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Feminism in ethics
Conceptions of autonomy

Feminist ethics

Ethics, or moral philosophy, as a field of intellectual inquiry developed in
the west for well over two thousand years with minimal input from
women. Women’s voices have been virtually absent from western ethics
unﬁlthiscentury,astheyhavebeen&omeveryﬁeldofinmﬂectual
endeavour. The absence of female voices has meant that the moral concerns
of men have preoccupied traditional western ethics, the moral perspectives
of men have shaped its methods and concepts, and male biases against
women have gone virtually unchallenged withis it. Feminist ethics explores
the substantive effect of this imbalance on moral philosophy and seeks to
rectify it.

Like other areas of feminist thought, feminist ethics is grounded in a
commitment to ending the oppression, subordination, abuse and exploita-
tion of women and girls, wherever these may arise. In the late 19608, when
feminist ethics began, it consisted mainly of applying the resources of
traditional moral philosophy to the array of moral issues that were being
brought to public attention by the women’s movements then arising in
many western societies. Those issues, such as economic discrimination
against women, restrictive sex roles, domestic violence, rape, inegalitarian
marriage and ideals of self-sacrificing motherhood, were of special concern
to women and had been largely neglected by traditional philosophical
cthics. Feminist ethics, from the start, thus sought to shift philosophical
attention to topics that philosophers, almost exclusively male, had pre-
viously ignored.

To be sure, someoftheissucsofspecialconcemtowomen,suchas
prostitution and pornography, had already received attention from the
predominantly male philosophical profession. In addition, abortion,
though not much discussed professionally prior to 1970, became a hot
topic for philosophers in general soon after 1970 as a result of the growing



MARILYN FRIEDMAN

trend toward decriminalization of abortion in western countries. The
feminist innovation has been not so much to introduce such topics to

philosophical audiences as to emphasize dimensions that had otherwise
been neglected, such as the perspectives of the women involved, the.
relevant gender relationships, and the cultural context of women’s subordi-
nation, On the subject of pornography, for example, the mostly male, non-
feminist philosophers had debated whether the mere use of sexually explicit
and arousing materials was itself immoral. Feminists, by contrast, turned
their attention to the impact of pornography on women, particularly
whether its production and vse promoted women’s subordination, objecti-
fication, or vulnerability to sexual assault.1 )

By the early 1980s, the concepts and strategies of feminist ethics had

grown in complexity, and feminist ethics emerged as a self-consciously
distinct area of ferninist theory. Instead of merely applying traditional
ethical tools to women’s issues, as had been the trend in the 1970s, feminist
ethics now turned its attention also to the tools themselves. Careful analysis
exposed what seemed to be male biases in the very concepts and methods
of traditional philosophical ethics. Not only had. male philosophers
neglected women-centred issues; they had also developed tools of articula-
tion, interpretation, and analysis that appeared to reflect their male
standpoints, despite a presumption of abstract universality. Feminist philo-
sophers accordingly sought to introduce specifically female moral perspec-
tives inito philosophical ethics and to forge conceptual and methodological
tools that reflected women’s standpoints.

A major catalyst for this development came from feminist research in the
field of moral psychology, particularly that of Carol Gilligan.? Based on
empirical studies, Gilligan reported a significant degree of correlation
between gender and moral orientation. According to her early writings,
males are characteristically concerned with substantive moral matters of
justice, rights, autonomy and individuation. In their moral reasonings, they
tend to rely on abstract principles and to seek universality of scope.
Women, by contrast, are more often concerned with substantive moral
matters of care, personal relationships and avoiding hurt to others. They
tend to avoid abstract principles and universalist pretensions and to focus
instead on contextual detail and interpersonal emotional responsiveness.

Gilligan’s ideas were not entirely new to feminist thought, By the early
19808, some feminist theorists had already begun to theorize that caring
relationships entered significantly into women’s conceptions of selfhood
and personal identity.3 Gilligan gave this trend great impetus, by articu-
lating those concerns in the form of a detailed moral perspective, one that
contrasted starkly with male-generated traditions of thought in moral

psychq[ogy and philosophy. She alse provided empirical evidence for
regarding the care perspective as a distinctively female moral orientation.

