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has long been a foundational framework in psychology, particularly in
understanding how individuals develop a sense of morality and ethical
reasoning. Developed by Lawrence Kohlberg in the 1950s and 1960s, this theory
emphasizes a stage-based progression through different levels of moral
understanding, from pre-conventional to post-conventional morality. However,
despite its widespread influence, it has faced significant criticism, most
notably from Carol Gilligan, a renowned psychologist and feminist scholar.
Gilligan's critique centers on the idea that Kohlberg's model is biased and
culturally limited, especially in its potential to overlook or undervalue
moral reasoning based on care, relationships, and interpersonal
connections—elements she argues are central to moral development, especially
for women.

Understanding Kohlberg's Moral Development
Theory

Before delving into Gilligan’s criticism, it is essential to understand the
basics of Kohlberg’s theory. Kohlberg proposed that moral reasoning develops
through six stages divided into three levels:

Levels of Moral Development

Pre-conventional Level: Focuses on self-interest, avoiding punishment,1.
and seeking personal gain.

Conventional Level: Emphasizes conformity to social rules, laws, and2.
expectations.

Post-conventional Level: Centers on abstract principles of justice,3.
rights, and universal ethical values.

Kohlberg believed individuals progress through these stages sequentially,
with moral reasoning becoming more sophisticated and principled over time.
His methodology involved presenting moral dilemmas—most famously, the Heinz
dilemma—to assess reasoning at different stages.



Carol Gilligan’s Critique: The Gendered Bias in
Kohlberg’s Model

Origins of Gilligan’s Criticism
Carol Gilligan, a developmental psychologist and ethicist, became interested
in moral development during her research on gender differences. She noticed
that Kohlberg’s model, which was predominantly based on studies of male
participants, did not adequately capture the moral reasoning of women.
Gilligan argued that Kohlberg’s stages reflect a justice-oriented model of
morality, which prioritizes rules, rights, and fairness, potentially
neglecting the moral perspectives that emphasize care, responsibility, and
compassion.

The Central Argument
Gilligan posited that Kohlberg’s theory is gender-biased because it is rooted
in a justice perspective that aligns more closely with male socialization.
Women, on the other hand, often approach moral dilemmas from an “ethic of
care,” which emphasizes relationships, nurturing, and interconnectedness.
Consequently, her main contention is that Kohlberg’s stages do not fully
account for the moral reasoning processes of women, leading to an incomplete
and potentially biased understanding of moral development.

Key Aspects of Gilligan's Criticism

1. The Morality of Justice vs. The Morality of Care
- Kohlberg's stages are primarily based on justice-based reasoning.
- Gilligan argued that women are more likely to adopt an ethic of care, which
focuses on maintaining relationships and responding to the needs of others.
- This difference reflects socialization patterns and cultural expectations
rather than a deficiency or lesser moral capacity.

2. Methodological Limitations
- Kohlberg’s research used male participants predominantly, which may have
skewed the development of his theory.
- Gilligan’s studies with female participants revealed different moral
reasoning patterns that did not necessarily fit into Kohlberg’s predefined
stages.
- She emphasized the importance of considering diverse perspectives and
experiences in moral development research.



3. The Hierarchical Nature of Kohlberg’s Stages
- Kohlberg’s model suggests a linear progression through stages, which
Gilligan challenged.
- She argued that moral reasoning can be context-dependent and that
individuals may employ different moral perspectives depending on the
situation.
- For example, in some cases, caring and relational considerations might be
prioritized over justice-based reasoning.

4. Implications for Gender Equality and Moral
Education
- Gilligan’s critique highlighted the need for a more inclusive and gender-
sensitive approach to moral education.
- Recognizing different moral perspectives can foster empathy, understanding,
and respect for diverse moral reasoning styles.
- It also calls for a reevaluation of societal norms that devalue care
ethics, especially for women.

Impact of Gilligan’s Criticism on Psychology
and Moral Development Studies

Gilligan’s critique has had a profound influence on the fields of psychology,
education, and ethics. Some of the key impacts include:

1. Expanding the Concept of Moral Development
- The recognition that moral reasoning is multifaceted and culturally
influenced.
- Incorporating care ethics alongside justice-based reasoning in
understanding moral development.

2. Promoting Gender-Inclusive Research
- Encouraging studies that examine moral reasoning across diverse genders,
cultures, and social contexts.
- Challenging the assumption that justice reasoning is the only or superior
form of moral reasoning.

3. Influencing Feminist Ethics
- Gilligan’s work contributed to the development of feminist ethics, which
emphasizes relationships, care, and responsibility.



- It fostered debates about the gendered nature of moral concepts and
societal expectations.

4. Reconsidering Moral Education and Policy
- Advocating for educational curricula that incorporate multiple moral
perspectives.
- Promoting empathy and relational skills alongside traditional justice-
oriented teachings.

