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Introduction to the Gilligan Theory of Moral
Development

Carol Gilligan's seminal work, the Gilligan theory of moral development, offers a profound and
influential perspective on how individuals, particularly women, navigate ethical decision-making.
Challenging existing models that often prioritized a masculine approach to morality, Gilligan's
research highlights a distinct "ethic of care" that emphasizes relationships, responsibility, and
empathy. This theory emerged from her re-analysis of Lawrence Kohlberg's stages of moral
development, where she observed that women's responses, often deemed less morally advanced,
actually reflected a different, yet equally valid, framework. Understanding the Gilligan theory of moral
development is crucial for a more inclusive and nuanced appreciation of human ethical growth. This
article will delve into the core tenets of Gilligan's work, exploring its origins, key concepts, criticisms,
and lasting impact on psychology, education, and feminist thought.

Understanding the Core of the Gilligan Theory of Moral
Development

The Gilligan theory of moral development, often contrasted with more justice-oriented perspectives,
posits that moral reasoning can be understood through different lenses. Gilligan's groundbreaking
research, initially published in her book "In a Different Voice," suggested that traditional models of
moral development, heavily influenced by studies on men, might be incomplete. She identified a
distinct pattern of moral reasoning that focused on interdependence, caring for others, and the
context of relationships. This perspective does not rank one approach as superior to the other but
rather acknowledges the diversity in how individuals conceptualize and practice morality. The
"different voice" she identified speaks to a way of understanding the world and making ethical choices
that is rooted in connection and responsibility for others.

The Origins of the Gilligan Theory of Moral Development

The development of the Gilligan theory of moral development is intrinsically linked to Carol Gilligan's
doctoral work at Harvard University and her subsequent critique of Lawrence Kohlberg's influential
stages of moral development. Kohlberg's research, based primarily on male subjects, described a
progression from preconventional to conventional and then to postconventional morality,
characterized by abstract principles of justice and rights. Gilligan, while working as a research
assistant for Kohlberg, noticed a recurring pattern in the responses of women she interviewed,
particularly in their discussions about difficult moral dilemmas, such as the famous Heinz dilemma.
Women's responses, which often focused on the impact of actions on individuals and relationships,



were interpreted by Kohlberg's framework as indicative of a less advanced stage of moral reasoning.
Gilligan argued that this interpretation was flawed and that women were not necessarily less morally
developed but were operating from a different ethical framework, one that prioritized care and
connection.

This observation led Gilligan to conduct her own extensive research, involving women facing
significant life choices, such as decisions about pregnancy termination. Her findings consistently
revealed a moral orientation that was deeply embedded in the context of relationships and
responsibilities. She argued that this "ethic of care" was not a deficit but a distinct and valuable mode
of moral understanding. The "different voice" she identified was that of women, articulating a moral
language that emphasized empathy, compassion, and the maintenance of social bonds. This initial
divergence from Kohlberg's work laid the foundation for the Gilligan theory of moral development,
advocating for a more inclusive understanding of ethical growth.

The Ethic of Care vs. The Ethic of Justice

A central tenet of the Gilligan theory of moral development is the distinction between the "ethic of
care" and the "ethic of justice." While not mutually exclusive, these represent two primary
orientations in moral reasoning. The ethic of justice, often associated with male moral development
as described by Kohlberg, is characterized by an emphasis on rules, rights, fairness, and abstract
principles. Individuals operating primarily from this perspective tend to approach moral problems by
seeking impartial solutions that uphold individual entitlements and societal laws. They focus on
autonomy and the inherent worth of each individual, striving for a system where everyone is treated
equally under objective standards.

In contrast, the ethic of care, as articulated by Gilligan, is grounded in relationships, responsibility,
and empathy. Those who prioritize care focus on the interconnectedness of individuals and the
importance of maintaining and nurturing these connections. Moral decisions are often made by
considering the specific needs of those involved, the impact of actions on relationships, and the
obligation to respond to the needs of others. This orientation emphasizes sensitivity to the feelings
and experiences of others, aiming to avoid harm and promote well-being within a relational context.
Gilligan's theory posits that both orientations are valid and essential for a comprehensive
understanding of human morality, and that individuals may draw upon both in their ethical decision-
making.

Key Characteristics of the Ethic of Care

The ethic of care, as defined within the Gilligan theory of moral development, is characterized by
several key elements that distinguish it from a justice-based approach:

Emphasis on relationships and connection: This orientation prioritizes the maintenance and
strengthening of interpersonal bonds. Moral decisions are often viewed through the lens of how
they will affect the quality of relationships.

Responsibility and obligation: Individuals guided by an ethic of care feel a strong sense of



responsibility towards others, particularly those within their relational networks. This
responsibility extends to responding to the needs and vulnerabilities of others.

