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CHAPTER

10

The Idea of a Female Ethic
Jean Grimshaw

Feminist thinkers have argued that modern moral philosophy incorporates a male bias. The leading moral philosophers have all been men,
and it is easy to see the influence of men's experience in the ethical theories they have created.
Men dominate public life, and in politics and business, one's relations with other people are typically impersonal and contractual. Often the relationship is adversarial-others have interests that conflict
with our own . So we negotiate; we bargain and make deals. Moreover,
in public life our decisions may affect large numbers of people whom
we do not even know. So we may try to calculate, in an impersonal way,
which decisions will have the best overall outcome for the most people.
And what do men 's moral theories emphasize? Impersonal duty, contracts, the harmonization of competing interests, and the calculation of
costs and benefits. With this in mind, think again of the theories that
have dominated modern moral philosophy-Utilitarianism, Kantianism, and Social Contract Theory.
In those theories, the concerns of private life-the realm in which
women traditionally dominate-are almost wholly absent. In the smallerscale world of home and hearth, we deal with family and friends, with
whom our relationships are personal and intimate. Bargaining, calculating, and appealing to abstract principles play a much smaller role, while
love and caring dominate. When you think about it this way, the traditional
ethical theories seem quite one-sided and incomplete. Therefore, it is said,
ethical theory needs to be reinterpreted in the light of what can be learned
from the distinctive experience and point of view of women.
In the following selection, Jean Grimshaw, who teaches philosophy and women's studies at the University of the West of England in
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Bristol, considers what feminism can teach us about ethics. J ean
Grimshaw is the author of Feminist Philosophers: Women s Perspectives on
Philosophical Traditions ( 1986) .

Questions about gender have scarcely been central to mainstream moral
philosophy this centmy. But the idea that virtue is in some way gendered,
that the standards and criteria of morality are different for women and
men, is one that has been central to the ethical thinking of a great many
philosophers. It is to the eighteenth century that we can trace the beginnings of those ideas of a "female ethic," of"feminine" nature and specifically female forms of virtue, which have formed the essential background
to a great deal of feminist thinking about ethics. The eighteenth century,
in industrializing societies, saw the emergence of the concern about questions of femininity and female consciousness that was importantly related
to changes in the social situation of women. Increasingly, for middle class
women, the home was no longer also the workplace. The only route to security (of a sort) for a woman was a marriage in which she was wholly economically dependent, and for the unmarried woman, the prospects were
bleak indeed. At the same time, however, as women were becoming increasingly dependent on men in practical and material terms, the eighteenth century saw the beginnings of an idealization of family life and the
married state that remained influential throughout the nineteenth century. A sentimental vision of the subordinate but virtuous and idealized
wife and mother, whose specifically female virtues both defined and underpinned the "private" sphere of domestic life, came to dominate a great
deal of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century thought.
The idea that virtue is gendered is central, for example, to the
philosophy of Rousseau. In Emile, Rousseau argued that those characteristics which would be faults in men are virtues in women.
Rousseau's account of female virtues is closely related to his idealized
vision of the rural family and simplicity of life which alone could counteract the evil manners of the city, and it is only, he thought, as wives
and mothers that women can become virtuous. But their virtue is also
premised on their dependence and subordination within marriage:

Reprinted by permission from jean Grimshaw, 'The Idea of a Female Ethic," in A
Companion to Ethics, ed. Peter Singer (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) , pp. 491--499.
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for a woman to be independent, according to Rousseau, or for her to
pursue goals whose aim was not the welfare of her family, was for her
to lose those qualities which would make her estimable and desirable.
It was above all Rousseau's notion of virtue as "gendered" that
Mary Wollstonecraft attacked in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman.
Virtue, she argued, should mean the same thing for a woman as for a
man, and she was a bitter critic of the forms of "femininity" to which
women were required to aspire, and which, she thought, undermined
their strength and dignity as human beings. Since the time of Wollstonecraft, there has always been an important strand in feminist
thinking which has viewed with great suspicion, or rejected entirely,
t.'ne \.G.ea. t.'n·at. t.'neYe a.Ye 'i>\_)ec.\.fK-a\\'j £eTI:ta.\e. '1\.-rtue\> . The-re are ver'{ good
reasons for this suspicion. The idealization of female virtue, which
perhaps reached its apogee in the effusions of many nineteenth-century male Victorian writers such as Ruskin, has usually been premised
on female subordination. The "virtues" to which it was thought that
women should aspire often reflect this subordination-a classic example is the "virtue" of selflessness, which was stressed by a great number ofVictorian writers.
