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According To Kohlberg, The Stage Of Moral Development In Which The Morality Of An
Action Is Primarily determined by external consequences or the direct repercussions for oneself or
others is a fundamental concept in understanding human moral reasoning. Lawrence Kohlberg, a
renowned psychologist, developed a comprehensive theory of moral development that delineates
how individuals’ moral thinking evolves through various stages. His model emphasizes that morality is
not static but develops through a series of progressive stages, each characterized by different
reasons for what is considered right or wrong. In this article, we will explore Kohlberg’s stages of
moral development with a special focus on the stage where the morality of an action is primarily
judged based on external factors, and how this understanding impacts education, psychology, and
ethical behavior.

Understanding Kohlberg’'s Theory of Moral
Development

Kohlberg'’s theory builds upon the foundational work of Jean Piaget, who studied cognitive
development in children. Kohlberg extended these ideas into moral reasoning, proposing that moral
development occurs in a series of stages that can be categorized into three levels:

1. Pre-conventional Level
2. Conventional Level
3. Post-conventional Level

Each level contains two specific stages, making a total of six stages of moral development.

The Pre-conventional Level: Morality Driven by
External Consequences

The first level of moral development, the pre-conventional level, is characterized primarily by external
influences on moral judgment. This level is typical in children but can also be observed in adults who
are still guided by external consequences rather than internal moral principles.



Stage 1: Obedience and Punishment Orientation

In this stage, morality is primarily determined by the direct consequences of actions. Individuals judge
whether an action is right or wrong based on whether it results in punishment or obedience. The focus
is on avoiding punishment, and rules are seen as fixed and unchangeable.

- Key features:

- Moral decisions are made to avoid punishment.

- Authority figures' commands are obeyed to prevent negative consequences.
- The moral reasoning is egocentric; concern for oneself dominates.

Example: A child refuses to steal candy because they fear getting caught and punished by their
parents.

Stage 2: Self-Interest Orientation

At this stage, morality is primarily judged by whether an action serves one’s personal needs or
interests. The individual recognizes that others have needs but still makes moral choices based on
what benefits themselves.

- Key features:

- Morality is driven by reciprocity and mutual benefit.

- Actions are considered right if they satisfy personal desires.
- Fairness is understood as giving or receiving favors.

Example: A person might help a friend with homework because they expect future assistance in
return.

The Conventional Level: Morality Based on Social Rules
and Laws

In the conventional level, individuals internalize societal norms and laws. Morality becomes centered
around maintaining social order and gaining approval from others.

Stage 3: Good Interpersonal Relationships

In this stage, morality is primarily judged by how well one's actions conform to social expectations
and the desire to maintain good relationships. The emphasis is on being seen as “good” or “nice” by
others.

- Key features:
- Moral behavior is motivated by the desire to gain approval.



- Maintaining relationships and being perceived as a good person are important.
- Empathy and concern for others influence moral judgment.

Example: A person might help a friend move because they want to be regarded as helpful and caring.

Stage 4: Maintaining Social Order

At this stage, morality involves respect for authority, laws, and social order. The focus is on upholding
societal rules and fulfilling one’s duty.

- Key features:

- Laws are regarded as essential for societal functioning.
- Moral reasoning involves fulfilling one’s role in society.
- Disobedience is viewed as harmful to social stability.

Example: An individual follows traffic laws because they believe laws must be obeyed to keep society
functioning smoothly.

The Post-conventional Level: Morality Based on
Abstract Principles

The highest level of moral development involves internalized principles of justice and human rights.
Morality becomes a matter of personal conscience and ethical principles that may transcend societal
rules.

Stage 5: Social Contract and Individual Rights

In this stage, morality is primarily judged by whether actions uphold social contracts, individual rights,
and justice. The focus is on fairness, equality, and respect for human dignity.

- Key features:

- Laws are viewed as social contracts that can be changed if they are unjust.

- Moral reasoning considers the greater good and individual rights.

