Critically compare cognitive and sociocultural in relation to moral development
Critically compare one cognitive and one sociocultural theory of moral development
The topic of this assignment will be based upon, a cognitive theory and a sociocultural theory, in relation to moral development. Moral development (Piaget, 1932; Kohlberg, 1970) “does not simply represent an increasing knowledge of cultural values usually leading to ethical relativity, rather, it represents the transformations that occur in a person’s form or structure of thought” (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977). In a moral developmental context, both cognitive and sociocultural theories are used to understand this concept of develop, specifically in children. Cognitive theory is known to have a structured view on one’s development and implies characteristics from our own processes (e.g. Kohlberg, 1970), whereas the sociocultural theory focuses on the “fundamental connection between human mental functioning and the social, cultural, and historical contexts” (Wertsch, 1985, 1991; Tappan, 1997). Both these theories will be explained, specifically emphasising on Kohlberg’s and Turiel’s theories of moral development. 
In relation to cognitive moral development, Kohlberg’s framework was influenced by Piaget (1932). Piaget used two stages of development for moral thinking: heteronomous morality (ages 5 to 9) and autonomous morality (ages 9 to 10) (Piaget, 1932). Heteronomous morality, also known as moral realism, is mostly related to a child’s acceptance to authority figures (e.g. rules - parents or teachers) and understanding that if these rules are broken severe punishments will happen. Punishments through this are mainly used to establish the feeling of guilt when a child is rebelling (Piaget, 1932). These moral realisms help to build an understanding of rules, which in a child’s eyes cannot be changed. 
Autonomous morality, also known as moral relativism, is recognised that “there is no absolute right or wrong and that morality depends on intentions not consequences” (McLeod, 2015; Piaget, 1932). At this age, children start to develop a sign that nothing is right or wrong, it mainly depends on their intentions. They understand that rules do not come from a “divine-like source” (McLeod, 2015; Piaget, 1932), but comes from people and can be changed. However older children realise that rules are necessary in life to prevent arguments between others (e.g. friends and family). This is where Kohlberg begins his influences on cognitive moral development. 
Kohlberg began his theory of cognitive moral development in 1963. He follows the cognitive side of moral development, by creating moral stages in relation to characteristics: The preconventional level: two stages are proposed throughout this level, involving heteronomous morality which uses punishment as a view to obey rules (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977). And instrumental-relativist purpose, (which uses own interests and purpose to determine their act upon a rule – “elements of fairness, of reciprocity, and of equal sharing is present” (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977). The second level is known as the conventional stage, this also includes two stages of moral development: the “good boy – nice girl orientation” (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977) involves, an individual’s good behaviour relates to what pleases others and helps to understand what their natural behaviour is supposed to be (conformity). The next stage is known as the social order orientation. The purpose of this stage is to look at rules as a way of controlling the social standards – ensuring someone fulfils their duties. The final level of the moral characteristics is the postconventional level: the one stage involves the social aspects of morality. It is known to gain awareness of others procedural rules in society, which are agreed upon, on the matter of personal values. The next stage focuses on the “universal-ethical-principle” (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977). Individuals are seen to develop morality for their own ethical views, even if they are disagreeing with current moral principles. All of these levels and stages discussed above, all link to the cognitive way of morality, and how individuals develop their own moral reasoning. 
Gilligan is also involved in Kohlberg’s (1969) and Piaget’s (1932) by created the stages of the Ethic of Care. This uses the preconventional, conventional, and postconventional stages, previously used in Kohlberg’s stages of morality. She produces her own stage of moral development, specifically for women. The preconventional stage involved the goal of individual survival e.g. basic needs – food, water, shelter - it is based upon Piaget’s operational stage. The conventional stage involves self-sacrifice for good, meaning they observe the important member of life and take their moral aspects into account. The final stage used in Gilligan’s (1988) ethical study is the postconventional stage. It represents the “principle of nonviolence” (Gilligan, 1988), for example, no harm to others or self – rules are followed to determine their moral reasoning. Gilligan is used often to critique, as well as agree with some of Kohlberg’s views. 
There are a few strengths and limitations to Kohlberg’s cognitive therapy. Kohlberg’s study is “widely acknowledged in moral and legal philosophy that moral understandings are not the same as conventional understandings” (Shweder et al., 1987). Meaning, the cognitive view supports the moral understandings – feeding their children rather than conventional – “send their son to school in pants instead of a skirt” (Shweder et al., 1987). This is a positive aspect of Kohlberg’s theory as he emphasises on the moral aspects of life rather than, how a child is presented in society. Another positive outcome for Kohlberg is that he follows the “angels in his use of abstract idea of objective obligations to describe the nature of genuine moral understandings” (Shweder et al., 1987). Overall, in Kohlberg’s moral stages he uses the postconventional level to focus on the natural laws and the “elements of fairness” (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977) to understand the morality of childhood development, rather than focusing on the environmental side.