Despite this well-founded ambivalence about the idea of"female
virtue," however, many women in the nineteenth century, including a
large number who were concerned with the question of women's
emancipation, remained attracted to the idea, not merely that there
were specifically female virtues, but sometimes that women were
morally superior to men, and to the belief that society could be
morally transformed through the influence of women. What many
women envisaged was, as it were, an extension throughout society of the
"female values" of the private sphere of home and family. But, unlike
many male writers, they used the idea of female virtue as a reason for
women's entry into the "public" sphere rather than as a reason for
th eir being restricted to the "private" one. And in a context where any
sort of female independence was so immensely difficult to achieve, it
is easy to see the attraction of any view which sought to re-evaluate and
affirm those strengths and virtues conventionally seen as "feminine."
The context of contemporary feminist thought is of course very
different. Most of the formal barriers to the entry of women into
spheres other than the domestic have been removed, and a constant
theme of feminist writing in the last twenty years has been a critique
of women 's restriction to the domestic role or the "private" sphere.
Despite this, however, the idea of "a female ethic" has remained very
important within feminist thinking. A number of concerns underlie
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the continued interest within feminism in the idea of a "female ethic."
Perhaps most important is concern about the violent and destructive
consequences to human life and to the planet of those fields of activity which have been largely male-dominated, such as war, politics, and
capitalist economic domination. The view that the frequently destructive nature of these things is at least in part due to the fact that they are
male-dominated is not of course new; it was common enough in many
arguments for female suffrage at the beginning of the twentieth century. In some contemporary feminist thinking this has been linked to
a view that many forms of aggression and destruction are closely
linked to the nature of "masculinity" and the male psyche.
Such beliefs about the nature of masculinity and about the destructive nature of male spheres of activity are sometimes linked to "essentialist" beliefs about male and female nature. Thus, for example, in
the very influential work of Mary Daly, all the havoc wreaked on human life and the planet tends to be seen as an undifferentiated result
of the unchanging nature of the male psyche, and of the ways in which
women themselves have been "colonized" by male domination and
brutality. And contrasted with this havoc, in Daly's work, is a vision of
an uncorrupted female psyche which might rise like a phoenix from
the ashes of male-dominated culture and save the world. Not all versions of essentialism are quite as extreme or vivid as that of Daly; but
it is not uncommon (among some supporters of the peace movement
for example) to find the belief that women are "naturally" less aggressive, more gentle and nurturing, more co-operative, than men.
Such essentialist views of male and female nature are of course a
problem if one believes that the "nature" of men and women is not something that is monolithic or unchanging, but is, rather, socially and historically constructed. And a great deal of feminist thinking has rejected
any form of essentialism. But if one rejects the idea that any differences
between male and female values and priorities can be ascribed to a fundamental male and female "nature," the question then arises as to
whether the idea of a "female ethic" can be spelled out in a way that
avoids essentialist assumptions. The attempt to do this is related to a second major concern of feminist thinking. This concern can be explained
as follows. Women themselves have constantly tended to be devalued or
inferiorized (frequently at the same time as being idealized). But this devaluation has not simply been of women themselves- their nature, abilities and characteristics. The "spheres" of activity with which they have
particularly been associated have also been devalued. Again, paradoxically, they have also been idealized. Thus home, family, the domestic
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virtues, and women's role in the physical and emotional care of others
have constantly been praised to the skies and seen as the bedrock of social life. At the same time, these things are commonly seen as a mere
"backdrop" to the more "important" spheres of male activity, to which no
self-respecting man could allow himself to be restricted; and as generating values which must always take second place if they conflict with values or priorities from elsewhere.
The second sort of approach to the idea of a "female ethic" results, then, both from a critique of essentialism, and from an attempt
to see whether an alternative approach to questions about moral reasoning and ethical priorities can be derived from a consideration of
those spheres of life and activity which have been regarded as paradigmatically female. Two things, in particular, have been suggested.
The first is that there are in fact common or typical differences in the
ways in which women and men think or reason about moral issues.
This view of course, is not new. It has normally been expressed, however, in terms of a deficiency on the part of women; women are incapable of reason, of acting on principles; they are emotional, intuitive,
too personal, and so forth. Perhaps, however, we might recognize dif
ference without ascribing deficiency; and maybe a consideration of female moral reasoning can highlight the problems in the male forms
of reasoning which have been seen as the norm?
The second important suggestion can be summarized as follows.
It starts from the assumption that specific social practices generate their
own vision of what is "good" or what is to be especially valued, their own
concerns and priorities, and their own criteria for what is to be seen as
a "virtue." Perhaps, then, the social practices, especially those of mothering and caring for others, which have traditionally been regarded as
female, can be seen as generating ethical priorities and conceptions of
"virtue" which should not only not be devalued but which can also provide a corrective to the more destructive values and priorities of those
spheres of activity which have been dominated by men.