- People recognize that laws are imperfect and sometimes need to be challenged.

Example: A person might oppose a law that discriminates against a minority because it violates
principles of justice and equality.

Stage 6: Universal Ethical Principles



This is the most advanced stage, where moral reasoning is based on abstract, universal principles
such as justice, equality, and respect for human dignity. Individuals act according to these
internalized principles, even if it means disobeying laws.

- Key features:

- Moral decisions are guided by internal ethical principles.

- Individuals have a sense of moral duty that supersedes societal rules.
- Personal conscience plays a central role in moral judgment.

Example: An activist might risk their safety to stand up against injustice based on their commitment
to universal human rights.

The Stage Where Morality Is Primarily Determined by
External Factors

The stage of moral development where morality is primarily judged based on external consequences
corresponds to Kohlberg's Stage 1: Obedience and Punishment Orientation. This stage is often seen in
children but can also be present in adults under certain circumstances.

Characteristics of Stage 1

- Morality is externally imposed.

- The focus is on avoiding punishment or authority sanctions.

- Moral reasoning is egocentric; concerned mainly with self-interest.
- Rules are obeyed strictly to escape negative consequences.

Implications of Stage 1 Thinking

Understanding this stage helps educators and psychologists recognize that moral reasoning at this
level is limited and often based on fear rather than moral understanding. It's essential to guide
individuals beyond this stage towards higher levels of moral reasoning.

- Limitations:

- Does not consider fairness or justice.

- May lead to obedience-driven behavior without understanding moral principles.
- Can be exploited if moral reasoning is solely based on external threats.

- Developmental significance:
- Serves as a foundation for more advanced moral reasoning.
- Encourages the development of internal moral principles beyond fear of punishment.



Progression Beyond External Morality: The Transition
to Higher Stages

As individuals mature, they tend to move beyond a focus solely on external consequences toward
internal moral principles. Kohlberg’s stages illustrate that moral reasoning becomes more
sophisticated, incorporating considerations of justice, rights, and ethical ideals.

Key Factors Facilitating Moral Development

- Cognitive growth and increased perspective-taking.

- Social interactions that challenge existing moral views.

- Education that emphasizes moral reasoning and ethical dilemmas.
- Personal reflection and internalization of moral principles.

The Importance of Recognizing Different Stages

Understanding that morality develops through these stages allows educators, parents, and
policymakers to create environments that foster moral growth.

- Strategies to promote development:

- Encourage critical thinking about rules and laws.

- Promote empathy and perspective-taking.

- Discuss moral dilemmas that require reasoning beyond external consequences.
- Model moral behavior aligned with higher stages.

Conclusion: The Significance of Understanding
Kohlberg’s Moral Stages

Recognizing that the morality of an action can be primarily determined by external consequences, as
seen in the earliest stage of Kohlberg’s model, provides valuable insights into human moral
development. It highlights the importance of guiding individuals from a fear-based understanding of
morality toward internalized principles rooted in justice and human rights. By understanding these
stages, educators, psychologists, and society as a whole can better foster moral growth, empathy,
and ethical behavior in individuals across all ages.

In summary:

- The initial stage where morality is judged by external consequences is crucial for understanding
moral development.

- It sets the foundation for more advanced stages that incorporate internal principles.

- Effective moral education involves moving individuals beyond external reward and punishment



toward internal moral reasoning.

Understanding Kohlberg’s stages of moral development, especially the stage where morality is
primarily based on external consequences, is essential for fostering ethical behavior and moral
growth in society. Recognizing where individuals stand in their moral reasoning helps tailor
approaches to moral education and personal development, ultimately contributing to a more just and
empathetic world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Kohlberg's stage of moral
development where the morality of an action is primarily
judged by adherence to rules?

This stage emphasizes following established rules and laws to maintain social order and ensure
obedience, typically referred to as the 'Conventional Level' in Kohlberg's theory.

In Kohlberg's theory, which stage considers the morality of an
action based on whether it adheres to rules and authority
figures?