Perhaps most importantly, Gilligan honosred
: . A what she presented as
won.n?gsm?ral.reas?nmg;shepresentedcareetbicsasamoralequalm

culltural feminism® 4 According to thig approach, women have distinctive
traits as women, butthesetraimarenotnecessarilyinferiortothoseof
men; they are sometimes as valuable as, or even superior to, those of men.

academic appeal, as shown, for example, by popular bestsellers that tell us
that women are ‘from Vengs’ while men are “from Marys’ 5 Gilligan
g;rounded those gmder stereotypes in specific moral traits and attitudes,
Shethereby provided tesonrces for feminists to use in arguing that certain
moral concepts and methods were not universal after all but were instead
mers:c;eﬂecnons of a characteristically male moral standpoint.
. nd, Gilligan’s carefjustice dichotomy contributed to 2 movement
twa§alreadyum!erwa!yintheﬁeldofethicsgenemlly—thesearchfor

loom large over the field. On Gilligan’s interpretation, the two peting
mamstays of modern ethical theory, uﬁﬁmﬂanihnon’and Kanu:.;m ethics,
appear rather more like allies than opponents. Defenders of both of those
tra_dmons tend to regard the moral point of view as impartial, impersonal,
umversal and principle-based, and to.give great importance to matters of
Justice, The recent revival of Aristotelian ethics, with its emphasis on virtne
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and community, has been a product of the mainstream search for alter-
natives to utilitarianism and Kantian ethics. Gilligan’s care ethic offers yet
another seeming alternative to those ethical traditions.
To be sure, Gilligan wavers in her treatment of the relationship between
care and justice orientations. Sometimes Gilligan suggests that care and
justice perspectives are distinct and mutually exclusive moral outlooks
which, like the alternative aspects under which different patterns are found
in ambiguous gestalt images, cannot be utilized simultaneously. At other
times, however, she suggests that care and justice perspectives are each
incomplete, and that they can and should be integrated to form a truly
adequate, more ‘mature’ moral orientation. On this latter approach, care
could be reinterpreted as a part of justice toward loved ones, or justice
could be reinterpreted as a special mode of caring for others. There is as yet
no general agreement on the relationship between care ethics and moral
theories that emphasize justice. A wise working strategy for the present
time is to regard care ethics as at the very least an account of a distinctive
style or approach to ethical problems and concerns.

Thus, third, Gilligan’s conception of a moral perspective centred specifi-
cally on caring and personal relationships moves those concerns to moral
centre stage. In addition to promoting the search for alternative moral
theories, a care ethic highlights the moral importance of caring practices,
moral attentiveness to other persons in their unique particularity, and the
sheer maintenance of the social fabric of close personal relationships. As
they had developed by the early r980s, neither utilitarianism nor Kantian
ethics bad devoted much attention to these matters. Even Aristotelian
ethics pays little attention to caring and to the efforts required to maintain
relationships.

In modern moral theory, concerns pertaining to close personal relation-
ships and private domains of life, such as sexuality, family and friendship
have tended to be ignored. Although the canonical figures of philosophical
ethics all had something to say about these domains of life, the written
works which have dominated ethical discourse in recent centuries focus on
matters of public morality, that is, matters that presuppose no close or
special connection between persons. Gilligans writings belong to a
growing counter-current in ethics toward regarding the personal point of
view as an appropriate, and perhaps the only possible, standpoint for
justified moral reasoning. Many mainstream moral philosophers had
previously held that justification in moral reasoning requires such features
as impartiality and universalizability. The personal point of view reflects
someone’s distinctive history, embodiment and network of social relation-

ships, not to mention her desires and emotions. It seems to be irreducibly

Jackson, Alison Jaggar, Nel Noddj ; i
Tronto and Margret Waller? " Di1 Puka, Sara Ruddick, Joan C.,

Despite the widespread, interdisc linary fluence illigan
. - p inﬂ : - ’
some ff:mnnsts began by the mid 19803 to raise criﬁcism:fo?care et];t: ::JE
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gender and moral -perspective was not uniform and the data themselves
were open to various interpretations. Some feminists suggested detaching
Gilligan’s (apparent) claim of a gender difference from her claim about the

distinction between justice and care perspectives, and evaluating each claim.

separately.

