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The Social Psychology of Conversion and Commitment:   

Cognitive Structuralism
1
 

by Keith A. Roberts 

[Excerpted from Religion in Sociological Perspective 3rd
 edition] 

 
Cognitive Structuralism 

The structuralist approach emerged from the research on cognitive development conducted by Jean 

Piaget and his followers.
2
 Piaget (1950; 1954) identified a sequence of steps that occur in intellectual 

development, steps through which every individual in every culture must progress. He maintains that each 

stage represents a way of understanding or making sense of experience. Furthermore, he insists that 

movement through each of these stages is an innate characteristic of the developing human mind. This 

insight may have important implications for understanding world views. For example, Ronald Goldman, who 

applied Piaget's approach to religious education, maintains that a child in the concrete operational stage 

(seven to twelve years old) is legalistic and literalistic. Hence, the child at this stage will understand biblical 

stories literally regardless of how they are taught (Goldman 1964: 165). Only when the child enters the 

formal operational stage of thinking can he or she understand biblical stories as mythical symbols. Each stage 

therefore represents a kind of world view—or at least profoundly affects one's world view. 

According to Piaget, a person does not move to a new stage until he or she experiences cognitive 

dissonance—an internal, intellectual conflict—that forces one to face the fact that one's present interpretation 

of experience is inadequate. Change comes about in one's world view as one matures intellectually. Each 

change of stage, in one sense, represents a sort of conversion. It should be clear that this theory is primarily 

concerned with changes in the intellectual sphere. Insofar as religious conversion represents a change in 

world view, structuralist research may offer significant insights. 

 

Kohlberg's Moral Development Model 

Basing his research on this structuralist position, Lawrence Kohlberg developed a theory of moral 

development (Duska and Whelan 1975; Kohlberg 1971, 1980; Power, Higgins, and Kohlberg 1991; Wilcox 

1979). The implications of the research go well beyond strictly moral decision making; the theory has to do 

with one's world view. Kohlberg maintains that all persons, regardless of religious background or culture, 

move through the same sequence of stages. His cross-cultural research suggests that one's formal religious 

                                                           
1
  Cognitive structuralism is so named because it posits an innate developmental structure in the minds of all persons, 

regardless of cultural background. This school of thought is also sometimes called cognitive developmentalism, 

developmental epistemology, or developmental constructionism. 
2
 There is another school of structuralism that has emerged from anthropological research. We will be limiting our 

discussion to the work of Piaget, Kohlberg, and Fowler. Students interested in structuralism may also want to explore 

the anthropological work of Claude Levi-Strauss, Lucien Levi-Bruhl, and their followers. 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_3?_encoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books&field-author=Lawrence%20Kohlberg
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affiliation and one's culture may affect the rate at which one advances through the stages, but not the 

sequence. Furthermore, Kohlberg and his followers maintain that no one ever skips a stage. 

Kohlberg's research is conducted by giving children moral dilemmas in which two values are in conflict 

(e.g., the right to property versus the value of human life). The child is asked what would be the right thing to 

do in each situation (see the ―Doing Research on Religion‖ feature). The specific answer (e.g., whether or not 

Heinz should steal the drug) is of much less interest to the structuralists than is the rationale that is given. 

The researcher asks, "Why is that the right thing to do?" It is the answer to this question that is critical in 

understanding one's moral stage, for each stage represents a mode of reasoning and an outlook on life. Only 

by understanding the individual's rationale can one determine his or her outlook. For example, two people 

may agree on what is appropriate behavior in the case of Heinz, but one person may be responding to selfish 

interests while the other is concerned with philosophical reflections about what would be just for everyone. 

Kohlberg has done longitudinal studies on the same individuals for a span of almost twenty-five years. Based 

on these extensive longitudinal studies, he has identified three levels of thinking with two stages at each 

level, six stages in all. 

 

Doing Research on Religion 
 

 

Examples of Moral Dilemmas Used by Kohlberg in his Research 

A.  Judy is a twelve-year-old girl. She had saved babysitting and lunch money for a long time so that she would 

have enough money to buy a ticket to a rock concert that was coming to her town. Her mother had promised her 

that she could go to the rock concert if she saved the money herself. She had managed to save up the $5 the ticket 

cost plus another $3. Later, her mother changed her mind and told Judy that she had to spend the money on new 

clothes for school. Judy was disappointed and decided to go to the rock concert anyway. She bought a ticket and 

told her mother that she had been able to save only $3. That Saturday she went to the performance, telling her 

mother that she was spending the day with a friend. A week passed without her mother finding out. Judy then told 

her older sister Louise that she had gone to the performance and had lied to her mother about it. 