This corresponds to the 'Stage 3: Good Boy/Good Girl' and 'Stage 4: Authority and Social Order

Maintaining' stages within the Conventional Level, where morality is judged by conforming to rules
and expectations.

How does Kohlberg define the moral reasoning in the stage
where the morality of an action is primarily based on rules?

Kohlberg describes this as a stage where individuals believe that following rules is essential for
maintaining social order and demonstrating respect for authority, making rule adherence the primary
basis for moral judgment.

At which stage in Kohlberg's model is the morality of an
action determined mainly by whether it conforms to societal
laws and rules?

This occurs in the 'Conventional Level,' particularly in stages 3 and 4, where maintaining social order
and following rules are the primary criteria for moral judgment.

Why is the stage where morality is primarily judged by rules



considered important in Kohlberg's moral development
theory?

Because it represents a critical step in moral development where individuals recognize the
importance of social order and authority, forming the basis for responsible and law-abiding behavior.

Can you explain what characterizes the stage where moral
actions are judged mainly by adherence to rules according to
Kohlberg?

Yes, this stage is characterized by a focus on obeying rules, laws, and authority figures to maintain
social harmony and avoid punishment, reflecting an understanding that rules are essential for a
functioning society.

Additional Resources

Moral Development

Introduction: Understanding Kohlberg’'s Perspective on
Moral Development

In the realm of moral psychology, Lawrence Kohlberg's theory of moral development stands as a
foundational framework that has profoundly influenced how educators, psychologists, and
philosophers understand human morality. At the core of his theory lies the idea that moral reasoning
evolves through distinct stages, each characterized by increasingly sophisticated and abstract notions
of right and wrong. Among these stages, the one where the morality of an action is primarily judged
based on adherence to rules, laws, or social order holds particular significance. This stage, often
referred to as the Conventional Level, marks a critical point in moral development, emphasizing
societal expectations and maintaining social harmony.

In this article, we will delve into Kohlberg's stages of moral development, with a specific focus on the
stage where the morality of an action is primarily based on social rules and norms. We will analyze its
characteristics, how it functions in real-world scenarios, and its implications for moral reasoning and
behavior.

Overview of Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Kohlberg proposed that moral development occurs in a series of six stages, grouped into three broad
levels:



1. Pre-conventional Level: Focused on self-interest and obedience.
2. Conventional Level: Centered on social conformity, law, and order.
3. Post-conventional Level: Involving abstract reasoning and universal ethical principles.

Our focus here is on the Conventional Level, especially the stages where morality is primarily based
on social rules.

The Stage of Conformity and Social Order: An In-Depth
Look

Stage 3: Good Interpersonal Relationships (“The Good Child"
or "Being Nice")

Characteristics:

- The primary concern is maintaining approval from others.

- Actions are judged based on their impact on relationships.

- There's a desire to be seen as a "good person" by peers, family, and society.

- Moral reasoning is motivated by interpersonal relationships and social harmony.

Typical Behaviors and Examples:

- Helping friends and family to gain approval.

- Avoiding actions that could lead to disapproval or rejection.

- Saying or doing what is expected to be seen as 'nice' or caring.

Implications:

This stage reflects a desire for social acceptance and a recognition that moral actions are those that
foster good relationships. It emphasizes empathy, loyalty, and the importance of social bonds.

Stage 4: Maintaining Social Order ("Law and Order")

Characteristics:

- The individual recognizes the importance of maintaining law, rules, and social order.

- Morality is primarily based on respecting authority and fulfilling one's duties.

- The focus shifts from individual relationships to societal stability.

- Actions are judged by their adherence to laws and regulations, often viewed as necessary for
societal functioning.



Typical Behaviors and Examples:

- Following laws even if they conflict with personal desires.
- Believing that laws are vital for societal order.
- Performing one's duty, such as paying taxes, obeying traffic rules, or serving in the military.

