CHAPTER 21

NEL NODDINGS

Born in 1929, Nel Noddings was one of the first
to advance something that might be classified
as a feminist ethic. Like Carol Gilligan, Nod-
dings argues that the veritable obsession with
universal principles in ethics reflects a strong
male bias—as does the tendency to use unreal-
istic and abstract moral dilemmas as vehicles
for developing ethical theories. Instead, Nod-
dings, who retired as the Lee Jacks Professor of
Child Education at Stanford, reasons that nat-
ural caring relationships are the foundation of
our sense of right and wrong. For Noddings, the
ethical ideal is not to adhere to principles of the
sort pressed by Utilitarians, Kantians, or social
contract theorists, but instead to maintain the
attitude of care that is central to human
relationships.




CARING: A FEMININE
APPROACH TO ETHICS AND

MORAL EDUCATION

FROM NATURAL TO ETHICAL CARING

David Hume long ago contended that morality
is founded upon and rooted in feeling—that the
“final sentence” on matters of morality, “that
which renders morality an active virtue”—

“... this final sentence depends on some inter-
nal sense or feeling, which nature has made
universal in the whole species. For what else
can have an influence of this nature?”

What is the nature of this feeling that is “uni-
versal in the whole species?” I want to suggest
that morality as an “active virtue” requires two
feelings and not just one. The first is the senti-
ment of natural caring. There can be no ethical
sentiment without the initial, enabling senti-
ment. In situations where we act on behalf of
the other because we want to do so, we are act-
ing in accord with natural caring. A mother’s
caretaking efforts in behalf of her child are not
usually considered ethical but natural. Even
maternal animals take care of their offspring,




and we do not credit them with ethical
behavior.

The second sentiment occurs in response to a
remembrance of the first. Nietzsche speaks of
love and memory in the context of Christian
love and Eros, but what he says may safely be
taken out of context to illustrate the point I
wish to make here:

There is something so ambiguous
and suggestive about the word
love, something that speaks to
memory and to hope, that even
the lowest intelligence and the
coldest heart still feel something
of the glimmer of this word. The
cleverest woman and the most
vulgar man recall the relatively
least selfish moments of their
whole life, even if Eros has taken
only a low flight with them.

This memory of our own best moments of
caring and being cared for sweeps over us as a
feeling—as an “I must”—in response to the
plight of the other and our conflicting desire to
serve our own interests. There is a transfer of
feeling analogous to transfer of learning. In the
intellectual domain, when I read a certain kind
of mathematical puzzle, I may react by thinking,
“That is like the sailors, monkey, and coconuts
problem,” and then, “Diophantine equations”
or “modulo arithmetic” or “congruences.” Simi-
larly, when I encounter an other and feel the
natural pang conflicted with my own desires—
“I must—I do not want to”—I recognize the




feeling and remember what has followed it in
my own best moments. I have a picture of those
moments in which I was cared for and in which
I cared, and I may reach toward this memory
and guide my conduct by it if I wish to do so.

Recognizing that ethical caring requires an
effort that is not needed in natural caring does
not commit us to a position that elevates ethical
caring over natural caring. Kant has identified
the ethical with that which is done out of duty
and not out of love, and that distinction in itself
seems right. But an ethic built on caring strives
to maintain the caring attitude and is thus
dependent upon, and not superior to, natural
caring. The source of ethical behavior is, then,
in twin sentiments—one that feels directly for
the other and one that feels for and with that
best self, who may accept and sustain the initial
feeling rather than reject it.

We shall discuss the ethical ideal, that vision
of best self, in some depth. When we commit
ourselves to obey the “I must” even at its weak-
est and most fleeting, we are under the guid-
ance of this ideal. It is not just any picture.
Rather, it is our best picture of ourselves caring
and being cared for. It may even be colored by
acquaintance with one superior to us in caring,
but, as I shall describe it, it is both constrained
and attainable. It is limited by what we have
already done and by what we are capable of, and
it does not idealize the impossible so that we
may escape into ideal abstraction.

Now, clearly, in pointing to Hume’s “active
virtue” and to an ethical ideal as the source of
ethical behavior, I seem to be advocating an
ethic of virtue. This is certainly true in part.




Many philosophers recognize the need for a dis-
cussion of virtue as the energizing factor in
moral behavior, even when they have given
their best intellectual effort to a careful explica-
tion of their positions on obligation and justifi-
cation. When we discuss the ethical ideal, we
shall be talking about “virtue,” but we shall not
let “virtue” dissipate into “the virtues”
described in abstract categories. The holy man
living abstemiously on top of the mountain,
praying thrice daily, and denying himself human
intercourse may display “virtues,” but they are
not the virtues of one-caring. The virtue
described by the ethical ideal of one-caring is
built up in relation. It reaches out to the other
and grows in response to the other.

Since our discussion of virtue will be embed-
ded in an exploration of moral activity we might
do well to start by asking whether or under
what circumstances we are obliged to respond
to the initial “I must.” Does it make sense to
say that I am obliged to heed that which comes
to me as obligation?

