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In A Contextual Voice: Gilligan's Real Life Lesson 
 

By Brent Ritzel  [Brent@siu.edu] 
 

 The task of this paper is to explore a few of the issues that surround the entire 

Lawrence Kohlberg/Carol Gilligan moral psychology debate, with a focus on the issue of 

abstract principled reason versus a contextual understanding of moral judgment.  The 

paper itself, however, is structured more as a dialogue or a conversation, tapping into a 

decade-long interaction between Kohlberg, Gilligan, Owen Flanagan, and Bill Puka, with 

added color commentary on moral psychology and philosophy from Charles Shelton, Nel 

Noddings, and Monica Keller and Wolfgang Edelstein, among others.  As one will see, 

this dialogical approach is not that far off from the processes that one finds operating in 

the formulation of moral judgments, processes that find their meaning in an engaged 

context of interrelationships with others and not through the appeal to universal principles 

devoid of human particularity.  This is just a hint at the real life lesson that is to be 

learned from Carol Gilligan. 

 Over the last thirty years the work of Lawrence Kohlberg has dominated moral 

development discussion and perhaps moral psychology discourse in general.   Kohlberg's 

work centers around the development of a 3-level, 6-stage, moral development theory 

which is the result of years of documented cross-cultural studies.  Each moral stage, 

which for Kohlberg "must based on moral reasoning alone" (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 172), 

represents an increasingly more adequate understanding of justice, as Kohlberg's model 

has a very specific orientation towards justice reasoning.   As Owen Flanagan notes in his 

1991 book The Varieties of Moral Personality, this "justice orientation organizes moral 

perception by highlighting issues of fairness, right and obligation" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 

213).  Kohlberg's 6 stages fall within 3 more general levels that are categorized in 

relation to conventionality, which precisely for Kohlberg is an individual's level of 

"conforming to and upholding the rules and expectations and conventions of society or 
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authority just because they are society's rules, expectations, or conventions" (Kohlberg, 

1984, p. 172).    

The first level is the pre-conventional level, the concrete individual perspective of 

self-absorption, which includes individuals "for whom rules and social expectations are 

something external to the self" (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 173).  The second level is the 

conventional level, the member-of-society of perspective in which one is aware of the 

feelings and thinking of others such that one "has internalized the rules and expectations 

of others (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 173).  The third and final level of justice reasoning is that of 

the post-conventional level, the level of principled moral reasoning in which one is able 

to assume a perspective that respects the rights of all humans through the incorporation of 

universal moral principles.   In order to garner data for this theoretical framework, 

Kohlberg's testers present their subjects with hypothetical dilemmas of justice "in which 

the subject is required to make a choice between individuals' conflicting claims of rights 

or duties..." (Kohlberg, 1982, p. 515).  Thus the subject is placed in such a position that 

their level of justice reasoning is determined on the basis of their verbal responses to 

anecdotal situations concerning hypothetical moral agents.   

   Like any interesting theory, Kohlberg's stage theory has been subjected to the 

voices of numerous critics, as well it should it be.  Bill Puka, one of Kohlberg's 

colleagues, comments that Kohlberg's focus on justice in his moral development theory 

"is a flaw in theoretical character" (Puka, 1990b, p. 182).  Of course this flaw can be 

understood as resulting from Kohlberg's admittedly biased intellectual perspective that he 

assumes when interpreting the verbal responses that the subjects give to the hypothetical 

dilemmas:  that of "the liberal, social contract tradition in its peculiarly Kantian form" 

(Puka, 1990b, p. 189).  This orientation, which clearly leads to a very specific set of 

results (perhaps precisely those results that Kohlberg is looking for), leads Kohlberg to 

already assume the primacy of universalizability in moral decision making, as his theory 
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"emphasizes the vital role that moral principles play in the process of making moral 

judgments" (Shelton, 1992, p. 13).    

As Kohlberg views an individual's movement from Stage 1, "the bottom" of moral 

development, to Stage 6, "the top" of moral development (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 170), and 

as Stage 6 favors universal moral principles over pragmatic guidelines, individual's 

intuitions, and habits that arise in interpersonal situations (Puka, 1990b, p. 185), "the 

lower stages turn out to be those stages in which contextual, relational, and 

personalogical variables are morally decisive" (Flanagan, 1982a, p. 502).  Or perhaps one 

can say that the just mentioned unprincipled contextual variables are precisely those that 

are undervalued by Kohlberg's theoretical framework.  This can of course be viewed as a 

result of "all his extravagant claims about the generality and universality of his scheme of 

moral development," which strikes Flanagan as being "methodically unwarranted from 

the start" (Flanagan, 1982b, p. 529). 