Second, women’s orientation toward care dud personal relationships
seemed mainly to reflect the social role of the traditional, full-time hetero-
sexual wife and mother. (Certain female-oriented professions, such as
nursing, exhibit a caring focus, but Gilligan’s discussion of it did not draw
on specifically professional details.) This role, however, is morally proble-
miatic. Although it has brought satisfaction to many women, it limits
women’s lives in important ways. It requires female heterosexuality,
promotes women’s dependence on and consequent economic and
social vulnerability, and submerges women’s own desires and aspirations in
the moral project of caring endlessly for others. Few would disagree with
Gilligan that a care orientation reflects women’s traditional role experi-
ences. The dispute is over how to evaluate the resulting orientation. The
fact that a moral orientation reflects women’s experiences and standpoints
is not in jtself a reason to think that it is superior to all others or even
sound in its own right. A relational care perspective might well be limited
and flawed by the oppressive aspects of the role experiences that produced
it.8

A third objection is that the empirical research underlying Gilligan’s
discussion of care ethics was based only on white, middle-class, hetero-
sexual women, and her writings did not acknowledge that differences
among women might make a difference to their moral perspectives. It is an
open question whether a care ethics would emerge in the perspectives of
lesbians, black women, poor women, or any others who diverge in
important ways from Gilligan’s research sample.® In the 1980s, many
feminists grew resistant to generalizations that purported to represent
‘women’ without qualification. Concern to articulate differences among
women due to such factors as sexual orientation, race, class, religion,
ethnicity, nationality, age and ableness became a major feminist theme: If
moral orientation is linked to significant life experiences and if life
experiences vary in tandem with these other factors, then we might well
need lesbian ethics, black womanist ethics and so on.'® Thus, where
Gilligan initially referred to only two moral orientations, care and justice,
some feminists now began to talk about a multiplicity of perspectives
among women.,

To summarize: feminist ethics shares the general feminist goal of
eliminating the subordination and oppression of women and enhancing
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societal respect for women’s viewpoints and capacities. Toward this end,
feminist ethics adopts a number of diverse methodological strategies,
incleding the defence of theories and concepts that seem more compatible
with women’s modes of reflection and understanding than do those of
mainstream ethics. Some of these strategies were developing simultaneously
for non-feminist reasons in mainstream philosophical ethics. These coin-
cident strategies include: a search for alternatives to Kantian and utilitarian
ethics, legitimation of the personal point of view, defence of the role of
emotion in moral judgment and development of a relationally oriented
moral psychology.

Other strategics of ferinist ethics are distinctive to it. One such strategy is
broadly critical: to expose and to challenge male-oriented biases in tradi-
tional and contemporary mainstream work, especially attitudes that would
justify or excuse the subordination of women. Such attitudes include
derogatory assumptions about women,!’ a preoccupation with moral
problems arising in typically male experiences,!? and (in the view of many
feminist theorists) individualistic approaches to moral theory.l* Many
feminists also see male bias in claims to universality and impartiality that are
frequently made by mainstream ethical theorists on behalf of their favoured
theories. The feminists’ objection is that merely parochial notions - in
particular, male moral notions —~ masquerade as unbiased moral universals.