Criticisms And Ongoing Debates

While Gilligan’s critique has been influential, it has not gone unchallenged.
Some critics argue:

That her emphasis on care ethics might undervalue the importance of
justice and fairness.

That her research samples were limited and may not represent broader
populations.

That moral development is complex and cannot be fully captured by any
single model.

Despite these debates, her criticism remains a pivotal contribution that
challenges psychologists to consider multiple dimensions of moral reasoning
and the influence of gender and culture.

Conclusion: The Significance of Gilligan’s
Criticism in Moral Psychology

In summary, Carol Gilligan’s critique of Kohlberg’s theory has been
instrumental in broadening the understanding of moral development. Her focus
on the ethic of care highlights the importance of relationships, compassion,
and context in moral reasoning—elements that are often marginalized in
traditional justice-centered models. By emphasizing gender differences and
advocating for a more inclusive perspective, Gilligan has enriched the
discourse on ethical development and contributed to more nuanced approaches
in education, psychology, and feminist ethics.

Her work underscores the importance of recognizing diverse moral perspectives
and challenges researchers and educators to foster environments where



multiple ways of moral reasoning are acknowledged and valued. As psychology
continues to evolve, Gilligan’s criticism remains a cornerstone in the
ongoing effort to develop a more comprehensive and equitable understanding of
moral development across all individuals.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main criticism Carol Gilligan has
regarding Kohlberg's theory of moral development?
Carol Gilligan criticizes Kohlberg's theory for emphasizing justice and
individual rights while neglecting the moral experiences and perspectives of
women, particularly emphasizing care and relationships as essential
components of moral reasoning.

How does Gilligan's perspective differ from
Kohlberg's in understanding moral development?
Gilligan's perspective emphasizes the ethic of care and relational morality,
suggesting that women tend to approach moral dilemmas through empathy and
care, whereas Kohlberg's model focuses on justice and abstract principles,
often reflecting a male-centric view.

Why does Gilligan believe Kohlberg's theory is
limited in its application to all genders?
Gilligan argues that Kohlberg's theory is biased toward male moral reasoning
patterns and fails to account for the moral reasoning commonly exhibited by
women, which often centers on caring and maintaining relationships rather
than abstract justice.

What impact did Gilligan's criticism have on the
study of moral development?
Gilligan's criticism prompted scholars to consider gender differences in
moral reasoning, leading to more inclusive and diverse approaches in studying
moral development and recognizing the importance of care and relationships
alongside justice.

In what way did Kohlberg respond to Gilligan's
criticism?
Kohlberg acknowledged the importance of care and relationships but maintained
that his stages of moral development apply broadly across genders,
emphasizing that his model was not intended to be gender-specific, though the



debate highlighted the need for more nuanced understandings of morality.
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In the landscape of moral development theories, Lawrence Kohlberg's
groundbreaking work has long stood as a cornerstone. His stage theory of
moral reasoning, articulated through a series of developmental levels, has
profoundly influenced psychology, education, and philosophy. However, despite
its widespread acclaim, Kohlberg's framework has not escaped scrutiny. Among
his most prominent critics is Carol Gilligan, whose critique has not only
challenged the universality of Kohlberg's stages but also highlighted gender
biases embedded within his model. This article explores the depth of
Gilligan's criticism, the philosophical and empirical foundations of her
objections, and the broader implications for understanding moral development.

---

Background of Kohlberg's Moral Development
Theory

Before delving into Gilligan's critique, it is essential to understand the
core principles of Kohlberg’s theory. Building upon Jean Piaget's cognitive
developmental framework, Kohlberg proposed that moral reasoning evolves
through predictable stages:

- Pre-conventional Level: Focused on self-interest, avoiding punishment, and
gaining rewards.
- Conventional Level: Emphasizes social conformity, law, and authority.
- Post-conventional Level: Centers on abstract principles, justice, and
universal ethical standards.

Kohlberg's methodology primarily involved presenting subjects with moral
dilemmas, such as the famous Heinz dilemma, and analyzing their reasoning
processes rather than their responses per se. His stages were described as
universal, applicable across cultures and genders, and characterized by
increasingly sophisticated moral understanding.

While Kohlberg's model has been influential, its assumptions regarding
universality and gender neutrality have faced significant scrutiny. It is
within this context that Carol Gilligan’s critique gained prominence.

---



Carol Gilligan’s Critique: Challenging
Universality and Gender Neutrality

The Roots of Gilligan's Criticism

Carol Gilligan, a developmental psychologist and ethicist, initially
collaborated with Kohlberg during her graduate studies. Her observations,
however, led her to question the universality of his model, especially its
applicability to women. Gilligan argued that Kohlberg’s stages, which
prioritized justice-based reasoning, did not adequately capture the moral
reasoning often exhibited by women, who tended to emphasize care,
relationships, and responsibility.

Her seminal work, In a Different Voice (1982), posited that moral development
is not a singular, linear process but one that varies according to gendered
socialization. She proposed that women and men often approach moral dilemmas
differently, with women more likely to employ a relational or care-based
perspective.

