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In a Different Voice (Excerpts from Intro, Ch 1, & Ch 2)
Carol Gilligan (1982)
Over the past ten years, I have been listening to people talking about morality and about
themselves. Halfway through that time, I began to hear a distinction in these voices, two ways of
speaking about moral problems, two modes of describing the relationship between other and self.
Differences represented in the psychological literature as steps in a developmental progression
suddenly appeared instead as a contrapuntal theme, woven into the cycle of life and recurring in
varying forms in people's judgments, fantasies, and thoughts. The occasion for this observation
was the selection of a sample of women for a study of the relation between judgment and action
in a situation of moral conflict and choice. Against the background of the psychological
descriptions of identity and moral development which I had read and taught for a number of
years, the women's voices sounded distinct. It was then that I began to notice the recurrent
problems in interpreting women's development and to connect these problems to the repeated
exclusion of women from the critical theory-building studies of psychology research. ...
The different voice I describe is characterized not by gender but theme. Its association with
woman is an empirical observation, and it is primarily through women's voices that I trace its
development. But this association is not absolute, and contrasts between male and female voices
are presented here to highlight a distinction between two modes of thought and to focus a
problem of interpretation rather than to represent a generalization about either sex. ...
The penchant of developmental theorists to project a masculine image, and one that appears
frightening to women, goes back at least to Freud (1905), who built his theory of psychosexual
development around the experiences of the male child that culminate in the Oedipus complex. In
the 1920s, Freud struggled to resolve the contradictions posed for his theory by the differences in
female anatomy and the different configuration of the young girl's early family relationships.
After trying to fit women into his masculine conception, seeing them as envying that which they
missed, he came instead to acknowledge, in the strength and persistence of women's pre-Oedipal
attachments to their mothers, a developmental difference. He considered this difference in
women's development to be responsible for what he saw as women's developmental failure.
Having tied the formation of the superego or conscience to castration anxiety, Freud considered
women to be deprived by nature of the impetus for a clear-cut Oedipal resolution. Consequently,
women's superego - the heir to the Oedipus complex - was compromised: it was never "so
inexorable, so impersonal, so independent of its emotional origins as we require it to be in men.
From this observation of difference, that "for women the level of what is ethically normal is
different from what it is in men," Freud concluded that women "show less sense of justice than
men, that they an less ready to submit to the great exigencies of life, that they am more often
influenced in their judgments by feelings of affection or hostility" (1925, pp. 257-258). Thus a
problem in theory became cast as a problem in women's development, and the problem in
women's development was located in their experience of relationships. ...
Janet Lever (1976), considering the peer group to be the agent of socialization during the
elementary school years and play to be a major activity of socialization at that time, set out to
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discover whether there are sex differences in the games that children play. Studying 181 fifthgrade, white, middle-class children, ages ten and eleven, she observed the organization and
structure of their playtime activities. She watched the children as they played at school during
recess and in physical education class, and in addition kept diaries of their accounts as to how
they spent their out-of-school time. From this study, Lever reports sex differences: boys play out
of doors more often than girls do; boys play more often in large and age-heterogeneous groups;
they play competitive games more often, and their games last longer than girls' games. The last is
in some ways the most interesting finding. Boys' games appeared to last longer not only because
they required a higher level of skill and were thus less likely to become boring, but also because,
when disputes arose in the course of a game, boys were able to resolve the disputes more
effectively than girls: "During the course of this study, boys were seen quarrelling all the time,
but not once was a game terminated because of a quarrel and no game was interrupted for more
than seven minutes. In the gravest debates, the final word was always, to 'repeat the play,'
generally followed by a chorus of 'cheaters proof' " (p. 482). In fact, it seemed that the
boysenjoyed the legal debates as much as they did the game itself, and even marginal players of
lesser skill participated equally in these recurrent squabbles. In contrast, the eruption of disputes
among girls tended to end the game.
