
In A Different Voice 1

In A Different Voice

In A Different Voice

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com by Sutton &

Reilly

INTRODUCTION: A VOICE THAT CHANGED THE
CONVERSATION

In the landscape of moral psychology and feminist theory, few
works  have  sparked  as  much  dialogue,  debate,  and
transformation  as  Carol  Gilligan's  landmark  1982  book,  In  A
Different  Voice.  When  it  first  appeared,  it  offered  a  profound
challenge to the established frameworks of human development,
particularly the work of Lawrence Kohlberg, whose stage theory
of moral reasoning had become the dominant paradigm. Gilligan
observed something that others had overlooked or dismissed: the
existing models were built almost exclusively on studies of men
and boys, and they implicitly treated women's moral reasoning as
a  deviation  from  the  norm  rather  than  a  valid,  coherent
alternative.  This  article  explores  the  core  arguments  of  In  A
Different Voice,  its  historical  context,  its  key concepts such as
the ethics of care and the ethics of justice, the impact it has had
across multiple disciplines,  the criticisms it  has faced, and its
enduring relevance in contemporary conversations about gender,
morality, and human development.

THE HISTORICAL AND INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

To fully understand the significance of In A Different Voice, it is
essential to consider the intellectual climate in which it emerged.
The mid-20th century saw the rise of developmental psychology
as  a  major  field,  with  figures  like  Jean  Piaget  and  Lawrence
Kohlberg  mapping  out  the  stages  through  which  humans
progress  as  they  mature.  Kohlberg's  theory  of  moral
development, in particular, held immense influence. He proposed
six stages of moral  reasoning, grouped into three levels:  pre-
conventional,  conventional,  and post-conventional.  The highest
stages were characterized by abstract principles of justice, rights,
and fairness, derived from the tradition of philosophers such as
Immanuel Kant and John Rawls.
Kohlberg's research, however, was conducted predominantly with
male subjects. When women and girls were included in studies,
their responses often seemed to cluster at lower stages of his
hierarchy.  Rather  than  questioning  whether  the  model  itself
might be biased, the prevailing interpretation was that women,
on  average,  exhibited  less  developed  moral  reasoning.  This
conclusion  troubled  Carol  Gilligan,  who  was  then  a  research
assistant and later a colleague of Kohlberg at Harvard. She saw in
the data not a deficit in women, but a different approach to moral
problems—one that emphasized relationships, context, and care
over abstract rules and individual rights.
It is also worth noting the broader social context. The early 1980s
were  a  time  when  second-wave  feminism  was  challenging
traditional  gender  roles  and  questioning  the  male-centered
assumptions of numerous academic disciplines. Gilligan's work
resonated  deeply  with  these  currents,  offering  a  theoretical
foundation  for  the  idea  that  women's  ways  of  knowing  and
valuing  were  not  inferior  but  simply  different.  This  was  not  an
argument for essentialism, but rather an observation about the
divergent moral languages that tend to arise from different social
experiences and positionalities.

THE CORE THESIS OF IN A DIFFERENT VOICE

At  its  heart,  In  A  Different  Voice  argues  that  there  are  two
distinct  moral  orientations that  guide human decision-making:
the ethics of justice and the ethics of care. The ethics of justice,
which Kohlberg's model elevated to the highest stage, focuses on
impartiality, individual rights, rules, and universal principles. It
asks,  "What  is  the  fairest  solution?"  and  seeks  to  resolve
dilemmas by applying consistent, abstract standards. The ethics
of  care,  by  contrast,  is  rooted  in  attention  to  relationships,
empathy, responsibility, and attention to the particular needs of
others. It  asks, "How can I respond to the needs of everyone
involved?" and seeks to preserve connection and avoid harm.
Gilligan  argued  that  these  two  orientations  are  not  gender-
essential in a rigid sense, but they are culturally associated with
masculine and feminine experiences. Men, who have historically
been socialized toward independence, autonomy, and rule-based
thinking, tend to gravitate toward the justice orientation. Women,
who have been socialized toward nurturance, relationality, and
caregiving,  tend to gravitate toward the care orientation.  The
problem, as Gilligan saw it,  was that the care orientation had
been  systematically  devalued  and  pathologized  by  a
psychological  establishment  that  equated moral  maturity  with
justice-oriented reasoning.
To  illustrate  her  point,  Gilligan  re-analyzed  interviews  from
Kohlberg's  own  studies.  One  of  the  most  famous  examples
involves a young boy named Jake and a young girl named Amy,
both around age eleven, responding to the Heinz dilemma—a
scenario in which a man must decide whether to steal a drug he
cannot afford to save his wife's  life.  Jake sees the dilemma as a
conflict  between  property  rights  and  the  right  to  life,  and  he
resolves it by appealing to the value of life over property. Amy,
however,  sees  the  dilemma  not  as  a  conflict  of  abstract
principles,  but  as a failure of  relationships.  She wonders why
Heinz  cannot  talk  to  the  druggist,  find  a  loan,  or  seek  other
creative solutions that would preserve both his wife's life and his
integrity  within  the  community.  Kohlberg's  framework  would
place Jake at  a  higher  stage of  moral  reasoning,  but  Gilligan
argued that Amy's response is not less mature—it simply reflects
a different moral logic, one attuned to the complexities of human
interconnection.