In her influential book In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and
H'omen's Development ( 1982) Carol Gilligan argued that those who have
ugges ted that women typically reason differently from men about
moral issues are right; what is wrong is their assumption of the inferi01-itY or deficiency of female moral reasoning. The starting point for
Gilli n · work was an examination of the work of Lawrence Kohlberg
on moral de\·elopment in children. Kohlberg attempted to identify
- tag:e - in moral d evelopment, which could be analysed by a consider.ui n of the responses children gave to questions about how they
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would resolve a moral dilemma. The "highest" stage, the stage at
which, in fact, Kohl berg wanted to say that a specifically moral framework of reasoning was being used, was that at which moral dilemmas
were resolved by an appeal to rules and principles, a logical decision
about priorities, in the light of the prior acceptance of such rules or
principles.
A much quoted example of Kohlberg's method, discussed in detail by Gilligan, is the case of two eleven-year-old children, 'Jake" and
"Amy." Jake and Amy were asked to respond to the following dilemma;
a man called Heinz has a wife who is dying, but he cannot afford the
drug she needs. Should he steal the drug in order to save his wife 's life?
Jake is clear that Heinz should steal the drug; and his answer revolves
around a resolution of the rules governing life and property. Amy,
however, responded very differently. She suggested that Heinz should
go and talk to the druggist and see if they could not find some solution to the problem. Whereas Jake sees the situation as needing mediation through systems of logic or law, Amy, Gilligan suggests, sees a
need for mediation through communication in relationships.
It is clear that Kohl berg's understanding of morality is based on
the tradition that derives from Kant and moves through the work of
such contemporary philosophers as John Rawls and R. M. Hare. The
emphasis in this tradition is indeed on rules and principles, and Gilligan is by no means the only critic to suggest that any such understanding of morality will be bound to misrepresent women's moral
reasoning and set up a typically male pattern of moral reasoning as a
standard against which to judge women to be deficient. Nel Noddings,
for example, in her book Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and
Moral Education (1984), argues that a morality based on rules or principles is in itself inadequate, and that it does not capture what is distinctive or typical about female moral thinking. She points out how, in
a great deal of moral philosophy, it has been supposed that the moral
task is, as it were, to abstract the "local detail" from a situation and see
it as falling under a rule or principle. Beyond that, it is a question of
deciding or choosing, in a case of conflict, how to order or rank one's
principles in a hierarchy. And to rank as a moral one, a principle must
be universalizable; that is to say, of the form "Whenever X, then do Y"
Noddings argues that the posing of moral dilemmas in such a way misrepresents the nature of moral decision-making. Posing moral issues
in the "desert-island dilemma" form, in which only the "bare bones"
of a situation are described, usually serves to conceal rather than toreveal the sorts of questions to which only situational and contextual
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knowledge can provide an answer, and which are essential to moral
judgement in the specific context.
But Noddings wants to argue, like Gilligan, not merely that this
sort of account of morality is inadequate in general, but that women
are less likely than men even to attempt to justify their moral decisions
in this sort ofway. Both of them argue that women do not tend to appeal to rules and principles in the same sort of way as men; that they
are more likely to appeal to concrete and detailed knowledge of the
situation, and to consider the dilemma in terms of the relationships
involved.
Gilligan and Noddings suggest, therefore, that there are, as a
matter of fact, differences in the ways in which women and men reason about moral issues. But such views of difference always pose great
difficulties. The nature of the evidence involved is inevitably problematic; it would not be difficult to find two eleven-year-old children
who reacted quite differently to Heinz's dilemma; and appeals to
"common experience" of how women and men reason about moral issues can always be challenged by pointing to exceptions or by appealing to different experience.
The question, however, is not just one of empirical difficulty.
Even if there were some common or typical differences between
women and men, there is always a problem about how such differences are to be described. For one thing, it is questionable whether
the sort of description of moral decision-making given by Kohlberg
and others really does adequately represent its nature. Furthermore,
the view that women do not act on principle, that they are intuitive
and more influenced by "personal" considerations, has so often been
used in contexts where women have been seen as deficient that it is as
well to be suspicious of any distinction between women and men
which seems to depend on this difference. It might, for example, be
the case, not so much that women and men reason differently about
moral issues, but that their ethical priorities differ, as that what is regarded as an important principle by women (such as maintaining relationships) is commonly seen by men as a failure of principle.
