Lawrence Kohlberg’s Theory


Level I
Called “Preconventional Morality” because people at this level do not yet think of themselves as members of society

Stage 1
“Obedience and Punishment orientation” – decisions are based on the belief that powerful authorities hand down the rules and we must follow them - strongly based on punishment proving disobedience. 

Stage 2
“Individualism and Exchange” –decisions based on the belief that rules are handed down but there is not just one right view of what is ethical and moral.  See punishment as something one naturally wants to avoid.

Level II
Called “Conventional Morality” because it assumes that the entire community would share the attitude toward ethics and morals

Stage 3
“Good Interpersonal Relationships” –decisions based on the belief that people should live up to the expectations of the family and community and behave in “good” ways. 

Stage 4
“Maintaining the Social Order” –decisions based on obeying laws, respecting authority, and performing one’s duties so that the social order is maintained.

Level III
Called “Postconvential Morality” –because it goes beyond the issue of laws and social order to decisions that will maintain social justice, and a commitment to your community

Stage 5
“Social Contract and Individual Rights” –People at this level believe that ethics and morality are meant to exist to make a good society, and believe that people enter into a “contract” and move freely toward working for the benefit of all, and that ethics exist so that people can maintain individual rights because they will do what is best and least harmful to others. 

Stage 6
“Universal Principles” –this is a very high level of thinking about ethics and achieving justice and believes that justice is universal and applies to all people regardless of what they do good or bad.  Examples of leaders who reached this stage would be Ghandi, Martin Luther King, Jr. –they practiced ethics through civil disobedience (practicing peace in light of violence and laws)

