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A DIFFERENT VOICE 85 

STAGE 6 
Universal Ethical Principles 

[What if everybody did that?] 

Heinz: “Human life has supreme 
inherent value. I couldn’t live 
with myself if I let her die.” 

STAGE 5 
Social Contract Orientation 1 

[It’s the consensus of thoughtful men.] 

Heinz: “Society has a right to insure 
its own survival. I couldn’t hold my 

head up in public if I let her die.” 

STAGE 4 
Law and Order Orientation 

[Do your duty.] 

“Saving a human life is more important 
than protecting property.” 

STAGE 3 
Good Boy, Nice Girl 

[Do it for me.] 

“He should do it because he loves his wife.” 

STAGE 2 

a Instrumental-Relativist Orientation 

g 
$ 

[If it feels good, do it.] 

Z$ 

I 

“If his wife is nice and pretty, he should do it,” 

>fc 

@ 
STAGE 1 

Punishment and Obedience Orientation 

z 
[It’s O.K. to do it if you don’t get caught.] 

“It depends on who he knows on the police force.” 

Figure S-l. Kohlberg’s Model of Moral Development (Based on Lawrence Kohlberg, 

“Stages of Moral Development as a Basis for Moral Education,” in Moral Education: 
Interdisciplinay Approaches, C. M. Beck, B. S. Crittenden, and E. V. Sullivan (eds.) Univ. of 

Toronto, Toronto, 1971, pp. 23-92.) 

NOTALL PEOPLEAREMEN 
Gilligan worked closely with Kohlberg at Harvard, and they coauthored an 
article which reported on the use of his theory in analyzing adolescent devel- 
opment.13 But the more she used Kohlberg’s criteria to judge moral sophisti- 
cation, the more she became uncomfortable with the way women are catego- 
rized in his model of development. According to his method of analysis, the 
average young adult female scores a full stage lower than her male counterpart. 

Gilligan notes that men respond decisively to Heinz-type dilemmas, using 

set prescriptions or formulas to line up each person’s rights. It’s like a math 
problem to be solved. The story contains enough information for the lis- 
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the very traits that have traditionally defined the ‘goodness’ of women are those 
that mark them as deficient in moral development.“i6 To those who would 
claim that Kohlberg was merely reporting the facts of his twenty-year study, 
Gilligan points out that his is a theory conceived by a man and tested on an all- 
male sample. She has no quarrel with its validity for those who see ethics in 
terms of justice, but she objects that psychology has “tried to fashion women 
out of a masculine cloth.” Her thesis is that most women speak in a different- 
but not inferior-moral voice. 

FORWHOMDOYOUCARETHREEPERSPECTWES 

Just as Kohlberg’s justice-based model of development claims different levels of 
moral maturity, so Gilligan assumed that there would be different perspectives 
within an ethic of care. Rather than relying on hypothetical dilemmas to spot 
different nuances in the feminine voice, she was determined to hear women 
speak about real-life moral struggles where they had the power to chose. She 
saw the 1973 Supreme Court ruling legalizing abortion as creating a situation in 
which women would have to make a major choice on moral grounds. 

Gilligan received twenty-nine research referrals from abortion- and 
pregnancy-counseling centers. Although the women varied in age, education, 
marital status, and socioeconomic background, all were in the first trimester of 
their pregnancy and planning or considering an abortion. Gilligan was able to 
conduct extensive interviews with twenty-four of the women and successfully 
followed up with twenty-one of them a year later. As predicted, these women 
discussed their choice within a care orientation rather than a framework of jus- 
tice. Over and over they used the words selfish and responsibility to explain 
their thinking. Responsibility was interpreted as exercising care; not being self- 
ish meant not causing hurt. 

As already shown in Figure 8-1, Kohlberg assigned his six ordered stages to 
three levels of maturity: preconventional, conventional, and postconventional. 
Gilligan found evidence of a similar sequence within an orientation of care. 

1. Orientation to Individual Survival (Preconventional Moral- 
ity). At this base level, women who sought an abortion were looking out for 
themselves. They usually felt alone in a hostile world and were unable to look 
beyond their own self-interest. When eighteen-year-old Susan was asked what 
she thought when she found out she was pregnant, she said, “I really didn’t 
think anything except that I didn’t want it.” At this egocentric level there is no 
feeling of “should.” Gilligan calls it “moral nihilism.” The only problem of 
choice women face here is getting in touch with what they really want. Another 
teenager, Josie, tried to balance her desire to “have a baby that I could take care 
of.. . ” with the reality that as a mother, “you can’t be out of the house all the 
time, which is one thing I like to do.” 

Gilligan points out that prospective motherhood often brings a change in 
self-concept. Nature has made it difficult for a pregnant woman to feel detached 



88 CHAPTER8 

from her fetus, the father, or from other mothers. With a new sense of connect- 
edness, a woman may begin an internal dialogue contrasting the selfishness of 
a willful decision and the responsibility of moral choice. This debate marks a 
transition to the second level of ethical thinking. 