A second distinctive strategy of feminist ethics is to emphasize the
interconnections between the political and the personal, or the public and
the private — or to reject these distinctions entirely. A third distinctive
strategy is to develop moral concepts, theories and methodologies that
incorporate the moral perspectives and understandings of (diverse) women.
Without claiming to “universalize’ over all women, feminists nevertheless
tend to treat a relational orientation and a defence of emotion as epitomes
of female moral concern, regardless of differences among women. Feminists
tend in general to seek relational reconceptions of major moral ideals and
concepts. Fourth, feminist ethics aims to incorporate into our moral under-
standings, where appropriate, a recognition of diversities among women
grounded in such differences as sexmal orientation, race, class, religion,
ethnicity, nationality, age and ableness.

Some of these stratcgies are exemplified in feminist discussions of
autonomy. To that topic I now turn.

Moral autonomy

The word ‘autonomy’ has etymological roots in the idea of self-government
or self-determination, an idea that philosophers have explicated in a variety
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of ways. Roughly and generally speaking, an autonomous person behaves
and lives her life in accordance with values and commitments that are, in

some important sense, her own. Many philosophers take moral autonomy,

that is, self-determination in moral understanding and decision-making, to

be a precondition of moral agency and responsibility.

The concept of moral autonomy was a cornerstone of Kant’s
{(172.4-1804) moral philosophy and is most often associated today with
Kantian ethical traditions.’* On Kant’s view, moral autonomy is the
foundation of moral agency. The morally autonomous person does not
merely follow either the teachings of moral traditions or his own desires or
inclinations, Instead, he (and.for Kant, ‘he’ is always a hel%) uses his
capacity for rationality to apprehend the moral law, and he obeys it from
no cause except his rational respect for the moral law as such. He becomes,
in so doing, morally self-legislative or morally autonomous.

On the Kantian view, generalized maxims are not matters of morality
unless they have the form of universal and categorically necessary laws.
The morally autonomous person is one who grasps the categorical necessity
of universal moral law, and who attempts to act accordingly. Categorically
necessary universal laws are only comprehensible through reason.
Emotion, desire, and inclination in general are not capable of generating
insight into moral law because they are contingent, and lack universality.
The morally self-determining person gives himself the moral law by
apprehending it as universal and as categorically necessary. The rational
standpoint he adopts is impartial inasmuch as it is not governed by any of
the contingencies that define the moral reasoner {or any other person) as a
particular empirical being in the world.

The reasons, stated earlier, which have led feminists to embrace care
ethics have served for them also as reasons for rejecting the Kantian
approach to moral autonomy. Feminists have argued that the Kantian
approach must be rejected if ethical theory is to recognize the moral
importance of emotions, close personal relationships, social relationships
generally, and the non-impartial nature of any actual ethical standpoint.

Impartialist normative theories have often preoccupied themseives with
the public realm and the moral concerns of citizens who meet each other as
mutually disinterested but co-equal strangers. Focusing as they have on
matters of justice and rights, Kantian theories of moral autonomy have
tended to neglect matters of care and close personal relationships. Con-
struing reason as the route to moral autonomy, Kantian accounts allow no
place for emotion as a legitimate ingredient of moral understanding. Yet a
moral agent surely understands herself and her situation in part by grasping
the significance of her own emotional reactions. Also she may come to
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understand how it is with others by first empathizing with them in reaction
to their plights. If we lacked the resources for emotional sensitivity to the
feelings and attitudes of other persons, it would be difficult, if not
impossible, for us to develop deep concern for their moral situations.16

Kant’s account neglects also the interpersonal nature of moral reasoning.
Moralunderstanding,likeanysortofhumanunderstanding,isanenﬂer—
prise undertaken jointly by communities of individuals who communicate
with each other and share social practices. Rather than being the isolated
achievement suggested by Kant’s original account, moral reasoning is thus
grounded in social life.!” And the reasoning in which it is-based is not the
impartial reasoning of Kantian moral autonomy. Reasoning is situated in
the lives of embodied and socially located persons. One’s reasoning habits
and capacities are shaped by one’s experiences. Since there is no “view from
nowhere’!® that persons can adopt, it is quite implausible that any moral
agent should reason in detachment from the empirical contingencies that
make her the particular person she is.1°

