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POSTCONVENTIONAL LEVEL: Context within Kohlberg's Theory of Moral

Development

The Postconventional Level represents the apex of Lawrence Kohlberg's influential framework

detailing the progressive stages of moral reasoning. This level transcends the more common

modes of thought found in the Preconventional and Conventional levels, shifting the focus from

external consequences or social conformity to internalized, abstract principles of justice and human

rights. Unlike individuals operating at lower levels, those who attain postconventional moral

reasoning do not view rules and laws as immutable, absolute fixtures, but rather as potentially

flawed societal agreements that must be critically evaluated against universal ethical standards.

Achieving this level signifies a fundamental epistemic shift, moving the individual toward moral

autonomy and the capacity for principled, rather than merely compliant, action. The significance of

this third and final level cannot be overstated, as it informs the philosophical underpinnings of

ethical leadership, democratic citizenship, and advanced moral philosophy, demanding

comprehensive study to grasp the complexity of human moral maturation.

Kohlberg structured his theory hierarchically, asserting that movement between the levels is

invariant and sequential, meaning an individual must master the reasoning of lower stages before

accessing the higher ones. The preceding Conventional Level, encompassing Stages 3 and 4, is

characterized by a strong adherence to social order, familial expectations, and established laws--a

morality driven by the maintenance of the social system. The transition to the Postconventional

Level requires the individual to decenter their perspective entirely, recognizing that the integrity of

the self is inextricably linked to the integrity of abstract principles of justice that may, at times,

conflict with the established norms of their specific community or nation. This intellectual journey

demands highly sophisticated cognitive abilities, often associated with Piaget's formal operational

stage, allowing for hypothetical reasoning about ideal social systems and universal ethical

dilemmas. The depth of understanding required to navigate these moral ambiguities is precisely

why this level is considered critically important for advanced academic scrutiny, particularly in fields

concerning ethics and developmental psychology.

It is essential to understand that Kohlberg's stages describe moral reasoning (competence), not

moral behavior (performance). While an individual at the Postconventional Level possesses the

capacity for highly sophisticated ethical justification, external factors, psychological limitations, or

situational pressures may still influence their ultimate actions. Nevertheless, the characteristic

feature of postconventional thinkers is their commitment to justifying their moral choices based on

comprehensive, universal principles rather than mere obedience or pragmatic self-interest. The

emergence of this level of thought typically occurs in late adolescence or early adulthood, though

many individuals never fully achieve or consistently operate within its bounds. The rarity and

intellectual demands of postconventional thought underscore its theoretical importance as the

standard against which fully realized moral maturity is often measured.
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Defining the Postconventional Level: Autonomy and Internalized Principles

The defining characteristic of the Postconventional Level is the achievement of genuine moral

autonomy. Autonomy, in this context, means that the source of moral authority resides within the

individual's own capacity for rational moral judgment, independent of external dictates from

authority figures, peer groups, or legal statutes. Moral decisions are driven by a self-chosen, self-

consistent set of ethical principles that the individual believes all reasonable people should adhere

to. This represents a profound break from the Conventional Level, where morality is

heteronomous--derived from and dependent upon external social structures. Postconventional

thinkers understand that laws are merely instrumental tools created to serve the greater good, and

if those laws fail to uphold fundamental human rights or justice, they lose their moral legitimacy and

may warrant conscientious objection or reform.

This level is partitioned into two distinct stages: Stage 5, the Social Contract and Individual Rights,

and Stage 6, Universal Ethical Principles. Although Stage 6 was later viewed by Kohlberg and his

colleagues as a more theoretical construct--rarely, if ever, demonstrated empirically in its purest

form--both stages share the overarching theme of prioritizing justice over positive law. The shift is

monumental: morality is no longer defined by what society says is right, but by what the individual

believes, through rational consideration, truly constitutes fairness and justice. This requires a

complex form of perspective-taking, known as the "moral point of view," wherein the individual can

step outside their own specific identity and consider the implications of their moral choices for all

affected parties, treating every individual as an end in themselves, rather than a means to an end.