Sadly, there are a few limitations to Kohlberg’s theory, and Gilligan helps to critique this. One limitation that would stick out the most is the fact Kohlberg’s research is very biased in relation to, only using men (western) throughout his theories. Therefore, if Kohlberg’s model is seen as right, western males are more likely to develop moral understandings – higher education leads to higher reasonings (Shweder et al., 1987; Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977). Male’s reasonings are seen to be more ‘advanced’ than women. Gilligan (1988) is against this view as he proposes that women’s responses have different moral reasonings compared to men. Therefore, Kohlberg’s theory may have been different if women were involved in the studies. However, Gilligan has been hypocritical when it comes to the bias view on Kohlberg’s theory. An initial study created by Gilligan only used women throughout his research, whereas he would criticise Kohlberg for being biased towards men on his research – reverse bias (Gilligan, 1988). 
This is when sociocultural approach began its development for morality. Vygotsky (1920/30) began his theory of moral development around the same time as Piaget, however he would often argue against his views: “learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing culturally organized, specifically human psychological function” (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky believed that infants are born with the basic abilities for intellectual development, therefore social learning is seen, in his eyes, to come first. Vygotsky invented the morality concept known as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD; Vygotsky, 1896-1934), which often refers to what an individual can learn without help, and what they can achieve with guidance from another. There are three zones located in this particular development: zone 1 involves the information of what is known; zone 2 involves the skills that may be too difficult for a child to complete alone, but with guidance, it can be completed; and zone 3 involves the information that is not known. Vygotsky (1896-1934) believed that if a child is struggling to understand a specific task (e.g. building a tower of blocks), having the right assistance (parent/guardian) will give the child an opportunity to achieve the task. 
Sadly, Vygotsky’s theory of moral development was not fully completed. This is where Turiel brings his theory into focus. Opposite to Kohlberg’s (1977) moral stages, Turiel (1983) proposed their own but were more relatable to the levels of social understanding (personal, conventional and moral; Turiel, 1983). These moralities were used to help Turiel build his Social Interactional Domain Theory of Moral Development (Turiel, 1983): Domain A involved the moral stage of development – justice, harm, welfare/rational, universal, more serious. Domain B involved the conventional development – food, clothes, sexual roles/socialised, alterable, less serious. And domain C involved the personal side of morality –psychological states, personal preferences (Shweder et al., 1987; Turiel, 1983). In Turiel’s view of morality, Kohlberg’s is a centre of its development where moral understandings and conventional reasonings were separated and analysed. However, Turiel followed on with the conventional side of morality “(e.g., men wearing pants instead of dresses)” (Shweder et al., 1987). Nucci and Smetana (1978/84) were both involved with Turiel’s proposal of his Domain Theory.
There are many strengths and limitations to Turiel’s sociocultural theory on moral development. Young children should be able to grasp how the different moral stages vary in their lives (e.g. objectives, natural-law etc.) and how to respond to these issues correctly. For example, children believe that causing harm (moral domain) is wrong because it involves negative consequences of the individual involved (Shweder et al., 1987). Another positive influence of sociocultural is that culture is used to understand some morality concepts. This can help young children to understand their own culture and religions towards conventional regulations and traditions (Gale, 2008). However, this can also be a limitation, due to moral judgements taking place between other young people. Their cultural traditions and moral codes may vary e.g. ‘do not harm others’ - may be seen differently in other cultures rules (some cultures see it as a norm to hit their children as a form of punishment; Gale, 2008). This is a limitation as other cultures may disagree with their way of punishment young children. Another limitation to Turiel’s view on morality is that the theory “underestimates the potential importance and moral significance of events classified by the theory as conventional”. Meaning, the morality of sociocultural does not focus on the ritual observances, customary practices (food, clothes, sex) and greetings, as a social learning aspect, but only uses the moral principles (harm and justice) to determine one’s domain moral development. In relation to a cultural view of morality, Turiel faces a difficulty in his theory. The principle of harm includes the distress and emotional upset that often is caused when a child sees a harmful situation happening to another. However, the ‘individual’ involved could be taken into different accounts, e.g. God, deceased family/friends etc. and could be someone who could often suffers from significant harm (God, the bible – harm and/or death).
In conclusion, based on the information that has been provided throughout this assignment, Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s theory on cognitive moral development is seen as the most reliable theory used in todays society. Due to cognitive morality focusing on cognitive processes, therefore it mainly uses the correct thought reasonings for why children do and do not follow their rules and opinions. As said previously, there is a main impact on the gender bias situation of Kohlberg’s research, but other than that his theory is seen as a more relatable and reliable source of morality. Turiel’s was also a good sociocultural theory, however children’s morality is learnt from their environment – it matters where you are born. Sadly, Turiel and Vygotsky’s theories do not have a strong understanding on moral development, by only focusing on the social aspects of a child’s development. Piaget and Kohlberg’s moral stages are built upon the characteristics of cognitive processes and uses different levels to determine different rules.  
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