It may now have come to seem that feminists, who defend women’s
moral perspectives, must reject the notion of moral autonomy wholesale, A
different reaction to these criticisms of the Kantian account is possible,
however, Philosophers considering moral autonomy have focused almost
exclusively on Kant’s specific conception of it, an understandable emphasis
given that the Kantian ethical tradition has given the ideal its fullest
formulation.?® But there seems to be a valeable core idea of moral self-
determination that feminist criticisms leave untouched. ¥ we wish to retain
this core meaning of the ideal of self-determination, then we must find a
different account, one which is both more plausible than Kant’s theory and
more congenial to feminist concerns. This is the project to which I now
turn.

Toward a feminist conception of autonomy
The .core idea of moral autonomy is simply the notion of bebaving
according to norms or ideals that, given one’s social nature, one bas
determined for oneself to be justified as moral guidelings. This conception
acknowledges, though it does not specify the nature of, human interconnec-
tion and its relevance to autonomy. Furthermore, it does not construe
reason as the exclusive source of moral autonomy; emotional under-
standing may contribute to a moral agent’s choice of moral guidelines. The
core idea, in addition, does not require impartiality in the form of reasoning
detached from the empirical contingencies of a particular person’s identity
or life®! It is also not limited in application to the public realm; close
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personal relationships may belong in the realm of life in which a moral
agent exercises her understanding about how to live.

There are good reasons for thinking that this core notion of moral self-
determination should appeal to feminists. The oppression of women has
often denied them the opportunities to shape morally significant features of
their lives in accordance with their own reflective considerations about how
best to live — considerations grounded in an understanding of their own
needs and values. As subordinates in nearly all social institutions, women’s
own points of view about important cultural matters have been historically
disregarded and systematically suppressed. Even in the domestic realm,
which has traditionally been the domain of women, women have been
subordinated to male authority and expected to centre their lives around
the needs and concerns of particular others to whom they were related.
Sandra Bartky argues that the emotional nurturance and ego support that
women have traditionally been expected to provide for men promotes in
women a tendency to identify with the standpoint of their beloveds and to
suspend their own independent moral evaluation.?? .

According to Jerome Schneewind, Kant’s conception df autonomy was
the revolutionary culmination of modern moral philosophy’s developing
conception of morality as self-governance, an idea which replaced the
earlier western conception of morality as obedience.? Moralities of
obedience hold, among other things, that people are not equal to each
other in the capacity to grasp what morality requires. In order to lead
moral lives, therefore, most people need to obey those few other persons
who do understand the requirements of morality. Modern moral philo-
sophy, in direct repudiation of this idea, developed the abstract notion that
all persons are equally capable of understanding what morality calls for
and of being motivated to act accordingly. This idea depended in turn on
the development of a moral psychology that ireated persons as individually
competent in capacities of moral discernment and motivation. Kantian
moral philosophy was a revolutionary culmination to this historical trend
toward according substantially more abstract moral réspect to individual
persons.?4

For most of the modern period, however, only men benefited from this
development — and only some men, at that. While more and more men
were coming to be recognized as competent moral agents, women tended
to remain morally subordinated in practice to the authority and control of
their fathers, husbands, priests and governors. It was not until the twentieth
century that women in substantial numbers across a wide social spectrum
were allowed to exercise their moral agency in a variety of social contexts.
Even so, major religions and most human societies fall short to some degree
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or other in acknowledging women’s full moral equality with men as moral
agents who are competent to participate in the whole range of human
activities and social institutions.2’ Thus the conception of morality as self-
governance has never been applied as fully to women as it has been to men.

