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In a Different Voice:
Women's Conceptions of Self and of Morality
By:

Carol Gilligan
The arc of developmental theory leads from infantile dependence to adult autonomy,
tracing a path characterized by an increasing differentiation of self from other and a
progressive freeing of thought from contextual constraints. The vision of Luther,
journeying from the rejection of a self defined by others to the assertive boldness of
"Here I stand" and the image of Plato's allegorical man in the cave, separating at last the
shadows from the sun, have taken powerful hold on the psychological understanding of
what constitutes development. Thus, the individual, meeting fully the developmental
challenges of adolescence as set for him by Piaget, Erikson, and Kohlberg, thinks
formally, proceeding from theory to fact, and defines both the self and the moral
autonomously, that is, apart from the identification and conventions that had comprised
the particulars of his childhood world. So equipped, he is presumed ready to live as an
adult, to love and work in a way that is both intimate and generative, to develop an
ethical sense of caring and a genital mode of relating in which giving and taking fuse in
the ultimate reconciliation of the tension between self and other.
Yet the men whose theories have largely informed this understanding of development
have all been plagued by the same problem, the problem of women, whose sexuality
remains more diffuse, whose perception of self is so much more tenaciously embedded in
relationships with others and whose moral dilemmas hold them in a mode of judgment
that is insistently contextual. The solution has been to consider women as either deviant
or deficient in their development.
That there is a discrepancy between concepts of womanhood and adulthood is nowhere
more clearly evident than in the series of studies on sex-role stereotypes reported by
Broverman, Vogel, Broverman, Clarkson, and Rosenkrantz (1972). The repeated finding
of these studies is that the qualities deemed necessary for adulthood—the capacity for
autonomous thinking, clear decision making, and responsible action—are those
associated with masculinity but considered undesirable as attributes of the feminine self.

The stereotypes suggest a splitting of love and work that relegates the expressive
capacities requisite for the former to women while the instrumental abilities necessary for
the latter reside in the masculine domain. Yet, looked at from a different perspective,
these stereotypes reflect a conception of adulthood that is itself out of balance, favoring
the separateness of the individual self over its connection to others and leaning more
toward an autonomous life of work than toward the interdependence of love and care.
This difference in point of view is the subject of this essay, which seeks to identify in the
feminine experience and construction of social reality a distinctive voice, recognizable in
the different perspective it brings to bear on the construction and resolution of moral
problems. The first section begins with the repeated observation of difference in women's
concepts of self and of morality. This difference is identified in previous psychological
descriptions of women's moral judgments and described as it again appears in current
research data. Examples drawn from interviews with women in and around a university
community are used to illustrate the characteristics of the feminine voice. The relational
bias in women's thinking that has, in the past, been seen to compromise their moral
judgment and impede their development now begins to emerge in a new developmental
light. Instead of being seen as a developmental deficiency, this bias appears to reflect a
different social and moral understanding.
This alternative conception is enlarged in the second section through consideration of
research interviews with women facing the moral dilemma of whether to continue or
abort a pregnancy. Since the research design allowed women to define as well as resolve
the moral problem, developmental distinctions could be derived directly from the
categories of women's thought. The responses of women to structured interview
questions regarding the pregnancy decision formed the basis for describing a
developmental sequence that traces progressive differentiations in their understanding
and judgment of conflicts between self and other. While the sequence of women's moral
development follows the three-level progression of all social developmental theory, from
an egocentric through a societal to a universal perspective, this progression takes place
within a distinct moral conception. This conception differs from that derived by Kohlberg
from his all-male longitudinal research data.
This difference then becomes the basis in the third section for challenging the current
assessment of women's moral judgment at the same time that it brings to bear a new
perspective on developmental assessment in general. The inclusion in the overall
conception of development of those categories derived from the study of women's moral
judgment enlarges developmental understanding, enabling it to encompass better the
thinking of both sexes. This is particularly true with respect to the construction and
resolution of the dilemmas of adult life. Since the conception of adulthood retrospectively
shapes the theoretical understanding of the development that precedes it, the changes in
that conception that follow from the more central inclusion of women's judgments recast
developmental understanding and lead to a reconsideration of the substance of social and
moral development.
Characteristics of the Feminine Voice
The revolutionary contribution of Piaget's work is the experimental confirmation and
refinement of Kant's assertion that knowledge is actively constructed rather than

passively received. Time, space, self, and other, as well as the categories of
developmental theory, all arise out of the active interchange between the individual and
the physical and social world in which he lives and of which he strives to make sense.
The development of cognition is the process of reappropriating reality at progressively
more complex levels of apprehension, as the structures of thinking expand to encompass
the increasing richness and intricacy of experience.
Moral development, in the work of Piaget and Kohlberg, refers specifically to the
expanding conception of the social world as it is reflected in the understanding and
resolution of the inevitable conflicts that arise in the relations between self and others.
The moral judgment is a statement of priority, an attempt at rational resolution in a
situation where, from a different point of view, the choice itself seems to do violence to
justice.
Kohlberg (1969), in his extension of the early work of Piaget, discovered six stages of
moral judgment, which he claimed formed an invariant sequence, each successive stage
representing a more adequate construction of the moral problem, which in turn provides
the basis for its more just resolution. The stages divide into three levels, each of which
denotes a significant expansion of the moral point of view from an egocentric through a
societal to a universal ethical conception. With this expansion in perspective comes the
capacity to free moral judgment from the individual needs and social conventions with
which it had earlier been confused and anchor it instead in principles of justice that are
universal in application. These principles provide criteria upon which both individual and
societal claims can be impartially assessed. In Kohlberg's view, at the highest stages of
development morality is freed from both psychological and historical constraints, and the
individual can judge independently of his own particular needs and of the values of those
around him.
That the moral sensibility of women differs from that of men was noted by Freud
(1925/1961) in the following by now well-quoted statement:
I cannot evade the notion (though I hesitate to give it expression) that for women the
level of what is ethically normal is different from what it is in man. Their superego is
never so inexorable, so impersonal, so independent of its emotional origins as we require
it to be in men. Character-traits which critics of every epoch have brought up against
women—that they show less sense of justice than men, that they are less ready to submit
to the great exigencies of life, that they are more often influenced in their judgments by
feelings of affection or hostility—all these would be amply accounted for by the
modification in the formation of their super-ego which we have inferred above, (pp. 25758)
While Freud's explanation lies in the deviation of female from male development around
the construction and resolution of the Oedipal problem, the same observations about the
nature of morality in women emerge from the work of Piaget and Kohlberg. Piaget
(1932/1965), in his study of the rules of children's games, observed that, in the games
they played, girls were "less explicit about agreement [than boys] and less concerned
with legal elaboration" (p. 93). In contrast to the boys' interest in the codification of rules,
the girls adopted a more pragmatic attitude, regarding "a rule as good so long as the game

repays it" (p. 83). As a result, in comparison to boys, girls were found to be "more
tolerant and more easily reconciled to innovations" (p. 52).
Kohlberg (1971) also identifies a strong interpersonal bias in the moral judgments of
women, which leads them to be considered as typically at the third of his six-stage
developmental sequence. At that stage, the good is identified with "what pleases or helps
others and is approved of by them" (p. 164). This mode of judgment is conventional in its
conformity to generally held notions of the good but also psychological in its concern
with intention and consequence as the basis for judging the morality of action.
That women fall largely into this level of moral judgment is hardly surprising when we
read from the Broverman et al. (1972) list that prominent among the twelve attributes
considered to be desirable for women are tact, gentleness, awareness of the feelings of
others, strong need for security, and easy expression of tender feelings. And yet, herein
lies the paradox, for the very traits that have traditionally defined the "goodness" of
women, their care for and sensitivity to the needs of others, are those that mark them as
deficient in moral development. The infusion of feeling into their judgments keeps them
from developing a more independent and abstract ethical conception in which concern for
others derives from principles of justice rather than from compassion and care.
Kohlberg, however, is less pessimistic than Freud in his assessment, for he sees the
development of women as extending beyond the interpersonal level, following the same
path toward independent, principled judgment that he discovered in the research on men
from which his stages were derived. In Kohlberg's view, women's development will
proceed beyond Stage Three when they are challenged to solve moral problems that
require them to see beyond the relationships that have in the past generally bound their
moral experience.
What then do women say when asked to construct the moral domain; how do we
identify the characteristically "feminine" voice? A Radcliffe undergraduate, responding
to the question, "If you had to say what morality meant to you, how would you sum it
up?," replies:
When I think of the word morality, I think of obligations. I usually think of it as conflicts
between personal desires and social things, social considerations, or personal desires of
yourself versus personal desires of another person or people or whatever. Morality is that
whole realm of how you decide these conflicts. A moral person is one who would decide,
like by placing themselves more often than not as equals, a truly moral person would
always consider another person as their equal… in a situation of social interaction,
something is morally wrong where the individual ends up screwing a lot of people. And it
is morally right when everyone comes out better off.*
Yet when asked if she can think of someone whom she would consider a genuinely moral
person, she replies, "Well, immediately I think of Albert Schweitzer because he has
obviously given his life to help others." Obligation and sacrifice override the ideal of
equality, setting up a basic contradiction in her thinking.
Another undergraduate responds to the question, "What does it mean to say something is
morally right or wrong?," by also speaking first of responsibilities and obligations;

Just that it has to do with responsibilities and obligations and values, mainly values.... In
my life situation I relate morality with interpersonal relationships that have to do with
respect for the other person and myself. [Why respect other people?] Because they have a
consciousness or feelings that can be hurt, an awareness that can be hurt.
The concern about hurting others persists as a major theme in the responses of two other
Radcliffe students:
[Why be moral?] Millions of people have to live together peacefully. I personally don't
want to hurt other people. That's a real criterion, a main criterion for me. It underlies my
sense of justice. It isn't nice to inflict pain. I empathize with anyone in pain. Not hurting
others is important in my own private morals. Years ago, I would have jumped out of a
window not to hurt my boyfriend. That was pathological. Even today though, I want
approval and love and I don't want enemies. Maybe that's why there is morality—so
people can win approval, love and friendship.
My main moral principle is not hurting other people as long as you aren't going against
your own conscience and as long as you remain true to yourself... There are many moral
issues such as abortion, the draft, killing, stealing, monogamy, etc. If some-thing is a
controversial issue like these, then I always say it is up to the individual. The individual
has to decide and then follow his own conscience. There are no moral absolutes... Laws
are pragmatic instruments, but they are not absolutes. A viable society can't make
exceptions all the time, but I would personally... I'm afraid I'm heading for some big
crisis with my boyfriend someday, and someone will get hurt, and he'll get more hurt than
I will. I feel an obligation not to hurt him, but also an obligation to not lie. I don't know if
it is possible to not lie and not hurt.
The common thread that runs through these statements, the wish not to hurt others and
the hope that in morality lies a way of solving conflicts so that no one will get hurt, is
striking in that it is independently introduced by each of the four women as the most
specific item in their response to a most general question. The moral person is one who
helps others; goodness is service, meeting one's obligations and responsibilities to others,
if possible, without sacrificing oneself. While the first of the four women ends by
denying the conflict she initially introduced, the last woman anticipates a conflict
between remaining true to herself and adhering to her principle of not hurting others. The
dilemma that would test the limits of this judgment would be one where helping others is
seen to be at the price of hurting the self.
The reticence about taking stands on "controversial issues," the willingness to "make
exceptions all the time" expressed in the final example above, is echoed repeatedly by
other Radcliffe students, as in the following two examples:
I never feel that I can condemn anyone else. I have a very relativistic position. The basic
idea that I cling to is the sanctity of human life. I am inhibited about impressing my
beliefs on others.