Understanding the Stage:

At this stage, morality is seen as obeying authority figures and adhering to societal laws. The
individual believes that maintaining social order is essential for the well-being of the community.
Breaking rules is considered morally wrong because it threatens societal stability.

Strengths and Limitations:

- Strengths: Promotes social cohesion and stability.
- Limitations: Can lead to rigid adherence to laws without questioning their justice or fairness. It may
also suppress personal moral judgments if they conflict with existing laws.

The Significance of the "Morality of an Action Is
Primarily" Concept

In Kohlberg's framework, understanding that morality at this stage is primarily based on social rules
reveals how individuals prioritize societal needs and collective well-being over personal or abstract
considerations. This perspective is crucial because it:

- Highlights the importance of social conformity and law-abiding behavior in maintaining societal
order.

- Serves as a foundation for understanding how individuals develop a sense of duty and responsibility
in community settings.

- Offers insights into behavioral motivations, such as the desire to avoid punishment or gain social
approval.

This stage underscores a vital transitional phase in moral reasoning, where individuals recognize the

importance of social rules but have not yet developed the capacity for abstract ethical principles seen
in higher stages.

How This Stage Influences Moral Reasoning and
Behavior

1. Legal Compliance and Social Responsibility



Individuals operating at this level tend to:

- Follow laws and social norms diligently.

- Feel a sense of duty to uphold societal order.

- View moral actions as those that align with rules and laws.

2. Conflict Resolution and Moral Dilemmas

In situations where laws conflict with personal morals, individuals at this stage may:

- Prioritize adherence to laws over personal judgment.

- Rationalize breaking rules only if they are unjust and if social order can be maintained by doing so
(though this is more characteristic of higher stages).

3. Education and Moral Development

Understanding this stage is vital for educators and policymakers because:

- It suggests that moral education should focus on instilling respect for laws and social norms.

- It emphasizes the importance of role models and authority figures in shaping moral reasoning.

- It indicates that moral growth involves moving beyond mere obedience toward understanding the
reasons behind laws.

Implications for Society and Moral Education

Educational Strategies:

- Reinforcing the importance of laws and rules as tools for societal stability.

- Encouraging students to see laws as reflective of collective values.

- Promoting discussions about the importance of social order and why rules exist.

Societal Benefits:

- A society with many individuals operating at this stage tends to be stable and orderly.
- It supports the functioning of institutions like legal systems, schools, and workplaces.

Potential Challenges:
- Over-reliance on rules may hinder moral growth beyond obedience.

- Risk of moral rigidity—adherence to laws without questioning their justice.
- Difficulty in dealing with moral dilemmas where laws are unjust or outdated.



Transition Beyond the Conventional Stage

While the Conventional Level is essential for societal functioning, higher stages of moral development
(Post-conventional Level) involve reasoning based on universal principles such as justice, human
rights, and individual conscience. Moving beyond the focus on social rules allows individuals to:

- Critically evaluate laws and social norms.
- Advocate for social change based on moral principles.
- Develop a more autonomous and principled moral identity.

Conclusion: The Role of Social Rules in Moral
Development

Kohlberg’s stage where morality is primarily based on social rules and laws serves as a pivotal point
in moral development. It reflects a mature understanding that societal stability relies on adherence to
shared norms, laws, and expectations. Recognizing this stage’s characteristics helps us appreciate
the importance of social cohesion while also acknowledging its limitations.

For educators, policymakers, and individuals committed to moral growth, understanding this stage
underscores the significance of fostering respect for societal rules while also encouraging critical
thinking about the justice and fairness of those laws. Ultimately, Kohlberg’s insights remind us that
moral development is a continuous journey—one that builds from obeying rules to understanding
their purpose, questioning their fairness, and possibly advancing toward universal ethical principles.

In essence, the stage of moral development where the morality of an action is primarily judged based
on social rules and laws is fundamental in shaping cohesive and functioning societies. By
comprehending its nuances, we better understand how individuals develop moral reasoning that
balances societal expectations with personal integrity, paving the way for a more just and orderly
world.
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