The emphasis on universalizability is key; a moral principle is valid only if the individual is willing to

accept that principle being applied consistently across all people in all relevant situations.

Crucially, the reasoning employed at the Postconventional Level is highly abstract and often

rooted in philosophical traditions, particularly Kantian deontology and aspects of utilitarianism

focused on the greatest good for the greatest number, balanced against the inviolability of

individual rights. The understanding of justice moves beyond strict reciprocity or retribution (as

seen in lower stages) toward a concept of distributive justice, ensuring equity and fairness,

especially for vulnerable populations. This philosophical grounding allows the individual to address

complex ethical dilemmas where established rules offer contradictory advice or fail entirely to

provide a just outcome. It is the ability to generate novel, principled solutions to moral conflicts that

truly distinguishes postconventional thought, requiring not just intelligence, but deep moral courage

and intellectual integrity to maintain one's principles, even when facing significant social or legal

pressure.

Stage 5: The Social Contract and Individual Rights

Stage 5, officially titled the Social Contract and Individual Rights orientation, serves as the primary
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gateway to the Postconventional Level. Individuals at this stage understand that laws and rules

are flexible instruments--products of a social contract established for the common good. They

recognize that society's moral norms are relative and vary across cultures and groups, but they

simultaneously hold that there are certain non-negotiable rights that must be protected universally,

regardless of local law. These fundamental rights typically include life, liberty, and basic human

dignity. The individual operates under the assumption that a democratic consensus, arrived at

through fair procedures, is the most legitimate method for establishing laws, provided those laws

do not infringe upon basic human rights. A key insight of Stage 5 reasoning is the understanding

that while one must generally obey the law to maintain social order, the social contract inherently

permits changes to laws through democratic processes if those laws are perceived as unjust or

inefficient.

The reasoning process at Stage 5 involves a careful calculation of utility and rights. The individual

asks: Does this law serve the greatest good for the greatest number, and does it simultaneously

protect the rights of the minority? If a conflict arises between law and rights, the Stage 5 thinker

tends to prioritize the fundamental rights of individuals. For instance, in the classic Heinz dilemma,

a Stage 5 response would focus less on the legality of stealing the drug (the Stage 4 concern) and

more on the overarching principle that the right to life fundamentally precedes the right to property.

This demonstrates a cognitive leap from rigid legalism to a functional, rights-based morality. They

understand that while obeying the law is usually beneficial for societal stability, blind adherence to

unjust laws constitutes a moral failure. Therefore, responsible citizenship involves not just following

the law, but actively working to reform laws that violate the essential terms of the implicit social

contract.

Furthermore, Stage 5 thinkers appreciate the necessity of procedural justice. They recognize that

legitimate moral outcomes often depend on fair processes, such as due process and democratic

participation. This orientation demands a high level of intellectual tolerance, as individuals must

acknowledge the validity of differing perspectives and be prepared to compromise, provided the

compromise does not violate core principles of justice. This pragmatic yet principled approach

allows Stage 5 individuals to function effectively within complex modern democratic societies,

striving for an ideal balance between order (as valued by Stage 4) and liberty (the new

postconventional focus). The attainment of Stage 5 reasoning is often correlated with higher

education and exposure to diverse moral and political viewpoints, which challenge the ethnocentric

assumptions inherent in the Conventional Level.

Stage 6: Universal Ethical Principles

Stage 6, the final and most abstract stage of the Postconventional Level, is defined by

adherence to self-chosen universal ethical principles. These principles are not concrete rules but

abstract, comprehensive concepts of justice, such as the principles of equality, respect for human
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dignity, and the categorical imperative, often associated with Immanuel Kant. The moral imperative

at this stage is to act in accordance with these principles, even if it means sacrificing personal

interest, violating positive law, or facing severe social ostracization. Stage 6 reasoning requires the

individual to adopt a truly impartial moral perspective, treating every person as inherently valuable

and justifying moral actions based on their consistency with these universal ethical mandates.