OBLIGATION

There are moments for all of us when we care
quite naturally. We just do care; no ethical effort
is required. “Want” and “ought” are indistin-
guishable in such cases. [ want to do what I or
others might judge I ought to do. But can there
be a “demand” to care? There can be, surely, no
demand for the initial impulse that arises as a
feeling, an inner voice saying “I must do some-
thing,” in response to the need of the cared-for.
This impulse arises naturally, at least occasion-




ally, in the absence of pathology. We cannot
demand that one have this impulse, but we

shrink from one who never has it. One who
never feels the pain of another, who never con-

fesses the internal “I must” that is so familiar to
most of us, is beyond our normal pattern of

understanding. Her case is pathological, and we
avoid her.

But even if I feel the initial “I must,” I may
reject it. I may reject it instantaneously by shift-
ing from “I must do something” to “Something
must be done,” and removing myself from the
set of possible agents through whom the action
should be accomplished. I may reject it because
[ feel that there is nothing I can do. If I do
either of these things without reflection upon
what I might do in behalf of the cared-for, then
I do not care. Caring requires me to respond to
the initial impulse with an act of commitment: I
commit myself either to overt action on behalf
of the cared-for (I pick up my crying infant) or I
commit myself to thinking about what I might
do. In the latter case, as we have seen, I may or
may not act overtly in behalf of the cared-for. I
may abstain from action if I believe that any-
thing I might do would tend to work against the
best interests of the cared-for. But the test of
my caring is not wholly in how things turn out;
the primary test lies in an examination of what I
considered, how fully I received the other, and
whether the free pursuit of his projects is partly
a result of the completion of my caring in him.

But am I obliged to embrace the “I must”? In
this form, the question is a bit odd, for the “I
must” carries obligation with it. It comes to us
as obligation. But accepting and affirming the “I




must” are different from feeling it, and these
responses are what I am pointing to when I ask
whether I am obliged to embrace the “I must.”
The question nags at us; it is a question that
has been asked, in a variety of forms, over and
over by moralists and moral theorists. Usually,
the question arises as part of the broader ques-
tion of justification. We ask something of the
sort: Why must I (or should I) do what suggests
itself to reason as “right” or as needing to be
done for the sake of some other? We might pre-
fer to supplement “reason” with “and/or feel-
ing.” This question is, of course, not the only
thorny question in moral theory, but it is one
that has plagued theorists who see clearly that
there is no way to derive an “I ought” statement
from a chain of facts. I may agree readily that
“things would be better”—that is, that a certain
state of affairs commonly agreed to be desirable
might be attained—if a certain chain of events
were to take place. But there is still nothing in
this intellectual chain that can produce the “I
ought.” I may choose to remain an observer on
the scene.

Now I am suggesting that the “I must” arises
directly and prior to consideration of what it is
that I might do. The initial feeling is the “I
must.” When it comes to me indistinguishable
from the “I want,” I proceed easily as one-car-
ing. But often it comes to me conflicted. It may
be barely perceptible, and it may be followed
almost simultaneously by resistance. When
someone asks me to get something for him or
merely asks for my attention, the “I must” may
be lost in a clamor of resistance. Now a second
sentiment is required if I am to behave as one-




caring. I care about myself as one-caring and,
although I do not care naturally for the person
who has asked something of me—at least not at
this moment—I feel the genuine moral senti-
ment, the “I ought,” that sensibility to which I
have committed myself.

Let me try to make plausible my contention
that the moral imperative arises directly. And,
of course, I must try to explain how caring and
what I am calling the “moral imperative” are
related. When my infant cries in the night, I not
only feel that I must do something but I want to
do something. Because I love this child, because
[ am bonded to him, I want to remove his pain
as I would want to remove my own. The “I
must” is not a dutiful imperative but one that
accompanies the “I want.” If I were tied to a
chair, for example, and wanted desperately to
get free, I might say as I struggled, “I must do
something; I must get out of these bonds.” But
this “must” is not yet the moral or ethical
“ought.” It is a “must” born of desire.

The most intimate situations of caring are,
thus, natural. I do not feel that taking care of
my own child is “moral” but, rather, natural. A
woman who allows her own child to die of
neglect is often considered sick rather than
immoral; that is, we feel that either she or the
situation into which she has been thrust must
be pathological. Otherwise, the impulse to
respond, to nurture the living infant, is over-
whelming. We share the impulse with other
creatures in the animal kingdom. Whether we
want to consider this response as “instinctive”
is problematic, because certain patterns of
response may be implied by the term and




because suspension of reflective consciousness
seems also to be implied (and I am not suggest-
ing that we have no choice), but I have no diffi-
culty in considering it as innate. Indeed, I am
claiming that the impulse to act in behalf of the
present other is itself innate. It lies latent in
each of us, awaiting gradual development in a
succession of caring relations. I am suggesting
that our inclination toward and interest in
morality derives from caring. In caring, we
accept the natural impulse to act on behalf of
the present other. We are engrossed in the oth-
er. We have received him and feel his pain or
happiness, but we are not compelled by this
impulse. We have a choice; we may accept what
we feel, or we may reject it. If we have a strong
desire to be moral, we will not reject it, and this
strong desire to be moral is derived, reflectively,
from the more fundamental and natural desire
to be and to remain related. To reject the feeling
when it arises is either to be in an internal state
of imbalance or to contribute willfully to the
diminution of the ethical ideal.