 In reducing stages of moral development to the measuring of one's increased 

adequateness in the ability to reason about hypothetical situations according to their 

justice saliencies, and along with this measuring one's ability to express these cognitive 

decisions verbally, Kohlberg presents a very narrow picture of the process underlying 

moral choices and judgments.  In this sense many have criticized Kohlberg for dealing 

with a very limited class of moral problems in acquiring his data.   As Shelton comments, 

"many researchers have come to view this "ethics of justice" orientation as inadequate for 

a full understanding of morality" (Shelton, 1992, p. 13).   

Flanagan also views Kohlberg as missing a large slice of the moral pie, as he 

writes:  "But whatever exactly it was that Kohlberg was plotting, it is far from clear that it 

was a full picture of the moral psychology of anyone" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 205).  

However, it must be remembered that Kohlberg is aware of the restricted scope of his 

methodology and interpretive approach, and one can reasonably posit that he would 

admit that his tests are designed with specific goals in mind, that his "scale [is] defined 
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and constructed to capture responses to a limited class of moral problems" (Flanagan, 

1991, p. 219-220).  In his essay "A reply to Owen Flanagan ...",  Kohlberg specifically 

admits that his entire research approach is "deliberately restricted to dilemmas and 

reasoning about justice" (Kohlberg, 1982, p. 515).   He sheds light on why this might be 

on the following page in stating that principles of justice are formulatable in statements 

that are both precise and relatively rational (Kohlberg, 1982, p. 516), thus indicating a 

relatively pragmatic basis in his selection of which approach to take:  because of ease of 

conceptualization.   With this in mind it is understandable how Kohlberg's focus on 

justice reasoning leads to a more abstract notion of what it is that is actually taking place 

in a moral judgment, as what kind of questions one asks has a great part in determining 

what kind of answers one will receive.   

 Perhaps Kohlberg's biggest and most outspoken critic is one of his former 

students, Carol Gilligan.  Responding to what she considers to be an inherent sexism in 

the Kohlbergian framework, as evidenced the by the extreme focus on his "male" ethic of 

justice reasoning or "morality of rights and noninterference" (Gilligan, 1982, p. 22), and 

further, by basing the bulk of his research on the responses of male subjects, Gilligan sets 

out to describe and validate a voice that she claims is missing from this entire moral 

development discourse, the voice belonging to women.  This different voice is precisely 

what Gilligan develops as the ethic of care, a distinct yet complementary moral 

orientation that Gilligan claims is ignored by Kohlberg's limited conception of moral 

development.   

In this sense Gilligan presents care as an alternate track of moral development, a 

track primarily followed by women, who Gilligan claims are not adequately taken into 

consideration within Kohlberg's framework (Gilligan, 1982).   But indeed, one of  the 

things that Gilligan is in fact doing is creating a moral development theory along the 

same lines as Kohlberg,  as Puka comments that Gilligan presents "a sequence of 

developmental levels of moral competence paralleling Kohlberg's stages" (Puka, 1991, p. 
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202).   Gilligan's theory of moral development even more specifically mirrors Kohlberg's 

stages in tracking an individual's development through three main divisions as related to 

conventionality:  from a pre-conventional stage where one possesses an egocentric form 

of self-care, to a conventional stage stage of "sort of do-gooder care" (Puka, 1990a, p. 59) 

or "social conformism" (Keller & Edelstein, 1990, p. 264), to a final stage that involves a 

"self-chosen, self-reflective, and self-affirming form of mature caring" (Puka, 1990a, p. 

59), which is basically autonomy (Keller & Edelstein, 1990, p. 264).   