Many feminists have argued that the problem with modern moral
philosophies such as that of Kant goes beyond the mere fact that men were
the main beneficiaries of the theories. Those philosophies are alleged to be
deeply masculinist in their very conceptions and values, as evidenced, for
example, by their neglect of the social nature of moral understanding. 26
This view of modern moral philosophies, however, is not the only critical
lineopentofmﬁnists.ltiscmcialforfeministthinkingingenemlto
challenge the cultural remnants of the conception of morality as obedience,
as applied to women. This requires challenging the idea that women as
individuals are less capable than men as individuals of grasping what
morality requires and being motivated to act accordingly. Toward this end,
it seems necessary to insist that women harbous, as individuals, the ability
to attain competence as moral agents without having to be dominated or
controlled by others. A focus on individual moral capacity, as in the
Kantian tradition, seems required by any ethical perspective that aims to
challenge the conception of morality as obedience or the application of
such a conception to women.

The social conception of moral understanding, however plausible it may
be from a feminist standpoint, by itself provides no reason to reject the
dangerous conception of morality as obedience. It provides no reason to
think that persons should contribute equally to the moral enterprise.
Hierarchies of knowledge and authority-characterize most social under-
takings; some individuals acquire a greater share than others of the knowl-
edge generated by the group’s endeavours. Most people think that greater
knowledge justifies the exercise of greater authority and command in joint
endeavours. Thus social conceptions of moral understanding do not
preclude the idea that some persons should be ruled morally by others, in
particular, those others whose moral knowledge is greater. Nor do they rule
out the idea that greater moral knowledge will reside in men, who should,
therefore, control women in various moral matters. For this reason, a social
conception of moral understanding that neglects (women’s) individual
moral competence cannot by itself serve the feminist goal of ending
women’s moral subordination to men.

Too much attention to. the social nature of the moral enterprise,
especially when conjoined with the idea that women are much more
relationally oriented than men within this enterprise, can make it seem as if
women were especially incapable as individuals of grasping what morality
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requires and acting accordingly. This social emphasis can cast doubt on
women’s ability to make moral decisions when alone or to resist the. sway
of morally misgnided communities. In order to challenge .thf: form.xdable
structures of male domination that remain in this world, it is cruaal for
feminismtoinsistthatmaturcwomenareascapableasmcnofl.)emgfu]l
moral agents in their own rights and should no more be dominated or
controlled over the course of their adult lives than men are.

Towards this end, a feminist ethics should stress more than merely the
social nature of moral autonomy. It should stress in addition that the moral
capaciﬁaofwomenasindividualsareatlcastequaltcfthose ('Jfl?n?.nas
individuals. This approach does not rule  out the thesis that individual
moral competence is a social product. Moral competence emerges from
prior socialization and depends for its manifestauon.on.ongomg shared
cultural resources for moral meaning and communication. Within the
context of a moral enterprise that is necessarily a social project, however,
women are at least as capable as men of fletermmng individually what
morality requires and of being individually self-governing,

Personal autonomy

ing seen the im rtanceforfeminismofreconceptua]izingmo.ml
iat‘:zfmy, we shouldl:;zplore a more general notion of autonomy to which
feminists have attended. Here the special requirements of the moral realm
need not be in question. Whereas we defined moral autonomy as self-
determination in moral understanding and choice, personal, or individual,
autonomy may be defined as self-deﬁenninahtfiCM in the quite general sense of
i w to act and to live one’s own life.
Chgosmgeminisl::oatﬁmdes toward personal. autonomy have changed over the
years. In the 1970s, the ideal of autonomy itself was not p_roblemat.lzed.
Feminists believed instead that personal autonomy was a desu'a.ble trait for
women, one which could enable them to resist oppression and live fulfilling
lives. The main feminist concern then was that processes of gender
socialization and political suppression had unfairly denied autonomy to
women. Larry Blum, et al., Sharon Bishop Hill and, more recently, Diana T.
ers all made this case.?” .
Mz the 1980s, however, feminists began obiectin,:g to the very ideal of
autonomy as it was understood in the philosoPl:ucal mainstream, One
criticism is that mainstream’ philosophical conceptlons_of autonot;ngo ::Z (:;
unrealistic psychology of the person. Most mainstream
:ztonomy makepszome mode of accurate self-reflection a.nd self-enc!m':sc-
ment crucial to the realization of autonomy, thereby assuming that veridical
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self-awareness is an easy achievement and that self-deception is not a
serious problem. Feminists argue in contrast that veridical self-under-
standing is a rare achievement that should not be taken for granted, As
Jean Grimshaw suggests, accounts of autonomy that do not acknowledge
the difficulties of knowing one’ own desires and that give no suggestions
about overcoming these difficulties are iously incomplete and mis-
leading.28
Perhaps the single most important feminist objection to mainstream
accounts is their overly individualistic character. The ideal of autonomy is
closely allied with liberal traditions of moral and political thought.
According to the feminist critique, such traditions conceive of individuals
as.social atoms who realize autonomy through independent self-sufficiency
and self-creation in selfish detachment from human connection. Feminists
have charged these theories with treating social relationships and interde-
pendencies simply as threats to autonomy.2? .
An atomistic account of persons and personal autonomy is indeed