But suppose in a particular case that the “I
must” does not arise, or that it whispers faintly
and disappears, leaving distrust, repugnance, or
hate. Why, then, should I behave morally
toward the object of my dislike? Why should I
not accept feelings other than those characteris-
tic of caring and, thus, achieve an internal state
of balance through hate, anger, or malice?

The answer to this is, I think, that the gen-
uine moral sentiment (our second sentiment)
arises from an evaluation of the caring relation
as good, as better than, superior to, other forms
of relatedness. I feel the moral “I must” when I




recognize that my response will either enhance
or diminish my ethical ideal. It will serve either
to increase or decrease the likelihood of genuine
caring. My response affects me as one-caring. In
a given situation with someone I am not fond
of, I may be able to find all sorts of reasons why
I should not respond to his need. I may be too
busy. He may be undiscerning. The matter may
be, on objective analysis, unimportant. But,
before I decide, I must turn away from this ana-
lytic chain of thought and back to the concrete
situation. Here is this person with this per-
ceived need to which is attached this impor-
tance. I must put justification aside temporarily.
Shall I respond? How do I feel as a duality
about the “I” who will not respond?

[ am obliged, then, to accept the initial “I
must” when it occurs and even to fetch it out of
recalcitrant slumber when it fails to awake
spontaneously. The source of my obligation is
the value I place on the relatedness of caring.
This value itself arises as a product of actual
caring and being cared-for and my reflection on
the goodness of these concrete caring
situations.

Now, what sort of “goodness” is it that
attaches to the caring relation? It cannot be a
fully moral goodness, for we have already
described forms of caring that are natural and
require no moral effort. But it cannot be a fully
nonmoral goodness either, for it would then
join a class of goods many of which are widely
separated from the moral good. It is, perhaps,
properly described as a “premoral good,” one
that lies in a region with the moral good and
shades over into it. We cannot always decide




with certainty whether our caring response is
natural or ethical. Indeed, the decision to
respond ethically as one-caring may cause the
lowering of barriers that previously prevented
reception of the other, and natural caring may
follow.

I have identified the source of our obligation
and have said that we are obligated to accept,
and even to call forth, the feeling “I must.” But
what exactly must I do? Can my obligation be
set forth in a list or hierarchy of principles? So
far, it seems that I am obligated to maintain an
attitude and, thus, to meet the other as one-car-
ing and, at the same time, to increase my own
virtue as one-caring. If I am advocating an ethic
of virtue, do not all the usual dangers lie in
wait: hypocrisy, self-righteousness, withdrawal
from the public domain? We shall discuss these
dangers as the idea of an ethical ideal is devel-
oped more fully.

Let me say here, however, why it seems
preferable to place an ethical ideal above princi-
ple as a guide to moral action. It has been tradi-
tional in moral philosophy to insist that moral
principles must be, by their very nature as
moral principles, universifiable. If I am oblig-
ated to do X under certain conditions, then
under sufficiently similar conditions you also
are obligated to do X. But the principle of uni-
versifiability seems to depend, as Nietzsche
pointed out, on a concept of “sameness.” In
order to accept the principle, we should have to
establish that human predicaments exhibit suf-
ficient sameness, and this we cannot do without
abstracting away from concrete situations those
qualities that seem to reveal the sameness. In




doing this, we often lose the very qualities or
factors that gave rise to the moral question in
the situation. That condition which makes the
situation different and thereby induces genuine
moral puzzlement cannot be satisfied by the
application of principles developed in situations
of sameness.

This does not mean that we cannot receive
any guidance from an attempt to discover prin-
ciples that seem to be universifiable. We can,
under this sort of plan, arrive at the doctrine of
“prima facie duty” described by W. D. Ross.
Ross himself, however, admits that this doctrine
yields no real guidance for moral conduct in
concrete situations. It guides us in abstract
moral thinking; it tells us, theoretically, what to
do, “all other things being equal.” But other
things are rarely if ever equal. A and B, strug-
gling with a moral decision, are two different
persons with different factual histories, differ-
ent projects and aspirations, and different
ideals. It may indeed be right, morally right, for
A to do X and B to do not-X. We may, that is,
connect “right” and “wrong” to faithfulness to
the ethical ideal. This does not cast us into rela-
tivism, because the ideal contains at its heart a
component that is universal: Maintenance of
the caring relation.