 Of course, any time one attempts to develop a conception of specific and distinct 

stages of moral development, one begins to tread in dangerous waters.  Flanagan suggests 

this in relation to the theories developed by both Kohlberg and Gilligan in that 

discussions concerning morality "might best be done in a scientific context freed of the 

ideological weight of moral stage theories..." (Flanagan, 1982a, p. 512).    Flanagan 

makes such a claim precisely because he views this sort of modeling of moral 

development to be inherently problematic.   As he discusses in great detail: 
 

One's moral situation, of course, is unique.  Insofar as it is embedded in 
many other worlds, it can and does change in ways in which one's spatial 
world, one's spatial situation, does not.  This radical flux in the 
independent variables of the theory of moral development as contrasted 
with the fixity of the independent variables of the theory of spatial, 
temporal, and causal development makes the modeling of moral 
development along the lines of these well entrenched and relatively fixed 
schema problematic.                                             (Flanagan, 1982a, p. 508) 

 

For Flanagan it is simply not necessary to posit or assume the existence of hierarchical 

structures of moral development in order to discuss or even conduct research concerning 

our basic moral principles and values (Flanagan, 1982a, p. 512).   There are also various 

other more specific criticisms of moral development stage theories, for example Puka's 

criticism of Kohlberg's "tying [of] a knot at the end of development [of] Stage 6" for its 

arbitrariness and lack of grounding in empirical data (Puka, 1990b, p. 182).  However, for 

the sake of brevity the only other further criticism to be discussed here in greater detail is 
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the criticism levied by John Murphy and Gilligan herself, among other researchers, 

against Kohlberg's apparent inability to adequately explain the phenomenon of stage 

regression within his theory of moral development. 

 Kohlberg first identifies an anomalous stage regression occurring in the so-called 

higher stages of moral development of some individuals in 1969, which is indeed 

problematic as Kohlberg's theoretical setup precisely does not allow for such stage 

regression:  "We know that individuals pass through the moral stages one step at a time 

as they progress from the bottom (Stage 1) toward the top (Stage 6)" (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 

170).  This stage regression is explained away by Kohlberg and Kramer in a paper 

published that year as being the result of the adolescent identity crisis that represents 

functional regression as opposed to structural regression in the adolescent's moral 

thought, as supported by the claim that such "subjectivism" is observed to disappear by 

the age 25 (Kohlberg & Kramer, 1969).  However, the results of more studies which 

point to the continued incidence of subjectivism after reaching the principled moral stage 

leads "Kohlberg in 1973 to reconsider his earlier argument" (Murphy & Gilligan, 1980, p. 

81), and to yet again present another explanation for the indicated stage regression.    

For Murphy and Gilligan, Kohlberg's new explanation presented in 1973 is still 

unable to bridge the gap and explain precisely how "the experience of sustained 

responsibility for the welfare of others" (Kohlberg, 1973, p. 196) "that followed the 

discovery of the moral consequences of choice could be made to fit structures of moral 

judgment that he had initially derived from adolescents' responses to hypothetical 

dilemmas" (Murphy & Gilligan, 1980, p. 81).  Thus Murphy and Gilligan find Kohlberg 

‘guilty’ of trying to attempt to fit experiences that occur within the real world into 

structures derived empirically within a hypothetical world.   Discussion of responsibility 

and commitments, for Murphy and Gilligan, indeed do have a place in moral psychology, 

but such a conversation must take place within "a more contextual frame of reference" 

(Murphy & Gilligan, 1980, p. 81).   
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Thus when viewed from within this alternative contextual framework, or as 

phrased in the abstract to their 1980 article, when judged "against a standard of 

commitment in relativism instead of absolute principles of justice" (Murphy & Gilligan, 

1980, p. 77), Kohlbergian moral stage regressors come to light as being moral stage 

progressors.  Of course this alternate conception of moral development created by 

Gilligan that overcomes Kohlbergian stage regression is still a model that must be 

subjected to Flanagan's criticism of stage models of moral development in general.   This 

goes without even mentioning the fact that these stages of care come under the fire of 

additional criticisms, such as Flanagan's criticism of care’s suggested primacy that occurs 

in Gilligan positing it as "the developmentally most advanced, the most adaptive 

[orientation]..."(Flanagan, 1982a, p. 511).   However, what is to be explored in this paper 

is not Gilligan's (and Murphy's) alternate stage theory (Murphy & Gilligan, 1980), nor 

Gilligan's explication of a supposedly gender related different moral voice (Gilligan, 

1982), but rather what is to be explored is the insight that evolves out the criticism of 

Kohlbergian stage regression and through Gilligan's explication of the moral orientation 

described as "care." 