 1. Should Louise, the older sister, tell their mother that Judy had lied about the money or should she keep 

quiet?  

  Why? 

 2. What would be the best reason for Louise to keep quiet? Why? 

 3. Louise thinks about how it would influence Judy in the future if Louise tells. What influence on Judy's 

future should Louise consider? Why? 
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B.   In Europe a woman was near death from a special kind of cancer. There was one drug that the doctors thought 

might save her. It was a form of radium that a druggist in the same town had recently discovered. The drug was 

expensive to make, but the druggist was charging ten times what the drug cost him to make. He paid $200 for the 

radium and charged $2,000 for a small dose of the drug. The sick woman's husband Heinz went to everyone he 

knew to borrow the money, but he could only get together about $1,000, which is half of what it cost. He told the 

druggist that his wife was dying and asked him to sell it cheaper or let him pay later. However, the druggist said, 

"No, I discovered the drug, and I'm going to make money from it." So Heinz got desperate and broke into the 

man's store to steal the drug for his wife. 

1. Should Heinz steal the drug? Why? 

2.  Which is worse, letting someone die or stealing? Why? 

3.  What does the value of life mean to you, anyway? 

 

C.  In a country in Europe, a poor man named Valjean could find no work, nor could his sister and brother. 

Without money, he stole food and medicine that they needed. He was captured and sentenced to prison for six 

years. After a couple of years, he escaped from the prison and went to live in another part of the country under a 

new name. He saved money and slowly built up a factory. He gave his workers the highest wages and used most of 

his profits to build a hospital for people who couldn't afford good medical care. Twenty years had passed when a 

tailor recognized the factory owner as Valjean, the escaped convict whom the police had been looking for back in 

his hometown. 

1.  Should the tailor report Valjean to the police? Why? 

2. Suppose that Valjean were reported and brought before the judge. Should the judge have  

 him finish his sentence or let him go free? 

3.  From society's point of view, what would be the best reason for the judge to have Valjean   

 finish his sentence? 

 

   Used by permission of Lawrence Kohlberg. 

 
Preconventional Level   A tiny infant has no sense of right or wrong. The infant simply experiences the 

world. But gradually that child comes to realize that some behaviors result in punishment. Playing with 

electrical plugs may result in a shout of "No!" from the parents and a slap on the hand. Even before 

developing the ability to talk, the child begins to sense that some behavior is wrong. The child has begun to 

enter level 1. At this preconventional level, the person is entirely egocentric in outlook. Right or wrong is 

gauged strictly in terms of the consequences for that individual. The person's outlook is quite literally 

"looking out for number one." The person is not able to project into a role other than the one he or she is 
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currently experiencing. Small children are egocentric in their perception, and Kohlberg contends that some 

adults remain at this level. 

There are two stages at the preconventional level. The first of these is the punishment-obedience 

orientation. At this stage, the child is concerned first and foremost about obeying superiors in order to avoid 

punishment. "Wrong" is whatever one gets punished for, and "right" is whatever powerful people want. In a 

very real sense, the person believes that might makes right. The stage is egocentric because the individual is 

concerned only with avoiding punishment for himself or herself. 

The stage 2 person is still egocentric, but he or she is more calculating in determining right from wrong. 

The person is willing to risk the possibility of being caught and punished if the potential reward is great 

enough. A person at this stage engages in a cost-benefit analysis with his or her own needs and desires as the 

criteria for evaluation of cost and benefit. At this stage, the person recognizes the need for friends and social 

relationships. The concept of justice or fairness in such relationships is reciprocity. A stage 2 person would 

help a friend if the friend would reciprocate, but if the individual doesn't think the friend would help in a 

similar situation, then aid may be withheld. Justice means that "I'll scratch your back if (and only if) you will 

scratch mine." The bottom line in any relationship at stage 2 is "what's in it for me." 