I could never argue that my belief on a moral question is anything that another person
should accept. I don't believe in absolutes.... If there is an absolute for moral decisions, it
is human life.
Or as a thirty-one-year-old Wellesley graduate says, in explaining why she would find it
difficult to steal a drug to save her own life despite her belief that it would be right to
steal for another: "It's just very hard to defend yourself against the rules. I mean, we live
by consensus, and you take an action simply for yourself, by yourself, there's no
consensus there, and that is relatively indefensible in this society now."
What begins to emerge is a sense of vulnerability that impedes these women from taking
a stand, what George Eliot (1860/1965) regards as the girl's "susceptibility" to adverse
judgments of others, which stems from her lack of power and consequent inability to do
something in the world. While relativism in men, the unwillingness to make moral
judgments that Kohlberg and Kramer (1969) and Kohlberg and Gilligan (1971) have
associated with the adolescent crisis of identity and belief, takes the form of calling into
question the concept of morality itself, the women's reluctance to judge stems rather from
their uncertainty about their right to make moral statements or, perhaps, the price for
them that such judgment seems to entail. This contrast echoes that made by Matina
Horner (1972), who differentiated the ideological fear of success expressed by men from
the personal conflicts about succeeding that riddled the women's responses to stories of
competitive achievement.
Most of the men who responded with the expectation of negative consequences because
of success were not concerned about their masculinity but were instead likely to have
expressed existential concerns about finding a "non-materialistic happiness and
satisfaction in life." These concerns, which reflect changing attitudes toward traditional
kinds of success or achievement in our society, played little, if any, part in the female
stories. Most of the women who were high in fear of success imagery continued to be
concerned about the discrepancy between success in the situation described and feminine
identity, (pp. 163-64)
When women feel excluded from direct participation in society, they see themselves as
subject to a consensus or judgment made and enforced by the men on whose protection
and support they depend and by whose names they are known. A divorced middle-aged
woman, mother of adolescent daughters, resident of a sophisticated university
community, tells the story as follows:
As a woman, I feel I never understood that I was a person, that I can make decisions and I
have a right to make decisions. I always felt that that belonged to my father or my
husband in some way or church which was always represented by a male clergyman.
They were the three men in my life: father, husband, and clergyman, and they had much
more to say about what I should or shouldn't do. They were really authority figures which
I accepted. I didn't rebel against that. It only has lately occurred to me that I never even
rebelled against it, and my girls are much more conscious of this, not in the militant
sense, but just in the recognizing sense.... I still let things happen to me rather than make
them happen, than to make choices, although I know all about choices. I know the
procedures and the steps and all. [Do you have any clues about why this might be true?]

Well, I think in one sense, there is less responsibility involved. Because if you make a
dumb decision, you have to take the rap. If it happens to you, well, you can complain
about it. I think that if you don't grow up feeling that you ever had any choices, you don't
either have the sense that you have emotional responsibility. With this sense of choice
comes this sense of responsibility.
The essence of the moral decision is the exercise of choice and the willingness to accept
responsibility for that choice. To the extent that women perceive themselves as having no
choice, they correspondingly excuse themselves from the responsibility that decision
entails. Childlike in the vulnerability of their dependence and consequent fear of
abandonment, they claim to wish only to please but in return for their goodness they
expect to be loved and cared for. This, then, is an "altruism" always at risk, for it
presupposes an innocence constantly in danger of being compromised by an awareness of
the trade-off that has been made. Asked to describe herself, a Radcliffe senior responds:
I have heard of the onion skin theory. I see myself as an onion, as a block of different
layers, the external layers for people that I don't know that well, the agreeable, the social,
and as you go inward there are more sides for people I know that I show. I am not sure
about the innermost, whether there is a core, or whether I have just picked up everything
as I was growing up, these different influences. I think I have a neutral attitude towards
myself, but I do think in terms of good and bad.. . . Good—I try to be considerate and
thoughtful of other people and I try to be fair in situations and be tolerant. I use the words
but I try and work them out practically... Bad things—I am not sure if they are bad, if
they are altruistic or I am doing them basically for approval of other people. [Which
things are these?] The values I have when I try to act them out. They deal mostly with
interpersonal type relations... If I were doing it for approval, it would be a very tenuous
thing. If I didn't get the right feedback, there might go all my values.
Ibsen's play, A Doll's House (1879/1965), depicts the explosion of just such a world
through the eruption of a moral dilemma that calls into question the notion of goodness
that lies at its center. Nora, the "squirrel wife," living with her husband as she had lived
with her father, puts into action this conception of goodness as sacrifice and, with the best
of intentions, takes the law into her own hands. The crisis that ensues, most painfully for
her in the repudiation of that goodness by the very person who was its recipient and
beneficiary, causes her to reject the suicide that she had initially seen as its ultimate
expression and choose instead to seek new and firmer answers to the adolescent questions
of identity and belief.
The availability of choice and with it the onus of responsibility has now invaded the most
private sector of the woman's domain and threatens a similar explosion. For centuries,
women's sexuality anchored them in passivity, in a receptive rather than active stance,
where the events of conception and childbirth could be controlled only by a withholding
in which their own sexual needs were either denied or sacrificed. That such a sacrifice
entailed a cost to their intelligence as well was seen by Freud (1908/1959) when he tied
the "undoubted intellectual inferiority of so many women" to "the inhibition of thought
necessitated by sexual suppression" (p. 199). The strategies of withholding and denial
that women have employed in the politics of sexual relations appear similar to their
evasion or withholding of judgment in the moral realm. The hesitance expressed in the

previous examples to impose even a belief in the value of human life on others, like the
reluctance to claim one's sexuality, bespeaks a self uncertain of its strength, unwilling to
deal with consequence, and thus avoiding confrontation.
Thus women have traditionally deferred to the judgment of men, although often while
intimating a sensibility of their own which is at variance with that judgment. Maggie
Tulliver, in The Mill on the Floss (Eliot, 1860/1965), responds to the accusations that
ensue from the discovery of her secretly continued relationship with Phillip Wakeham by
acceding to her brother's moral judgment while at the same time asserting a different set
of standards by which she attests her own superiority:
I don't want to defend myself.... I know I've been wrong—often continually. But yet,
sometimes when I have done wrong, it has been because I have feelings that you would
be the better for if you had them. If you were in fault ever, if you had done anything very
wrong, I should be sorry for the pain it brought you; I should not want punishment to be
heaped on you (p. 188).
An eloquent defense, Kohlberg would argue, of a Stage Three moral position, an
assertion of the age-old split between thinking and feeling, justice and mercy, that
underlies many of the cliches and stereotypes concerning the difference between the
sexes. But considered from another point of view, it is a moment of confrontation,
replacing a former evasion, between two modes of judging, two differing constructions of
the moral domain—one traditionally associated with masculinity and the public world of
social power, the other with femininity and the privacy of domestic interchange. While
the developmental ordering of these two points of yiew has been to consider the
masculine as the more adequate and thus as replacing the feminine as the individual
moves toward higher stages, their reconciliation remains unclear.
The Development of Women's Moral Judgment
Recent evidence for a divergence in moral development between men and women comes
from the research of Haan (Note 1) and Holstein (1976) whose findings lead them to
question the possibility of a "sex-related bias" in Kohlberg's scoring system. This system
is based on Kohlberg's six-stage description of moral development. Kohlberg's stages
divide into three levels, which he designates as preconventional, conventional, and
postconventional, thus denoting the major shifts in moral perspective around a center of
moral understanding that equates justice with the maintenance of existing social systems.
While the preconventional conception of justice is based on the needs of the self, the
conventional judgment derives from an understanding of society. This understanding is in
turn superseded by a postconventional or principled conception of justice where the good
is formulated in universal terms. The quarrel with Kohlberg's stage scoring does not
pertain to the structural differentiation of his levels but rather to questions of stage and
sequence. Kohlberg's stages begin with an obedience and punishment orientation (Stage
One), and go from there in invariant order to instrumental hedonism (Stage Two),
interpersonal concordance (Stage Three), law and order (Stage Four), social contract
(Stage Five), and universal ethical principles (Stage Six).

The bias that Haan and Holstein question in this scoring system has to do with the
subordination of the interpersonal to the societal definition of the good in the transition
from Stage Three to Stage Four. This is the transition that has repeatedly been found to
be problematic for women. In 1969, Kohlberg and Kramer identified Stage Three as the
characteristic mode of women's moral judgments, claiming that, since women's lives
were interpersonally based, this stage was not only "functional" for them but also
adequate for resolving the moral conflicts that they faced. Turiel (1973) reported that
while girls reached Stage Three sooner than did boys, their judgments tended to remain at
that stage while the boys' development continued further along Kohlberg's scale. Gilligan,
Kohlberg, Lerner, and Belenky (1971) found a similar association between sex and
moral-judgment stage in a study of high-school students, with the girls' responses being
scored predominantly at Stage Three while the boys' responses were more often scored at
Stage Four.
This repeated finding of developmental inferiority in women may, however, have more to
do with the standard by which development has been measured than with the quality of
women's thinking per se. Haan's data (Note 1) on the Berkeley Free Speech Movement
and Holstein's (1976) three-year longitudinal study of adolescents and their parents
indicate that the moral judgments of women differ from those of men in the greater extent
to which women's judgments are tied to feelings of empathy and compassion and are
concerned more with the resolution of "real-life" as opposed to hypothetical dilemmas
(Note 1, p. 34). However, as long as the categories by which development is assessed are
derived within a male perspective from male research data, divergence from the
masculine standard can be seen only as a failure of development. As a result, the thinking
of women is often classified with that of children. The systematic exclusion from
consideration of alternative criteria that might better encompass the development of
women indicates not only the limitations of a theory framed by men and validated by
research samples disproportionately male and adolescent but also the effects of the
diffidence prevalent among women, their reluctance to speak publicly in their own voice,
given the constraints imposed on them by the politics of differential power between the
sexes.
In order to go beyond the question, "How much like men do women think, how capable
are they of engaging in the abstract and hypothetical construction of reality?" it is
necessary to identify and define in formal terms developmental criteria that encompass
the categories of women's thinking. Such criteria would include the progressive
differentiations, comprehensiveness, and adequacy that characterize higher-stage
resolution of the "more frequently occurring, real-life moral dilemmas of interpersonal,
empathic, fellow feeling concerns" (Haan, Note 1, p. 34), which have long been the
center of women's moral judgments and experience. To ascertain whether the feminine
construction of the moral domain relies on a language different from that of men, but one
which deserves equal credence in the definition of what constitutes development, it is
necessary first to find the places where women have the power to choose and thus are
willing to speak in their own voice.
When birth control and abortion provide women with effective means for controlling
their fertility, the dilemma of choice enters the center of women's lives. Then the
relationships that have traditionally defined women's identities and framed their moral
judgments no longer flow inevitably from their reproductive capacity but become matters