 Bill Puka states that Carol Gilligan presents care as both a "track of moral 

development," and as a more general orientation to personal and moral problems (Puka, 

1990a, p. 59).  When understood as a general orientation rather than as a narrow principle 

of sorts governing moral development, care can be viewed as being complementary to a 

similarly understood justice orientation rather than being expressly opposed to it as an 

alternative.  Just as care is an essential element in any attempt to understand ourselves as 

moral beings (Flannagan, 1991, pp. 225-226), so too can morality not be reduced to or 

understood merely through care as "caring is not an unequivocal virtue any more than 

fairness is," as evidenced by its "self-effacing, autonomy-undermining forms" (Flanagan, 

1991, p. 202).   As Flanagan discusses, Gilligan is off target in her view that every issue 

that can be construed within a moral framework can be interpreted from within either a 
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care or justice orientation (Flanagan, 1991, p. 213), as "it is not impossible to see both the 

justice and care saliencies in a moral problem and bring them to bear in moral 

deliberation" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 215).  This is because, as Flanagan points out, moral 

decision-making often takes place over time and thus can involve much deliberation from 

a variety of perspectives and considerations.   

In fact, according to Keller and Edelstein, the process of moral reasoning that 

most people go through invokes elements of both the justice and care orientations (Keller 

& Edelstein, 1990, p. 280).   Similarly, Shelton describes the justice and care orientations 

as being "complementary," such that one without the other would leave us with a moral 

void:  "... a morality of justice without care would be harsh and sterile, whereas a 

morality of care without moral principles would lack direction and be easily manipulated 

by one's subjective experience" (Shelton, 1992, p.13).  Puka takes this a step farther in 

suggesting that moral deliberation cannot simply be limited to notions of justice and care, 

but that it must also include "a host of virtues, stressing the benevolent sensibilities of 

kindness and love" (Puka, 1991b, p. 201).  Flanagan supports this claim in observing that 

most people use more than both justice and care "taken together in negotiating ethical 

life" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 223).  While this provides us with a much richer and more 

complex conception of that which underlies moral judgment, we are also reminded by 

Flanagan of the fact that the various competencies we discuss are in a significant way our 

own constructs, and thus must not be thought of as being "too separate, distinct, and 

modular" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 240). 

 Gilligan, however, must not be dispelled at this point as being too reductionistic 

or simply too off the mark to contribute to the moral conversation.  This is far from the 

truth, as the whole world of care still needs to be unpacked, laid bare beyond any 

developmental models or notions of gender distinctions in order to make clear the 

immense value of Gilligan's work to moral psychology as a whole.  Indeed, "care need 

not enter this cognitive-developmental domain, nor theoretical controversy, to make its 
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contribution" (Puka, 1990a, p. 66).  It has already been discussed how the care 

orientation, while being complementary to it, focuses on different moral saliencies than 

that of the justice orientation.    

One of these saliencies that the care orientation takes into consideration that is 

overlooked in a justice perspective is that of the interrelationships between the parties 

involved in a given situation with special attention being paid to the individuals' unique 

characteristics or personalities (Flanagan, 1991, p. 213).   This notion is to be explored in 

greater detail below.  With this, care also implies concern for another individual, or 

group of individuals, and words such as sympathy, compassion, sensitivity, empathy, 

love, and fellowship often come to mind when discussing care.  Flanagan describes one 

of the defining aims of this orientation explicated by Gilligan and others as consisting in 

"contribution to the positive development and flourishing of others ... and thus the 

perspective is especially responsive to needs..." (Flanagan, 1991, p. 203 [emphasis 

added]).    

The needs of another, for Nel Noddings, is not simply reducible to the happiness 

of that individual, but must also include considerations of their "well-being" (Noddings, 

1984, p. 24).  Thus in order to get in touch with the needs of another, to act as "one-

caring," one must step out of one's own perspective and into the frame of reference of the 

other and "act with special regard for the particular person in a concrete situation" 

(Noddings, 1984, p. 24).   This is to "act not by fixed rule but by affection and regard" 

(Noddings, 1984, p. 24).  In this sense, as Flanagan points out, in the process of need 

recognition others come to be seen "as more than abstract locations of rights not to be 

interferred with" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 203), rather the care orientation requires a distinct 

contextual engagement on the part of the moral agent in the actual "real life" situation 

with actual particular others.   

