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Few ethical issues are perceived so differ-
ently by as many men and women as is
sexual harassment in the workplace.

These differences smoldered for years, but they
were brought to a head in the American con-
sciousness by the confirmation hearings of
Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas. Re-
acting to a combination of the Thomas–Hill con-
troversy and some very expensive judgments,
numerous companies have become increas-
ingly concerned with preventing harassment
before it happens. Many corporate training pro-
grams on sexual harassment, however, have led
at best to an uneasy truce between the sexes.
And they have often only underscored differ-
ences in how many men and women perceive
the issues involved here.

It is still largely true that many men do not
consider the issue to be as serious as many
women claim. Many men feel that women sim-
ply overreact to harmless humor and friendly
flirtation and that women charge harassment
too quickly. As a result, many men in the work-
place have adopted a bunker mentality and
grudgingly “walk on eggs” around women lest
they get in trouble or lose their jobs. Many
women remain angry over the pervasiveness of
harassment in the workplace, they are aware of
the men’s resentment, and they are exasper-
ated over the fact that, despite all of the atten-
tion that has been given to sexual harassment,
they feel that men still “just don’t get it.”

No doubt the major reasons for the difference
in sensibilities on this issue are, as has been
cited in some court cases, that women in our
society have traditionally been discriminated

against and that they  are disproportionately
victims of sexual and domestic violence. How-
ever, proponents of an “ethic of care” might
argue that, in conjunction with these facts, an-
other reason for the difference in how sexual
harassment is perceived may stem from differ-
ences that have been hypothesized in how
many men and women perceive and resolve
ethical issues.

This essay, then, will attempt to show how
“hostile environment” sexual harassment ap-
pears to be more morally offensive when exam-
ined from the perspective of an “ethic of care
and responsibility” than from the viewpoint of
the competing “ethic of justice and rights.” As
such, this discussion attempts to contribute to
the ongoing discussion about the utility of
Carol Gilligan’s work on ethical reasoning for
clarifying ethical issues in business.1

SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND
DIFFERENCES OF PERCEPTION

Sexual harassment, of course, falls into two
types: “quid pro quo” and “hostile environment”
harassment. The former is relatively easy to
specify because it describes situations in which
meeting someone’s sexual demands is a condi-
tion of getting or keeping a job or of receiving a
promotion or the like. Men and women have vir-
tually no disagreement about the seriousness
of this variety of harassment. Both sexes uni-
versally condemn it as abusive, coercive, and
seriously wrong from an ethical standpoint.

It is the second category, however, about
which there is the greatest disagreement. In
this type of harassment, what is at issue is
behavior that, in the words of the Equal
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Employment Opportunity Commission, “un-
reasonably interferes with an individual’s work
performance or creates an intimidating, hostile
or offensive working environment.” Unlike
“quid pro quo” harassment, “hostile environ-
ment” harassment may consist of no more than
jokes or comments of a sexual nature, requests
for a date, love letters, or the presence of pic-
tures, posters, calendars, or magazines that
range from the mildly suggestive to the
pornographic.

The differences in attitudes about what con-
stitutes a “hostile environment” are legendary.
Many women label an environment “intimidat-
ing, hostile, or offensive” much more readily
than men do. In one survey, for example, three
times as many women as men thought that
“elevator eyes” (eyeing a woman’s body up and
down) constitutes harassment. Similarly, men
and women responded differently when asked
what their reaction would be to sexual ad-
vances from a coworker. Two thirds of the male
respondents said they would be flattered. Yet
the same percentage of women said that they
would be offended.2

As mentioned above, the major reason many
men and women see sexual harassment so dif-
ferently is most likely that in addition to tradi-
tionally being denigrated as inferior to men,
women in our society are disproportionately
victims of sexual and domestic violence. As
Judges Robert R. Beezer and Lex Kozinski of the
Ninth Circuit of the U.S. Court of Appeals have
written, “Conduct that many men consider un-
objectionable may offend many women. . . . Be-
cause women are disproportionately victims of
rape and sexual assault, women have a
stronger incentive to be concerned with sexual
behavior. Men, who are rarely victims of sexual
assault, may view sexual conduct in a vac-
uum.”3

However, in the last decade, much has been
written alleging that many men and women
have such fundamental psychological differ-
ences that it can be said that they live in “differ-
ent worlds.”4 And the most important
researcher claiming that there are differences
in how people think and talk about ethics that

may be associated with gender is Harvard Uni-
versity moral development psychologist Carol
Gilligan. In conjunction with women’s greater
vulnerability to sexual and domestic violence,
do Gilligan’s ideas help explain why many peo-
ple regard “hostile environment” sexual harass-
ment so differently?