of decision over which they have control. Released from the passivity and reticence of a
sexuality that binds them in dependence, it becomes possible for women to question with
Freud what it is that they want and to assert their own answers to that question. However,
while society may affirm publicly the woman's right to choose for herself, the exercise of
such choice brings her privately into conflict with the conventions of femininity,
particularly the moral equation of goodness with self-sacrifice. While independent
assertion in judgment and action is considered the hallmark of adulthood and constitutes
as well the standard of masculine development, it is rather in their care and concern for
others that women have both judged themselves and been judged.
The conflict between self and other thus constitutes the central moral problem for
women, posing a dilemma whose resolution requires a reconciliation between femininity
and adulthood. In the absence of such a reconciliation, the moral problem cannot be
resolved. The "good woman" masks assertion in evasion, denying responsibility by
claiming only to meet the needs of others, while the "bad woman" forgoes or renounces
the commitments that bind her in self-deception and betrayal. It is precisely this
dilemma—-the conflict between compassion and autonomy, between virtue and
power—which the feminine voice struggles to resolve in its effort to reclaim the self and
to solve the moral problem in such a way that no one is hurt.
When a woman considers whether to continue or abort a pregnancy, she contemplates a
decision that affects both self and others and engages directly the critical moral issue of
hurting. Since the choice is ultimately hers and therefore one for which she is responsible,
it raises precisely those questions of judgment that have been most problematic for
women. Now she is asked whether she wishes to interrupt that stream of life which has
for centuries immersed her in the passivity of dependence while at the same time
imposing on her the responsibility for care. Thus the abortion decision brings to the core
of feminine apprehension, to what Joan Didion
(1972) calls "the irreconcilable difference of it—that sense of living one's deepest life
underwater, that dark involvement with blood and birth and death" (p. 14), the adult
questions of responsibility and choice.
How women deal with such choices has been the subject of my research, designed to
clarify, through considering the ways in which women construct and resolve the abortion
decision, the nature and development of women's moral judgment. Twenty-nine women,
diverse in age, race, and social class, were referred by abortion and pregnancy counseling
services and participated in the study for a variety of reasons. Some came to gain further
clarification with respect to a decision about which they were in conflict, some in
response to a counselor's concern about repeated abortions, and others out of an interest
in and/or willingness to contribute to ongoing research. Although the pregnancies
occurred under a variety of circumstances in the lives of these women, certain
commonalities could be discerned. The adolescents often failed to use birth control
because they denied or discredited their capacity to bear children. Some of the older
women attributed the pregnancy to the omission of contraceptive measures in
circumstances where intercourse had not been anticipated. Since the pregnancies often
coincided with efforts on the part of the women to end a relationship, they may be seen as
a manifestation of ambivalence or as a way of putting the relationship to the ultimate test
of commitment. For these women, the pregnancy appeared to be a way of testing truth,
making the baby an ally in the search for male support and protection or, that failing, a

companion victim of his rejection. There were, finally, some women who became
pregnant either as a result of a failure of birth control or intentionally as part of a joint
decision that later was reconsidered. Of the twenty-nine women, four decided to have the
baby, one miscarried, twenty-one chose abortion, and three remained in doubt about the
decision.
In the initial part of the interview, the women were asked to discuss the decision that
confronted them, how they were dealing with it, the alternatives they were considering,
their reasons for and against each option, the people involved, the conflicts entailed, and
the ways in which making this decision affected their self-concepts and their relationships
with others.
Then, in the second part of the interview, moral judgment was assessed in the
hypothetical mode by presenting for resolution three of Kohlberg's standard research
dilemmas.
While the structural progression from a preconventional through a conventional to a
postconventional moral perspective can readily be discerned in the women's responses to
both actual and hypothetical dilemmas, the conventions that shape women's moral
judgments differ from those that apply to men. The construction of the abortion dilemma,
in particular, reveals the existence of a distinct moral language whose evolution informs
the sequence of women's development. This is the language of selfishness and
responsibility, which defines the moral problem as one of obligation to exercise care and
avoid hurt. The infliction of hurt is considered selfish and immoral in its reflection of
unconcern, while the expression of care is seen as the fulfillment of moral responsibility.
The reiterative use of the language of selfishness and responsibility and the underlying
moral orientation it reflects sets the women apart from the men whom Kohlberg studied
and may be seen as the critical reason for their failure to develop within the constraints of
his system. In the developmental sequence that follows, women's moral judgments
proceed from an initial focus on the self at the first level to the discovery, in the transition
to the second level, of the concept of responsibility as the basis for a new equilibrium
between self and others. The elaboration of this concept of responsibility and its fusion
with a maternal concept of morality, which seeks to ensure protection for the dependent
and unequal, characterizes the second level of judgment. At this level the good is equated
with caring for others. However, when the conventions of feminine goodness legitimize
only others as the recipients of moral care, the logical inequality between self and other
and the psychological violence that it engenders create the disequilibrium that initiates
the second transition. The relationship between self and others is then reconsidered in an
effort to sort out the confusion between conformity and care inherent in the conventional
definition of feminine goodness and to establish a new equilibrium, which dissipates the
tension between selfishness and responsibility. At the third level, the self becomes the
arbiter of an independent judgment that now subsumes both conventions and individual
needs under the moral principle of nonviolence. Judgment remains psychological in its
concern with the intention and consequences of action, but it now becomes universal in
its condemnation of exploitation and hurt.
LEVEL I: ORIENTATION TO INDIVIDUAL SURVIVAL

In its initial and simplest construction, the abortion decision centers on the self. The
concern is pragmatic, and the issue is individual survival. At this level, "should" is
undifferentiated from "would," and others influence the decision only through their
power to affect its consequences. An eighteen-year-old, asked what she thought when she
found herself pregnant, replies: "I really didn't think anything except that I didn't want it.
[Why was that?] I didn't want it, I wasn't ready for it, and next year will be my last year
and I want to go to school."
Asked if there was a right decision, she says, "There is no right decision. [Why?] I didn't
want it." For her the question of right decision would emerge only if her own needs were
in conflict; then she would have to decide which needs should take precedence. This was
the dilemma of another eighteen-year-old, who saw having a baby as a way of increasing
her freedom by providing "the perfect chance to get married and move away from home,"
but also as restricting her freedom "to do a lot of things."
At this first level, the self, which is the sole object of concern, is constrained by lack of
power; the wish "to do a lot of things" is constantly belied by the limitations of what, in
fact, is being done. Relationships are, for the most part, disappointing: "The only thing
you are ever going to get out of going with a guy is to get hurt." As a result, women may
in some instances deliberately choose isolation to protect themselves against hurt. When
asked how she would describe herself to herself, a nineteen-year-old, who held herself
responsible for the accidental death of a younger brother, answers as follows:
I really don't know. I never thought about it. I don't know. I know basically the outline of
a character. I am very independent. I don't really want to have to ask anybody for
anything and I am a loner in life. I prefer to be by myself than around anybody else. I
manage to keep my friends at a limited number with the point that I have very few
friends. I don't know what else there is. I am a loner and I enjoy it. Here today and gone
tomorrow.
The primacy of the concern with survival is explicitly acknowledged by a sixteen-yearold delinquent in response to Kohlberg's Heinz dilemma, which asks if it is right for a
desperate husband to steal an outrageously overpriced drug to save the life of his dying
wife:
I think survival is one of the first things in life and that people fight for. I think it is the
most important thing, more important than stealing. Stealing might be wrong, but if you
have to steal to survive yourself or even kill, that is what you should do... Preservation of
oneself, I think, is the most important thing; it comes before anything in life.
THE FIRST TRANSITION: FROM SELFISHNESS TO RESPONSIBILITY
In the transition which follows and criticizes this level of judgment, the words selfishness
and responsibility first appear. Their reference initially is to the self in a redefinition of
the self-interest which has thus far served as the basis for judgment. The transitional issue
is one of attachment or connection to others. The pregnancy catches up the issue not only
by representing an immediate, literal connection, but also by affirming, in the most

concrete and physical way, the capacity to assume adult feminine roles. However, while
having a baby seems at first to offer respite from the loneliness of adolescence and to
solve conflicts over dependence and independence, in reality the continuation of an
adolescent pregnancy generally compounds these problems, increasing social isolation
and precluding further steps toward independence.
To be a mother in the societal as well as the physical sense requires the assumption of
parental responsibility for the care and protection of a child. However, in order to be able
to care for another, one must first be able to care responsibly for oneself. The growth
from childhood to adulthood, conceived as a move from selfishness to responsibility, is
articulated explicitly in these terms by a seventeen-year-old who describes her response
to her pregnancy as follows:
I started feeling really good about being pregnant instead of feeling really bad, because I
wasn't looking at the situation realistically. I was looking at it from my own sort of selfish
needs because I was lonely and felt lonely and stuff... Things weren't really going good
for me, so I was looking at it that I could have a baby that I could take care of or
something that was part of me, and that made me feel good... but I wasn't looking at the
realistic side... about the responsibility I would have to take on... I came to this decision
that I was going to have an abortion [because] I realized how much responsibility goes
with having a child. Like you have to be there, you can't be out of the house all the time
which is one thing I like to do ... and I decided that I have to take on responsibility for
myself and I have to work out a lot of things.
Stating her former mode of judgment, the wish to have a baby as a way of combating
loneliness and feeling connected, she now criticizes that judgment as both "selfish" and
"unrealistic." The contradiction between wishes for a baby and for the freedom to be "out
of the house all the time"—that is, for connection and also for independence—is resolved
in terms of a new priority, as the criterion for judgment changes. The dilemma now
assumes moral definition as the emergent conflict between wish and necessity is seen as a
disparity between "would" and "should." In this construction the "selfishness" of willful
decision is counterposed to the "responsibility" of moral choice:
What I want to do is to have the baby; but what I feel I should do which is what I need to
do, is have an abortion right now, because sometimes what you want isn't right.
Sometimes what is necessary comes before what you want, because it might not always
lead to the right thing.
While the pregnancy itself confirms femininity—"I started feeling really good; it sort of
made me feel, like being pregnant, I started feeling like a woman"—the abortion decision
becomes an opportunity for the adult exercise of responsible choice.
[How would you describe yourself to yourself?] I am looking at myself differently in the
way that I have had a really heavy decision put upon me, and I have never really had too
many hard decisions in my life, and I have made it. It has taken some responsibility to do
this. I have changed in that way, that I have made a hard decision. And that has been
good. Because before, I would not have looked at it realistically, in my opinion. I would

