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Sex Roles & Oppression

The story so far:
I Hypotheses to explain the existence of sex roles:

1. Sex roles are natural.
I In some sense of ‘natural’.

2. Sex roles are conventional.
i.e. They solve a problem to which there are other, equally good

solutions.
3. Sex roles are positively harmful and their harm is avoidable.

More specifically, sex roles are oppressive.
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Sex Roles & Oppression

We also explored the claim that sex itself is constructed.
I Frye on sex-marking and compulsory heterosexuality.
I The invention of duality.

I At least 7 factors as contributing to an individual’s sex.
I The possibility that these will not all yield the same answer.
I The insistence that all humans be either male or female and

not both.
I Potential undermining of common distinction between sex and

gender.
I If sex is no more ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ or ‘given’ than gender,

the distinction collapses.
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Sex Roles & Oppression
A Question of Ideals

This raises questions:
I What would a non-sexist society look like?
I How would sex differences be viewed in an ideal society?

I Wasserstrom, Haslanger etc.
I Would it be “sex-blind” in the way that many people think a

non-racist society would be race-blind?
i.e. Sex would be like eye colour.

I Would we tolerate sex differences?
i.e. Perhaps the ideal attitude towards religious differences?

I Would we celebrate sex differences?
i.e. Perhaps a better ideal w.r.t. religious differences?
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Sex Roles & Oppression
Perceiving Damage

Formulating ideals is complicated because:
I The damage done by oppression may be hard to spot.

i.e. Several authors have noted that oppressive forces may appear
‘natural’.

I As Mill noted, it is hard to guess what women (or men) would
be like without sexism.

I What would be true in an ideal world might not be best in our
world.

I As Wasserstrom notes, for example, formulating an ideal is one
thing; deciding how to get there from here is another.
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Sex Roles & Oppression
Perceiving Damage

Raphael, School of Athens
Wikipedia illustration of “dining
philosophers” problem
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Sex Roles & Oppression
Perceiving Damage

The History of Moral Philosophy
Aristotle, Socrates, Locke, Sidgwick, Hobbes, Plato, Kant, Mill, Bentham, Hume, Seneca
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Sex Roles & Oppression
Perceiving Damage

Questions
If moral philosophy has historically/traditionally been done
(almost) exclusively by wealthy, white, privileged men, is moral
theory biased/skewed?

I Would moral philosophy look different if it had been done:
I by women, non-white and working-class men?
I in a non-sexist society?

I Do women have a different perspective on moral/ethical
questions?

I If so, what implications does that have for moral/ethical
theory?
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Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development
Take a handout.
Use your mother’s (or grandmother’s) maiden name — not yours.
Do not discuss.
Heinz’s Dilemma
A woman is near death from a rare cancer. There is a drug which
might save her but the druggist who recently developed the drug
wants $2,000 per dose. The drug costs him $200 to make. The
woman’s husband, Heinz, managed to borrow only $1,000. He
asked the druggist to give him a discount or to let him pay later
but the druggist said, “No, I discovered the drug and I’m going to
make money from it.” In desperation, Heinz broke into the store
and stole the drug for his wife. Should he have done so?

Write your answer being sure to explain your reasoning.
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Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Level 3: Post-Conventional Morality
Stage 6: universal ethical principles, respect, dignity & justice
Stage 5: social contract, basic rights & justice

Level 2: Conventional Morality
Stage 4: social order & good of group/society
Stage 3: social roles & personal relationships

Level 1: Pre-Conventional Morality
Stage 2: enlightened self-interest & “fairness”
Stage 1: obedience & avoidance of punishment
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Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Jake (11 years old)
Heinz was right to steal the drug. . .

. . . a human life is worth more than money, and if the
druggist makes $1,000, he is still going to live, but if
Heinz doesn’t steal the drug, his wife is going to die.

. . . the druggist can get a thousand dollars later from
rich people with cancer, but Heinz can’t get his wife
again.

. . . people are all different and so you couldn’t get
Heinz’s wife again.
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Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Amy (11 years old)
Amy doesn’t think Heinz did the right thing. . .

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. . . 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 couldn’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.
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Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development

Level 3: Post-Conventional Morality
Stage 6: universal ethical principles, respect, dignity & justice
Stage 5: social contract, basic rights & justice

Level 2: Conventional Morality
Stage 4: social order & good of group/society
Stage 3: social roles & personal relationships

Level 1: Pre-Conventional Morality
Stage 2: enlightened self-interest & “fairness”
Stage 1: obedience & avoidance of punishment
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Carol Gilligan:
In In A Different Voice, Gilligan argued that:

I Men and women (typically) reason differently about morality.
I Women’s reasoning is not inferior to men’s, as Kohlberg’s scale

suggests.
I We have not better and worse perspectives on the moral world,

but simply different ones.
I Women tend to see the moral world in terms of caring,

relationships, needs etc.
I Men tend to see the moral world in terms of justice, rights,

abstract principles etc.
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Carol Gilligan:
In later work, Gilligan argues that:

I Both men and women can access both perspectives.
I 2/3 girls will initially use a care perspective.
I 2/3 boys will initially use a justice perspective.
I Each group can also use the alternative perspective.
I The perspectives work like “gestalts”.

i.e. We switch between them rather than using them
simultaneously.
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A Different Voice?
Questions

Is there a “different voice”?
I If so, what explains it?
I What implications, if any, does this have for

ethical/moral theory?
I What would an ethics of care look like?

I Would this provide an alternative to theories
of justice?

I Would it be complementary?
I Would it be superior?
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A Different Voice?
Questions

I Some moral theorists have proposed detailed theories based
on the value of care.
e.g. Virginia Held, Nel Noddings

I Some theorists have disputed Gilligan’s empirical claims.
I Some moral theorists have argued that the data do not have

the implications suggested.
e.g. Thomas E. Hill, Jr., James Rachels

I Some critics have argued from an explicitly feminist
perspective.
e.g. Claudia Card, Alison Jaggar
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Feminist Ethics

Important notes:
I Ethics of care is not the only alternative proposed by feminists.
I Indeed, some feminists argue that Gilligan’s claims are not

feminist, are antithetical to feminist concerns etc.
I Certainly, Gilligan’s position has been used as part of a

backlash against feminism, especially in the United States.
I This is not necessarily a criticism of Gilligan’s position itself.

I Although some feminists are inclined to think that one should
be more careful than Gilligan was.



b

Justice & Care
Feminist Ethics

Feminist Ethics

This is slightly dated but still useful:

Rosmarie Tong’s Taxonomy (1993)

I Feminine ethics:
I Ethics of care

e.g. Nel Noddings, Virginia Held
I Maternal ethics

e.g. Sara Ruddick, Caroline Whitbeck, (earlier?) Virginia Held
I Feminist ethics

e.g. Annette Baier, Susan Sherwin, Marilyn Friedman
I Lesbian ethics

e.g. Mary Daly, Sarah Hoagland, Marilyn Frye
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