In contrast to this would be the Kohlbergian theoretical focus on principled 

universal reasoning, which "remains far removed from people's everyday human 
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experience" (Shelton, 1992, p. 13). Indeed, Murphy and Gilligan make it clear in their 

1980 paper that they are critical of the Kohlbergian framework and set out to revise it 

precisely "in an attempt to make it more broadly applicable to judgments about real-

life..." (Murphy & Gilligan, 1980, p. 78).  It is interesting to note that even Kohlberg 

gives credence to this insightful criticism of his own work two years later in stating that 

Gilligan and her colleagues possess an "intuition" concerning important elements from 

real life moral decision processes, processes which had previously remained unnoticed in 

the analysis of subject responses to the hypothetical moral situations (Kohlberg, 1982, p. 

513). 

 In the later writings of Kohlberg one can easily see a turn that points towards a 

reworking of his theory in light of the studies and criticisms of Gilligan.  As early as 1982 

Kohlberg discusses such a "change of feeling" towards Gilligan's work which he states 

should be viewed "as a change from rejecting a hypothesis foreign to our system to 

tentative acceptance of it" (Kohlberg, 1982, p. 514).  As discussed above, Kohlberg 

admits to many of the shortcomings of his framework, including that fact that in his 

moral development research they only use dilemmas that are frameable as rights conflicts 

by the subject (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 304), that such a narrow focus "does not fully reflect 

all that is recognized as being part of the moral domain" (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 227), and 

finally and more specifically that their "scoring manual does not lead to a full 

assessment" of the care orientation in moral choices (Kohlberg, 1984, pp. 340, 622-623).    

However, Flanagan suggests that one cannot be certain that Kohlberg is 

"completely sincere" with such statements (Flanagan, 1991, p. 222), especially in light of 

the fact that he "continues to promote a restricted conception of morality" (Flanagan, 

1991, p. 223).  This is evidenced by several explicit statements culled from that same 

collection of essays, "Essays on Moral Development:  The Psychology of Moral 

Development," printed in 1984: 
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... moral judgments of principles have the central function of resolving 
interpersonal or social conflicts, that is, conflicts of claims or rights. (p. 
216)   
In our view special obligations of care presuppose, but go beyond, the 
general duties of justice, which are necessary, but not sufficient for them.  
(p. 229) 
It seems to us ... that morally valid forms of caring and community 
presuppose prior conditions and judgments of justice.  (p. 305) 
More than justice is required for resolving many complex moral 
dilemmas, but justice is a necessary element of any morally adequate 
resolution of these conflicts.  (p. 370)                                (Kohlberg, 1984) 
 

One can clearly see that Kohlberg distinctly admits to the existence of other orientations 

in approaching moral judgments, specifically that of care, but it is also clear that 

Kohlberg insists on the primacy and primordiality of the justice orientation in any moral 

response. Of course, as in the case of any unclarified position with seemingly 

contradictory statements, it is often helpful to look at the author's most recent or last 

statement on a given subject, and this appears for Kohlberg (to this author's knowledge) 

in an article entitled "The Return of Stage 6:  Its Principle and Moral Point of View" that 

was co-authored by Kohlberg, Dwight Boyd, and Charles Levin, and was published in 

1990.   

 Kohlberg's 6th Stage of moral development has always had a very tenuous 

existence, as evidenced by the fact that the 6th Stage just simply vanished for a long time 

from his theoretical framework due to the lack of empirical evidence supporting its 

existence.   Kohlberg's 6th Stage has also been the focus of much criticism, ranging from 

it being problematically posited as a developmental endpoint as discussed by Puka, to it 

failing to adequately integrate an ethic of care as levied by Gilligan, both discussed 

above.   Of course, Kohlberg attempts a return to this problematic 6th Stage as indicated 

in the title of his article, and this return can precisely be understood in light of the work 

of Gilligan and the influence that it wields in Kohlberg's re-discovery of the elusive final 

moral developmental stage.  
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In fact, one can begin seeing the 6th Stage's return and Gilligan's influence on 

Kohlberg in 1984, with statements such that it is precisely at the "hypothetical sixth 

stage" that justice and care are integrated together into a single (the highest?) moral 

principle (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 344) and further that they converge at this point precisely 

because the "principle of persons as ends is common to both" (Kohlberg, 1984, p. 356).   