At best then , I think that the view that women "reason differently" over moral issues is difficult to spell out clearly or substantiate:
at worst, it runs the risk of recapitulating old and oppressive dichotomies. But perhaps there is some truth in the view that women's
ethical priorities may commonly differ from those of men? Again, it is
not easy to see how this could be very clearly established, or what sort
of evidence would settle the question: but if it is correct to argue that
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ethical priorities will emerge from life experiences and from the ways
these are socially articulated, then maybe one might assume that,
given that the life experiences of women are commonly very different
from those of men, their ethical priorities will differ too? Given, for instance, the experience of women in pregnancy, childbirth and the
rearing of children, might there be, for example, some difference in
the way they will view the "waste" of those lives in war? (This is not an
idea that is unique to contemporary feminism; it was, for example,
suggested by Olive Schreiner in her book Woman and Labour, which
was published in 1911.)
There have been a number of attempts in recent feminist philosophy to suggest that the practices in which women engage, in particular the practices of childcare and the physical and emotional
maintenance of other human beings, might be seen as generating social priorities and conceptions of virtue which are different from those
which inform other aspects of social life. Sara Ruddick, for example,
in an article entitled "Maternal Thinking" (1980) argues that the task
of mothering generates a conception of virtue which might provide a
resource for a critique of those values and priorities which underpin
much contemporary social life-including those of militarism. Ruddick does not want to argue that women can simply enter the public
realm "as mothers" (as some suffragist arguments earlier in the twentieth century suggested) and transform it. She argues, nevertheless,
that women's experience as mothers is central to their ethical life, and
to the ways in which they might articulate a critique of dominant values and social mores. Rather similarly, Caroline Whitbeck has argued
that the practices of caring for others, which have motherhood at their
centre, provide an ethical model of the "mutual realization of people"
which is very different from the competitive and individualistic norms
of much social life (Whitbeck, 1983).
There are, however, great problems in the idea that female practices can generate an autonomous or coherent set of "alternative" values. Female practices are always socially situated and inflected by things
such as class, race, material poverty or well-being, which have divided
women and which they do not all share. Furthermore, practices such as
childbirth and the education and rearing of children have been the focus of constant ideological concern and struggle; they have not just
been developed by women in isolation from other aspects of the culture. The history of childcare this century, for example, has constantly
been shaped by the (frequently contradictory) interventions both of
"experts" in childcare (who have often been male) and by the state.
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Norms of motherhood have also been used in ways that have reinforced
classist and racist assumptions about the "pathology" of working-class or
black families. They have been used, too, by women themselves, in the
service of such things as devotion to Hitler's "Fatherland" or the bitter
opposition to feminism and equal rights in the USA. For all these reasons, if there is any usefulness at all in the idea of a "female ethic," I do
not think it can consist in appealing to a supposedly autonomous realm
offemale values which can provide a simple corrective or alternative to
the values of male-dominated spheres of activity.
Nevertheless, it is true that a great deal of the political theory
and philosophy of the last two hundred years has operated with a distinction between the "public" and "private" spheres, and that the "private" sphere has been seen as the sphere of women. But that which is
opposed to the "world" of the home, of domestic virtue and female
self-sacrifice, is not just the "world" of war, or even of politics, it is also
that of the "market." The concept of "the market" defines a realm of
"public" existence which is contrasted with a private realm of domesticity and personal relations. The structure of individuality presupposed by the concept of the market is one which requires an instrumental rationality directed towards the abstract goal of production
and profit, and a pervasive self-interest. The concept of "the market"
precludes altruistic behaviour, or the taking of the well-being of another as the goal of one's activity.
The morality which might seem most appropriate to the marketplace is that of utilitarianism, which, in its classic forms, proposed
a conception of happiness as distinct from the various activities which
lead to this, of instrumental reason, and of an abstract individuality, as
in the "felicific calculus" of Bentham, for example, whereby all subjects of pain or happiness are to be counted as equal and treated impersonally. But, as Ross Poole has argued, in "Morality, Masculinity
and the Market" ( 1985), utilitarianism was not really able to provide
an adequate morality, mainly because it could never provide convincing reasons why individuals should submit to a duty or obligation that
was not in their interests in the short term. It is Kantianism, he suggests, that provides a morality that is more adequate to the market.
Others have to figure in one's scheme of things not just as means to
an end, but as agents, and the "individual" required by the market
must be assumed to be equipped with a form of rationality that is not
purely instrumental, and to be prepared to adhere to obligations and
constraints that are experienced as duty rather than inclination. The
sphere of the market, however, is contrasted with the "private" sphere
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of domestic and familial relations. Although of course men participate
in this private sphere, it is the sphere in which female identity is found ,
and this identity is constructed out of care and nurturance and service
for others. Since these others are known and particular, the "morality"
of this sphere cannot be universal or impersonal; it is always "infected"
by excess, partiality and particularity.