Conventional Level   The second level is the conventional level. At this level, the individual begins to 

realize the importance of the social group. Conformity to the social group takes on extreme importance, and 

the individual is willing to sacrifice his or her own needs and desires for the sake of the group. One common 

definition of the socialization process is "convincing individuals to want to do what they must do (for the 

society to survive)." At the conventional level, the person is thoroughly socialized such that social norms and 

social needs are internalized in the individual. The conventional level of thinking focuses on reducing 

egocentrism. On the other hand, the conventional level usually heightens ethnocentrism.
3
 This level includes 

stages 3 and 4. 

Stage 3, interpersonal sharing, is oriented toward pleasing significant others or conforming to a 

reference group in order to be liked. First and foremost, the individual wants to conform to the norms of the 

group or the expectations of specific other people. Kohlberg sometimes calls this the "good boy/nice girl" 

stage. 

When I was a child, I remember visiting frequently with an older woman. Sometimes her expectations 

for my behavior were more limiting than the norms in my own home. If she would scold me for misbehaving 

when I felt I had done nothing wrong, I would question why that behavior was inappropriate. The answer 

                                                           
3 Ethnocentrism is the tendency to assume that one's own society's norms, values, and cultural patterns are the only 

moral standards. It is manifested in a closed-minded and narrow loyalty to one's own culture and a prejudice against 

other ways of life. 
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was always the same: "What will the neighbors think?" I have no idea what stage I might have been 

operating on at that time, but the woman was clearly thinking at stage 3. Her criterion for right or wrong 

behavior was always what someone else would think. (This reference point was not limited to her 

conversations with children.) The stage 3 person wants to conform to the expectations of those with whom 

she or he has a face-to-face relationship. 

Eventually, the person is likely to discover that if everyone conformed only to the expectations of his 

own family and friends, the entire society might collapse. Survival of a society requires laws, and it requires 

that the citizens obey the laws. Maintenance of the social order at all costs becomes the criterion for "right." 

The person at this stage (stage 4) is likely to be a great advocate of law and order. Obeying authority is 

extremely important to such a person, not because of fear of punishment, but because the social system must 

be preserved. Again, persons at this stage are very ethnocentric, but the circle of loyalties has expanded 

beyond one's immediate acquaintances; one's loyalties now include one's nation or ethnic group. The battle 

cry that one often hears during wartime is indicative of this stage: "Our country, right or wrong." Such a 

statement suggests that loyalty to country is so strong that moral questions are irrelevant; not even God dare 

criticize her! What is right is what is good for my country. Furthermore, wrong is defined in terms of the law. 

A person at this stage is not even particularly concerned with whether the law is just for everyone. Of course, 

the reference point may be a group other than the country, and the laws may be other than the civil laws. The 

loyalty may be to an ethnic or religious group, and the "law" may be encoded in scripture rather than in civil 

law. 

Principled Level   The third level, with stages 5 and 6, is the principled level. Kohlberg maintains that 

80 percent of the American population has not reached this level. He also suggests that this level is usually 

not attained until the person is at least in his or her early twenties. Kohlberg's principled level involves a 

decision-making procedure that is based on well-defined social and ethical principles. The thinking is more 

abstract, and one considers many more factors in order to determine a just solution to a problem. At this 

level, the individual defines morality in terms of fairness for everyone, not just for self or for one's own 

group. Rather than being egocentric or ethnocentric, the person at this level attempts to develop moral 

principles that are universalistic. 

The fifth stage is referred to as social contract thinking. Unlike the person at stage 4, the individual at 

stage 5 asks whether a law is just before deciding whether it should be obeyed. The person emerging from 

stage 4 thinking usually goes through a process of relativism: do your own thing. However, relativism is 

hardly the material for building a just and stable society. Soon the individual learns that his or her rights are 

limited by the rights of the neighbor. As the adage goes, one's right to swing an arm is limited by the 

proximity of a neighbor's nose. Hence, the person begins to think in terms of how to construct a legal system 
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(a social contract) in which the rights of each individual can be protected. Laws are to be obeyed if they are 

agreed on by the members of the society and if they are indeed fair to all members of that society. 

Furthermore, the stage 5 thinker is interested in procedural justice and insists that due process must be 

protected. Maintenance of due process is at least as important as the conviction of any given lawbreaker, for 

due process protects the civil liberties of the innocent. The framers of the U.S. Constitution were excellent 

examples of stage 5 thinkers. 