Thus Lever extends and corroborates the observations of Piaget in his study of the rules of the
game, where he finds boys becoming through childhood increasingly fascinated with the legal
elaboration of rules and the development of fair procedures for adjudicating conflicts, a
fascination that, he notes, does not hold for girls. Girls, Piaget observes, have a more "pragmatic"
attitude toward rules, "regarding a rule as good as long as the game repaid it" (p. 83). Girls am
more tolerant in their attitudes toward rules, more willing to make exceptions, and more easily
reconciled to innovations. As a result, the legal sense which Piaget considers essential to moral
development, "is far less developed in little girls than in boys" (p.77). The bias that leads Piaget
to equate male development with child development also colors Lever's work. ...
To Piaget's argument that children learn the respect for rules necessary for moral development by
playing rule-bound games, Lawrence Kohlberg (1969) adds that these lessons am most
effectively learned through the opportunities for role-taking that arise in the course of resolving
disputes. Consequently, the moral lessons inherent in girls' play appear to be fewer than in boys'.
Traditional girls' games like jump rope and hopscotch are turn-taking games, when competition
is indirect since one person's success does not necessarily signify another's failure. Consequently,
disputes requiring adjudication are less likely to occur. In fact, most of the girls whom Lever
interviewed claimed that when a quarrel broke out, they ended the game. Rather than elaborating
a system of rules for resolving disputes, girls subordinated the continuation of the game to the
continuation of relationships.
Lever concludes that from the games they play, boys learn both the independence and the
organizational skills necessary for coordinating the activities of large and diverse groups of
people. By participating in controlled and socially approved competitive situations, they learn to
deal with competition in a relatively forthright manner - to play with their enemies and to
compete with their friends - all in accordance with the rules of the game. In contrast, girls' play
tends to occur in smaller, more intimate groups, often the best-friend dyad, and in private places.
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This play replicates the social pattern of primary human relationships in that its organization is
more cooperative. Thus, it points less, in Mead's terms, toward learning to take the role of "the
generalized other," less toward the abstraction of human relationships. But it fosters the
development of the empathy and sensitivity necessary for taking the role of "the particular other"
and points more toward knowing the other as different from the self. ...
The problem that female adolescence presents for theorists of human development is apparent in
Erikson's scheme. Erikson (1950) charts eight stages of psychosocial development, of which
adolescence is the fifth. The task at this stage is to forge a coherent sense of self, to verify an
identity that can spanthe discontinuity of puberty and make possible the adult capacity to love
and work. The preparation for the successful resolution of the adolescent identity crisis is
delineated in Erikson's description of the crises that characterize the preceding four stages.
Although the initial crisis in infancy of "trust versus mistrust" anchors development in the
experience of relationship, the task then clearly becomes one of individuation. Erikson's second
stage centers on the crisis of "autonomy versus shame and doubt," which marks the walking
child's emerging sense of separateness and agency. From them, development goes on through the
crisis of "initiative versus guilt," successful resolution of which represents a further move in the
direction of autonomy. Next, following the inevitable disappointment of the magical wishes of
the Oedipal period, children realize that to compete with their parents, they must first join them
and learn to do what they do so well. Thus in the middle childhood years, development turns on
the crisis of "industry versus inferiority," as the demonstration of competence becomes critical to
the child's developing self-esteem. This is the time when children strive to learn and master the
technology of their culture, in order to recognize themselves and to be recognized by others as
capable of becoming adults. Next comes adolescence, the celebration of the autonomous,
initiating, industrious self through the forging of an identity based on an ideology that an support
and justify adult commitments. But about whom is Erikson talking?
Once again it turns out to be the male child. For the female, Erikson (1968) says, the sequence is
a bit different. She holds her identity in abeyance as sheprepares to attract the man by whose
name she will be known, by whose status she will be defined, the man who will rescue her from
emptiness and loneliness by filling "the inner space." While for men, identity precedes intimacy
and generatively in the optimal cycle of human separation and attachment, for women these tasks
seem instead to be fused. Intimacy goes along with identity, as the female comes to know herself
as she is known, through her relationships with others.