The first important thing to note about this contrast between the
public sphere of the market and the private sphere of domestic relations is that it does not, and never has, corresponded in any simple way
to reality. Thus working-class women have worked outside the home
since the earliest days of the Industrial Revolution, and the exclusive
association of women with the domestic and private sphere has all but
disappeared. Secondly, it is important to note that the morality of the
marketplace and of the private sphere exist in a state of tension with
each other. The marketplace could not exist without a sphere of domestic and familial relations which "supported" its own activities; yet
the goals of the marketplace may on occasion be incompatible with
the demands of the private sphere. The "proper" complementarity between them can only exist if the private sphere is subordinate to the
public sphere, and that subordinacy has often been expressed by the
dominance of men in the household as well as in public life. The practical subordinacy of the private sphere is mirrored by the ways in
which, in much moral and political philosophy and social thought, the
immediate and personal morality of the private sphere is seen as "inferior" to that which governs the exigencies of public life.
Furthermore, although, ideologically, the public and private
spheres are seen as separate and distinct, in practice the private sphere
is often governed by constraints and requirements deriving from the
public sphere. A clear example of this is the ways in which views on
how to bring up children and on what the task of motherhood entailed have so often been derived from broader social imperatives,
such as the need to create a "fit" race for the task of ruling an empire,
or the need to create a disciplined and docile industrial workforce.
The distinction between the public and the private has nevertheless helped to shape reality, and to form the experiences of people's lives. It is still commonly true , for example, that the tasks of the
physical and emotional maintenance of other people largely devolve
upon women, who often bear this responsibility as well as that of
labour outside the home. And the differences between male and female experience which follow from these things allow us to understand both why there may well often be differences between women
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and men in their perception of moral issues or moral priorities, and
why these differences can never be summed up in the form of generalizations about women and men. Women and men commonly participate both in domestic and familial relations and in the world of
labour and the marketplace. And the constraints and obligations experienced by individuals in their daily lives may lead to acute tensions
and contradictions which may be both practically and morally experienced. (A classic example of this would be the woman who faces an
acute conflict between the "impersonal" demands of her situation at
work, as well as her own needs for activity outside the home, and the
needs or demands of those such as children or aged parents whose
care cannot easily be fitted into the requirements of the workplace.)
If ethical concerns and priorities arise from different forms of social
life, then those which have emerged from a social system in which
women have so often been subordinate to men must be suspect. Supposedly "female" values are not only the subject of little agreement
among women; they are also deeply mired in conceptions of "the feminine" which depend on the sort of polarization between "masculine"
and "feminine" which has itself been so closely related to the subordination ofwomen. There is no autonomous realm of female values, or
of female activities which can generate "alternative" values to those of
the public sphere; and any conception of a "female e thic" which depends on these ideas cannot, I think, be a viable one.
But to say this is not necessarily to say that the lives and experiences of women cannot provide a source for a critique of the maledominated public sphere. Experiences and perspectives which are
articulated by gender cannot be sharply demarcated from those
which are also articulated along other dimensions, such as race and
class; and there is clearly no consensus among women as to how a
critique of the priorities of the "public" world might be deve loped.
Nevertheless taking seriously the experiences and perspectives of
women-in childbirth and childcare for example-whilst not immediately generating any consensus about how things might be
changed, generates crucial forms of questioning of social and moral
priorities. It is often remarked, for example, that if men had the
same sort of responsibility for children that women have, or if
women had the same sorts of power as men to determine such
things as priorities in work, or health care, or town planning, or the
organization of domestic labour, many aspects of social life might be
very different.
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We cannot know in advance exactly what sorts of changes in
moral and social priorities might result from radical changes in such
things as the sexual division of labour or transformed social provision
for the care of others; or from the elimination of the many forms of
oppression from which women and men alike suffer. No appeal to
current forms of social life can provide a blueprint. Nor should
women be seen (as they are in some forms of feminist thinking) as
"naturally" likely to espouse different moral or social priorities from
men. Insofar as there are (or might be) differences in female ethical
concerns, these can only emerge from, and will need to be painfully
constructed out of, changes in social relationships and modes of living; and there is every reason to suppose that the process will be conflictual. But there is every reason, too, to suppose that in a world in
which the activities and concerns which have traditionally been regarded as primarily female were given equal value and status, moral
and social priorities would be very different from those of the world
in which we live now.
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