Ethics and Feminism

ls there after all a fundamental
flaw in traditional Western
ethice—that of being inappro-
priate for more than half of the
“human race¥ That is, is moral
philosophy as it is traditionally
expounded biased toward
androcentrism (male-centered-
ness)? Does it fail to take into
acceunt the experience of
women and to take'advantage Yo s
of the moral insights derived from
female experience? A good number
of feminist critics of moral philo5- ,
- ophy think this is the case.
, Certainly there is good rea-
son to believe that women's expe-
rience is in certain significant
ways different from men’s experi-
- ence. Novelists, psychologists,
and sociologists have confirmed this auapucnon ltis dlf‘ﬁcult to estab-
lish to what extent; if any, these dlfferem;ee can be traced to funda-
mental distinctions between the brains of females and males as
opposed to differences in the way females and males are treated from
birth forward. In our culture, for instance, each sex is immediately
assigned a color (pink, blue) and toya (dolls, trucké) as well as behav-
ioral models (passive, active).
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Al right now, let's see who\
gets the doll and who gets

wrich tne ditferences in experience
between females and males can be
traced to biological or social distinc-
tions, the question still remains, ls it
possible that the experience of girls
and women can provide insight into
moral life that has been ignored by
traditional ethical discourse?
Furthermore, is it possible that

the same “patriarchal” moral
discourse has not only ignored
women but has also ]
participated in their oppression : =
and perpetuated a bias agaihst' SRCTENE Assignment of Toys
them? It would seem that in some

ways such 15 the case.

1 give unto You the tab\cts of the
low (which may prove 1o be more burdensome
~ to some than to others).

Patriarchal Discourse

Let us begin with this question: What differences exist in the ,
<perience of women that might be morally significant? An important



step toward answering that question was
provided by Carol Gilligan in 1982 with the
publication of her book, In a Different Voice:
Feychological Theory and Women's
Development. One of Gilligan's
techhiques was to interview
children using a set of ques-
tions developed by the pey-
chologist Lawrence Kohlberg.
When Kohlberg performed the
“tests in the 1860s, it seemed
to him that girls did not
prove to have as clear a sense
of justice as did boys nor the aamc '
deductive caparxty for deriving moral
conclusions, (There has been a whole -
literature based on the claim that women have a lower developsd
moral sense than men. The German phlloeopher Arthur S(,hopenhaucr
[17684560] wrote: =

But .
she's a giell
//

' @m‘ﬂ@@'

. wormen remain chﬂdren thcn‘ whole life long. . . | the fundamental
fault of the fcmale character is that it has no-sense of justice. This i
: _mainly due to the fact . .. that women are defec-
- tive.in the powers of rc:.ae»oning and deliberation.”®

According to psychologist Otto Weininger

(18680-1903), “A woman cannot grasp that

one must act from principle; as she has

o continuity, she does not. experience
the necessity for logical support of her '
‘mental processes™C Frobably the mos
-égregious case comes from [no 5ur—
pnee'] Freud, who wrote:

G,

I cannot evade the notion {though |

*  hesitate to give it expression) that
-for women the level of what is ethi- -
cally normal is different from what i

is in men. Their supereqo is hevér so

“Because He Thought So Highly inexorable, so impersonal, so inde
pendent of ite emotional origine as

of the Penis, He Thought Women we require it to be in men.

Did Too” Character-traits which critics of
(Germaine Greer on OttdWeininger) every epoch have brought up against
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