Before turning to a discussion of “right” and
“wrong” and their usefulness in an ethic of car-
ing, we might try to clear up the problem earlier
mentioned as a danger in any ethic of virtue:
the temptation to withdraw from the public
domain. It is a real danger. Even though we
rejected the sort of virtue exhibited by the her-
mit-monk on the mountaintop, that rejection




may have been one of personal choice. It still
remains possible that an ethic of caring is com-
patible with the monk’s choice, and that such
an ethic even induces withdrawal. We are not
going to be able to divide cases clearly. The
monk who withdraws only to serve God is
clearly under the guidance of an ethic that dif-
fers fundamentally from the ethic of caring. The
source of his ethic is not the source of ours, and
he might deny that any form of human related-
ness could be a source for moral behavior. But
if, when another intrudes upon his privacy, he
receives the other as one-caring, we cannot
charge him with violating our ethic. Further, as
we saw in our discussion of the one-caring,
there is a legitimate dread of the proximate
stranger—of that person who may ask more
than we feel able to give. We saw there that we
cannot care for everyone. Caring itself is
reduced to mere talk about caring when we
attempt to do so. We must acknowledge, then,
that an ethic of caring implies a limit on our
obligation.

Our obligation is limited and delimited by
relation. We are never free, in the human
domain, to abandon our preparedness to care;
but, practically, if we are meeting those in our
inner circles adequately as ones-caring and
receiving those linked to our inner circles by
formal chains of relation, we shall limit the calls
upon our obligation quite naturally. We are not
obliged to summon the “I must” if there is no
possibility of completion in the other. I am not
obliged to care for starving children in Africa,
because there is no way for this caring to be
completed in the other unless I abandon the




caring to which I am obligated. I may still
choose to do something in the direction of car-
ing, but I am not obliged to do so. When we
discuss our obligation to animals, we shall see
that this is even more sharply limited by rela-
tion. We cannot refuse obligation in human
affairs by merely refusing to enter relation; we
are, by virtue of our mutual humanity, already
and perpetually in potential relation. Instead,
we limit our obligation by examining the possi-
bility of completion. In connection with ani-
mals, however, we may find it possible to refuse
relation itself on the grounds of a species-spe-
cific impossibility of any form of reciprocity in
caring.

Now, this is very important, and we should
try to say clearly what governs our obligation.
On the basis of what has been developed so far,
there seem to be two criteria: the existence of
or potential for present relation, and the
dynamic potential for growth in relation,
including the potential for increased reciprocity
and, perhaps, mutuality. The first criterion
establishes an absolute obligation and the sec-
ond serves to put our obligations into an order
of priority.

If the other toward whom we shall act is
capable of responding as cared-for and there are
no objective conditions that prevent our receiv-
ing this response—if, that is, our caring can be
completed in the other—then we must meet
that other as one-caring. If we do not care natu-
rally, we must call upon our capacity for ethical
caring. When we are in relation or when the
other has addressed us, we must respond as
one-caring. The imperative in relation is cate-




gorical. When relation has not yet been estab-
lished, or when it may properly be refused
(when no formal chain or natural circle is
present), the imperative is more like that of the
hypothetical: I must if I wish to (or am able to)
move into relation.

The second criterion asks us to look at the
nature of potential relation and, especially, at
the capacity of the cared-for to respond. The
potential for response in animals, for example,
is nearly static; they cannot respond in mutuali-
ty, nor can the nature of their response change
substantially. But a child’s potential for
increased response is enormous. If the possibil-
ity of relation is dynamic—if the relation may
clearly grow with respect to reciprocity—then
the possibility and degree of my obligation also
grows. If response is imminent, so also is my
obligation. This criterion will help us to distin-
guish between our obligation to members of the
nonhuman animal world and, say, the human
fetus. We must keep in mind, however, that the
second criterion binds us in proportion to the
probability of increased response and to the
imminence of that response. Relation itself is
fundamental in obligation.

I shall give an example of thinking guided by
these criteria, but let us pause for a moment
and ask what it is we are trying to accomplish. I
am working deliberately toward criteria that
will preserve our deepest and most tender
human feelings. The caring of mother for child,
of human adult for human infant, elicits the
tenderest feelings in most of us. Indeed, for
many women, this feeling of nurturance lies at
the very heart of what we assess as good. A




philosophical position that has difficulty distin-
guishing between our obligation to human
infants and, say, pigs is in some difficulty
straight off. It violates our most deeply cher-
ished feeling about human goodness. This vio-
lation does not, of course, make the position
logically wrong, but it suggests that especially
strong grounds will be needed to support it. In
the absence of such strong grounds—and I shall
argue in a later chapter that they are absent—
we might prefer to establish a position that cap-
tures rather than denies our basic feelings. We
might observe that man (in contrast to woman)
has continually turned away from his inner self
and feeling in pursuit of both science and
ethics. With respect to strict science, this turn-
ing outward may be defensible; with respect to
ethics it has been disastrous.