CAROL GILLIGAN, GENDER,
AND THE ETHIC OF CARE

In her 1982 landmark book In a Different Voice,
Harvard psychologist Carol Gilligan made the
controversial claim that the leading research in
moral development theory was incomplete be-
cause it was based solely on the study of male
subjects. Criticizing Lawrence Kohlberg’s theo-
ries about human moral development, Gilligan
argued that studying a female pool revealed a
different “voice” that people use to speak about
ethics. Kohlberg was describing “an ethic of jus-
tice and rights”; Gilligan offered an “ethic of
care and responsibility.”

Inspired by the Swiss developmental psy-
chologist Jean Piaget, Kohlberg had argued
that in the process of developing a sense of mo-
rality, we all pass through distinct stages. These
stages culminate in moral thinking character-
ized by abstract conceptions of justice
impersonally and objectively applied to situa-
tions. Gilligan claimed, on the contrary, that the
women in her study reached an advanced level
of moral thinking by going through a different
set of stages. More importantly, Gilligan argued
that the highest level of this style of thinking in-
volves a principle of “care,” a concept Kohlberg
placed fairly low in his hierarchy. Gilligan ar-
gued that an “ethic of care and responsibility”
rejected the objectivity and impartiality that are
at the heart of the legalistic and rationalistic ap-
proach epitomized by an “ethic of justice and
rights.” Accordingly, she claimed that resolving
an ethical problem from the standpoint of an
ethic of care involved one in a subjective, emo-
tional, and decidedly personal process. Gilligan
claimed that the central moral imperative of an
ethic of justice is “to respect the rights of others
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and thus to protect from interference the rights
to life and self-fulfillment.” By contrast, she
viewed the central imperative of an ethic of care
as “to discern and alleviate the ‘real and recog-
nizable trouble’ of this world.” In this view, “the
moral person is one who helps others; goodness
is service, meeting one’s obligations and re-
sponsibilities to others.”5

Gilligan’s thesis remains controversial and
has been discussed by numerous researchers.6

There is still much debate about the source of
the differences Gilligan points to, that is,
whether it is correct to link it to gender. But a
strong case can be made for the claim that
Kohlberg’s model is incomplete, that many peo-
ple think about right and wrong with something
akin to Gilligan’s principle of care, and, from
the standpoint of personality development, that
this outlook is just as advanced as an ethic of
justice. While empirical research is inconclu-
sive, some data suggest that while both men
and women employ an ethic of care, many
women may have a significantly stronger incli-
nation in this direction.7

“SELF-DEFINITION” AND ETHICS

A central question about Gilligan’s ideas, of
course, is whether she links the notion of “ethi-
cal voices” too closely to gender. It is, after all,
relatively easy to find men who prefer an “ethic
of care” and women who prefer an “ethic of jus-
tice.” Gilligan herself stresses that the most
significant difference that she is attending to is
in not gender but “theme,” and she suggests
that another explanation for the phenomenon,
then, is that it results from fundamental differ-
ences in the way the self is structured at an un-
conscious level. These differences in the self
apparently produce differences in what is expe-
rienced unconsciously as “safety” and “danger”
and, by extension, differences in what is experi-
enced consciously as “right” and “wrong.”8

While a full account of and argument for the
connection between “self” and “ethics” that
Gilligan is suggesting would be far too long for
this paper, it can, for the sake of economy, be

briefly overstated as follows. There appear to be
two major themes that can predominate in
self-definition: a solitary, “separate,” or
“autonomous” self and a highly social, “con-
nected” self.9 Those of us with an “autonomous”
self experience the world unconsciously as a
contest. Relations with others are competitive
and hierarchical. Anything that jeopardizes
autonomy, status, and independence—every-
thing from being under someone’s power to feel-
ing the intense closeness of personal emotional
relationships—feels threatening. That is, at an
unconscious level, independence feels safe, but
a loss of autonomy feels dangerous.