implausible. Individuals do not create themselves; there are no literal ‘self-
made men’. All human beings must be raised and socialized by other
human beings in order to survive and lead distinctively human lives. Most
human beings remain dependent on others in at least some ways over the
whole course of their lives. Even the rare individuals who can survive for
long periods of time without any human companionship nevertheless had
to have previously learned skills of survival from other persons. Further-

more, the process of socialization incorporates cultural resoirces such as

language, modes of thinking and practical habits into the very identity and

consciousness of persons. In addition, awareness of oneself as a self and the

related capacity for self-reflection require a context of other selves from

whom one learns to differentiate oneself both numerically and qualitatively.

Finally, shared social concepts and norms inform and make meaningful the

choices and commitments by way of which individual autonomy is realized,
Thus, rather than threatening autonomy, social relationships and human
interdependencies are necessary for its realization.

In place of atomistic accounts of autonomy, feminists recommend either
abandoning the ideal of autonomy altogether or modifying the account to
acknowledge the social nature of persons and their modes of self-determi-
nation.® The standard current feminist account of autonomy may be
called a social or relational account. Variants have been developed by many
feminist philosophers, including Evelyn Fox Keller, Jennifer Nedelsky, Seyla
Benhabib, Lorraine Code, Morwenna Griffiths, Alison Weir and Susan
Brison.3! The accounts put forward by these theorists make two crucial
relational claims. First, the sort of self who could realize personal
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autonomy is an inherently social being who becomes a distinct self with a
particular identity only through interpersonal relationships with other
persons. Second, autonomy requires capacities that must either be learned
from others, such as self-understanding, questioning, doubting, or ima-
gining alternatives, or that must be exercised in interaction with others, for
example, the telling of narratives about oneself. These capacities are all
additionally social in requiring meaningful systems of representation for
understanding self and circumstances, systems that must be embedded in
social practices.

Relational accounts of autonomy have a great deal of plausibility,
Indeed, for some time now, many mainstream philosophers of autonomy
have acknowledged both that only socialized beings can realize autonomy
and that they must do so in virtue of processes that are grounded in social
relationships and practices.3? In addition, no mainstream conception
requires a person to choose detachment from others or self-sufficient
independence in order to realize autonomy. A person can realize autonomy
while remaining dependent on others, caring for them intensely, taking
ample account of the needs and desires of loved ones, cooperating with
others in collective endeavours, or, on some accounts, even subordinating
herself to others. Someone can do these things autonomously, according to
various mainstream accounts, so long as her choices to do so have been
based on the right sort of self-reflection_3?

Since current mainstream philosophical accounts of autonomy acknowl-
edge that social relationships ground personal antonomy, have feminist
theorists of autonomy been wrong to criticize them? Perhaps. 1 suggest,
however, that the appropriate target of feminist antonomy critiques is not
mainstream philosophy but rather an ideal of masculing autonomy that
pervades the popular cultures of many societies. In the western societies
that idealize autonomy, men are idealized for being self-sufficient, substan-
tively independent, and avoiding financial or emotional dependence on
others. Ordinary norms of masculinity land traits and behaviours that
amount to an ideal of substantive independence, an ideal that is not
procedurally neutral at ali. This model of (male) autonomy manifests the
atomistic individualism that feminists have criticized.