One under the guidance of an ethic of caring is
tempted to retreat to a manageable world. Her
public life is limited by her insistence upon
meeting the other as one-caring. So long as this
is possible, she may reach outward and enlarge
her circles of caring. When this reaching out
destroys or drastically reduces her actual caring,
she retreats and renews her contact with those
who address her. If the retreat becomes a flight,
an avoidance of the call to care, her ethical ideal
is diminished. Similarly, if the retreat is away
from human beings and toward other objects of
caring—ideas, animals, humanity-at-large, God
—her ethical ideal is virtually shattered. This is
not a judgment, for we can understand and
sympathize with one who makes such a choice.




[t is more in the nature of a perception: we see
clearly what has been lost in the choice.

Our ethic of caring—which we might have
called a “feminine ethic”—begins to look a bit
mean in contrast to the masculine ethics of uni-
versal love or universal justice. But universal
love is illusion. Under the illusion, some young
people retreat to the church to worship that
which they cannot actualize; some write lovely
poetry extolling universal love; and some, in
terrible disillusion, kill to establish the very
principles which should have entreated them
not to kill. Thus are lost both principles and
persons.

RIGHT AND WRONG

How are we to make judgments of right and
wrong under this ethic? First, it is important to
understand that we are not primarily interested
in judging but, rather, in heightening moral per-
ception and sensitivity. But “right” and “wrong”
can be useful.

Suppose a mother observes her young child
pulling the kitten’s tail or picking it up by the
ears. She may exclaim, “Oh, no, it is not nice to
hurt the kitty,” or, “You must not hurt the kit-
ty.” Or she may simply say, “Stop. See—you are
hurting the kitty,” and she may then take the
kitten in her own hands and show the child
how to handle it. She holds the kitten gently,
stroking it, and saying, “See? Ah, ah, kitty, nice
kitty....” What the mother is supposing in this
interaction is that the realization that his act is
hurting the kitten, supplemented by the knowl-




edge of how to avoid inflicting hurt, will suffice
to change the child’s behavior. If she believes
this, she has no need for the statement, “It is
wrong to hurt the kitty.” She is not threatening
sanctions but drawing dual attention to a mat-
ter of fact (the hurting) and her own commit-
ment (I will not hurt). Beyond this, she is
supposing that her child, well-cared-for himself,
does not want to inflict pain.

Now, I am not claiming through use of this
illustration that moral statements are mere
expressions of approval or disapproval,
although they do serve an expressive function.
A. ]. Ayer, who did make a claim of this sort
before modifying his position somewhat, uses
an illustration very like the one just given to
support an emotivist position. But even if it
were possible to take a purely analytic stance
with respect to moral theory, as Ayer suggests
he has done, that is certainly not what I intend
to do. One who labels moral statements as
expressions of approval or disapproval, and
takes the matter to be finished with that, misses
the very heart of morality. He misses the com-
mitment to behave in a fashion compatible with
caring. Thus he misses both feeling and con-
tent. I may, after all, express my approval or dis-
approval on matters that are not moral. Thus it
is clear that when I make a moral judgment I
am doing more than simply expressing approval
or disapproval. I am both expressing my own
commitment to behave in a way compatible
with caring and appealing to the hearer to con-
sider what he is doing. I may say first to a child,
“Oh! Don’t hurt the kitty!” And I may then add,
“It is wrong to hurt the kitty.” The word is not




necessary, strictly speaking, but I may find it
useful.

What do I mean by this? I certainly mean to
express my own commitment, and I show this
best by daily example. But I may mean to say
more than this. I may explain to the child that
not only do I feel this way but that our family
does, that our community does, that our culture
does. Here I must be very careful. Our commu-
nity may say one thing and do quite another.
Such contradiction is even more likely at the
level of “our culture.” But I express myself dou-
bly in words and in acts, and I may search out
examples in the larger culture to convince the
child that significant others do feel this way.
The one-caring is careful to distinguish between
acts that violate caring, acts that she herself
holds wrong, and those acts that “some people”
hold to be wrong. She need not be condescend-
ing in this instruction. She is herself so reluc-
tant to universalize beyond the demands of
caring that she cannot say, “It is wrong,” to
everything that is illegal, church-forbidden, or
contrary to a prevailing etiquette. But she can
raise the question, attempt to justify the alien
view, express her own objections, and support
the child in his own exploration.