have gone by what I wanted to do, and I wanted it, and even if it wasn't right. So I see
myself as I'm becoming more mature in ways of making decisions and taking care of
myself, doing something for myself. I think it is going to help me in other ways, if I have
other decisions to make put upon me, which would take some responsibility. And I would
know that I could make them.
In the epiphany of this cognitive reconstruction, the old becomes transformed in terms of
the new. The wish to "do something for myself remains, but the terms of its fulfillment
change as the decision affirms both femininity and adulthood in its integration of
responsibility and care.
Morality, says another adolescent, "is the way you think about yourself... sooner or later
you have to make up your mind to start taking care of yourself. Abortion, if you do it for
the right reasons, is helping yourself to start over and do different things."
Since this transition signals an enhancement in self-worth, it requires a conception of self
which includes the possibility for doing "the right thing," the ability to see in oneself the
potential for social acceptance. When such confidence is seriously in doubt, the
transitional questions may be raised but development is impeded. The failure to make this
first transition, despite an understanding of the issues involved, is illustrated by a woman
in her late twenties. Her struggle with the conflict between selfishness and responsibility
pervades but fails to resolve her dilemma of whether or not to have a third abortion.
I think you have to think about the people who are involved, including yourself. You
have responsibilities to yourself... and to make a right, whatever that is, decision in this
depends on your knowledge and awareness of the responsibilities that you have and
whether you can survive with a child and what it will do to your relationship with the
father or how it will affect him emotionally.
Rejecting the idea of selling the baby and making "a lot of money in a black market kind
of thing... because mostly I operate on principles and it would just rub me the wrong way
to think I would be selling my own child," she struggles with a concept of responsibility
which repeatedly turns back on the question of her own survival. Transition seems
blocked by a self-image which is insistently contradictory:
[How would you describe yourself to yourself?] I see myself as impulsive,
practical—that is a contradiction—and moral and amoral, a contradiction. Actually the
only thing that is consistent and not contradictory is the fact that I am very lazy which
everyone has always told me is really a symptom of something else which I have never
been able to put my finger on exactly. It has taken me a long time to like myself. In fact
there are times when I don't, which I think is healthy to a point and sometimes I think I
like myself too much and I probably evade myself too much, which avoids responsibility
to myself and to other people who like me. I am pretty unfaithful to myself... I have a
hard time even thinking that I am a human being, simply because so much rotten stuff
goes on and people are so crummy and insensitive.
Seeing herself as avoiding responsibility, she can find no basis upon which to resolve the
pregnancy dilemma. Instead, her inability to arrive at any clear sense of decision only

contributes further to her overall sense of failure. Criticizing her parents for having
betrayed her during adolescence by coercing her to have an abortion she did not want, she
now betrays herself and criticizes that as well. In this light, it is less surprising that she
considered selling her child, since she felt herself to have, in effect, been sold by her
parents for the sake of maintaining their social status.
THE SECOND LEVEL: GOODNESS AS SELF-SACRIFICE
The transition from selfishness to responsibility is a move toward social participation.
Whereas at the first level, morality is seen as a matter of sanctions imposed by a society
of which one is more subject than citizen, at the second level, moral judgment comes to
rely on shared norms and expectations. The woman at this level validates her claim to
social membership through the adoption of societal values. Consensual judgment
becomes paramount and goodness the overriding concern as survival is now seen to
depend on acceptance by others.
Here the conventional feminine voice emerges with great clarity, defining the self and
proclaiming its worth on the basis of the ability to care for and protect others. The woman
now constructs the world perfused with the assumptions about feminine goodness
reflected in the stereotypes of the Broverman et al. (1972) studies. There the attributes
considered desirable for women all presume an other, a recipient of the "tact, gentleness
and easy expression of feeling" which allow the woman to respond sensitively while
evoking in return the care which meets her own "very strong need for security" (p. 63).
The strength of this position lies in its capacity for caring; its limitation is the restriction it
imposes on direct expression. Both qualities are elucidated by a nineteen-year-old who
contrasts her reluctance to criticize with her boyfriend's straightforwardness:
I never want to hurt anyone, and I tell them in a very nice way, and I have respect for
their own opinions, and they can do the things the way that they want, and he usually tells
people right off the bat.... He does a lot of things out in public which I do in private. ... it
is better, the other [his] way, but I just could never do it.
While her judgment clearly exists, it is not expressed, at least not in public. Concern for
the feelings of others imposes a deference which she nevertheless criticizes in an
awareness that, under the name of consideration, a vulnerability and a duplicity are
concealed.
At the second level of judgment, it is specifically over the issue of hurting that conflict
arises with respect to the abortion decision. When no option exists that can be construed
as being in the best interest of everyone, when responsibilities conflict and decision
entails the sacrifice of somebody's needs, then the woman confronts the seemingly
impossible task of choosing the victim. A nineteen-year-old, fearing the consequences for
herself of a second abortion but facing the opposition of both her family and her lover to
the continuation of the pregnancy, describes the dilemma as follows:
I don't know what choices are open to me; it is either to have it or the abortion; these are
the choices open to me. It is just that either way I don't... I think what confuses me is it is

a choice of either hurting myself or hurting other people around me. What is more
important? If there could be a happy medium, it would be fine, but there isn't. It is either
hurting someone on this side or hurting myself.
While the feminine identification of goodness with self-sacrifice seems clearly to dictate
the "right" resolution of this dilemma, the stakes may be high for the woman herself, and
the sacrifice of the fetus, in any event, compromises the altruism of an abortion motivated
by a concern for others. Since femininity itself is one conflict in an abortion intended as
an expression of love and care, this is a resolution which readily explodes in its own
contradiction.
"I don't think anyone should have to choose between two things that they love," says a
twenty-five-year-old woman who assumed responsibility not only for her lover but also
for his wife and children in having an abortion she did not want:
I just wanted the child and I really don't believe in abortions. Who can say when life
begins. I think that life begins at conception and ... I felt like there were changes
happening in my body and I felt very protective . . . [but] I felt a responsibility, my
responsibility if anything ever happened to her [his wife]. He made me feel that I had to
make a choice and there was only one choice to make and that was to have an abortion
and I could always have children another time and he made me feel if I didn't have it that
it would drive us apart.
The abortion decision was, in her mind, a choice not to choose with respect to the
pregnancy—"That was my choice, I had to do it." Instead, it was a decision to
subordinate the pregnancy to the continuation of a relationship that she saw as
encompassing her life—"Since I met him, he has been my life. I do everything for him;
my life sort of revolves around him." Since she wanted to have the baby and also to
continue the relationship, either choice could be construed as selfish. Furthermore, since
both alternatives entailed hurting someone, neither could be considered moral. Faced
with a decision which, in her own terms, was untenable, she sought to avoid
responsibility for the choice she made, construing the decision as a sacrifice of her own
needs to those of her lover. However, this public sacrifice in the name of responsibility
engendered a private resentment that erupted in anger, compromising the very
relationship that it had been intended to sustain.
Afterwards we went through a bad time because I hate to say it and I was wrong, but I
blamed him. I gave in to him. But when it came down to it, I made the decision. I could
have said, 'I am going to have this child whether you want me to or not,' and I just didn't
do it.
Pregnant again by the same man, she recognizes in retrospect that the choice in fact had
been hers, as she returns once again to what now appears to have been missed
opportunity for growth. Seeking, this time, to make rather than abdicate the decision, she
sees the issue as one of "strength" as she struggles to free herself from the powerlessness
of her own dependence:

I think that right now I think of myself as someone who can become a lot stronger.
Because of the circumstances, I just go along like with the tide. I never really had
anything of my own before... [this time] I hope to come on strong and make a big
decision, whether it is right or wrong.
Because the morality of self-sacrifice had justified the previous abortion, she now must
suspend that judgment if she is to claim her own voice and accept responsibility for
choice.
She thereby calls into question the underlying assumption of Level Two, which leads the
woman to consider herself responsible for the actions of others, while holding others
responsible for the choices she makes. This notion of reciprocity, backwards in its
assumptions about control, disguises assertion as response. By reversing responsibility, it
generates a series of indirect actions, which leave everyone feeling manipulated and
betrayed. The logic of this position is confused in that the morality of mutual care is
embedded in the psychology of dependence. Assertion becomes personally dangerous in
its risk of criticism and abandonment, as well as potentially immoral in its power to hurt.
This confusion is captured by Kohlberg's (1969) definition of Stage Three moral
judgment, which joins the need for approval with the wish to care for and help others.
When thus caught between the passivity of dependence and the activity of care, the
woman becomes suspended in an immobility of both judgment and action. "If I were
drowning, I couldn't reach out a hand to save myself, so unwilling am I to set myself up
against fate" (p. 7), begins the central character of Margaret Drabble's novel. The
Waterfall (1971), in an effort to absolve herself of responsibility as she at the same time
relinquishes control. Facing the same moral conflict which George Eliot depicted in The
Mill on the Floss, Drabble's heroine proceeds to relive Maggie Tulliver's dilemma but
turns inward in her search for the way in which to retell that story. What is initially
suspended and then called into question is the judgment which "had in the past made it
seem better to renounce myself than them" (Drabble, p. 50).
THE SECOND TRANSITION: FROM GOODNESS TO TRUTH
The second transition begins with the reconsideration of the relationship bctween self and
other, as the woman starts to scrutinize the logic of self-sacrifice in the service of a
morality of care. In the interview data, this transition is announced by the reappearance of
the word selfish. Retrieving the judgmental initiative, the woman begins to ask whether it
is selfish or responsible, moral or immoral, to include her own needs within the compass
of her care and concern. This question leads her to reexamine the concept of
responsibility, juxtaposing the outward concern with what other people think with a new
inner judgment.
In separating the voice of the self from those of others, the woman asks if it is possible to
be responsible to herself as well as to others and thus to reconcile the disparity between
hurt and care. The exercise of such responsibility, however, requires a new kind of
judgment whose first demand is for honesty. To be responsible, it is necessary first to
acknowledge what it is that one is doing. The criterion for judgment thus shifts from
"goodness" to "truth" as the morality of action comes to be assessed not on the basis of its