Stage 6, the universal ethical principle orientation, emphasizes respect for human personality as a 

supreme value. Moral decisions are based on well-thought-out ethical principles. These are logically 

comprehensive, universal, and consistent. They are not concrete rules (like the Ten Commandments) but 

abstract ethical guidelines for decision making. Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. are examples of 

such thinkers, but one could also point to the ethical systems of a number of philosophers and theologians. 

Typically, a person is in a given stage for two or three years. It is possible, however, for a person to 

"freeze" at a particular stage. Some adults, for example, have never progressed beyond the very egoistic 

preconventional level. Progress in moral thinking, when it does occur, is stimulated by hearing a moral 

rationale that is one stage higher than the person's current stage at a time when one is experiencing cognitive 

dissonance. (A moral argument that is more than one stage above the individual's present thinking is said to 

be unintelligible to that individual. One might as well speak in a foreign language.) 

Kohlberg points out that although he has identified a developmental process that humans go through, 

this does not automatically mean that persons have to go through these stages or that the stage 6 person is 

more moral. That is a value judgment rather than a description by a social scientist. 
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Figure 1  
 

 

Kohlberg's Stages of Moral Development 

 

           6. Universal Ethical  Decision-making based on ethical principles that are logically 

           Principles comprehensive, consistent, and universal Principled 

       5. Social Contract  Protect individual rights and liberties; (Universal) 

          Orientation concern with due process of law. Just of laws is a concern Level 

     4. Social Maintenance Maintain Social Order for its own sake 

         Orientation "law and order" is highest priority Conventional 

    3. Interpersonal Sharing Desire to be liked;  (Ethnocentric) 

        Orientation  Loyalty to in-group. Level 

   2. Instrumental Relativist Cost-benefit analysis;  Pre- 

       Orientation   "You scratch my back, and I'll scratch yours." Conventional 

  1. Punishment Obedience Avoidance of punishment;  (Egocentric) 

      Orientation    deference to powerful people Level 

 0.  No concept of moral imperative (Tiny infant who does not yet have language) 
 

 

Kohlberg's work has been criticized on several grounds, but the most serious flaw in his work was that 

he used only males in his original studies, and the model of stage development was built on the basis of his 

early data. One former associate of Kohlberg, Carol Gilligan (1982), insists that the stages of development 

are rather different for girls and women than for boys and men. Her research suggests that males are 

socialized to think in terms of individual achievement and of the necessity of laws or rules to govern 

competitive behavior. Females are socialized to view nurturance, identification with others, and development 

of community as ultimate goals. Women are much less likely to view rule making as a central method of 

problem solving. The problem is that stages 4 and 5 in Kohlberg's scheme are oriented toward rules and rule 

making. 

While working with Kohlberg, Gilligan was troubled by the fact that females seemed less likely to reach 

the higher stages. The problem was not that females were arrested at a lower stage but that there was a bias in 

how those stages were formulated. Gilligan's work is newer and has much less data available to support her 

own sequence. In fact, her sequence of stages is less delineated at this point.
4
 But she suggests that level 3 

                                                           
4 Gilligan suggests three levels that are essentially the same as Kohlberg's: egocentric, conventional, and universal. She 

does not at this point propose distinct stages at each level. 
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thinking for women (universalism) focuses on meaningful relationships and on caring for others 

(nurturance). Moral thinking for females at this stage is characterized less by the impersonal language of 

laws and rules and more by concern for constructive interpersonal ties between people. As in Kohlberg's 

theory, Gilligan believes that at the highest level of moral development, one is concerned with the welfare of 

all persons (including one's self). 

Moral development theory focuses fundamentally on role-taking capability. The research is highly 

relevant to understanding world views. Other cognitive structuralists have begun to explore other aspects of 

perceiving and thinking as well. One line of research has been on stages of development in faith. 

 

Fowler's Faith Development Model 

James Fowler (1981; 1991; 2000) has developed a model of faith development, which is a further 

outgrowth of the cognitive structuralist model.
5
 Like Kohlberg, Fowler posits six stages. The stages are based 

substantially on the sophistication of one's understanding of symbolism and on one's perception of authority. 