Yet despite Erikson's observation of sex differences, his chart of life-cycle stages remains
unchanged: identity continues to precede intimacy as male experience continues to define his
life-cycle conception. But in this male life cycle then is little preparation for the intimacy of the
adult stage. Only the initial stage of trust versus mistrust suggests the type of mutuality that
Erikson means by intimacy and generatively and Freud means by genitality. The rest is
separateness, with the result that development itself comes to be identified with separation, and
attachments appear to be developmental impediments, as is repeatedly the case in the assessment
of women. ...
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[T]he conclusion reached by David McClelland (1975) that "sex role turns out to be one of the
most important determinants of human behavior; psychologists have found sex differences in
their studies from the moment they started doing empirical research." But since it is difficult to
say "different" without saying "better" or "worse," since there is a tendency to construct a single
scale of measurement, and since that scale has generally been derived from and standardized on
the basis of men's interpretations of research data drawn predominantly or exclusively from
studies of males, psychologists "have tended to regard mate behavior as the 'norm' and female
behavior as some kind of deviation from that norm" (p. 81). Thus, when women do not conform
to the standards of psychological expectation, the conclusion has generally been that something
is wrong with the women.
What Matina Horner (1972) found to be wrong with women was the anxiety they showed about
competitive achievement. From the beginning, research on human motivation using the Thematic
Apperception Test (TAT) was plagued by evidence of sex differences which appeared to confuse
and complicate data analysis. The TAT presents for interpretation an ambiguous cue - a picture
about which a story is to be written or a segment of a story that is to be completed. Such stories,
in reflecting projective imagination, are considered by psychologists to reveal the ways in which
people construe what they perceive, that is, the concepts and interpretations they bring to their
experience and thus presumably the kind of sense that they make of their lives. Prior to Horner's
work it was clear that women made a different kind of sense than men of situations of
competitive achievement, that in some way they saw the situations differently or the situations
aroused in them some different response.
On the basis of his studies of men, McClelland divided the concept of achievement motivation
into what appeared to be its two logical components, a motive to approach success ("hope
success") and a motive to avoid failure ("Fear failure"). From her studies of women, Horner
identified as a third category the unlikely motivation to avoid success ("fear success"). Women
appeared to have a problem with competitive achievement, and that problem seemed to emanate
from a perceived conflict between femininity and success, the dilemma of the female adolescent
who struggles to integrate her feminine aspirations and the identifications of her early childhood
with the more masculine competence she has acquired at school. From her analysis of women's
completions of a story that began, "after first term finals, Anne finds herself at the top of her
medical school class," and from her observation of women's performance in competitive
achievement situations, Horner reports that, "when success is likely or possible, threatened by
the negative consequences they expect to follow success, young women become anxious and
their positive achievement strivings become thwarted" (p. 171). She concludes that this fear
"exists because for most women, the anticipation of success in competitive achievement activity,
especially against men, produces anticipation of certain negative consequences, for example,
threat of social rejection and loss of femininity" (1968, p. 125). ...
The two children were in the same sixth-grade class at school ... The two children in question,
Amy and Jake, were both bright articulate and, at least in their eleven-year-old aspirations,
resisted easy categories of sex-role stereotyping, since Amy aspired to become a scientist while
Jake preferred English to math. Yet their moral judgments seem initially to confirm familiar
notions about differences between the sexes, suggesting that the edge girls have on moral
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development during the early school years gives way at puberty with the ascendance of formal
logical thought in boys.