KEY CONCEPTS: THE ETHICS OF CARE AND THE
ETHICS OF JUSTICE

The Ethics of Justice
The  ethics  of  justice,  as  Gilligan  described  it,  is  built  on  a
foundation of separation and individuation. It views the self as
autonomous and independent, and it prioritizes fairness, equality,
and abstract rights. Moral problems are seen as conflicts between
competing claims that  can be resolved by  applying universal
rules.  This  orientation  is  highly  compatible  with  the  liberal
tradition  in  political  philosophy  and  with  legal  systems  that
emphasize due process and individual protections. In the justice
framework, moral  maturity is marked by the ability to reason
impartially, to see oneself as one among many, and to uphold
principles even when they conflict with personal attachments.
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The Ethics of Care
The ethics of care, by contrast, begins with the recognition that
human beings are fundamentally interdependent. It emphasizes
responsibility, compassion, and the maintenance of relationships.
The self is seen not as isolated but as embedded in a web of
connections with others. Moral problems arise when relationships
are threatened or when someone's needs are not being met. The
goal of moral reasoning in this framework is not to arrive at a
universally valid principle, but to find a response that is adequate
to the specific context and that preserves or restores connection.
Maturity in the care orientation involves developing the capacity
for  empathy,  for  attunement to others'  needs,  and for  taking
responsibility in ways that are responsive and sustainable.
Gilligan was careful to note that these two orientations are not
mutually exclusive. Most people have access to both, and mature
moral  functioning  likely  involves  the  integration  of  both
perspectives.  However,  she argued that the dominant culture,
particularly  in  academic  psychology  and  philosophy,  had
privileged the justice orientation to the point of rendering the
care orientation invisible or deficient. By bringing women's voices
into the conversation, she sought to correct this imbalance and to
expand the definition of moral maturity.

IMPACT ACROSS DISCIPLINES

The  publication  of  In  A  Different  Voice  sent  shockwaves
through  multiple  fields.  In  psychology,  it  prompted  a
reexamination of developmental theories and called into question
the gender neutrality of established models. Researchers began
to  explore  whether  there  were  indeed  systematic  differences  in
how men and women approach moral  problems, and whether
those  differences  had  been  mischaracterized  as  deficits.  The
book also contributed to the emergence of feminist psychology as
a distinct area of inquiry, one that is attentive to the ways in
which gender shapes experience, cognition, and identity.
In education, Gilligan's work influenced pedagogy and curriculum
design.  Educators  began  to  consider  whether  traditional
classroom  environments  and  discipl inary  practices
disproportionately  favored  justice-oriented  reasoning  and
marginalized  care-oriented  approaches.  There  was  growing
interest in what came to be called "connected teaching" and in
creating  learning  communities  that  valued  relationships  and
collaboration alongside individual achievement.
In  philosophy,  particularly  in  the  field  of  ethics,  In  A  Different
Voice inspired a rich body of work on the ethics of care. Feminist
philosophers such as Nel Noddings, Virginia Held, and Joan Tronto
built  on  Gilligan's  insights  to  develop  care  ethics  into  a  full-
fledged  moral  theory.  They  argued  that  care  is  not  merely  a
personal virtue but a political concept with implications for social
justice,  public policy,  and global  ethics.  Care ethics has since
been applied to a wide range of  issues,  including healthcare,
disability, immigration, and environmental justice.
In political  theory and law, Gilligan's  ideas were taken up by
scholars interested in alternative models of justice. Some argued
that  the  legal  system,  with  its  emphasis  on  adversarial
proceedings  and  abstract  rights,  might  be  improved  by
incorporating more relational  and restorative approaches.  The
field of alternative dispute resolution, for instance, draws in part
on  insights  about  the  importance  of  dialogue,  empathy,  and
mutual understanding.