Empathy and understanding: A core component is the ability to understand and share the
feelings of others. Empathy informs moral judgments, leading to decisions that aim to alleviate
suffering and promote well-being.

Contextual and situational focus: Unlike the abstract, universal principles often emphasized in
justice ethics, the ethic of care is highly attuned to the specific context of a moral situation and
the unique needs of individuals involved.

Rejection of selfishness and emphasis on selflessness: While not advocating for complete self-
negation, the ethic of care often involves a willingness to prioritize the needs of others,
sometimes even at personal cost, to maintain harmony and support within relationships.

Non-violence and avoidance of harm: A primary moral imperative is to avoid causing harm to
others and to actively promote their welfare. This can lead to a preference for compromise and
de-escalation in conflict.

Key Characteristics of the Ethic of Justice

Conversely, the ethic of justice, as conceptualized in moral development theories that preceded or
contrasted with Gilligan's work, exhibits distinct characteristics:

Focus on rights and fairness: This perspective emphasizes the importance of individual rights
and the equitable treatment of all individuals. Moral decisions are guided by principles of justice
and impartiality.

Adherence to rules and laws: Individuals operating from this orientation are often guided by
established rules, laws, and societal norms, believing that these provide a framework for
fairness and order.

Autonomy and independence: A strong value is placed on individual autonomy and the right to
make one's own choices, free from undue influence or coercion.

Equality and impartiality: The goal is to treat all individuals equally, without favoritism or bias,
ensuring that everyone receives what they are due.

Logic and reason: Moral reasoning often relies on logical deduction and rational analysis to
arrive at just solutions, striving for objective and universalizable principles.

Rights and duties: This framework clearly delineates the rights and duties of individuals within a
social contract, emphasizing the obligations that arise from these rights.



Gilligan's Stages of Moral Development (Relational
Perspective)

While Gilligan did not present a rigid, linear stage model in the same way Kohlberg did, her research
identified a discernible progression in how individuals who primarily operate from an ethic of care
develop their moral reasoning. These "stages" are more about a shift in perspective and
understanding of responsibility rather than a set of distinct cognitive abilities.

Stage 1: Preconventional Morality - Survival and Self-Interest

In this initial phase, as described within the Gilligan theory of moral development, the individual's
focus is primarily on survival and self-interest. The understanding of responsibility is limited to what is
necessary to maintain oneself and avoid punishment. Decisions are made based on immediate needs
and perceived benefits, with little regard for the impact on others or the complexities of relationships.
The moral imperative is essentially to stay alive and avoid negative consequences.

Stage 2: Conventional Morality - Responsibility and Care for Others

The transition to the second level involves a shift from self-interest to a greater awareness of
responsibility towards others. This stage is characterized by a deep concern for the welfare of loved
ones and a commitment to caring for them. The individual begins to understand that their actions
have consequences for the people in their lives and feels a strong obligation to meet their needs. The
moral focus is on maintaining relationships and fulfilling one's role within them. There can be a strong
emphasis on self-sacrifice, where personal needs are often subordinated to the needs of others. This
can be a source of internal conflict, as the individual grapples with the balance between caring for
others and caring for oneself.

Stage 3: Postconventional Morality - Understanding the Interplay of Care and Justice

The highest level of moral development in Gilligan's relational framework involves a more
sophisticated understanding of responsibility and the integration of care with principles of justice. At
this stage, the individual recognizes that both caring for others and respecting their autonomy and
rights are essential. They can move beyond simply fulfilling obligations to others and begin to
consider the broader implications of their actions, seeking solutions that are both compassionate and
fair. This stage involves a more balanced perspective, acknowledging the inherent worth of each
individual and the importance of their voice and needs, while still valuing connection and mutual
responsibility. It involves a recognition that true care requires respect for the other person's agency
and that justice can be an expression of care by ensuring fairness and preventing exploitation.

Key Concepts and Contributions of the Gilligan Theory
of Moral Development



The Gilligan theory of moral development has introduced several crucial concepts and made
significant contributions to our understanding of human psychology and ethics. Her work challenged
the prevailing notion that a singular path to moral maturity existed, thereby broadening the scope of
what constitutes ethical reasoning. By highlighting the ethic of care, Gilligan provided a framework for
understanding the moral lives of women, whose perspectives had been largely marginalized in
previous psychological theories.

Feminist Psychology and the Gilligan Theory of Moral
Development

Carol Gilligan's theory is a cornerstone of feminist psychology, as it directly addresses the historical
bias in psychological research that often favored male experiences and perspectives. By identifying
the ethic of care as a distinct and valid mode of moral reasoning, Gilligan challenged the male-centric
definitions of maturity and development that had dominated the field. Her work validated women's
ways of knowing and ethical decision-making, which are often rooted in relational contexts and a
concern for the well-being of others. This contribution has been instrumental in fostering a more
inclusive and nuanced understanding of human psychology, recognizing that diverse experiences and
perspectives enrich our collective knowledge. The Gilligan theory of moral development helped to
shift the focus from individualistic achievement and abstract principles to the importance of
connection, empathy, and responsibility in shaping moral understanding.