All six stages may occur within any of the world religions; the stages refer to the cognitive processing of 

symbols and myths, not to the content or specific beliefs of a faith. 

Stage 1 occurs in children between the ages of two and about six or seven. Called intuitive-projective, 

this stage is egocentric, with the individual unable to imagine that there could be any other perspective on 

events and experiences other than his or her own. The world is experienced without benefit of inductive or 

deductive logic; events occur as isolated episodes without any necessary causal links. The world is a magical 

place in which anything is possible: Santa coming down chimneys, monsters twice the size of the house 

sneaking into the child's bedroom at night, and a small wooden puppet named Pinocchio being able to turn 

into a "a real live boy." 

The line between reality and fantasy is indistinct. My own daughter, when she was about four years old, 

had heard the children's story The Witch at the Window. Although at bedtime she would clearly state that she 

did not believe that there were really any such things as witches flying around on broomsticks, for nearly a 

year she would not sleep in a room by herself for fear of witches. There was for her no logical inconsistency 

between an acknowledgment of the nonexistence of something and being afraid of that very thing. 

The stage 1 child constructs images of God from the symbols and images in the culture. God is viewed 

most frequently as an older man, with white beard and long hair. Although they acknowledge that God is 

spirit, children at this stage may still wonder aloud where and how often God gets his hair cut! At this stage, 

                                                           
5
 Fowler used intensive interviews, including hypothetical problems designed to discover the subject's sense of meaning 

in life, as his method of research. Unlike Kohlberg's work, Fowler does not have longitudinal information gathered 

from the same subjects over several decades. 
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children are not able to understand the abstractness of symbols. Religious thinking is largely just a repetition 

of words and phrases heard from parents or from other significant adults. 

Stage 2 is the mythic literal stage. Most children enter this stage by about the age of six and remain in 

it until at least the age of twelve. Some persons remain in this stage throughout their life. In this stage, the 

person tends to be oriented toward acceptance of whatever authority figures say and are extremely literal in 

their acceptance of anything in print. This literalism is especially pronounced in relationship to scripture. The 

person has a rather mystical view of the world. Beliefs in Santa and other fairy tales have been shed, but a 

firm conviction remains in the possibilities of walking on water or of surviving for days inside the stomach 

of a large fish if one believes strongly enough. Belief itself thus carries certain mystical power—power 

sufficient to obliterate the laws of nature. 

Also characteristic of this stage is a concept of one's relationship with God as being reciprocal. Fowler 

quotes one woman who views acts of praise to God as efforts to store up God's good favor for use in times of 

special need. 

. . . everyday I say a Our Father, a Hail Mary, and a Glory be to God. And then when I need it, 

it's in the bank. And now I have my children doing it when they're walking to class and all, 

and I say, "Build up your bank account." . . . You just know that if you get in a mess, you have 

that bank and it will open up and it will help you through the mess (1981: 146–47). 

 
In essence, acts of praise toward God are done so that God will "owe" the person later on. Fowler's 

religious reciprocity stage is very akin to Kohlberg's interpersonal reciprocity stage. Both are ultimately 

egocentric, coming down to the issue of "what's in it for me?" 

Fowler's stage 3 religiosity is conventional, with the primary focus on group conformity (consistent 

with Kohlberg's stages 3 and 4). Authority is external to the self, residing in the group—what "they" think. 

Reference group pressures are especially important to persons in this stage of cognitive development 

according to structuralists. Faith is not rationally scrutinized, remaining more implicit or unexamined. 

Religious perspective is taken for granted just as all other perspectives of that reference group are taken for 

granted. And because the particular reference group is so important, the group itself may enhance or retard 

further growth by encouraging or discouraging independent thought about one's faith. 

At stage 3, symbols are inextricably tied to meanings. A symbol, appearing on a record album or a book 

cover, which is identified as having to do with Satan or with a despised religious tradition, has an intrinsic 

power that is believed by stage 3 persons to seduce the owner or the viewer unwittingly. Wearing jewelry 

that bears an astrological sign or is otherwise identified with some element of the occult is thought to put one 

under the power of evil supernatural forces. Likewise, the Bible, bread and wine, or some other symbol of 

faith may be treated with such sacredness and respect that lack of awe and reverence in the treatment of that 
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symbol may be viewed as blasphemy toward that which the symbol represents. Hence, improper folding of 

the American flag or failure to salute it properly may be viewed as a highly offensive insult to one's country, 

and the guilty party may be scolded for lack of patriotism. The symbol is the reality. 