Emotivists are partly right, I think, when they
suggest that we might effectively substitute a
statement describing the fact or event that trig-
gers our feeling or attitude for statements such
as “It is wrong to do X.” When I say to my
child, “It is wrong to hurt the kitty,” I mean (if I
am not threatening sanctions) to inform him
that he is hurting the kitten and, further, that I
believe that if he perceives he is doing so, he




will stop. I am counting on his gradually devel-
oping ability to feel pain in the other to induce
a decision to stop. To say, “It is wrong to cause
pain needlessly,” contributes nothing by way of
knowledge and can hardly be thought likely to
change the attitude or behavior of one who
might ask, “Why is it wrong?” If I say to some-
one, “You are hurting the cat,” and he replies, “I
know it—so what? I like hurting cats,” I feel
“zero at the bone.” Saying to him, “It is wrong
to hurt cats,” adds little unless I intend to
threaten sanctions. If I mean to equate “It is
wrong to hurt cats” with “There will be a sure
and specific punishment for hurting cats,” then
it would be more honest to say this. One either
feels a sort of pain in response to the pain of
others, or one does not feel it. If he does feel it,
he does not need to be told that causing pain is
wrong. If he does not feel it in a particular case,
he may remember the feeling—as one remem-
bers the sweetness of love on hearing a certain
piece of music—and allow himself to be moved
by this remembrance of feeling. For one who
feels nothing, directly or by remembrance, we
must prescribe reeducation or exile. Thus, at
the foundation of moral behavior—as we have
already pointed out—is feeling or sentiment.
But, further, there is commitment to remain
open to that feeling, to remember it, and to put
one’s thinking in its service. It is the particular
commitment underlying genuine expressions of
moral judgment—as well as the special content
—that the emotivist misses.

The one-caring, clearly, applies “right” and
“wrong” most confidently to her own decisions.
This does not, as we have insisted before, make




her a relativist. The caring attitude that lies at
the heart of all ethical behavior is universal. As
the mother in chapter two, who had to decide
whether or not to leave her sick child, decided
on the basis of a caring evaluation of the condi-
tions and feelings of those involved, so in gen-
eral the one-caring evaluates her own acts with
respect to how faithfully they conform to what
is known and felt through the receptivity of car-
ing. But she also uses “right” and “wrong”
instructively and respectfully to refer to the
judgments of significant others. If she agrees
because the matter at hand can be assessed in
light of caring, she adds her personal commit-
ment and example; if she has doubts—because
the rule appealed to seems irrelevant or
ambiguous in the light of caring—she still
acknowledges the judgment but adds her own
dissent or demurrer. Her eye is on the ethical
development of the cared-for and, as she herself
with-holds judgment until she has heard the
“whole story,” she wants the cared-for to
encounter others, receive them, and reflect on
what he has received. Principles and rules are
among the beliefs he will receive, and she wants
him to consider these in the light of caring.

But is this all we can say about right and
wrong? Is there not a firm foundation in moral-
ity for our legal judgments? Surely, we must be
allowed to say, for example, that stealing is
wrong and is, therefore, properly forbidden by
law. Because it is so often wrong—and so easily
demonstrated to be wrong—under an ethic of
caring, we may accede that such a law has its
roots partly in morality. We may legally punish
one who has stolen, but we may not pass moral




judgment on him until we know why he stole.
An ethic of caring is likely to be stricter in its
judgment, but more supportive and corrective
in following up its judgment, than ethics other-
wise grounded. For the one-caring, stealing is
almost always wrong:

Ms. A talks with her young son. But, Mother,
the boy pleads, suppose I want to make you happy
and I steal something you want from a big chain store.
I haven’t hurt anyone, have I? Yes, you have,
responds his mother, and she points to the
predicament of the store managers who may be
accused of poor stewardship and to the higher
prices suffered by their neighbors. Well, suppose I
steal from a rich, rich person? He can replace what I
take easily, and ... Wait, says Ms. A. Is someone suf-
fering? Are you stealing to relieve that suffering, and
will you make certain that what you steal is used to
relieve it? ... But can’t I steal to make someone happy?
her son persists. Slowly, patiently, Ms. A
explains the position of one-caring. Each one
who comes under our gaze must be met as one-
caring. When I want to please X and I turn
toward Y as a means for satisfying my desire to
please X, I must now meet Y as one-caring. I do
not judge him for being rich—for treasuring
what I, perhaps, regard with indifference. I may
not cause him pain by taking or destroying what
he possesses. But what if I steal from a bad guy—
someone who stole to get what he has? Ms. A smiles
at her young son, struggling to avoid his ethical
responsibility: Unless he is an immediate threat to
you or someone else, you must meet him, too, as one-
caring.

The lessons in “right” and “wrong” are hard
lessons—not swiftly accomplished by setting up




as an objective the learning of some principle.
We do not say: It is wrong to steal. Rather, we
consider why it was wrong or may be wrong in
this case to steal. We do not say: It is wrong to
kill. By setting up such a principle, we also
imply its exceptions, and then we may too eas-
ily act on authorized exceptions. The one-caring
wants to consider, and wants her child to con-
sider, the act itself in full context. She will send
him into the world skeptical, vulnerable, coura-
geous, disobedient, and tenderly receptive. The
“world” may not depend upon him to obey its
rules or fulfill its wishes, but you, the individual
he encounters, may depend upon him to meet
you as one-caring.

