Turiel aimed to include a more social aspect, in which individuals are continually reviewing their morality and principles in a changing social environment. Unlike Kohlberg, Turiel deemphasised the individual’s judgemental processes. Turiel used domain theory to demonstrate a difference between a child’s concepts of morality, and other “domains” of social knowledge, such as social convention. Turiel discussed that morality is structured by concepts of harm, fairness and welfare. The consequences of not adhering to morals are that the person comes to some form of physical or emotional harm, regardless of intent or the authority the order came from (Laupa & Turiel, 1986). A social convention, by contrast, would result in consequences that are not directly harmful to another person, and therefore adherence to these specifically is where children behave according to an authority’s orders to receive reward or avoid punishment. Turiel conceived the Social Domain theory and defined morality as a developmental framework separate from other social domains, which each have their own distinct frameworks. However, all social events, including moral ones, take place within the context of a larger society. In order to judge and reason a response or action in any given social situation may require the individual to access more than one framework at a time. Domain theory allows more likelihood of morally based decisions from younger or less developed people than would be expected in Kohlberg’s theory. 
  A main criticism of Turiel’s theory lies with his ideas of universalizable morality. Lourenço (2014) argues that this prescriptive attitude to morality have been as a result of problematic methodology employed by Turiel. Lourenço wrote that the moral justifications given by children in the study have simply been informational, rather than the child’s own personal beliefs. Nisan (1988) also contributed that what may be perceived as a conventional transgression by one person or culture, may be seen as a moral transgression by another. 
  Both theories do attempt to generalize their findings, which are both supported by empirical evidence. However, empirical evidence alone does not reliably confirm a theory to be right or wrong, especially when two such differing claims are put forward. Kohlberg proposed that children are initially only morally oriented by fear of punishment and a desire to conform to social norms. Turiel, by contrast, argued that children are capable of making moral judgements outside of obedience to an authority figure. Lourenço (2003) carried out his own study, in which he spoke to both young children (ages 6-8) and young adults (ages 17-21), presented them with a series of moral dilemmas and recorded their responses. Lourenço found that contrary to Turiel’s theory prescriptive ideas and judgements concerning other’s welfare and rights tend to appear later in development rather than in children. The study was consistent with Kohlberg’s theory in that these judgements develop within the individual. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]  Both theories are open to criticism in the way they imply that moral, or any reasoning, is always carried out by people in a rational, coherent way. Both Psychologists have also imposed limitations of their studies in their small sample sizes. Although Kohlberg and Turiel both continued to further their research into moral development (Laupa & Turiel, 1993, Turiel, 2002, Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977, Nisan & Kohlberg, 1982) their theoretical frameworks have changed very little if at all. Future research into the subject of moral development would benefit from a cross cultural perspective, to satisfy critics of Kohlberg’s study, and also try to examine further the possibility of a more structured framework of development, which would challenge Turiel’s theory. Any further studies, particularly if attempting to generalise the human population, should take into consideration their sample size, gender diversity and cultural representation. 
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