At stage 4, individuative-reflective faith, the symbol is understood as separable from its meaning. The 

individual understands that meaning is assigned to symbols and that meanings can be reinterpreted or that 

symbols can change. Meaning is "constructed" or arbitrarily assigned. Therefore, the symbol is not vested 

with power and intrinsic worth itself. Indeed, there may even be interest in "demythologizing" the myths of 

the faith and trying to reduce symbols to logical propositions that can be detached from the story or symbol 

itself. 

For the stage 4 person, final responsibility for determining meaning does not rest with the reference 

group. The individual begins to take responsibility for constructing his or her own system of beliefs that are 

satisfying. Authority for determination of what is right and wrong, true or false, is transferred from what 

"they" say to an evaluation process occurring within one's self. 

Problems for the individual within this stage are twofold. First, the sterile logic and "flattening" of 

meanings and symbols to intellectual propositions means that the faith may have less motivating power. 

Demythologizing involves a destruction of much of the ethos, the unique moods and motivations that made 

the beliefs seem plausible and compelling. Second, stage 4 thinking is still dualistic, caught in either/or 

dichotomizing and division of the people, groups, and events into good-evil and we-they categories. The 

perspective remains simplistic and does not account for complexity. 

Stage 5 religious perspective, which seldom develops before midlife, is termed conjunctive faith by 

Fowler. At this level, the individual begins to recognize the power of imagery and renews his or her interest 

in mythology. But myths are clearly understood as rich in symbolism; they are not accepted at face value or 

interpreted literally. Both the myths and symbols of one's own tradition and those of other traditions are 

affirmed as carrying wisdom. At this stage, reality is understood as being both complex and interrelated, and 

the rigors of systematic logic and ideological consistency are viewed as limiting. 

Stage 5 faith grants that symbols may have a life of their own, which may be nonlogical; a new 

openness to nonrational experience allows the individual to affirm the imagery and fantasy that a symbol 

stimulates. This stage involves a "desire to resubmit to the initiative of the symbolic" (Fowler 1981: 188–89). 

The individual is no longer in control through reducing symbols to logical theorems. Fowler concludes "The 

new strength of this stage comes in the rise of the ironic imagination—a capacity to. . . be in one's group's 

most powerful meanings, while simultaneously recognizing that they are relative, partial and inevitably 

distorting apprehensions of transcendent reality" (1981: 198). Myths and symbols are appreciated as carriers 

of truth and wisdom, but unlike earlier stages, those truths are viewed as relative and as less than complete. 
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 Figure 2 
 

 

Fowler's Stages of Faith Development 

    

       6. Universalizing  Global role-taking; increased ability to understand the richness Faith   

        Faith and diversity of myths and symbols.  

       5. Conjuctive Complex understanding of  truths conveyed via myths and symbols;   

       Faith:  openness to diversity.  

     4. Individuative-Reflective Demythologizing of myths; "flattening" of myths to logical maxims or 

      Faith   propositions; tendency to we/they polemics   

    3. Conventional  Implicit acceptance of  religious tradition;   

     Faith    conformity to standard orthodoxy because that is the group's affirmation. 

   2 Mythic Literal   Extreme loyalty to whatever "authority" says;  

    Faith     Literal interpretations of printed Word. 

  1 Intuitive-Projective Magical view of the world; fantasy and reality blend  

     Faith 

 

Persons at stage 6, universalizing faith, often generate new visions, each with unique characteristics 

and combined in complex ways. Stage 6 faith thus becomes very difficult to describe, for it occurs in so 

many diverse forms. The element that stage 6 persons have in common is that they are driven by a vision of 

justice that supersedes the normal boundaries between groups and nations. Universalizers are often 

misunderstood and frequently die at the hands of those whom they try to change. The commitment to a 

system of justice for all humanity is so compelling that the individual becomes "heedless of the threats to 

self, to primary groups, and to the institutional arrangements of the present order" (Fowler 1981: 200). 

Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Dietrich Bonhoeffer (the Lutheran theologian and martyr in Nazi 

Germany), Mother Teresa of Calcutta, and Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel are examples of stage 6 

persons. 

The essential difference between stage 6 and stage 5 is that the commitment to one's vision becomes 

complete (not compromised by the feeling that one's vision is relativistic). But even though the commitment 

is uncompromising, it is not exclusive (insisting that others can reach truth only by following the path that 
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one has taken). The commitment is both total (in the sense of being unwilling to compromise or to be 

immobilized) and open (in the sense of accepting new truths and the insights of other traditions). 

Fowler grants that stage 6 faith is vague because it is so diverse in form and is extremely rare in its 

occurrence. The fact that it also points to religious leaders who have been very liberal or radical in their 

political and economic positions have caused critics to question whether stage 6 has been formulated in terms 

of Fowler's own value preferences and, indeed, whether the sixth stage can be demonstrated empirically to 

exist at all. Fowler admits to having both descriptive interests (regarding what really does exist) and 

normative ones (what ought to exist). The question is whether his interest in the latter has interfered with his 

perception of the former. 

This has, of course, left Fowler open to the same criticism that Kohlberg has faced: a judgment of some 

levels being "lower" or "less adequate" seems to violate the principles of cultural relativism and of 

disinterestedness in social science research (Richards and Davison 1992). Some researchers advocate a 

"pluralistic model" (Kwilecki 1988) that defines multilinearpaths of development, but so far the empirical 

evidence to support this model remains thin, at best. 

 

The Significance of Cognitive Structural Models 

Structuralist theory presents a slightly different lens for viewing religious change and commitment. It 

can have significant implications for our understanding by suggesting a different set of considerations. Let 

me suggest four ways in which structuralist theory might alter the way one views conversion and 

commitment. 

First, the structuralist position raises some interesting questions about one's definition of conversion. 

Kohlberg and other structuralists are quick to emphasize that the structure of one's thinking is different from 

the content. One can have stage 3 liberal Christians, stage 3 fundamentalist Christians, stage 3 Moslems, or 

stage 3 Buddhists. A change from one of these groups to another—with the change of beliefs and practices 

that are appropriate to members of the new religious group—is what is normally called conversion. Romney 
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Moseley (1978) suggested, however, that such a change might be called lateral conversion. A change of 

content of religious beliefs occurs, but the individual still operates within the same stage of perception. 

Moseley reserves the word conversion for changes involving change of content and change of stage (e.g., 

from a stage 2 Christian to a stage 3 Buddhist). A number of structuralists insist that change of stage is as 

important in transforming one's world view as a change of one's specific beliefs.
6
 

The importance of stage changes as transformations of one's world view can be illustrated by looking at 

the differences in interpretations of a religion by persons in different stages. A person in stage 2 interprets the 

teachings of Christianity in terms of reciprocity. Such a person serves God with the expectation that God will 

reciprocate, and that individual does unto others so that others will return the favor. A person in the 

conventional stage of faith development tends to interpret the essence of Christianity as maintenance of the 

religious system (in unchanged form) and rigid adherence to rules (such as the Ten Commandments). Stage 2 

and stage 3 thinkers have very different views of the basics of Christianity. Furthermore, conventional 

interpretations differ markedly from postconventional ones. Because conventional thinking involves extreme 

loyalty to in-group norms, persons at this level are likely to be particularistic (believe that only their own 

group offers truth and salvation). A change to the next level requires a radical reinterpretation of world view 

to a more inclusive outlook and a more complex understanding of symbolism. 

All of this raises the question whether a change of stage, without a change of religious group, can be 

considered a conversion experience. Some writers insist that conversion involves a significant alteration in 

one's values and beliefs; a change in the content of one's beliefs is assumed. However, the intensification of a 

belief system so that one's priorities are reordered has also been referred to as conversion by many scholars. 