In more recent discussions of Stage 6, Kohlberg can be seen as further integrating 

more of the Gilliganian jargon into his formulations:  "each participant in a dilemma 

shed's the ego's  particularities and considers the needs and claims of the others" 

(Kohlberg, Boyd, & Levine, 1990, p. 175 [emphasis added]).  There is also reference to 

the importance of benevolence or the notion of acting kindly towards others that can be 

subsumed under the rubric of care, in that the stage 6 individual will "... consciously 

coordinate the two attitudes of justice and benevolence in dealing with real moral 

problems in order to maintain respect for persons" (Kohlberg, Boyd, & Levine, 1990, p. 

157 [emphasis added).    

This appears to be a bit of a turn for Kohlberg, in making room in his theoretical 

framework for the fact that judgments and choices concerning moral dilemmas are 

grounded in a real world.  Gilligan surely can be thanked for this insight, an 

understanding that is brewing in Kohlberg at least as early as 1982, as Kohlberg 

acknowledges that Gilligan's studies involve subject's moral responses in actual real-life 

dilemmas that they had faced and further that Gilligan's "interviews were picking up 

something important in the real life moral decision process" (Kohlberg, 1982, p. 513).  

Even in 1980, Kohlberg, in ruminating over his own data, finds that his "personal feeling 

about the validity of Gilligan's ideas [is] one of the discovery of an insight" (Flanagan, 

1982b, p. 529).  Whether or not Kohlberg comes around fully to integrate Gilligan's 

additions is difficult to say, but what is clear is that Kohlberg understands his debt to 

Gilligan. 
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 The true lesson to be learned from Gilligan does not involve her problematic 

conceptions of gender distinctions in moral reasoning nor the existence of an alternate 

developmental model of morality, rather Gilligan's primary insight lies in reminding us 

that moral decisions are grounded in real life situations that cannot simply be captured by 

abstract moral principles concerning justice reasoning.  David Wong goes a step farther 

in commenting, “ultimately it is a matter of judgment in the concrete situation and that it 

is impossible to formulate anything very useful in the way of general principles” (Wong, 

1992, p. 782).  Certainly one can elicit responses to hypothetical dilemmas that are 

designed to narrow an individual's judgment to fit within a certain framework, but this 

has little to do with the actual moral situations within which we find ourselves engaged as 

moral agents, which is precisely morality's true domain.   

While studying and theorizing upon a limited scope of moral judgment dilemmas 

surely provides one with the opportunity to create a more simple and manageable 

formulation of this situation, such an approach truly fails to capture what is actually 

going on in a moral situation and in a sense does violence to it, thus not being very useful 

as Wong claims.   As Flanagan points out:  "A much wider range and greater variety of 

considerations are raised when persons are asked to define their conception of morality or 

to discuss the moral issues they actually face in real life..." (Flanagan, 1991, p. 205 

[emphasis added- recall Kohlberg's comment on Gilligan's insight]).  These 

considerations that do not fit within a convenient category should not be ignored for the 

sake of simplicity or because doing so allows one to reduce the moral decision making 

domain into "relatively rational and precise statement[s]" (Kohlberg, 1982, p. 516).    

While reductionistic formalizations have the advantage of creating such clarity, 

they also serve to "under-emphasize the importance of crises, problems, confusions, 

doubts, and questions in the initiation and maintenance of cognitive change" (Braun & 

Baribeau, 1978, p. 296).   Such crises and confusions arise precisely within the context of 

actual real life situations that Gilligan discusses whose subtleties fail to be captured in a 
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rigidly abstract approach. It is these situational saliencies within the moral decision 

making domain that Gilligan puts us in touch with through her care orientation, thus 

bringing us to a conceptual challenge of sorts to principled universal reasoning:  that of 

contextual relativism. 