THE PROBLEM OF JUSTIFICATION

Since I have chided the emotivist for not dig-
ging beneath the expressive layer of moral sen-
timent to the nature of the feeling itself and the
commitment to act in accord with the feeling,
one might ask whether I should not dig beneath
the commitment. Why should I be committed
to not causing pain? Now, clearly, in one sense,
I cannot answer this better than we already
have. When the “Why?” refers to motivation,
we have seen that the one-caring receives the
other and acts in the other’s behalf as she
would for herself; that is, she acts with a similar
motive energy. Further, I have claimed that,
when natural caring fails, the motive energy in
behalf of the other can be summoned out of car-
ing for the ethical self. We have discussed both
natural caring and ethical caring. Ethical caring,
as I have described it, depends not upon rule or




principle but upon the development of an ideal
self. It does not depend upon just any ideal of
self, but the ideal developed in congruence with
one’s best remembrance of caring and being
cared-for.

So far, in recommending the ethical ideal as a
guide to ethical conduct, I have suggested that
traditional approaches to the problem of justifi-
cation are mistaken. When the ethical theorist
asks, “Why should I behave thus-and-so?” his
question is likely to be aimed at justification
rather than motivation and at a logic that
resides outside the person. He is asking for rea-
sons of the sort we expect to find in logical
demonstration. He may expect us to claim that
moral judgments can be tested as claims to facts
can be tested, or that moral judgments are
derived from divine commandment, or that
moral truths are intuitively apprehended. Once
started on this line of discussion, we may find
ourselves arguing abstractly about the status of
relativism and absolutism, egoism and altruism,
and a host of other positions that, I shall claim,
are largely irrelevant to moral conduct. They are
matters of considerable intellectual interest, but
they are distractions if our primary interest is in
ethical conduct.

Moral statements cannot be justified in the
way that statements of fact can be justified.
They are not truths. They are derived not from
facts or principles but from the caring attitude.
Indeed, we might say that moral statements
come out of the moral view or attitude, which,
as I have described it, is the rational attitude
built upon natural caring. When we put it this
way, we see that there can be no justification for




taking the moral viewpoint—that in truth, the
moral viewpoint is prior to any notion of
justification.

But there is another difficulty in answering
the request for justification. Consideration of
problems of justification requires us to concen-
trate on moral judgments, on moral statements.
Hence we are led to an exploration of the lan-
guage and reasoning used to discuss moral con-
duct and away from an assessment of the
concrete events in which we must choose
whether and how to behave morally. Indeed, we
are often led far beyond what we feel and intu-
itively judge to be right in a search for some
simple and absolute guide to moral goodness.

For an ethic of caring, the problem of justifi-
cation is not concentrated upon justified action
in general. We are not “justified”—we are oblig-
ated—to do what is required to maintain and
enhance caring. We must “justify” not-caring;
that is, we must explain why, in the interest of
caring for ourselves as ethical selves or in the
interest of others for whom we care, we may
behave as ones-not-caring toward this particular
other. In a related problem, we must justify
doing what this other would not have us do to
him as part of our genuine effort to care for
him. But even in these cases, an ethic of caring
does not emphasize justification. As one-caring,
I am not seeking justification for my action; I
am not standing alone before some tribunal.
What I seek is completion in the other—the
sense of being cared-for and, I hope, the
renewed commitment of the cared-for to turn
about and act as one-caring in the circles and
chains within which he is defined. Thus, I am




not justified but somehow fulfilled and com-
pleted in my own life and in the lives of those I
have thus influenced.

It sounds all very nice, says my male col-
league, but can you claim to be doing “ethics”?
After all, ethics is the study of justified
action.... Ah, yes. But, after “after-all,”  am a
woman, and [ was not party to that definition.
Shall we say then that I am talking about “how
to meet the other morally?” Is this part of
ethics? Is ethics part of this?

WOMEN AND MORALITY: VIRTUE

Many of us in education are keenly aware of the
distortion that results from undue emphasis on
moral judgments and justification. Lawrence
Kohlberg’s theory, for example, is widely held to
be a model for moral education, but it is actu-
ally only a hierarchical description of moral rea-
soning. It is well known, further, that the
description may not be accurate. In particular,
the fact that women seem often to be “stuck” at
stage three might call the accuracy of the
description into question. But perhaps the
description is accurate within the domain of
morality conceived as moral justification. If it is,
we might well explore the possibility that femi-
nine nonconformity to the Kohlberg model
counts against the justification/judgment par-
adigm and not against women as moral
thinkers.

Women, perhaps the majority of women, pre-
fer to discuss moral problems in terms of con-
crete situations. They approach moral problems




not as intellectual problems to be solved by
abstract reasoning but as concrete human prob-
lems to be lived and to be solved in living. Their
approach is founded in caring. Carol Gilligan
describes the approach:

... women not only define them-
selves in a context of human rela-
tionship but also judge themselves
in terms of their ability to care.
Woman’s place in man’s life cycle
has been that of nurturer, caretak-
er, and helpmate, the weaver of
those networks of relationships on
which she in turn relies.