Many converts at revivals and crusades are persons who have undergone a radical alteration in the 

interpretation of their faith, but they have not changed religions. Not all scholars consider a significant 

                                                           
6
  Fowler clearly states that he views conversions as changes in content, from Methodism to Judaism or from 

Presbyterianism to Zen Buddhism. He does not claim that stage changes are conversions. But as we will see in the 

cognitive re-creation approach, some scholars view the movement to a higher stage as the epitome of transformative 

religious experience. 
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reinterpretation of an existing faith to be a conversion experience, but if one does grant that this falls under 

conversion, then it is also possible to describe a change of stages as a sort of conversion too. I know one 

minister whose theology has changed drastically over the past twenty years. He has not joined a new religion, 

nor has he changed denominations. Neither has he had a nonrational experience, which might be called a 

born-again encounter. Yet, he describes his gradual change as a type of conversion, and he uses moral 

development theory to explain his transformation. 

Kohlberg and other developmentalists insist that each change of stage represents a change of outlook—

a modification of world view. For this reason, structural theory raises some interesting questions about our 

concepts of conversion. Structuralists are not in agreement about whether a stage change is a form of 

conversion, but it is at least possible, using structuralist concepts, to distinguish several types of conversion: 

stage conversion (same religion, new stage), lateral conversion (same stage, new religion), and diagonal 

conversion (new stage, new religion). Sociologists would likely differ on whether a stage conversion is 

really a form of conversion, unless there is some modification of social behavior (either involvement in a 

new group or intensified participation in a group to which one formerly belonged). Figure 3 visually 

illustrates these three types of conversion. 
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A Structural Model of Types of Conversions 

 

     Christian  Buddhist 

   6 

Developmental  5 

Stage   4 

   3 

    2 

    1 

   Lateral Conversions Stage Conversions Diagonal Conversions 

     

 

A second possible contribution of structuralist theory is that it introduces a new factor as the primary 

inducement to certain types of conversion. Piaget, Kohlberg, and other structuralists stress that stage changes 

are induced by cognitive dissonance. This suggests that in conversions involving a change of stage (stage 

conversions or diagonal conversions), intellectual conflict is central. Whether such conflict is also operative 

in lateral conversion is unclear.
7
 It may be that lateral conversions are more likely to be based on an affective 

process (belonging and participation preceding belief), whereas diagonal conversions may normally follow 

an intellectual conversion mode (change of belief comes first). At this point, these are speculations. The role 

of intellectual conflict in conversions may become clearer as structuralist research on religion continues. 

A third insight of the structuralist perspective is that a person's stage of moral thinking may serve as an 

important conducive factor in lateral conversions. In reading Lofland's study of the Doomsday Cult, one 

                                                           
7
  Insofar as some people convert to a different religion because the world view of their former religion does not explain 

the anomalies of life, cognitive dissonance would seem to be operative in lateral conversions as well. Such dissonance 

would seem to be a factor in the religious seekership described by Lofland. 
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cannot help but notice the predominance of stage 2 and stage 3 thinking among members of that group 

during its early development (1977: 210–11). This raises two interesting questions. Are persons at certain 

stages more likely to join particular groups? Is an individual's developmental stage a predisposing or 

deterring condition for recruitment to any one group? If so, perhaps it should be added to the list of factors 

included in process models of conversion (like Lofland's, discussed in chapter 5). Second, is the conversion 

and commitment process any different for stage 5 people than for stage 2 or 3 people?
8
 For example, are 

stage 5 thinkers less inclined to affective conversions and more predisposed to intellectual or mystical 

conversion motifs? Kohlberg, Fowler, and other structuralists stress that those at later stages are more willing 

to be nonconformists. Hence, it would be logical that they be less likely to be influenced by affective 

conversion strategies that stress reference group factors. Likewise, are persons at stage 2 or 3 attracted by 

some conversion strategies but not by others? At this point, we have only interesting speculations that need 

empirical investigation. Much research is needed to validate and expand structuralist theory and to explore 

the implications of the theory for understanding religion. 

As a project to deepen understanding of theories discussed in this chapter, students may want to list 

ways in which cognitive structuralist theory is similar to the models of Kanter and Lofland, and specify ways 

in which structuralism is in conflict with the approaches of Kanter and Lofland. How might these theories 

complement and correct one another? By addressing issues such as these, students can develop their own 

skills in comparison, contrast, and synthesis. 

 

  

                                                           
8 Our hunch is that it is. We suspect that a person who thinks at stage 5 would be much less likely to abdicate personal 

decision making, accept mortification, and passively obey the authorities of a religious group. Stage 5 thinkers value 

independent thinking too highly to abdicate personal responsibility for their own thoughts and actions. 
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