 In any given real life situation that involves a moral choice one can see that one 

often has many options to choose from, and that these options vary with the context of the 

situation.  This statement roughly is representative of contextual relativism.  Now 

Gilligan's more specific claim concerning contextual relativism is not that we find 

ourselves in "the position that there are many right answers to moral problems and [that 

we have] no way of choosing among them," but rather that "while no answer may be 

objectively right in the sense of being context free, some answers and some ways of 

thinking are better than others" (Murphy & Gilligan, 1980, pp. 82-83).   This is precisely 

to say that one's moral orientation will vary with the context, that different considerations 

will be taken into account in arriving at a moral choice in different situations.   

While indeed some answers may be better than others in a specific situation, the 

best answers very well might vary with different situations and thus do not lend 

themselves to formulization or even generalization.  In the situation of the contextual 

relativist, one who in their own life finds themselves in various contexts that elicit 

different moral responses, it is understandable how stage regression could occur in 

Kohlberg's studies.  In this sense a morally flexible, contextually relativistic individual 

can be seen as one who might use a different reasoning in different hypothetical 

dilemmas according to the contextual variables, and thus for Gilligan are not regressing 

but rather progressing onto "contextual relativism, which is, in certain crucial respects, 

different from the less mature and more familiar kind[s] of relativism" (Flanagan, 1991, 

p. 354).  

What is important here is not the notion of the progress past principled reason that 

Gilligan claims contextual relativism achieves, rather it is important to understand that 
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when one finds oneself in an actual moral situation, there are even more contextual 

variables that one must take into consideration than in the moral deliberation of a merely 

hypothetical situation, as one has a more complex and engaged relation to the real 

situation than one has to the hypothetical dilemma.  In this sense perhaps the most 

important result of Gilligan's work has been to challenge us into acknowledging the 

plethora of contextual variables that greatly shape any actual moral choice that is made, 

and that any descriptive moral psychology that is worthy of the name will be challenged 

to face the reality of contextual relativism in the formulation of moral judgments. 

 In developing her hypothesis concerning the ethic of care, Gilligan implicitly, if 

not explicitly, holds the thesis that the variable that most determines which moral 

orientation that an individual will assume in a given situation is that of gender (Gilligan, 

1982).  While gender is indeed a contextual variable that influences one's orientation, 

giving primacy to it and claiming that it is the overriding variable is simply unrealistic 

and excessively reductionistic.   First of all, one's dispositional psychology is grounded 

upon more than just factors due to one's gender, as one can clearly see that variations in 

personality and cognition occur between same sex siblings for a number of reasons 

besides that of gender:   "... accidents and illnesses, differences of birth order, sibling, 

peer, and school relations, "goodness of fit" between the child's temperament and parental 

personality, changes in parental personality, and so on..." (Flanagan, 1991, p. 212).    

Furthermore, as Flanagan argues, the content of a moral dilemma is a much 

greater indicator of which orientation one will choose to use than that of gender, as 

people in general tend to choose "a moral orientation on the basis of its suitability for a 

certain kind of problem" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 232), or "at least in part on the type of 

problem posed" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 213).  But while indeed one's approach to a moral 

situation varies with the content of the situation or what type of problem it is, it also 

varies with one's psychological dispositions which partially serve to create "the unique 

character of the moral voice of each person" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 211).  Though such 
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tendencies are difficult to map out in any systematic way (Flanagan, 1991, p. 241), which 

is precisely why moral considerations often cannot be anticipated and "do not admit of 

some general solution pattern" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 216), it is clear that each individual 

has a certain personal temperament that accents their moral decision making process in 

multitudinous ways in various contexts:  "... people solve different kinds of moral 

problems in different ways" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 231).    

Also, from the perspective of contextual relativism and 'stage regression', it can be 

seen that a person will use different strategies or stage orientations in different situations.  

The moral response data produced by Rest, according to Flanagan, "seem[s] to indicate 

that people comprehend several different stages and prefer different ones at different 

times" (Flanagan, 1982b, p. 531).  Further, it must be understood that some individuals 

respond to claims concerning rights that others could not care less about, just as some 

individuals respond primarily according to considerations of care while others find 

themselves totally turned off to such saliencies in moral judgments, or rather they simply 

fail to understand such considerations and can be found to inquire why would that matter?    

However, as Flanagan points out, the care orientation carries more with it than 

just being yet another orientation, as viewing others through care is a matter of seeing 

them thickly, "as constituted by their particular human face, their particular psychological 

and social self", which is in contrast to the justice orientation through we come to view 

others thinly, "as worthy of respect purely by virtue of common humanity"  (Flanagan, 

1991, p. 198).  The importance of this distinction is in realizing that in actual moral 

situations we encounter real particular others, individuals whose relationship to us further 

serves to shape the pervasive context of the moral dilemma, and furthermore, our 

orientation towards the situation.   