appearance in the eyes of others, but in terms of the realities of its intention and
consequence.
A twenty-four-year-old married Catholic woman, pregnant again two months following
the birth other first child, identifies her dilemma as one of choice: "You have to now
decide; because it is now available, you have to make a decision. And if it wasn't
available, there was no choice open; you just do what you have to do." In the absence of
legal abortion, a morality of self-sacrifice was necessary in order to insure protection and
care for the dependent child. However, when such sacrifice becomes optional, the entire
problem is recast.
The abortion decision is framed by this woman first in terms of her responsibilities to
others: having a second child at this time would be contrary to medical advice and would
strain both the emotional and financial resources of the family. However, there is, she
says, a third reason for having an abortion, "sort of an emotional reason. I don't know if it
is selfish or not, but it would really be tying myself down and right now I am not ready to
be tied down with two."
Against this combination of selfish and responsible reasons for abortion is her Catholic
belief that
... it is taking a life, and it is. Even though it is not formed, it is the potential, and to me it
is still taking a life. But I have to think of mine, my son's and my husband's, to think
about, and at first I think that I thought it was for selfish reasons, but it is not. I believe
that too, some of it is selfish. I don't want another one right now; I am not ready for it.
The dilemma arises over the issue of justification for taking a life: "I can't cover it over,
because I believe this and if I do try to cover it over, I know that I am going to be in a
mess. It will be denying what I am really doing." Asking "Am I doing the right thing; is it
moral?," she counterposes to her belief against abortion her concern with the
consequences of continuing the pregnancy. While concluding that "I can't be so morally
strict as to hurt three other people with a decision just because of my moral beliefs," the
issue of goodness still remains critical to her resolution of the dilemma:
The moral factor is there. To me it is taking a life, and I am going to take that upon
myself, that decision upon myself and I have feelings about it, and talked to a priest... but
he said it is there and it will be from now on, and it is up to the person if they can
live with the idea and still believe they are good.
The criteria for goodness, however, move inward as the ability to have an abortion and
still consider herself good comes to hinge on the issue of selfishness with which she
struggles to come to terms. Asked if acting morally is acting according to what is best for
the self or whether it is a
matter of self-sacrifice, she replies:
I don't know if I really understand the question.... Like in my situation where I want to
have the abortion and if I didn't it would be self-sacrificing, I am really in the middle of
both those ways . . . but I think that my morality is strong and if these reasons—financial,

physical reality and also for the whole family involved—were not here, that I wouldn't
have to do it, and then it would be a self-sacrifice.
The importance of clarifying her own participation in the decision is evident in her
attempt to ascertain her feelings in order to determine whether or not she was "putting
them under" in deciding to end the pregnancy. Whereas in the first transition, from
selfishness to responsibility, women made lists in order to bring to their consideration
needs other than their own, now, in the second transition, it is the needs of the self which
have to be deliberately uncovered. Confronting the reality of her own wish for an
abortion, she now must deal with the problem of selfishness and the qualification that she
feels it imposes on the "goodness" of her decision. The primacy of this concern is
apparent in her description of herself:
I think in a way I am selfish for one thing, and very emotional, very. . . and I think that I
am a very real person and an understanding person and I can handle life situations fairly
well, so I am basing a lot on my ability to do the things that I feel are right and best for
me and whoever I am involved with. I think I was very fair to myself about the decision,
and I really think that I have been truthful, not hiding anything, bringing out all the
feelings involved. I feel it is a good decision and an honest one, a real decision.
Thus she strives to encompass the needs of both self and others, to be responsible to
others and thus to be "good" but also to be responsible to herself and thus to be "honest"
and "real."
While from one point of view, attention to one's own needs is considered selfish, when
looked at from a different perspective, it is a matter of honesty and fairness. This is the
essence of the transitional shift toward a new conception of goodness which turns inward
in an acknowledgement of the self and an acceptance of responsibility for decision. While
outward justification, the concern with "good reasons," remains critical for this particular
woman: "I still think abortion is wrong, and it will be unless the situation can justify what
you are doing." But the search for justification has produced a change in her thinking,
"not drastically, but a little bit." She realizes that in continuing the pregnancy she would
punish not only herself but also her husband, toward whom she had begun to feel "turned
off and irritated." This leads her to consider the consequences self-sacrifice can have both
for the self and for others. "God, " she says, "can punish, but He can also forgive." What
remains in question is whether her claim to forgiveness is compromised by a decision that
not only meets the needs of others, but that also is "right and best for me."
The concern with selfishness and its equation with immorality recur in an interview with
another Catholic woman whose arrival for an abortion was punctuated by the statement,
"I have always thought abortion was a fancy word for murder." Initially explaining this
murder as one of lesser degree—"I am doing it because I have to do it. I am not doing it
the least bit because I want to," she judges it "not quite as bad. You can rationalize that it
is not quite the same." Since "keeping the child for lots and lots of reasons was just sort
of impractical and out," she considers her options to be either abortion or adoption.
However, having previously given up one child for adoption, she says: "I knew that
psychologically there was no way that I could hack another adoption. It took me about
four-and-a half years to get my head on straight; there was just no way I was going to go

through it again." The decision thus reduces in her eyes to a choice between murdering
the fetus or damaging herself. The choice is further complicated by the fact that by
continuing the pregnancy she would hurt not only herself but also her parents, with whom
she lived. In the face of these manifold moral contradictions, the psychological demand
for honesty that arises in counseling finally allows decision:
On my own, I was doing it not so much for myself; I was doing it for my parents. I was
doing it because the doctor told me to do it, but I had never resolved in my mind that I
was doing it for me. Because it goes right back to the fact that I never believed in
abortions... . Actually, I had to sit down and admit, no, I really don't want to go the
mother route now. I honestly don't feel that I want to be a mother, and that is not really
such a bad thing to say after all. But that is not how I felt up until talking to Maureen [her
counselor]. It was just a horrible way to feel, so I wasn't going to feel it, and I just
blocked it right out.
As long as her consideration remains "moral," abortion can be justified only as an act of
sacrifice, a submission to necessity where the absence of choice precludes responsibility.
In this way, she can avoid self-condemnation, since, "When you get into moral stuff then
you are getting into self-respect and that stuff, and at least if I do something that I feel is
morally wrong, then I tend to lose some of my self-respect as a person." Her evasion of
responsibility, critical to maintaining the innocence necessary for self-respect, contradicts
the reality of her own participation in the abortion decision. The dishonesty in her plea of
victimization creates the conflict that generates the need for a more inclusive
understanding. She must now resolve the emerging contradiciton in her thinking between
the two uses of the term right: "I am saying that abortion is morally wrong, but the
situation is right, and I am going to do it." But the thing is that eventually they are going
to have to go together, and I am going to have to put them together somehow." Asked
how this could be done, she replies:
I would have to change morally wrong to morally right. [How?] I have no idea. I don't
think you can take something that you feel is morally wrong because the situation makes
it right and put the two together. They are not together, they are opposite. They don't go
together. Something is wrong, but all of a sudden because you are doing it, it is right.
This discrepancy recalls a similar conflict she faced over the question of euthanasia, also
considered by her to be morally wrong until she "took care of a couple of patients who
had flat EEGs and saw the job that it was doing on their families." Recalling that
experience, she says:
You really don't know your blacks and whites until you really get into them and are being
confronted with it. If you stop and think about my feelings on euthanasia until I got into
it, and then my feelings about abortion until I got into it, I thought both of them were
murder. Right and wrong and no middle but there is a gray.
In discovering the gray and questioning the moral judgments which formerly she
considered to be absolute, she confronts the moral crisis of the second transition. Now the

conventions which in the past had guided her moral judgment became subject to a new
criticism, as she questions not only the justification for hurting others in the name of
morality, but also the "rightness" of hurting herself. However, to sustain such criticism in
the face of conventions that equate goodness with self-sacrifice, the woman must verify
her capacity for independent judgment and the legitimacy of her own point of view.
Once again transition hinges on self-concept. When uncertainty about her own worth
prevents a woman from claiming equality, self-assertion falls prey to the old criticism of
selfishness. Then the morality that condones self-destruction in the name of responsible
care is not repudiated as inadequate but rather is abandoned in the face of its threat to
survival. Moral obligation, rather than expanding to include the self, is rejected
completely as the failure of conventional reciprocity leaves the woman unwilling any
longer to protect others at what is now seen to be her own expense. In the absence of
morality, survival, however "selfish" or "immoral," returns as the paramount concern.
A musician in her late twenties illustrates this transitional impasse. Having led an
independent life which centered on her work, she considered herself "fairly strong-willed,
fairly in control, fairly rational and objective" until she became involved in an intense
love affair and discovered in her capacity to love "an entirely new dimension" in herself.
Admitting in retrospect to "tremendous naivete and idealism," she had entertained "some
vague ideas that some day I would like a child to concretize our relationship . . . having
always associated having a child with all the creative aspects of my life." Abjuring, with
her lover, the use of contraceptives because, "as the relationship was sort of an ideal
relationship in our minds, we liked the idea of not using foreign objects or anything
artificial," she saw herself as having relinquished control, becoming instead "just simply
vague and allowing events to just carry me along." Just as she began in her own thinking
to confront "the realities of that situation"—the possibility of pregnancy and the fact that
her lover was married—she found herself pregnant. "Caught" between her wish to end a
relationship that "seemed more and more defeating" and her wish for a baby, which
"would be a connection that would last a long time," she is paralyzed by her inability to
resolve the dilemma which her ambivalence creates.
The pregnancy poses a conflict between her "moral" belief that "once a certain
life has begun, it shouldn't be stopped artificially" and her "amazing" discovery that to
have the baby she would "need much more [support] than I thought." Despite her moral
conviction that she "should" have the child, she doubts that she could psychologically
deal with "having he child alone and taking the responsibility for it." Thus a conflict
erupts between what she considers to be her moral obligation to protect life and her
inability to do so under the circumstances of this pregnancy. Seeing it as "my decision
and my responsibility for making the decision whether to have or have not the child," she
struggles to find a viable basis on which to resolve the dilemma.
Capable of arguing either for or against abortion "with a philosophical logic," she says,
on the one hand, that in an overpopulated world one should have children only under
ideal conditions for care but, on the other, that one should end a life only when it is
impossible to sustain it. She describes her impasse in response to the question of whether
there is a difference between what she wants to do and what she thinks she should do:
.