The dilemma that these eleven-year-olds were asked to resolve was one in the series devised by
Kohlberg to measure moral development in adolescence by presenting a conflict between moral
norms and exploring the logic of its resolution. In this particular dilemma, a man named Heinz
considers whether or not to steal a drug which he cannot afford to buy in order to save the life of
his wife. In the standard format of Kohlberg's interviewing procedure, the description of the
dilemma itself - Heinz's predicament, the wife's disease, the druggist's refusal to lower his price
followed by the question, "Should Heinz steal the drug?" The reasons for and against stealing are
then explored through a series of questions that vary and extend the parameters of the dilemma in
a way designed to reveal the underlying structure of moral thought.
Jake, at eleven, is clear from the outset that Heinz should steal the drug. Constructing the
dilemma, as Kohlberg did, as a conflict between the values of property and life, he discerns the
logical priority of life and uses, that logic to justify his choice:
For one thing, a human life is worth more than money, and if the druggist only makes $1000, he
is still going to live, but if Heinz doesn't steal the drug, his wife is going to die. (Why is life
worth more than money?) Because the druggist can get a thousand dollars later from rich people
with cancer, but Heinz can't get his wife again. (Why not?) Because people are all different and
so you couldn't get Heinz's wife again.
Asked whether Heinz should steal the drug if he does not love his wife, Jake replies that he
should, saying that not only is there "a difference between hating and killing," but also, if Heinz
were caught, "the judge would probably think it was the right thing to do." Asked about the fact
that, in stealing, Heinz would be breaking the law, he says that "the laws have mistakes, and you
can't go writing up a law for everything that you can imagine."
Thus, while taking the law into account and recognizing its function in maintaining social order
(the judge, Jake says, "should give Heinz the lightest possible sentence"), he also sees the law as
man-made and therefore subject to error and change. Yet his judgment that Heinz should steal
the drug, like his view of the law as having mistakes, rests on the assumption of agreement, a
societal consensus around moral values that allows one to know and expect others to recognize
what is "the right thing to do."
Fascinated by the power of logic, this eleven-year-old boy locates truth in math, which, he says,
is "the only thing that is totally logical." Considering the moral dilemma to be "sort of like a
math problem with humans," he sets it up as an equation and proceeds to work out the solution.
Since his solution is rationally derived, he assumes that anyone following reason would arrive at
the same conclusion and thus that a judge would also consider dealing to be the right thing for
Heinz to do. Yet he is also aware of the limits of logic. Asked whether there is a right answer to
moral problems. Jake replies that "there can only be right and wrong in judgment," since the
parameters of action are variable and complex. Illustrating how actions undertaken with the best
of intentions can eventuate in the most disastrous, of consequences, he says. "like if you give an
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old lady your seat on the trolley, if you are in a trolley crash and that seat goes through the
window, it might be that reason that the old lady dies."
Theories of developmental psychology illuminate well the position of this child, standing at the
juncture of childhood and adolescence, at what Piaget describes as the pinnacle of childhood
intelligence, and beginning through thought to discover a wider universe of possibility. The
moment of preadolescence is caught by the conjunction of formal operational thought with a
description of self still anchored in the factual parameters of his childhood world - his age, his
town, his father's occupation, the substance of his likes, dislikes, and beliefs. Yet as his selfdescription radiates the self-confidence of a child who has arrived, in Erikson's terms, at a
favorable balance of industry over inferiority - competent, sure of himself, and knowing well the
rules of the game - so his emergent capacity for formal thought, his ability to think about
thinking and to reason things out in a logical way, frees him from dependence on authority and
allows him to find solutions to problem by himself.
This emergent autonomy follows the trajectory that Kohlberg's six stages of moral development
trace, a three-level progression from an egocentric understanding of fairness based on individual,
need (stages one and two), to a conceptions of fairness anchored in the shared conventions of
societal agreement (stages three and four), and finally to a principled understanding of fairness
that rests on the free-standing logic of equality and reciprocity (stages five and six). While this
boy's judgments at eleven are scored as conventional on Kohlberg's scale, a mixture of stages
three and four, his ability to bring deductive logic to bear on the solution of moral dilemmas, to
differentiate morality from law, and to see how laws can be considered to have mistakes points
toward the principled conception of justice that Kohlberg equates with moral maturity.