Only in hypothetical dilemmas does one find situations in which one's 

relationship to another does not play a role in one's moral choice.  But we do not find 

ourselves in a world of make-believe, we find ourselves grounded in a world in which we 
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interact with others, a world in which we hold various relationships towards those 

individuals whose particular human face is within the domain of our moral judgments.   

Of course any moral decision must involve some factoring out, as we cannot take all into 

consideration:   "... moral decision-making requires some selectivity of attention, and thus 

too some abstraction from total context" (Sher, 1987, p. 180).   This is not to say, 

however, that one should remove from one's judgment or simply ignore what is perhaps 

the most salient feature in an actual moral choice:  that of one's relationship to the others 

involved. 

 The argument of this paper is that an individuals' moral orientation varies with the 

context of the given dilemma, and that it is problematic to make statements concerning 

what orientation people in general, or even an individual in general, will take in a given 

situation.  This is precisely because the elements surrounding the dilemma: 1) one's 

psychological disposition and personal temperament, 2) one's perception of the content of 

the moral problem, and 3) one's relationship to others within the domain of the moral 

choice, varies from dilemma to dilemma, and can even be said at times to be in a state of 

flux within a given situation.    

It is interesting to note that despite the notion that our personal attachments to 

others is often the overriding consideration in actual moral situations, it is precisely these 

"attachments that are thought to require some sort of factoring out or reduction in weight 

in moral problem solving" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 241).  But such a reduction precisely leads 

to the development of theories concerning the way that moral decision making should be 

without taking into consideration how it actually is.  In other words, this tendency to 

factor out the interrelationships involved in moral choices leads one to develop 

prescriptive models of moral judgment rather than descriptive conceptions of the same, 

which is fine as long as one realizes what one is doing!   

One of course remains blind to this fact when one has already decided, prior to 

empirical studies, that moral choices in all contexts are based on justice reasoning, or at 
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least should be.  Gilligan does not fall into the same trap as Kohlberg, precisely because 

her care orientation recognizes that the "networks of interpersonal relationships are the 

most morally salient features of these contexts" (Puka, 1990b, p. 193), and that "... the 

type of relationship in which a person is engaged appears to play a role in the type of 

moral reasoning chosen to solve a dilemma" (Keller & Edelstein, 1990, p. 265).   

Flanagan reiterates this notion in commenting, "it is the social world which is the single 

most important variable for explaining differences in moral conception"  (Flanagan, 

1982b, p. 531). 

 If there is one thing that we should learn from Gilligan's development of the ethic 

of care, it is that we cannot underestimate the role our relationship to others plays in 

formulating our moral judgments.  While not all moral judgments concern dilemmas that 

are of a strictly personal nature, precisely those situations that "are more likely to elicit a 

care response" (Flanagan, 1991, p. 232), all actual moral situations involve some level of 

engagement on the part of the individual, otherwise it would not be a moral dilemma for 

that individual.   Thus there is always a question of personal investment for the moral 

agent in terms their relationship to the others involved, a factor that transcends purely 

rational considerations.  As Jerome Kagan points out:  "Construction of a persuasive 

rational basis for behaving morally has been the problem on which most moral 

philosophers have stubbed their toes"  (Kagan, 1984, xiv).    

Indeed moral dilemmas that are more impersonal, such as hypothetical justice 

reasoning situations, will likely yield responses that are based on claims of rights.  

However, few situations, and even fewer moral judgments, are this simple.  When we 

understand the role that care and concern for others play in our moral choices, we no 

longer have to remain chained unquestioningly to universal moral principles, "formal 

moral rules [that] emerge from - and achieve significance in - particular, concrete, and 

intimate relationships" (Keller & Edelstein, 1990, p. 266).   And when we also come to 

see that the moral dilemmas we encounter- through which "moral rules acquire 
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significance" (Keller & Edelstein, 1990, p. 280)- are grounded within our concrete and 

unique real life experiences among other individuals, then perhaps we can come to 

understand and embrace the distinct moral voice through which each individual speaks.  
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