The distinction between Stage 5 and Stage 6 is subtle but critical. While Stage 5 focuses on

established rights within a functioning social contract, Stage 6 focuses on the logical consistency

and comprehensiveness of the ethical principles themselves. A Stage 6 thinker would evaluate

whether a principle is universalizable--meaning they would be willing for that principle to be applied

to anyone, including themselves, in a similar situation--regardless of existing societal consensus or

legal framework. For instance, civil disobedience carried out by individuals like Mahatma Gandhi or

Martin Luther King Jr. is often cited as exemplifying Stage 6 reasoning, where adherence to a

higher, universal moral law compels the rejection of specific, unjust legal mandates. Their actions

were justified not by self-interest or social approval, but by deeply held beliefs about universal

justice and human dignity.

Kohlberg ultimately recognized the difficulty in empirically distinguishing Stage 6 from highly

sophisticated Stage 5 reasoning, leading him to largely collapse the two stages into a single

postconventional grouping in later revisions of his theory. However, Stage 6 remains a vital

theoretical benchmark, representing the philosophical ideal of moral maturity: a fully autonomous

moral agent whose decisions are based on perfect consistency, impartiality, and an unwavering

commitment to the abstract principles of justice. It serves as a normative ideal, guiding the

development of moral education and highlighting the potential ceiling of human ethical thought,

even if its consistent attainment in everyday life is exceptionally rare.

Characteristics of Postconventional Reasoning

Moral reasoning at the Postconventional Level exhibits several defining characteristics that

distinguish it dramatically from lower levels. Firstly, it is profoundly principled. Decisions are

derived from abstract, logically consistent ethical frameworks rather than concrete rules, specific

outcomes, or personal loyalties. The individual is focused on the structure and justification of the

moral argument itself. Secondly, it is autonomous, meaning the individual serves as their own

moral legislator. They accept moral responsibility for their judgments and are not merely echoing

the beliefs of authority figures or cultural norms. This autonomy is crucial for enabling principled

resistance to injustice.

Thirdly, postconventional thought is characterized by universalizability and impartiality. The

individual insists that any moral judgment must be applicable to all persons in similar

circumstances, operating from an "ideal moral spectator" position that excludes personal bias.
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Fourthly, there is a clear distinction between moral law and positive law. Postconventional

thinkers recognize the instrumental nature of statutory law and understand that a law can be legal

without being moral, and vice versa. This distinction provides the necessary justification for civil

disobedience aimed at achieving greater justice.

Finally, postconventional reasoning is reflective and self-correcting. Individuals at this level are

capable of critical meta-ethical reflection, constantly evaluating the adequacy and consistency of

their own ethical principles. They are open to modifying their principles if logical inconsistencies or

previously unconsidered viewpoints demonstrate a flaw in their ethical framework. This ongoing

intellectual engagement with moral dilemmas ensures that their ethical system is dynamic, robust,

and capable of addressing the complex, evolving challenges of modern society, solidifying the

postconventional orientation as the highest standard of moral competence.

Empirical Support and Criticisms of the Postconventional Level

While the theoretical importance of the Postconventional Level is widely accepted in ethical

philosophy, its empirical basis, particularly concerning Stage 6, has faced significant scrutiny.

Longitudinal studies, including Kohlberg's own work, confirmed that individuals progress through

the stages sequentially, and that the reasoning capacity of the postconventional level is indeed

rare, with estimates suggesting that only a small percentage of the adult population consistently

operates at Stage 5. The transition to this level is strongly correlated with intellectual maturity,

especially the attainment of formal operational thought, and specific environmental factors, such as

higher education in philosophy or social sciences, and exposure to culturally diverse moral

viewpoints that challenge conventional assumptions.

However, the most prominent criticism stems from the concept of cultural bias. Critics, including

Richard Shweder, argued that Kohlberg's structure, rooted in liberal Western traditions of

individualism and abstract justice, fails to adequately account for moral reasoning in collectivist or

traditional societies, where duties, roles, and community loyalty often take precedence over

abstract individual rights. What Kohlberg labeled as 'conventional' reasoning (e.g., strong

adherence to social role in Stage 4) might be considered the highest form of moral maturity in other

cultural frameworks. This critique suggests that the postconventional level may not be a universal

human moral endpoint, but rather an endpoint specific to cultures valuing autonomy and rights

above all else.