Mainstreaim philosophical accounts of autonomy have little to say about
what is wrong with those popular masculine ideals. They simply ignore the
ideals that shape the popular understanding of autonomy. Unfortunately, to
disregard those ideals is to ignore how conceptions of gender bear on, and
distort, that popular understanding. By neglecting these cultural gender
ideals, mainstream philosophical approaches to autonomy thus overlook
the practices that shape how real women and men understand and strive
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_ . the ways in which the

p;lrsmt of auto::nomy falls short of philosophical ideals due to the inﬂ?lence

of gender practices. Fen_linist approaches to autonomy are precisely aimed
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accounts of autonomy. Feminist writings on autonomy from the 19808
onward alreafly acknowledge that social relationships are both n
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example, be numerically distinct from other beings and separately ide:iﬁﬁ-
able as actors, agents, or authors of choice and behaviour in the world, A
self must have some degree of coherent unity as a separate self and-be

capable of some degree of reliable self-reflection. These seem to be the
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minimal conditions necessary for the sort of selfhood that enables a being
to be capable of realizing autonomy, however much that antonomy cannot
be realized except in a context of social relationships.

Postmodernism, deconstructionism, psychoanalysis and other move-
ments in contemporary philosophy have challenged in various ways the
concept of the unified, coherent, self-conscious self. Substantial segments of
feminist philosophy have been influenced by these intellectnal movements.
Some feminist philosophers have accordingly rejected the view that human
beings are unified, coherent, or reliably self-aware.3” Needless to say,
feminists of this persuasion will have lirtle interest in the concept of
autonomy. ‘

Unity, coherence and self-consciousness, however, are matters of degree.

A subject need not be absolutely unified, coherent, or transparently and
incorrigibly self-aware in order to exercise autonomy; she need mérely have
those traits to a sufficient degree. Nothing about feminism in itself
necessitates rejection of the idea that selves have some minimal degree of
unity, coherence, reliable self-awareness, or differentiation from others.
Feminist exploritions of the concept of autonomy can help to articulate the
nature of this minimally distinct and coherent self — and to determine the
coroplex ways in which social relationships bear onits prospects for
autonomy.*8
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Feminism in ethics
Moral justification

The philosophical question of moral justification inquires how substantive
moral assertions — claims that particular actions or practices are right or
wrong, permissible or impermissible — may be confirmed or disconfirmed.
This question has always been central in western moral philosophy and it
holdsspecialsiguiﬁcanceforfemiuism,whichisdeﬁnedbyitsmoral
opposition to male dominance. Feminists need some means of establishing
that their critiques of those actions, practices and institutions that ration-
alize or maintain male dominance are not merely personal opinions but
instead are objectively justified.

This chapter discusses some recent feminist contributions to the philo-
sophical debate about moral justification. Part 1 traces feminist engage-
ments with four major moral theorists of the twentieth century, and part 2
makes explicit several common themes running through those feminist
critiques. Part 3 outlines some elements of an alternative feminist
approach to moral justification, informed by the earlier critiques. Part 4
offers some feminist reflections on the project of providing a philosophical
account of moral justification, suggesting that philosophers’ claims to
authority in defining moral justification may themselves constitate practice
of dominance.

x Feminist challenges to the analytic canon

Intuitionism: Elizabeth Anderson on G. E. Moore
Analytic ethics is often said to begin in 1903 with the publication of G. E.
Moore’s Principia Ethica. Moore is credited with being the father of the
linghistic turn in moral philosophy, directing philosophical attention away
from explicit consideration of normative issues and refocusing it on the
analysis of moral language. Moore’s best-known contribution to ethics is
hisanalysisofwhathetooktobeitsoentralooncept,namely,theconcept