2. Goodness as Self-Sadfice (Conventional Morality). Instead of 
Level 1 selfishness, conventional feminine morality is selfless. Women with this 
view defined their moral worth on the basis of their ability to care about others, 
They searched for solutions whereby no one would get hurt, but realized that 
they often faced the impossible task of choosing the victim-usually themselves. 
They felt a responsibility to give others what each of them needed or wanted, 
especially when these others were conceivably defenseless or dependent. They 
therefore made a decision to get an abortion or have the child on the basis of 
the choices or advice of others. They felt compelled to respond to the vocal 
appeals of people around them. Twenty-five-year-old Denise wanted to have the 
baby, but her married lover convinced her the consequences would be disas- 
trous for him and his wife. Gilligan’s Level 2 ethic of care would give Denise 
credit for her belated sense of responsibility. She was now willing to put others 
first. Had she been at this stage earlier, she might not have had the affair. 

The woman who thinks she is responsible for pleasing others may begin to 
feel manipulated. Denise started to question the worth of a relationship that 
required passive acquiesence-“just going along with the tide.” She also began 
to doubt her own moral worth for blaming the man for the abortion decision 
rather than having the strength of her own convictions. Here again, changing 
self-image can stimulate a transition to more mature ethical thinking. 

3. Responsibility for Consequences of Choice (Postconventional 
Morali@). Writing within the framework of care, Gilligan states that the “es- 
sence of moral decision is the exercise of choice and the willingness to take 
responsibility for that choice.” For the women contemplating an abortion, this 
meant recognizing that great hurt was inevitable whatever they decided. Al- 
though most women in the study didn’t reach Level 3, those who did under- 
stood that there were no easy answers. They made an effort to take control of 
their lives by admitting the seriousness of the choice and considering the whole 
range of their conflicting responsibilities. 

The criterion for judgment thus shifts from goodness to truth when the morality 
of action is assessed not on the basis of its appearance in the eyes of others, but in 
terms of the realities of its intention and consequence.*’ 

Unlike conventional goodness, the perspective of truth requires that a 
woman extend nonviolence and care to herself as well as others. Gilligan says 
that she claims the right to include herself among the people whom she con- 
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siders it moral not to hurt. Sarah, a twenty-five-year-old woman who seemingly 
has taken control of her life, is one who has a postconventional understanding: 

I would not be doing myself or the child or the world any kind of favor having 
this child. I don’t need to pay off my imaginary debts to the world through this 
child, and I don’t think that it is right to bring a child into the world and use it for 
that purp0se.l’ 

Women on Level 1 cared only for themselves. Women on Level 2 saw vir- 
tue in caring for others. Women on Level 3 saw care as a universal imperative 
and were able to assert a moral equality between caring for self and others. As 
one nineteenth-century feminist, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, proclaimed: “Self- 
development is a higher duty than self-sacrifice.“‘” 

CkIl-IQUE: IN SEARCH OF A JUST AND CARING EVALUATION 

Gilligan’s theory is a compelling description of differences in masculine and 
feminine moral perspective. Her book is required reading for those who want 
an in-depth understanding of women’s self-concept. Yet her two-voice hypoth- 
esis has drawn considerable criticism. 

Some people fear that Gilligan’s attempt to establish a different but equal 
voice merely reinforces the cultural stereotype that men act on reason while 
women respond to feelings. Others censure Gilligan for swallowing the anger 
that many women feel. They note that her “voice of care” takes care not to accuse 
men of anything more than ignorance or insensitivity to a feminine perspective. 

Many ethical theorists are disturbed at the idea of a double standard-jus- 
tice for some, care for others. Moral philosophy has never suggested different 
ethics for different groups. Each ethical theory described in Chapter 33 assumes 
a moral standard that applies to all. People who think in terms of justice often 
object that Gilligan’s ethic of care has no external criteria by which to judge 
whether people have met their responsibility. For example, on what basis does 
Gilligan assign Sarah’s explanation to Level 3 rather than considering it a selfish 
rationalization more characteristic of Level l? How can we tell that the woman 
has taken responsibility for her choice? 

In response, Gilligan could point out that people who hold the welfare of 
individuals as their moral ideal may have to adjust what they do to meet the 
requirements of the situation. The same action could be ethical in one case but 
unethical under a different set of circumstances. If flexibility is a fault, it is one 
shared by all utilitarians who seek the greatest good for the greatest number. 

Many social scientists criticize the thin research support which Gilligan of- 
fers to validate her theory. For example, the small, specialized sample in the 
abortion study casts doubt on whether these women represent the thought of 
most females. Only four chose to give birth, and their voices are not recorded 
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as examples of care. We should remember, however, that Freud’s, Piaget’s, and 
Kohlberg’s developmental theories were based on biased samples as well. The 
case study approach is always open to the charge of being nonrepresentative. 
Mead and Gilligan think that the rich interpretations of self-concept make the 
risk worth taking. 

The voices Gilligan recorded are not the final word. Some follow-up stud- 

ies by other researchers using Kohlberg’s scoring system have found men and 
women at the same level of moral development. When the samples are con- 
trolled for education and occupation, findings of greater male moral sophisti- 
cation are rare. 

Readers of both sexes report that Gilligan’s theory resonates with their 

own personal experience. Many men are encouraged that Gilligan does not ex- 
clude males from an ethic of care. She even holds out the possibility that in 
postconventional morality, the voice of justice and the voice of care can blend 
into a single human sound. If so, the result might be a caring law that resembles 
the Golden Rule-“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” 
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