A second major critique was introduced by Carol Gilligan, who argued for gender bias. Gilligan

proposed that Kohlberg's theory privileged a "justice orientation" (male-centric) while overlooking

an equally valid "care orientation" (female-centric), which emphasizes relationships, responsibility,

and context-specific solutions rather than abstract principles. While subsequent research has

generally failed to show systematic gender differences in stage attainment using Kohlberg's
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scoring methods, Gilligan's work fundamentally broadened the discussion, urging researchers to

recognize that moral maturity might manifest in diverse forms beyond the strict justice framework of

the Postconventional Level. Despite these criticisms, Kohlberg's theory remains foundational,

and the postconventional level serves as an indispensable reference point for measuring advanced

ethical capacity.

Developmental Prerequisites and Attainment

The attainment of the Postconventional Level is not automatic; it requires specific cognitive and

experiential prerequisites that challenge the individual's existing moral framework. Cognitively, the

most essential prerequisite is the stable mastery of Jean Piaget's formal operational stage. This

allows the individual to reason abstractly, manipulate hypothetical concepts, consider multiple

variables simultaneously, and engage in deductive logic--all necessary skills for dealing with

universal ethical principles that are disconnected from immediate, concrete reality. Without the

capacity for formal operational thought, the abstract principles of Stage 5 and Stage 6 remain

inaccessible, appearing merely as complex rules rather than rationally justified moral imperatives.

Experientially, progression to the postconventional level typically demands exposure to moral

conflict and institutional diversity. Individuals must encounter situations where existing rules or

authorities provide contradictory or unjust solutions, thereby forcing them to construct a more

comprehensive and robust ethical system. This often occurs during periods of significant

intellectual and social exploration, such as attending university, entering complex professional

environments, or traveling and encountering different legal and cultural systems. These

experiences force a cognitive disequilibrium, compelling the individual to abandon the rigidity of

Conventional Stage 4 reasoning and search for a higher, more impartial standard of justice.

Furthermore, moral development is facilitated by structured opportunities for role-taking. The

ability to empathize and adopt the perspective of others--especially those marginalized by the

current system--is crucial for moving beyond local norms to universal principles. Kohlberg's

research indicated that participation in moral dilemma discussions, particularly those focused on

challenging unjust laws, significantly accelerates moral development. Therefore, reaching the

Postconventional Level is a culmination of advanced intellectual development combined with

specific, challenging social experiences that promote deep reflection on the nature of justice,

rights, and the social contract, cementing its status as a rare but attainable human potential.

Educational and Societal Implications

The existence and theoretical structure of the Postconventional Level carry profound implications

for educational practice, particularly in the realm of moral and civic education. Educators aiming to

foster moral maturity should focus not merely on teaching moral content (what is right or wrong),
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but on stimulating moral reasoning (how one justifies what is right or wrong). This translates into

utilizing methodologies such as Kohlberg's dilemma discussion approach, where students are

presented with complex, ambiguous moral conflicts that force them to confront the limitations of

conventional reasoning and explore principled, postconventional solutions.

Societally, the Postconventional Level is vital for the functioning of a just democracy. A robust

democracy relies on citizens who possess the capacity to critically evaluate laws and governmental

actions against standards of justice and fairness, rather than simply obeying authority or

conforming to majority opinion. Individuals operating at this level are best equipped to identify

systemic injustices, advocate for the rights of minorities, and participate in constructive social

reform. They provide the necessary ethical counterbalance to the potential tyranny of the majority

often enabled by purely Conventional Level adherence.

In professional ethics, particularly in fields such as law, medicine, and research, postconventional

reasoning is often considered a professional necessity. Professionals frequently face dilemmas

where legal mandates conflict with ethical responsibilities (e.g., patient confidentiality versus public

safety). The capacity to utilize universal ethical principles (Stage 6) to navigate these conflicts

determines the integrity and trustworthiness of the profession itself. Therefore, the concept of the

Postconventional Level serves as both a descriptive tool for understanding moral development

and a prescriptive ideal for guiding educational, political, and professional training toward the

highest standards of ethical conduct.
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