This unconscious sense of safety and danger
apparently surfaces as a conscious preference
for a largely impersonal, objective, impartial ap-
proach to ethics, that is, an approach to ethics
that gives us maximum psychological distance
from each other. Such an approach resolves
ethical dilemmas by appealing to rules, laws,
policies, or moral principles whose authority is
equally binding on all and subject to a mini-
mum of subjective interpretation. Such an ap-
proach to ethics favors principles of justice,
fairness, equality, and individual rights and was
largely described in the work of moral develop-
ment psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg.

Those of us with a “connected” self, on the
other hand, experience life unconsciously not
like a contest, but more like a community or a
web or network of relationships. Safety rests in
close, dependable, and trustworthy relation-
ships and in being part of a group. Unlike
“autonomous” individuals, those of us with
“connected” selves find being closely connected
to other people positive, even nourishing. Un-
consciously, then, being “connected” to others
feels safe, while feeling separated from others
feels dangerous.

This “connected” interpretation of safety and
danger apparently surfaces as a conscious
preference for a more personal and subjective
approach to ethics grounded in our relation-
ships with the people who make up our “net-
work,” that is, an approach with minimum
psychological distance from each other. Such
an approach to ethics emphasizes the
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responsibilities of all members of the commu-
nity (or “web”) to care for and not to abandon
one another in times of need. This approach
tends to de-emphasize rules and laws in favor of
allowing for the flexibility to respond to the
unique characteristics of each ethical dilemma
—particularly to the relationships that obtain
between the people involved. That is, this ap-
proach believes that the best solution to an
ethical dilemma is “tailored” to fit the special
needs of all individuals involved. Such an ap-
proach to ethics favors principles of equity,
self-sacrifice, the common good, and responsi-
bility to others.

SELF, ETHICS, OBLIGATION,
AND TRUST

The presupposition in this line of argument is
that there is a clear relationship between psy-
chology and ethics or, more specifically, be-
tween the defining character of the self at an
unconscious level and a conscious, preferred
approach in ethics. The former is logically prior
to the latter, so self-definition determines what
is perceived as central moral dilemmas, virtues,
vices, and the like. Gilligan and others assert
that many women have a “connected” self. But
if there is some such relationship between self-
definition and gender, is there any evidence
that any female philosophers approach ethics
in ways that even roughly approximate Gilli-
gan’s ethic of care?

Annette Baier claims that a number of fe-
male philosophers echo Gilligan’s “voice.”10

However, it is Baier herself who is of particular
interest to us in this inquiry, because her dis-
cussion of the validity of Gilligan’s perspective
leads her to argue that “appropriate trust”—
not “obligation”—should be regarded as the
central moral concept.11

Baier’s position is noteworthy because, I
would argue, obligation presumes an “autono-
mous” psychology; trust, a “connected one.”
Even the etymology of these words suggests
this. “Obligation” is related to the Latin obli-
gare, which means “to bind,” while “trust”

comes from the German der Trost, for “com-
fort” or “solace.” To be bound is to have one’s
freedom forcibly taken away by others, while to
receive comfort or solace is to be aided by oth-
ers. The former suggests a world in which the
very existence of other people threatens the
safety and autonomy of the self; the latter, a
world in which other people are there to help
us.

Theories of obligation take as their prime
value and point of departure the maximum
freedom of the autonomous moral agent. Maxi-
mum freedom is an absolute good; any limita-
tion of that freedom is problematic and must be
justified. In such an intellectual tradition, the
preferred solution to any problem of authority
or obligation is some mechanism that lets the
dictates of an authority flow directly from the
freely expressed will of the autonomous indi-
vidual. Hence, the individual is merely self-
constrained; loss of freedom may be a neces-
sary evil, but at least it’s self-authored. In the-
ory, then, the bound person is (paradoxically)
free; in reality, of course, the bound person is
still bound. This suggests that duties toward
others are a burden. Even if obligations are
self-chosen, they still register as a “binding”
and something negative. Other people, then—
simply by their very existence—loom as hostile
forces that threaten the loss of freedom, that is,
the loss of well-being of the self. From a psy-
chological standpoint, one might argue that a
sense of maximum safety is achieved by, in es-
sence, conceding no authority to any other in-
dividual. Moreover, this perspective seems to
assume that other people will have a tendency
to act mainly according to blatant self-interest.
So to be effective, a moral theory must take as a
central task the formulation of a device that
protects the individual from this risk.