Yes, and there always has. I have always been confronted with that precise situation in a
lot of my choices, and I have been trying to figure out what are the things that make me
believe that these are things I should do as opposed to what I feel I want to do. [In this
situation?] It is not that clear cut. I both want the child and feel I should have it, and I also
think I should have the abortion and want it, but I would say it is my stronger feeling, and
that I don't have enough confidence in my work yet and that is really where it is all
hinged, I think ... [the abortion] would solve the problem and I know I can't handle the
pregnancy.
Characterizing this solution as "emotional and pragmatic" and attributing it to her lack of
confidence in her work, she contrasts it with the "better thought out and more logical and
more correct" resolution of her lover who thinks that she should have the child and raise
it without either his presence or financial support. Confronted with this reflected image of
herself as ultimately giving and good, as self-sustaining in her own creativity and thus
able to meet the needs of others while imposing no demands of her own in return, she
questions not the image itself but her own adequacy in filling it. Concluding that she is
not yet capable of doing so, she is reduced in her own eyes to what she sees as a selfish
and highly compromised fight for my survival. But in one way or another, I am going to
suffer. Maybe I am going to suffer mentally and emotionally having the abortion, or I
would suffer what I think is possibly something worse. So I suppose it is the lesser of two
evils. I think it is a matter of choosing which one I know that I can survive through. It is
really. I think it is selfish, I suppose, because it does have to do with that. I just realized
that. I guess it does have to do with whether I would survive or not. [Why is this selfish?]
Well, you know, it is. Because I am concerned with my survival first, as opposed to the
survival of the relationship or the survival of the child, another human being ... I guess I
am setting priorities, and I guess I am setting my needs to survive first.... I guess I see it
in negative terms a lot... but I do think of other positive things; that I am still going to
have some life left, maybe. I don't know.
In the face of this failure of reciprocity of care, in the disappointment of abandonment
where connection was sought, survival is seen to hinge on her work which is "where I
derive the meaning of what I am. That's the known factor." While uncertainty about her
work makes this survival precarious, the choice for abortion is also distressing in that she
considers it to be "highly introverted—that in this one respect, having an abortion would
be going a step backward; going outside to love someone else and having a child would
be a step forward." The sense of retrenchment that the severing of connection signifies is
apparent in her anticipation of the cost which abortion would entail:
Probably what I will do is I will cut off my feelings, and when they will return or what
would happen to them after that, I don't know. So that I don't feel anything at all, and I
would probably just be very cold and go through it very coldly.... The more you do that to
yourself, the more difficult it becomes to love again or to trust again or to feel again...
Each time I move away from that, it becomes easier, not more difficult, but easier to
avoid committing myself to a relationship. And l am really concerned about cutting off
that whole feeling aspect.
Caught between selfishness and responsibility, unable to find in the circumstances of this
choice a way of caring which does not at the same time destroy, she confronts a dilemma

which reduces to a conflict between morality and survival. Adulthood and femininity fly
apart in the failure of this attempt at integration as the choice to work becomes a decision
not only to renounce this particular relationship and child but also to obliterate the
vulnerability that love and care engender.
THE THIRD LEVEL: THE MORALITY OF NONVIOLENCE
In contrast, a twenty-five-year-old woman, facing a similar disappointment, finds a way
to reconcile the initially disparate concepts of selfishness and responsibility through a
transformed understanding of self and a corresponding redefinition of morality.
Examining the assumptions underlying the conventions of feminine self-abnegation and
moral self-sacrifice, she comes to reject these conventions as immoral in their power to
hurt. By elevating nonviolence—the injunction against hurting—to a principle governing
all moral judgment and action, she is able to assert a moral equality between self and
other. Care then becomes a universal obligation, the self-chosen ethic of a
postconventional judgment that reconstructs the dilemma in a way that allows the
assumption of responsibility for choice.
In this woman's life, the current pregnancy brings to the surface the unfinished business
of an earlier pregnancy and of the relationship in which both pregnancies occurred. The
first pregnancy was discovered after her lover had left and was terminated by an abortion
experienced as a purging expression of her anger at having been rejected. Remembering
the abortion only as a relief, she nevertheless describes that time in her life as one in
which she "hit rock bottom." Having hoped then to "take control of my life," she instead
resumed the relationship when the man reappeared. Now, two years later, having once
again "left my diaphragm in the drawer," she again becomes pregnant. Although initially
"ecstatic" at the news, her elation dissipates when her lover tells her that he will leave if
she chooses to have the child. Under these circumstances, she considers a second
abortion but is unable to keep the repeated appointments she makes because of her
reluctance to accept the responsibility for that choice. While the first abortion seemed an
"honest mistake," she says that a second would make her feel "like a walking slaughterhouse." Since she would need financial support to raise the child, her initial strategy was
to take the matter to "the welfare people" in the hope that they would refuse to provide
the necessary funds and thus resolve her dilemma:
In that way, you know, the responsibility would be off my shoulders, and I could say, it's
not my fault, you know, the state denied me the money that I would need to do it. But it
turned out that it was possible to do it, and so I was, you know, right back where I started.
And I had an appointment for an abortion, and I kept calling and cancelling it and then
remaking the appointment and cancelling it, and I just couldn't make up my mind.
Confronting the need to choose between the two evils of hurting herself or ending the
incipient life of the child, she finds, in a reconstruction of the dilemma itself, a basis for a
new priority that allows decision. In doing so, she comes to see the conflict as arising
from a faulty construction of reality. Her thinking recapitulates the developmental
sequence, as she considers but rejects as inadequate the components of earlier-stage

resolutions. An expanded conception of responsibility now reshapes moral judgment and
guides resolution of the dilemma, whose pros and cons she considers as follows:
Well, the pros for having the baby are all the admiration that you would get from, you
know, being a single woman, alone, martyr, struggling, having the adoring love of this
beautiful Gerber baby... just more of a home life than I have had in a long time, and that
basically was it, which is pretty fantasyland; it is not very realistic.. . . Cons against
having the baby: it was going to hasten what is looking to be the inevitable end of the
relationship with the man I am presently with.... I was going to have to go on welfare, my
parents were going to hate me for the rest of my life, I was going to lose a really good job
that I have, I would lose a lot of independence . . . solitude . . . and I would have to be put
in a position of asking help from a lot of people a lot of the time. Cons against having the
abortion is having to face up to the guilt... and pros for having the abortion are I would be
able to handle my deteriorating relation with S. with a lot more capability and a lot more
responsibility for him and for myself. . . and I would not have to go through the
realization that for the next twenty-five years of my life I would be punishing myself for
being foolish enough to get pregnant again and forcing myself to bring up a kid just
because I did this. Having to face the guilt of a second abortion seemed like, not exactly,
well, exactly the lesser of the two evils but also the one that would pay off for me
personally in the long run because by looking at why I am pregnant again and
subsequently have decided to have a second abortion, I have to face up to some things
about myself.
Although she doesn't "feel good about having a second abortion," she nevertheless
concludes, 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 purpose.
Asked to describe herself, she indicates how closely her transformed moral understanding
is tied to a changing self-concept:
I have been thinking about that a lot lately, and it comes up different than what my usual
subconscious perception of myself is. Usually paying off some sort of debt, going around
serving people who are not really worthy of my attentions because somewhere in my life
I think I got the impression that my needs are really secondary to Other people's, and that
if I feel, if I make any demands on other people to fulfill my needs, I'd feel guilty for it
and submerge my own in favor of other people's, which later backfires on me, and I feel a
great deal of resentment for other people that I am doing things for, which causes friction
and the eventual deterioration of the relationship. And then I start all over again. How
would I describe myself to myself? Pretty frustrated and a lot angrier than I admit, a lot
more aggressive than I admit.
Reflecting on the virtues which comprise the conventional definition of the feminine self,
a definition which she hears articulated in her mother's voice, she says, "I am beginning
to think that all these virtues are really not getting me anywhere. I have begun to notice."

Tied to this recognition is an. acknowledgement of her power and worth, both previously
excluded
from the image she projected:
I am suddenly beginning to realize that the things that I like to do, the things I am
interested in, and the things that I believe and the kind of person I am is not so bad that I
have to constantly be sitting on the shelf and letting it gather dust. I am a lot more
worthwhile than what my past actions have led other people to believe.
Her notion of a "good person," which previously was limited to her mother's example of
hard work, patience and self-sacrifice, now changes to include the value that she herself
places on directness and honesty. Although she believes that this new self-assertion will
lead her "to feel a lot better about myself she recognizes that it will also expose her to
criticism:
Other people may say, "Boy, she's aggressive, and I don't like that," but at least, you
know, they will know that they don't like that. They are not going to say, "I like the way
she manipulates herself to fit right around me." . . . What I want to do is just be a more
self-determined person and a more singular person.
While within her old framework abortion had seemed a way of "copping out" instead of
being a "responsible person [who] pays for his mistakes and pays and pays and is always
there when she says she will be there and even when she doesn't say she will be there is
there," now, her "conception of what I think is right for myself and my conception of
self-worth is changing." She can consider this emergent self "also a good person," as her
concept of goodness expands to encompass "the feeling of self-worth; you are not going
to sell yourself short and you are not going to make yourself do things that, you know,
are really stupid and that you don't want to do." This reorientation centers on the
awareness that:
I have a responsibility to myself, and you know, for once I am beginning to realize that
that really matters to me . . . instead of doing what I want for myself and feeling guilty
over how selfish I am, you realize that that is a very usual way for people to live... doing
what you want to do because you feel that your wants and your needs are important, if to
no one else, then to you, and that's reason enough to do something that you want to do.
Once obligation extends to include the self as well as others, the disparity between
selfishness and responsibility is reconciled. Although the conflict between self and other
remains, the moral problem is restructured in an awareness that the occurrence of the
dilemma itself precludes non-violent resolution. The abortion decision is now seen to be a
"serious" choice affecting both self and others: "This is a life that I have taken, a
conscious decision to terminate, and that is just very heavy, a very heavy thing." While
accepting the necessity of abortion as a highly compromised resolution, she turns her
attention to the pregnancy itself, which she now considers to denote a failure of
responsibility, a failure to care for and protect both self and other.
As in the first transition, although now in different terms, the conflict precipitated by the
pregnancy catches up the issues critical to development. These issues now concern the

worth of the self in relation to others, the claiming of the power to choose, and the
acceptance of responsibility for choice. By provoking a confrontation with these issues,
the crisis can become "a very auspicious time; you can use the pregnancy as sort of a
learning, teeing-off point, which makes it useful in a way." This possibility for growth
inherent in a crisis which allows confrontation with a construction of reality whose
acceptance previously had impeded development was first identified by Coles (1964) in
his study of the children of Little Rock. This same sense of possibility is expressed by the
women who see, in their resolution of the abortion dilemma, a reconstructed
understanding which creates the opportunity for "a new beginning," a chance "to take
control of my life."
For this woman, the first step in taking control was to end the relationship in which she
had considered herself "reduced to a nonentity," but to do so in a responsible way.
Recognizing hurt as the inevitable concomitant of rejection, she strives to minimize that
hurt "by dealing with [his] needs as best I can without compromising my own... that's a
big point for me, because the thing in my life to this point has been always
compromising, and I am not willing to do that any more." Instead, she seeks to act in a
"decent, human kind of way . . . one that leaves maybe a slightly shook but not totally
destroyed person." Thus the "nonentity" confronts her power to destroy which formerly
had impeded any assertion, as she considers the possibility for a new kind of action that
leaves both self and other intact.
The moral concern remains a concern with hurting as she considers Kohlberg's Heinz
dilemma in terms of the question, "who is going to be hurt more, the druggist who loses
some money or the person who loses their life?" The right to property and right to life are
weighed not in the abstract, in terms of their logical priority, but rather in the particular,
in terms of the actual consequences that the violation of these rights would have in the
lives of the people involved. Thinking remains contextual and admixed with feelings of
care, as the moral imperative to avoid hurt begins to be informed by a psychological
understanding of the meaning of non-violence.
Thus, release from the intimidation of inequality finally allows the expression of a
judgment that previously had been withheld. What women then enunciate is not a new
morality, but a moral conception disentangled from the constraints that formerly had
confused its perception and impeded its articulation. The willingness to express and take
responsibility for judgment stems from the recognition of the psychological and moral
necessity for an equation of worth between self and other. Responsibility for care then
includes both self and other, and the obligation not to hurt, freed from conventional
constraints, is reconstructed as a universal guide to moral choice.
The reality of hurt centers the judgment of a twenty-nine-year-old woman, married and
the mother of a preschool child, as she struggles with the dilemma posed by a second
pregnancy whose timing conflicts with her completion of an advanced degree. Saying
that "I cannot deliberately do something that is bad or would hurt another person because
I can't live with having done that," she nevertheless confronts a situation in which hurt
has become inevitable. Seeking that solution which would best protect both herself and
others, she indicates, in her definition of morality, the ineluctable sense of connection
which infuses and colors all of her thinking:

[Morality is] doing what is appropriate and what is just within your circumstances, but
ideally it is not going to affect—I was going to say, ideally it wouldn't negatively affect
another person, but that is ridiculous, because decisions are always going to affect
another person. But you see, what I am trying to say is that it is the person that is the
center of the decision making, of that decision making about what's right and what's
wrong.
The person who is the center of this decision making begins by denying, but then goes on
to acknowledge, the conflicting nature both of her own needs and of her various
responsibilities. Seeing the pregnancy as a manifestation of the inner conflict between her
wish, on the one hand, "to be a college president" and, on the other, "to be making pottery
and flowers and having kids and staying at home," she struggles with contradiction
between femininity and adulthood. Considering abortion as the "better" choice—because
"in the end, meaning this time next year or this time two weeks from now, it will be less
of a personal strain on us individually and on us as a family for me not to be pregnant at
this time," she concludes that the decision has
got to be, first of all, something that the woman can live with—a decision that the woman
can live with, one way or another, or at least try to live with, and that it be based on
where she is at and other people, significant people in her life, are at.
At the beginning of the interview she had presented the dilemma in its conventional
feminine construction, as a conflict between her own wish to have a baby and the wish of
others for her to complete her education. On the basis of this construction she deemed it
"selfish" to continue the pregnancy because it was something "I want to do." However, as
she begins to examine her thinking, she comes to abandon as false this conceptualization
of the problem, acknowledging the truth of her own internal conflict and elaborating the
tension which she feels between her femininity and the adulthood of her work life. She
describes herself as "going in two directions" and values that part of herself which is
"incredibly passionate and sensitive"—her capacity to recognize and meet, often with
anticipation, the needs of others. Seeing her "compassion" as "something I don't want to
lose" she regards it as endangered by her pursuit of professional advancement. Thus the
self-deception other initial presentation, its attempt to sustain the fiction of her own
innocence, stems from her fear that to say that she does not want to have another baby at
this time would be
an acknowledgement to me that I am an ambitious person and that I want to have power
and responsibility for others and that I want to live a life that extends from 9 to 5 every
day and into the evenings and on weekends, because that is what the power and
responsibility means. It means that my family would necessarily come second.,. there
would be such an incredible conflict about which is tops, and I don't want that for myself.
Asked about her concept of "an ambitious person" she says that to be ambitious means to
be
power hungry [and] insensitive. [Why insensitive?] Because people are stomped on in the
process. A person on the way up stomps on people, whether it is family or other

colleagues or clientele, on the way up. [Inevitably?] Not always, but I have seen it so
often in my limited years of working that it is scary to me. It is scary because I don't want
to change like that.
Because the acquisition of adult power is seen to entail the loss of feminine sensitivity
and compassion, the conflict between femininity and adulthood becomes construed as a
moral problem. The discovery of the principle of nonviolence begins to direct attention to
the moral dilemma itself and initiates the search for a resolution that can encompass both
femininity and adulthood.
Developmental Theory Reconsidered
The developmental conception delineated at the outset, which has so consistently found
the development of women to be either aberrant or incomplete, has been limited insofar
as it has been predominantly a male conception, giving lip-service, a place on the chart,
to the interdependence of intimacy and care but constantly stressing, at their expense, the
importance and value of autonomous judgment and action. To admit to this conception
the truth of the feminine perspective is to recognize for both sexes the central importance
in adult life of the connection between self and other, the universality of the need for
compassion and care. The concept of the separate self and of the moral principle
uncompromised by the constraints of reality is an adolescent ideal, the elaborately
wrought philosophy of a Stephen Daedalus, whose flight we know to be in jeopardy.
Erikson (1964), in contrasting the ideological morality of the adolescent with the ethics of
adult care, attempts to grapple with this problem of integration, but is impeded by the
limitations of his own previous developmental conception. When his developmental
stages chart a path where the sole precursor to the intimacy of adult relationships is the
trust established in infancy and all intervening experience is marked only as steps toward
greater independence, then separation itself becomes the model and the measure of
growth. The observation that, for women, identity has as much to do with connection as
with separation led Erikson into trouble largely because of his failure to integrate this
insight into the mainstream of his developmental theory (Erikson, 1968).
The morality of responsibility which woman describe stands apart from the morality of
rights which underlies Kohlberg's conception of the highest stages of moral judgment.
Kohlberg (Note 3) sees the progression toward these stages as resulting from the
generalization of the self-centered adolescent rejection of societal morality into a
principled conception of individual natural rights. To illustrate this progression, he cites
as an example of integrated Stage Five judgment, "possibly moving to Stage Six," the
following response of a twenty-five-year-old subject from his male longitudinal sample:
[What does the word morality mean to you?] Nobody in the world knows the answer. I
think it is recognizing the right of the individual, the rights of other individuals, not
interfering with those rights. Act as fairly as you would have them treat you. I think it is
basically to preserve the human being's right to existence. I think that is the most
important. Secondly, the human being's right to do as he pleases, again without
interfering with somebody else's rights, (p. 29)

Another version of the same conception is evident in the following interview response of
a male college senior whose moral judgment also was scored by Kohlberg (Note 4) as at
Stage Five or Six:
[Morality] is a prescription, it is a thing to follow, and the idea of having a concept of
morality is to try to figure out what it is that people can do in order to make life with each
other livable, make for a kind of balance, a kind of equilibrium, a harmony in which
everybody feels he has a place and an equal share in things, and it's doing that—doing
that is kind of contributing to a state of affairs that go beyond the individual in the
absence of which, the individual has no chance for self-fulfillment of any kind. Fairness;
morality is kind of essential, it seems to me, for creating the kind of environment,
interaction between people, that is prerequisite to this fulfillment of most individual goals
and so on. If you want other people to not interfere with your pursuit of whatever you are
into, you have to play the game.
In contrast, a woman in her late twenties responds to a similar question by defining a
morality not of rights but of responsibility:
[What makes something a moral issue?] Some sense of trying to uncover a right path in
which to live, and always in my mind is that the world is full of real and recognizable
trouble, and is it heading for some sort of doom and is it right to bring children into this
world when we currently have an overpopulation problem, and is it right to spend money
on a pair of shoes when I have a pair of shoes and other people are shoeless ... It is part of
a self-critical view, part of saying, how am I spending my time and in what sense am I
working? I think I have a real drive to, I have a real maternal drive to take care of
someone. To take care of my mother, to take care of children, to take care of other
people's children, to take care of my own children, to take care of the world. I think that
goes back to your other question, and when I am dealing with moral issues, I am sort of
saying to myself constantly, are you taking care of all the things that you think are
important and in what ways are you wasting yourself and wasting those issues?
While the postconventional nature of this woman's perspective seems clear, her
judgments of Kohlberg's hypothetical moral dilemmas do not meet his criteria for scoring
at the principled level. Kohlberg regards this as a disparity between normative and
metaethical judgments which he sees as indicative of the transition between conventional
and principled thinking. From another perspective, however, this judgment represents a
different moral conception, disentangled from societal conventions and raised to the
principled level. In this conception, moral judgment is oriented toward issues of
responsibility. The way in which the responsibility orientation guides moral decision at
the postconventional level is described by the following woman in her thirties:
[Is there a right way to make moral decisions?] The only way I know is to try to be as
awake as possible, to try to know the range of what you feel, to try to consider all that's
involved, to be as aware as you can be to what's going on, as conscious as you can of
where you're walking. [Are there principles that guide you?] The principle would have

something to do with responsibility, responsibility and caring about yourself and others...
But it's not that on the one hand you choose to be responsible and on the other hand you
choose to be irresponsible— both ways you can be responsible. That's why there's not
just a principle that once you take hold of you settle—the principle put into practice here
is still going to leave you with conflict.
The moral imperative that emerges repeatedly in the women's interviews is an injunction
to care, a responsibility to discern and alleviate the "real and recognizable trouble" of this
world. For the men Kohlberg studied, the moral imperative appeared rather as an
injunction to respect the rights of others and thus to protect from interference the right to
life and self-fulfillment. Women's insistence on care is at first self-critical rather than
self-protective, while men initially conceive obligation to others negatively in terms of
noninterference. Development for both sexes then would seem to entail an integration of
rights and responsibilities through the discovery of the complementarity of these
disparate views. For the women I have studied, this integration between rights and
responsibilities appears to take place through a principled understanding of equity and
reciprocity. This understanding tempers the self-destructive potential of a self-critical
morality by asserting the equal right of all persons to care. For the men in Kohlberg's
sample as well as for those in a longitudinal study of Harvard undergraduates (Gilligan &
Murphy, Note 5) it appears to be the recognition through experience of the need for a
more active responsibility in taking care that corrects the potential indifference of a
morality of noninterference and turns attention from the logic to the consequences of
choice. In the development of a postconventional ethic understanding, women come to
see the violence generated by inequitable relationships, while men come to realize the
limitations of a conception of justice blinded to the real inequities of human life.
Kohlberg's dilemmas, in the hypothetical abstraction of their presentation, divest the
moral actors from the history and psychology of the individual lives and separate the
moral problem from the social contingencies of its possible occurrence. In doing so, the
dilemmas are useful for the distillation and refinement of the "objective principles of
justice" toward which Kohlberg's stages strive. However, the reconstruction of the
dilemma in its contextual particularity allows the understanding of cause and
consequence which engages the compassion and tolerance considered by previous
theorists to qualify the feminine sense of justice. Only when substance is given to the
skeletal lives of hypothetical people is it possible to consider the social injustices which
their moral problems may reflect and to imagine the individual suffering their occurrence
may signify or their resolution engender.
The proclivity of women to reconstruct hypothetical dilemmas in terms of the real, to
request or supply the information missing about the nature of the people and the places
where they live, shifts their judgment away from the hierarchical ordering of principles
and the formal procedures of decision making that are critical for scoring at Kohlberg's
highest stages. This insistence on the particular signifies an orientation to the dilemma
and to moral problems in general that differs from any of Kohlberg's stage descriptions.
Given the constraints of Kohlberg's system and the biases in his research sample, this
different orientation can only be construed as a failure in development. While several of
the women in the research sample clearly articulated what Kohlberg regarded as a
postconventional metaethical position, none of them were considered by Kohlberg to be