Implications for Education and Parenting

The Gilligan theory of moral development has profound implications for educational practices and
parenting approaches. In education, it suggests that curricula and teaching methods should
acknowledge and value different styles of learning and moral reasoning. Rather than solely
emphasizing competition and individual achievement, educators might incorporate more collaborative
activities and discussions that foster empathy and understanding of diverse perspectives.
Understanding the ethic of care can help teachers create classroom environments that are more
supportive and inclusive, where students feel safe to express their emotions and concerns. For
parents, the theory underscores the importance of nurturing relational skills, empathy, and a sense of
responsibility in children. It encourages parents to foster open communication, listen to their
children's feelings, and model caring behaviors, recognizing that moral development is deeply
intertwined with the quality of interpersonal relationships.

Critiques and Limitations of the Gilligan Theory of Moral
Development

While highly influential, the Gilligan theory of moral development has also faced criticism and
scrutiny. One of the primary critiques is the concern that Gilligan might have overemphasized the
gendered nature of these moral orientations. Critics argue that while there may be gendered
tendencies, both men and women can and do operate from both the ethic of care and the ethic of
justice. Some research suggests that the differences might be more a matter of situational context or



individual preference rather than inherent gender distinctions. Another point of contention is the
potential for the ethic of care to be misinterpreted as a less sophisticated or more passive form of
moral reasoning, which could inadvertently reinforce traditional gender roles and expectations.

Furthermore, some scholars have argued that Gilligan's work, while important for highlighting the
ethic of care, may not have sufficiently addressed the complexities of situations where abstract
principles of justice are absolutely necessary, such as in cases of systemic oppression or human rights
violations. There is also a debate about whether the "stages" she implicitly outlined represent a true
developmental progression or simply different, equally valid, approaches to morality. Despite these
criticisms, the enduring legacy of the Gilligan theory of moral development lies in its crucial
contribution to a more holistic and inclusive understanding of how humans navigate the moral
landscape.

The Ongoing Relevance of the Gilligan Theory of Moral
Development

Decades after its initial publication, the Gilligan theory of moral development continues to resonate
and inform discussions across various disciplines. Its emphasis on the importance of relationships,
empathy, and interconnectedness provides a valuable counterpoint to more individualistic or abstract
ethical frameworks. In an increasingly complex and interconnected world, the principles of care and
responsibility championed by Gilligan are more relevant than ever. The theory encourages us to
consider the human element in all our decisions, fostering a more compassionate and understanding
approach to social and ethical challenges. The ongoing dialogue surrounding the Gilligan theory of
moral development highlights its enduring impact and its capacity to inspire further research and
critical thinking about the multifaceted nature of human morality.

Conclusion: Embracing a Multifaceted Understanding
of Moral Development

In conclusion, the Gilligan theory of moral development, with its foundational concept of the "ethic of
care," has irrevocably shaped our understanding of how individuals develop their moral compass. By
offering a compelling alternative to traditionally justice-focused models, Carol Gilligan illuminated the
crucial role of relationships, empathy, and responsibility in ethical decision-making, particularly as
experienced by women. This theory has not only enriched the field of psychology and feminist
thought but also provided invaluable insights for educators, parents, and anyone seeking a more
nuanced and inclusive perspective on human moral growth. While acknowledged critiques exist
regarding the gendered interpretations, the core message of the Gilligan theory of moral
development remains powerful: a comprehensive understanding of morality must embrace the
diverse "voices" and experiences that contribute to our ethical landscape.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core concept of Carol Gilligan's theory of moral
development, and how does it differ from Kohlberg's?
Gilligan's theory, often referred to as the "ethic of care," proposes that moral development in women
tends to focus on relationships, responsibility, and caring for others, contrasting with Kohlberg's "ethic
of justice" which emphasizes individual rights, rules, and abstract principles. She argued that
Kohlberg's stages were primarily based on male subjects and didn't fully capture the moral reasoning
of women.

What are the main stages Gilligan outlines for women's moral
development?
Gilligan identified three primary transitions or stages: 1. Preconventional: Focus on self-interest and
survival. 2. Conventional: Focus on responsibility to others and self-sacrifice for the sake of
maintaining relationships. 3. Postconventional: A balance between care for self and care for others,
integrating responsibility and connection with understanding of rights and equality.

How has Gilligan's "ethic of care" been both praised and
criticized?
Praise comes for highlighting the often-overlooked "feminine" voice in moral psychology and
providing a more inclusive understanding of moral reasoning. Criticism often centers on the potential
for essentializing gender differences, the empirical support for distinct male and female pathways,
and whether the "ethic of care" is truly distinct or a different expression of the same moral
development process.