Faced with a hypothetical moral dilemma,
women often ask for more information. It is not
the case, certainly, that women cannot arrange
principles hierarchically and derive conclusions
logically. It is more likely that they see this
process as peripheral to or even irrelevant to
moral conduct. They want more information, I
think, in order to form a picture. Ideally, they
need to talk to the participants, to see their eyes
and facial expressions, to size up the whole sit-
uation. Moral decisions are, after all, made in
situations; they are qualitatively different from
the solution of geometry problems. Women,
like actdeontologists in general, give reasons for
their acts, but the reasons point to feelings,
needs, situational conditions, and their sense of
personal ideal rather than universal principles
and their application.

As we have seen, caring is not in itself a
virtue. The genuine ethical commitment to




maintain oneself as caring gives rise to the
development and exercise of virtues, but these
must be assessed in the context of caring situa-
tions. It is not, for example, patience itself that
is a virtue but patience with respect to some
infirmity of a particular cared-for or patience in
instructing a concrete cared-for that is virtuous.
We must not reify virtues and turn our caring
toward them. If we do this, our ethic turns
inward and is even less useful than an ethic of
principles, which at least remains indirectly in
contact with the acts we are assessing. The ful-
fillment of virtue is both in me and in the other.

A consideration of caring and an ethic built
upon it give new meaning to what Kohlberg
assesses as “stage three” morality. At this stage,
persons behave morally in order to be thought
of—or to think of themselves as—“good boys”
or “good girls.” Clearly, it makes a difference
whether one chooses to be good or to be
thought of as good. One who chooses to be
good may not be “stuck,” as Kohlberg suggests,
in a stage of moral reasoning. Rather, she may
have chosen an alternative route to moral
conduct.

It should be clear that my description of an
ethic of caring as a feminine ethic does not
imply a claim to speak for all women nor to
exclude men. As we shall see in the next chap-
ter, there is reason to believe that women are
somewhat better equipped for caring than men
are. This is partly a result of the construction of
psychological deep structures in the mother-
child relationship. A girl can identify with the
one caring for her and thus maintain relation
while establishing identity. A boy must, howev-




er, find his identity with the absent one—the
father—and thus disengage himself from the
intimate relation of caring.

There are many women who will deplore my
insistence on locating the source of caring in
human relations. The longing for something
beyond is lovely—alluring—and it persists. It
seems to me quite natural that men, many of
whom are separated from the intimacy of car-
ing, should create gods and seek security and
love in worship. But what ethical need have
women for God? I do not mean to suggest that
women can brush aside an actually existing God
but, if there is such a God, the human role in Its
maintenance must be trivial. We can only con-
template the universe in awe and wonder, study
it conscientiously, and live in it conservatively.
Women, it seems to me, can accept the God of
Spinoza and Einstein. What I mean to suggest
is that women have no need of a conceptualized
God, one wrought in the image of man. All the
love and goodness commanded by such a God
can be generated from the love and goodness
found in the warmest and best human relations.

Let me say a little more here, because I know
the position is a hard one for many—even for
many [ love. In our earlier discussion of Abra-
ham, we saw a fundamental and deeply cut
chasm between male and female views. We see
this difference illustrated again in the New Tes-
tament of Luke 16, we hear the story of a rich
man who ignored the suffering of Lazarus, a
beggar. After death, Lazarus finds peace and
glory, but the rich man finds eternal torment.
He cries to Abraham for mercy:




Father Abraham, have mercy on
me, and send Lazarus, that he may
dip the tip of his finger in water,
and cool my tongue; for I am tor-
mented in this flame.

But Abraham said, Son, remem-
ber that thou in thy lifetime
receivedst thy good things, and
likewise Lazarus evil things: but
now he is comforted and thou art
tormented.

And beside all this, between us
and you there is a great gulf fixed:
so that they which would pass
from hence to you cannot; neither
can they pass to us, that would
come from thence.

But what prevents their passage? The judg-
mental love of the harsh father establishes the
chasm. This is not the love of the mother, for
even in despair she would cast herself across
the chasm to relieve the suffering of her child. If
he calls her, she will respond. Even the
wickedest, if he calls, she must meet as one-car-
ing. Now, I ask again, what ethical need has
woman for God?

In the stories of Abraham, we hear the
tragedy induced by the traditional, masculine
approach to ethics. When Kierkegaard defends
him in an agonized and obsessive search for
“something beyond” to which he can repeatedly
declare his devotion, he reveals the emptiness
at the heart of his own concrete existence. If
Abraham is lost, he, Kierkegaard, is lost. He
observes: “So either there is a paradox, that the




individual as the individual stands in an abso-
lute relation to the absolute/or Abraham is
lost.”

Woman, as one-caring, pities and fears both
Abraham and Kierkegaard. Not only are they
lost, but they would take all of us with them
into the lonely wilderness of abstraction.




