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Gilligan's Theory of Moral Development: Beyond
Kohlberg's Stages

Have you ever wondered why some people prioritize justice while others prioritize care
when making moral decisions? Kohlberg's stages of moral development have long
dominated the field, but his theory largely overlooks a crucial element: the perspective of
women. This blog post dives deep into Carol Gilligan's groundbreaking theory of moral
development, offering a contrasting perspective that emphasizes care ethics and
challenges the traditional male-centric view. We'll explore the core principles, criticisms,
and lasting impact of Gilligan's work, helping you understand the nuances of moral
reasoning and the importance of diverse perspectives.

Understanding Kohlberg's Limitations: The Spark for
Gilligan's Theory

Before we delve into Gilligan's theory, let's briefly revisit Lawrence Kohlberg's stages of
moral development. Kohlberg's theory, while influential, primarily focused on male
subjects and emphasized justice and rights as the highest stages of moral reasoning. His
framework suggested that moral development progresses through six distinct stages,
culminating in a universal principle of justice. However, critics, including Gilligan herself,
argued that this model failed to adequately account for the moral reasoning of women,
who often prioritize care, empathy, and relationships. Gilligan observed that women
tended to score lower on Kohlberg's scale, not because they were morally inferior, but
because their moral reasoning was differently oriented. This observation formed the
foundation of her revolutionary work.

Gilligan's Theory: An Ethics of Care

Gilligan proposed an alternative framework emphasizing the ethics of care. Her theory
suggests that moral development isn't a linear progression through stages, as Kohlberg
proposed, but rather a shift in perspective. She identified two distinct orientations:

The Ethics of Justice: This orientation, mirroring Kohlberg's framework, focuses on rights,
rules, and abstract principles. Decisions are made based on fairness, impartiality, and
adherence to established norms. It's a detached, objective perspective that prioritizes
universal principles over individual needs.

The Ethics of Care: This orientation emphasizes empathy, compassion, and relationships.
Moral decisions are made based on the needs and well-being of others, particularly those
in close relationships. It's a relational, subjective perspective that prioritizes connection
and responsibility.



Gilligan argued that these orientations aren't mutually exclusive but rather represent
different ways of approaching moral dilemmas. Furthermore, she proposed that the ethics
of care, often undervalued in traditional moral philosophy, is just as valid, and sometimes
even more appropriate, than the ethics of justice. Consider a scenario where you must
choose between following a rule and helping someone in need. The ethics of justice might
prioritize the rule, while the ethics of care would prioritize the individual's well-being.

The Stages of Moral Development According to Gilligan

While Gilligan didn't present a rigid, stage-like model like Kohlberg, she identified three
levels of moral development within the ethics of care:

Pre-conventional: Focused on self-interest and survival. Moral decisions are made1.
based on what's best for the individual, often without considering the needs of
others.

Conventional: Emphasizes self-sacrifice and responsibility for others. Moral decisions1.
are made based on the needs of those closest to the individual, often at the expense
of one's own needs.

Post-conventional: Integrates the needs of self and others. This stage represents a1.
mature understanding of both self-interest and the needs of others, allowing for a
balanced approach to moral decision-making. It recognizes the interconnectedness of
individuals and the importance of both justice and care.

It's crucial to note that Gilligan's levels are not hierarchical in the same way as Kohlberg's
stages. The focus is on the shift in perspective rather than a linear progression.

Critiques and Contributions of Gilligan's Theory

Gilligan's work has faced several criticisms. Some argue that her theory perpetuates
gender stereotypes, suggesting that women are inherently more caring than men. Others
criticize her lack of a clear, quantifiable framework, unlike Kohlberg's structured stages.
However, the strength of Gilligan's theory lies in its highlighting of a vital perspective
often overlooked in moral philosophy.

Her work has significantly impacted fields like psychology, education, and social work. It
has led to a greater understanding of the complexity of moral reasoning and the
importance of considering diverse perspectives. The emphasis on care ethics has
challenged traditional male-centric views of morality, promoting a more inclusive and
comprehensive understanding of ethical decision-making.



Conclusion

Carol Gilligan's theory of moral development offers a valuable counterpoint to Kohlberg's
framework, emphasizing the importance of the ethics of care in moral decision-making.
While not without its critics, her work has fundamentally shifted our understanding of
moral reasoning, highlighting the need to consider both justice and care when navigating
ethical dilemmas. By acknowledging the different moral orientations of individuals, we can
foster a more inclusive and compassionate approach to ethical considerations in various
aspects of life.

FAQs

Is Gilligan's theory superior to Kohlberg's? Neither theory is definitively "superior."1.
Gilligan's theory offers a valuable complement to Kohlberg's, highlighting a crucial
perspective often neglected in traditional moral philosophy. Both theories contribute
to a more comprehensive understanding of moral development.

Can someone exhibit both justice and care orientations? Absolutely. Gilligan’s theory1.
doesn't suggest individuals are solely justice- or care-oriented. Many individuals
integrate both perspectives into their moral reasoning, finding a balance between
personal rights and the needs of others.

How can Gilligan's theory be applied in education? Gilligan's work encourages1.
educators to create inclusive learning environments that value diverse perspectives
and encourage students to consider both justice and care when making ethical
decisions.

Does Gilligan's theory apply only to women? No, Gilligan's theory applies to1.
everyone. While her initial research highlighted the differences in moral reasoning
between men and women, the ethics of care is a valuable perspective for anyone,
regardless of gender.

How does Gilligan's theory impact ethical decision-making in the workplace?1.
Understanding both justice and care orientations can help promote ethical practices
in organizations. It encourages leaders to consider the needs and well-being of
employees while maintaining fairness and upholding established rules and
regulations.
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