Key Aspects of Gilligan’s Criticism

1. Gender Bias in Kohlberg’s Model: Gilligan argued that Kohlberg’s sample
was predominantly male, and his stages reflected a male-centric conception of
morality. She suggested that the moral reasoning of women, which often
emphasizes care and responsibility in relationships, was undervalued or
misinterpreted within his framework.

2. Limited Scope of Moral Reasoning: Kohlberg’s emphasis on justice as the
highest form of moral reasoning neglects other moral perspectives,
particularly the ethic of care, which Gilligan identified as central to many
women’s moral decision-making.

3. Developmental Pathways Are Not Singular or Hierarchical: Gilligan
challenged the notion that moral development is a linear progression through
fixed stages. She proposed that moral reasoning is context-dependent and
influenced by social roles, relationships, and cultural expectations.

4. Methodological Concerns: Gilligan criticized Kohlberg’s reliance on
hypothetical dilemmas and the scoring system that prioritized abstract
reasoning over contextual and relational considerations. She believed this
approach overlooked the moral voices of many women and marginalized their
moral experiences.

---



Empirical Evidence Supporting Gilligan’s
Critique

Gilligan’s critique was not solely theoretical but was supported by empirical
research. Her studies involved interviewing women and analyzing their
responses to moral dilemmas, revealing patterns distinct from Kohlberg’s
descriptions.

Findings from Gilligan’s Research

- Women often justified moral choices based on care, empathy, and relational
responsibilities.
- Many women expressed moral reasoning that prioritized maintaining
relationships and avoiding harm, rather than strictly adhering to universal
principles.
- These patterns did not align with Kohlberg’s highest stages, which
emphasized justice and individual rights.

Furthermore, subsequent research has demonstrated that moral reasoning can be
influenced by gender socialization, cultural context, and individual
differences. For example:

- Cross-cultural studies show variations in moral reasoning that challenge
the universality of Kohlberg’s stages.
- Studies on moral dilemmas reveal that both men and women use a combination
of justice and care reasoning, depending on context.

Criticisms of Gilligan’s Empirical Evidence

While Gilligan’s research was influential, it faced criticisms:

- Sample Bias: Critics argued that her sample was limited and not
representative of the broader population.
- Overgeneralization: Some scholars contended that her depiction of women’s
moral reasoning was overly stereotypical, reinforcing gender binaries.
- Methodological Limitations: Her qualitative approach was seen as less
rigorous than Kohlberg’s quantitative scoring system, raising questions about
replicability.

Despite these criticisms, Gilligan’s work sparked a crucial dialogue about
diversity in moral reasoning and the importance of context.

---



Implications of Gilligan’s Critique for Moral
Development Theory

Gilligan’s critique has had lasting effects on the field:

- Recognition of Moral Diversity: Her work highlighted that morality is
culturally and gender-sensitive, prompting a reevaluation of models claiming
universality.
- Inclusion of the Care Perspective: The ethics of care has become a
prominent alternative to justice-based moral reasoning, enriching the
understanding of moral development.
- Methodological Shifts: Researchers began to adopt more nuanced,
qualitative, and context-sensitive approaches to studying moral reasoning.

Contemporary Developments

Modern moral psychology increasingly acknowledges multiple moral voices. The
dual-process model, for example, suggests that individuals employ both
justice and care reasoning, often depending on context.

Furthermore, feminist ethics and care ethics have gained prominence,
emphasizing relationality, empathy, and responsiveness as essential moral
qualities.

---

Ongoing Debates and Future Directions

The debate initiated by Gilligan remains active. Critics argue that her
dichotomy between justice and care oversimplifies moral reasoning, which is
often complex and overlapping.

Proponents, however, emphasize the importance of recognizing diverse moral
frameworks and resisting one-size-fits-all models.

Future research directions include:

- Exploring how cultural, social, and individual factors shape moral
reasoning.
- Developing integrated models that account for multiple moral perspectives.
- Investigating how educational and social policies can foster moral
development that respects diversity.

---



Conclusion: Reconciling Perspectives and Moving
Forward

The most publicized criticism of Kohlberg’s theory by Carol Gilligan
underscores a vital lesson in psychological and moral research: that models
must be critically examined for cultural, gender, and contextual biases. Her
emphasis on care and relationality has broadened the understanding of moral
development, fostering a more inclusive and nuanced view.

While Kohlberg’s stages provide a valuable framework for understanding
certain aspects of moral cognition, Gilligan’s critique reminds scholars and
practitioners that morality is multifaceted. Recognizing diverse moral voices
enriches the discourse and enhances the capacity to foster moral growth that
is equitable, empathetic, and culturally sensitive.

As research continues to evolve, integrating justice and care perspectives,
and embracing complexity, promises a more comprehensive understanding of
human morality—one that honors the diversity of moral experiences across
genders, cultures, and individuals.
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