principled in their normative moral judgments of his hypothetical moral dilemmas (Note
4). Instead, the women's judgments pointed toward an identification of the violence
inherent in the dilemma itself which was seen to compromise the justice of any of its
possible resolutions. This construction of the dilemma led the women to recast the moral
judgment from a consideration of the good to a choice between evils.
The woman whose judgment of the abortion dilemma concluded the developmental
sequence presented in the preceding section saw Kohlberg's Heinz dilemma in these
terms and judged Heinz's action in terms of a choice between selfishness and sacrifice.
For Heinz to steal the drug, given the circumstances of his life (which she inferred from
his inability to pay two thousand dollars), he would have "to do something which is not in
his best interest, in that he is going to get sent away, and that is a supreme sacrifice, a
sacrifice which I would say a person truly in love might be willing to make." However,
not to steal the drug "would be selfish on his part... he would just have to feel guilty about
not allowing her a chance to live longer." Heinz's decision to steal is considered not in
terms of the logical priority of life over property which justifies its rightness, but rather in
terms of the actual consequences that stealing would have for a man of limited means and
little social power.
Considered in the light of its probable outcomes—his wife dead, or Heinz in jail,
brutalized by the violence of that experience and his life compromised by a record of
felony—the dilemma itself changes. Its resolution has less to do with the relative weights
of life and property in an abstract moral conception than with the collision it has
produced between two lives, formerly conjoined but now in opposition, where the
continuation of one life can now occur only at the expense of the other. Given this
construction, it becomes clear why consideration revolves around the issue of sacrifice
and why guilt becomes the inevitable concomitant of either resolution.
Demonstrating the reticence noted in the first section about making moral judgments, this
woman explains her reluctance to judge in terms of her belief
that everybody's existence is so different that I kind of say to myself, that might be
something that I wouldn't do, but I can't say that it is right or wrong for that person. I can
only deal with what is appropriate for me to do when I am faced with specific problems.
Asked if she would apply to others her own injunction against hurting, she says:
See, I can't say that it is wrong. I can't say that it is right or that it's wrong because I don't
know what the person did that the other person did something to hurt him ... so it is not
right that the person got hurt, but it is right that the person who just lost the job has got to
get that anger up and out. It doesn't put any bread on his table, but it is released. I don't
mean to be copping out. I really am trying to see how to answer these questions for you.
Her difficulty in answering Kohlberg's questions, her sense of strain with the construction
which they impose on the dilemma, stems from their divergence from her own frame of
reference:
I don't even think I use the words right and wrong anymore, and I know I don't use the
word moral, because I am not sure I know what it means... We are talking about an unjust

society, we are talking about a whole lot of things that are not right, that are truly wrong,
to use the word that I don't use very often, and I have no control to change that. If I could
change it, I certainly would, but I can only make my small contribution from day to day,
and if I don't intentionally hurt somebody, that is my contribution to a better society. And
so a chunk of that contribution is also not to pass judgment on other people, particularly
when I don't know the circumstances of why they are doing certain things.
The reluctance to judge remains a reluctance to hurt, but one that stems now not from a
sense of personal vulnerability but rather from a recognition of the limitations of
judgment itself. The deference of the conventional feminine perspective can thus be seen
to continue at the postconventional level, not as moral relativism but rather as part of a
reconstructed moral understanding. Moral judgment is renounced in an awareness of the
psychological and social determinism of all human behavior at the same time as moral
concern is reaffirmed in recognition of the reality of human pain and suffering;
I have a real thing about hurting people and always have, and that gets a little
complicated at times, because, for example, you don't want to hurt your child. I don't
want to hurt my child but if I don't hurt her sometimes, then that's hurting her more, you
see, and so that was a terrible dilemma for me.
Moral dilemmas are terrible in that they entail hurt; she sees Heinz's decision as "the
result of anguish, who am I hurting, why do I have to hurt them." While the morality of
Heinz's theft is not in question, given the circumstances which necessitated it, what is at
issue is his willingness to substitute himself for his wife and become, in her stead, the
victim of exploitation by a society which breeds and legitimizes the druggist's
irresponsibility and whose injustice is thus manifest in the very occurrence of the
dilemma.
The same sense that the wrong questions are being asked is evident in the response of
another woman who justified Heinz's action on a similar basis, saying "I don't think that
exploitation should really be a right. "When women begin to make direct moral
statements, the issues they repeatedly address are those of exploitation and hurt. In doing
so, they raise the issue of nonviolence in precisely the same psychological context that
brought Erikson (1969) to pause in his consideration of the truth of Gandhi's life.
In the pivotal letter, around which the judgment of his book turns, Erikson confronts the
contradiction between the philosophy of nonviolence that informed Gandhi's dealing with
the British and the psychology of violence that marred his relationships with his family
and with the children of the ashram. It was this contradiction, Erikson confesses,
which almost brought me to the point where I felt unable to continue writing this book
because I seemed to sense the presence of a kind of untruth in the very protestation of
truth; of something unclean when all the words spelled out an unreal purity; and, above
all, of displaced violence where nonviolence was the professed issue, (p.231)
In an effort to untangle the relationship between the spiritual truth of Satyagraha and the
truth of his own psychoanalytic understanding, Erikson reminds Gandhi that "Truth, you
once said, 'excludes the use of violence because man is not capable of knowing the

absolute truth and therefore is not competent to punish' " (p.241). The affinity between
Satyagraha and psychoanalysis lies in their shared commitment to seeing life as an
"experiment in truth," in their being
somehow joined in a universal "therapeutics," committed to the Hippocratic principle that
one can test truth (or the healing power inherent in a sick situation) only by action which
avoids harm—or better, by action which maximizes mutuality and minimizes the
violence caused by unilateral coercion or threat. (p.247)
Erikson takes Gandhi to task for his failure to acknowledge the relativity of truth. This
failure is manifest in the coercion of Gandhi's claim to exclusive possession of the truth,
his "unwillingness to learn from anybody anything except what was approved by the
'inner voice' " (p. 236). This claim led Gandhi, in the guise of love, to impose his truth on
others without awareness or regard for the extent to which he thereby did violence to
their integrity.
The moral dilemma, arising inevitably out of a conflict of truths, is by definition a "sick
situation" in that its either/or formulation leaves no room for an outcome that does not do
violence. The resolution of such dilemmas, however, lies not in the self-deception of
rationalized violence—"I was" said Gandhi, "a cruelly kind husband. I regarded myself as
her teacher and so harassed her out of my blind love for her" (p.233)—but rather in the
replacement of the underlying antagonism with a mutuality of respect and care.
Gandhi, whom Kohlberg has mentioned as exemplifying Stage Six moral judgment and
whom Erikson sought as a model of an adult ethical sensibility, instead is criticized by a
judgment that refuses to look away from or condone the infliction of harm. In denying the
validity of his wife's reluctance to open her home to strangers and in his blindness to the
different reality of adolescent sexuality and temptation, Gandhi compromised in his
everyday life the ethic of nonviolence to which in principle and in public he was so
steadfastly committed.
The blind willingness to sacrifice people to truth, however, has always been the danger of
an ethics abstracted from life. This willingness links Gandhi to the biblical Abraham,
who prepared to sacrifice the life of his son in order to demonstrate the integrity and
supremacy of his faith. Both men, in the limitations of their fatherhood, stand in implicit
contrast to the woman who comes before Solomon and verifies her motherhood by
relinquishing truth in order to save the life of her child. It is the ethics of an adulthood
that has become principled at the expense of care that Erikson comes to criticize in his
assessment of Gandhi's life.
This same criticism is dramatized explicitly as a contrast between the sexes in The
Merchant of Venice (1598/1912), where Shakespeare goes through an extraordinary
complication of sexual identity (dressing a male actor as a female character who in turn
poses as a male judge) in order to bring into the masculine citadel of justice the feminine
plea for mercy. The limitation of the contractual conception of justice is illustrated
through the absurdity of its literal execution, while the "need to make exceptions all the
time" is demonstrated contrapuntally in the matter of the rings. Portia, in calling for
mercy, argues for that resolution in which no one is hurt, and as the men are forgiven for
their failure to keep both their rings and their word, Antonio in turn foregoes his "right"
to ruin Shylock.

The research findings that have been reported in this essay suggest that women impose a
distinctive construction on moral problems, seeing moral dilemmas in terms of
conflicting responsibilities. This construction was found to develop through a sequence of
three levels and two transitions, each level representing a more complex understanding of
the relationship between self and other and each transition involving a critical
reinterpretation of the moral conflict between selfishness and responsibility. The
development of women's moral judgment appears to proceed from an initial concern with
survival, to a focus on goodness, and finally to a principled understanding of nonviolence
as the most adequate guide to the just resolution of moral conflicts.
In counterposing to Kohlberg's longitudinal research on the development of
hypothetical moral judgment in men a cross-sectional study of women's responses to
actual dilemmas of moral conflict and choice, this essay precludes the possibility of
generalization in either direction and leaves to further research the task of sorting out the
different variables of occasion and sex. Longitudinal studies of women's moral judgments
are necessary in order to validate the claims of stage and sequence presented here.
Similarly, the contrast drawn between the moral judgments of men and women awaits for
its confirmation a more systematic comparison of the responses of both sexes. Kohlberg's
research on moral development has confounded the variables of age, sex, type of
decision, and type of dilemma by presenting a single configuration (the responses of
adolescent males to hypothetical dilemmas of conflicting rights) as the basis for a
universal stage sequence. This paper underscores the need for systematic treatment of
these variables and points toward their study as a critical task for future moral
development research.
For the present, my aim has been to demonstrate the centrality of the concepts of
responsibility and care in women's constructions of the moral domain, to indicate the
close tie in women's thinking between conceptions of the self and conceptions of
morality, and, finally, to argue the need for an expanded developmental theory that would
include, rather than rule out from developmental consideration, the difference in the
feminine voice. Such an inclusion seems essential, not only for explaining the
development of women but also for understanding in both sexes the characteristics and
precursors of an adult moral conception.
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