In contrast, Amy's response to the dilemma conveys a very different impression, an image of
development stunted by a failure of logic, an inability to think for herself. Asked if Heinz should
steal the drug, she replies in a way that seems evasive and unsure:
Well, I don't think so. I think there might be other ways besides stealing it, like if he could
borrow the money or make a loan or something, but he really shouldn't steal the drug - but his
wife shouldn't die either.
Asked why he should not steal the drug, she considers neither property nor law but rather the
effect that theft could have on the relationship between Heinz and his wife:
If he stole the drug, he might save his wife then, but if he did, he might have to go to jail, and
then his wife might get sicker again, and he wouldn't get more of the drug, and it might not be
good. So, they should really just talk it out and find some other way to make the money.
Seeing in the dilemma not a math problem with humans but a narrative of relationships that
extends over time, Amy envisions the wife's continuing need for her husband and the husband's
continuing concern for his wife and seeks to respond to the druggist's need in a way that would
sustain rather than sever connection. Just a she ties the wife's survival to the preservation of
relationships, so she considers the value of the wife's life in a context of relationships, saying that
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it would be wrong to let her die because, "if she died, it hurts a lot of people and it hurts her."
Since Amy's moral judgment is grounded in the belief that, "if somebody has something that
would keep somebody alive, then its not right not to give it to them," she considers the problem
in the dilemma to arise not from the druggist's assertion of rights but from his failure of response.
As the interviewer proceeds with the series of questions that follow from Kohlberg's construction
of the dilemma, Amy's answers remain essentially unchanged, the various probes serving neither
to elucidate nor to modify her initial response. Whether or not Heinz loves his wife, he still
shouldn't steal or let her die; if it were a stranger dying instead, Amy says that "if the stranger
didn't have anybody near or anyone she knew," then Heinz should try to save her life, but he
should not steal the drug. But as the interviewer conveys through the repetition of questions that
the answers she gave were not heard or not right, Amy's confidence begins to diminish, and her
replies become more constrained and unsure." Asked again why Heinz should not steal the drug,
she simply repeats, "Because, it's not right." Asked again to explain why, she states again that
theft would not be a good solution, adding lamely, "if he took it, he might not know how to give
it to his wife, and so his wife might still die." Failing to see the dilemma as a self-contained
problem in moral logic, she does not discern the internal structure of its resolution; as she
constructs the problem differently herself, Kohlberg's conception completely evades her.
Instead, seeing a world comprised of relationships rather than of people standing alone, a world
that coheres through human connection rather than through systems of rules, she finds the puzzle
in the dilemma to lie in the failure of the druggist to respond to the wife. Saying that "it is not
right for someone to die when their life could be saved," she assumes that if the druggist were to
see the consequences of his refusal to lower his price, he would realize that "he should just give
it to the wife and then have the husband pay back the money later." Thus she considers the
solution to the dilemma to lie in making the wife's condition more salient to the druggist or, that
failing, in appealing to others who are in a position to help.
Just as Jake is confident the judge would agree that stealing is the right thing for Heinz to do, so
Amy is confident that, "if Heinz and the druggist had talked it out long enough, they could reach
something besides stealing." As he considers the law to "have mistakes," so she sees this drama
as a mistake, believing that "the world should just share things more and then people wouldn't
have to steel." Both children thus recognize the need for agreement but see it as mediated in
different ways - he impersonally through systems of logic and law, she personally through
communication in relationship. Just as he relies on the conventions of logic to deduce the
solution to this dilemma, assuming there conventions to be shared, so she relies on a process of
communication, assuming connection and believing that her voice will be heard. Yet while his
assumptions about agreement confirmed bythe convergence in logic between his answers and the
questions posed, her assumptions are belied by the failure of communication, the interviewer's
inability to understand her response.
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