CRITICISMS AND ONGOING DEBATES

No influential  work escapes criticism, and In A Different Voice

has been the subject of considerable debate. One of the most
persistent  criticisms is  that  the  book  risks  reinforcing  gender
stereotypes. By associating care with women and justice with
men, critics argue, Gilligan may have inadvertently bolstered the
very binaries that feminists seek to dismantle. Some worry that
her work can be used to justify traditional  gender roles,  with
women  being  seen  as  naturally  suited  for  caregiving  and
domestic work while men are seen as naturally suited for public
life and abstract reasoning.
Gilligan herself has responded to this criticism by emphasizing
that the differences she describes are not innate or biological, but
are culturally and socially constructed. She has also pointed out
that her goal is not to celebrate women's moral superiority, but to
challenge the  devaluation  of  care-oriented  reasoning.  In  later
works,  such  as  "The  Birth  of  Pleasure"  and  "Joining  the
Resistance," she has explored how patriarchal structures silence
the different voice in both women and men.
Another line of criticism concerns the empirical evidence. Some
researchers  have  questioned  whether  the  gender  differences
Gilligan observed are as robust or consistent as she suggested.
Meta-analyses of moral reasoning studies have produced mixed
results,  with  some  finding  small  gender  differences  in  the
predicted  direction  and  others  finding  no  significant  differences.
This has led some to argue that the care-justice distinction is
better  understood as a difference in orientation that  is  available
to all  people,  but that may be triggered by different contexts or
socialization experiences.
There is also a critique from within feminist theory that Gilligan's
work is essentialist and universalizing. By focusing on a relatively
homogeneous  sample  of  educated,  mostly  white,  American
women, critics argue, she presented a particular experience as
representative of  women in general.  Subsequent work on the
ethics  of  care  has  sought  to  address  this  by attending more
carefully  to  intersectionality—to  how race,  class,  culture,  and
other social identities shape moral experience.
Despite these criticisms, the core insight of In A Different Voice
remains widely accepted: that there is more than one valid way
to approach moral  problems,  and that  the dominance of  any
single  framework  obscures  important  dimensions  of  human
experience.  The  book  opened a  space  for  pluralism in  moral
psychology and helped to legitimate modes of reasoning that had
been marginalized.

MODERN RELEVANCE AND APPLICATIONS

In the decades since its publication, the ideas of In A Different
Voice have found new relevance in a rapidly changing world. In
leadership studies, there is growing interest in what is sometimes
called  "relational  leadership"  or  "feminine  leadership,"  which
emphasizes empathy, collaboration, and attention to the needs of
team members. While these approaches are not the exclusive
domain of any gender, they resonate with the care orientation
that Gilligan described.
In healthcare, the ethics of care has been particularly influential.
Nursing  ethics,  for  example,  often  draws  on  care  theory  to
articulate the distinctive moral responsibilities of caregivers. The
COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the centrality of care work, both
in healthcare settings and in families,  and prompted renewed
attention to the moral dimensions of care. The book's emphasis
on attention to particular others, rather than abstract principles,
aligns well with the clinical judgment required in patient care.
In  environmental  ethics,  care  theory  has  been  applied  to
questions about our relationship with the natural world. Some
scholars  argue  that  an  ethics  of  care,  with  its  emphasis  on
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interconnection  and  responsibility,  offers  a  more  compelling
framework for environmental stewardship than traditional rights-
based approaches. It invites us to see the earth not as a resource
to be managed, but as a community to which we belong and for
which we are responsible.
In political  discourse,  the language of  care has become more
prominent,  especially  in  debates  about  social  welfare,  family
policy, and public health. The idea that a just society must attend
to the needs of its most vulnerable members, and that care work

should  be  recognized  and  valued,  has  roots  in  the  ethical
tradition that Gilligan helped to articulate.
For  individuals,  the  book  continues  to  offer  a  framework  for
reflecting  on  their  own  moral  development  and  relationships.  It
invites readers to consider whether they are overly reliant on a
single moral orientation and to cultivate the capacity for both
justice  and  care.  It  also  encourages  a  more  compassionate
understanding of others whose moral reasoning may differ