Is Gilligan's theory still relevant today, and in what contexts?
Yes, Gilligan's theory remains highly relevant in discussions about gender in psychology, education,
ethics, and social justice. It continues to inform pedagogical approaches that value relational learning
and has influenced feminist scholarship and discussions on empathy and compassion in leadership
and conflict resolution.

What are some common misconceptions about Gilligan's
theory?
A common misconception is that Gilligan claimed women only develop an ethic of care, or that this is
inherently a 'lower' or less advanced form of morality. In reality, she argued it's a different, equally
valid, and often complementary perspective, and the postconventional stage integrates both care and
justice.

How does the concept of "voice" play a role in Gilligan's



theory?
Gilligan emphasizes the importance of finding and using one's "voice." This refers to the ability to
articulate one's own experiences, needs, and moral perspectives. The development of this voice,
particularly for women who may have been conditioned to suppress it, is crucial for moving through
the stages towards a more integrated and confident moral self.

Additional Resources
Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to the Gilligan theory of moral development, with
descriptions:

1. In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development
This seminal work by Carol Gilligan introduces her groundbreaking theory of moral development,
which challenges the traditional male-centric models like Kohlberg's. Gilligan argues that women
often develop a morality based on care, responsibility, and relationships, distinct from a morality of
rights and justice typically emphasized for men. The book draws on interview data, providing rich
qualitative insights into how women experience and articulate moral dilemmas. It fundamentally
shifted the conversation in psychology and ethics, highlighting the importance of diverse perspectives
in understanding human development.

2. The Ethics of Care: A Feminist Philosophy of Social Welfare
While not solely focused on Gilligan's original work, this book explores the broader ethical framework
that emerged from her ideas. It examines how the "ethics of care" can inform policy and practice in
fields like healthcare, social work, and education. The authors delve into the practical implications of
prioritizing relationships, empathy, and responsibility in societal structures. It serves as an accessible
introduction to the philosophical underpinnings and applications of care-based ethics.

3. Moral Voices, Moral Selves: Women's Reasoning About the Ethical Dilemmas of Care
This collection of essays further investigates the nuances of Gilligan's theory by presenting a range of
empirical studies and theoretical reflections. It explores how women's moral reasoning is shaped by
their experiences and how they navigate complex ethical situations in their personal and professional
lives. The book emphasizes the interconnectedness of moral development and self-identity. It offers
diverse perspectives on the application and evolution of the ethics of care.

4. Care, Autonomy, and Justice: Rethinking the Moral Basis of Politics
This volume examines how the ethics of care, as introduced by Gilligan, can inform political thought
and action. It explores the potential for care to provide a foundation for more equitable and
compassionate political systems. The authors discuss the relationship between care, individual
autonomy, and principles of justice. It proposes how integrating care into political discourse can lead
to more inclusive and effective governance.

5. The Cambridge Handbook of Personality Psychology
While a broad text, this handbook often includes sections or chapters that touch upon moral
development and personality. Within these discussions, references to Gilligan's work and the ethics of
care are frequently made when exploring how relational and empathetic orientations contribute to
personality. It provides a broader psychological context for understanding the development of moral
traits. The handbook offers comprehensive overviews of various psychological theories relevant to
human character.



6. Feminist Perspectives on Morality
This book offers a comprehensive overview of various feminist approaches to morality, with a
significant portion dedicated to Carol Gilligan's contributions. It analyzes the impact of her "different
voice" thesis on ethical theory and moral psychology. The text explores how feminist ethics critiques
traditional moral philosophy for its neglect of women's experiences and relational understandings. It
highlights the ongoing dialogue and development within feminist ethical thought.

7. The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Philosophy
Similar to other companion books, this volume provides a broad overview of key figures and concepts
in feminist philosophy, including Carol Gilligan. It situates her theory of moral development within the
larger feminist intellectual tradition. The book explores the philosophical implications of distinguishing
between a morality of rights and a morality of care. It offers readers a scholarly introduction to the
foundational ideas of feminist philosophy.

8. Moral Development: An Introduction
This introductory text on moral development would likely dedicate a chapter or significant section to
Carol Gilligan's theory. It would explain her critiques of earlier models and present her research on
the ethics of care. The book aims to provide students with a foundational understanding of various
perspectives on how individuals learn to make moral judgments. It would highlight the significance of
gender and relational context in shaping moral reasoning.

9. Understanding Child Development: Linking Theory and Practice
This educational text, aimed at those working with children, would probably include insights from
Gilligan's work when discussing moral development in young people. It would explore how children,
particularly girls, might express their understanding of fairness and responsibility differently. The
book connects theoretical frameworks to practical applications in childcare and education. It
emphasizes the importance of recognizing diverse pathways in child development.
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