The meaning, implications, and overtones of
trust, however, are the exact opposite of this.
“Comfort” and “solace” unquestionably suggest
that the relationship between human beings is
positive. Indeed, as Baier explains, within a
framework of trust, the existence of other peo-
ple increases, not jeopardizes, our safety. She
writes,
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To trust is to make oneself or let oneself be more
vulnerable than one might have been to harm
from others—to give them an opportunity to harm
one, in the confidence that they will not take it,
because they have no good reason to. Why would
one take such a risk? . . . If the best reason to take
such a risk is the expected gain in security which
comes from a climate of trust, then in trusting we
are always giving up security to get greater secu-
rity, exposing our throats so that others become
accustomed to not biting.12

Since approaching the world from a stance of
trust makes us more vulnerable to harm, it
thereby presumes a significant level of respect
and altruism from those around us—indeed,
the exact opposite of what is presumed by a per-
spective grounded in the highly autonomous in-
dividual. Accordingly, to a moral theory based
on trust, lapses in this presumed respect and
altruism will register as being far more prob-
lematic than they will in a theory of obligation.
Or, to put it more plainly, if I presume that other
people will advance their own interests over
mine whenever they have a chance, I will dis-
trust them, and I will find some way to protect
myself in my dealings with them. If I experience
some kind of harm at their hands, I will be hurt,
but I will not be surprised that they acted this
way. If, on the other hand, I presume that the
people around me and I have a mutual commit-
ment to watch over each other’s interests, I will
trust them, and I will approach them with rela-
tively few defenses in place. If I experience some
kind of harm at their hands, not only will I be
hurt, but I will also experience the pain con-
nected with the betrayal of trust and the fact
that they took advantage of my vulnerability.
There is a dual dimension to harm experienced
in this context.

SEXUAL HARASSMENT
AND AN ETHIC OF JUSTICE

An ethic of justice and an ethic of care, then, de-
scribe contrasting approaches to ethics. But do
they differ in how they view sexual harassment?
And, if so, does this account for any of the

differences in how men and women view sexual
harassment?

Let us begin with an ethic of justice. Conven-
iently, the major discussions in business ethics
of sexual harassment have adopted the main
lines of an ethic of justice. So it is relatively easy
to see precisely what features this point of view
elucidates.

Wells’ and Kracher’s discussion of “hostile
environment” harassment is striking for its
reliance on concepts characteristic of the objec-
tive, abstract, individualistic, and “autono-
mous” ethic of justice.13 The concepts of justice
and fairness—particularly John Rawls’ ideas
about justice—figure prominently.14 The
authors object to the way that sexual harass-
ment denies women “equal opportunity.” (While
an ethic of justice stresses the importance of
equality, an ethic of care favors a principle of eq-
uity.) They eschew the way that the innocent
are “unwilling” participants in a harassing envi-
ronment. (Being made to do something against
one’s will clearly compromises one’s freedom,
autonomy, and independence.) They claim that
proper respect for persons “involves being will-
ing to see things from another’s point of view.”15

(That is, it is wrong to fail to recognize and re-
spect another’s autonomy.) And they ultimately
argue that a “sexually hostile environment” is
“a sexual situation [that a reasonable victim
would regard as] unwelcome and abusive.”16

(Again, the autonomy and integrity of the indi-
vidual are not respected.)

A similar perspective can be seen in other es-
says that consider sexual harassment from the
perspective of an ethic of justice, and the theme
that emerges from these discussions is that
sexual harassment is morally offensive be-
cause, in various ways, it subverts an individu-
al’s free choice, it ignores the victim’s rights to
equality, and it fails to respect the dignity of the
individual.17 I doubt that any serious criticism
can be made of this characterization of sexual
harassment, and there is no question that
these are serious charges.

However, such an account is almost antisep-
tic in failing to point to any substantial amount
of tangible harm suffered by victims of sexual
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harassment. Wells and Kracher suggest some
harm when they remark that a hostile environ-
ment is “demeaning to the target or victim and
undermines his or her self-esteem,” that “per-
sistent jokes, remarks, and gestures . . . are
threatening or abusive from the viewpoint of the
target employee,” and that hostile environ-
ments are “harmful and abusive.”18 But this
hardly suggests that the victim has suffered
any great or long term pain. Similarly, Dodds et
al. observe that sexual harassment is “unpleas-
ant” and “unwanted” by the victim and that she
will likely feel anger and resentment.19 But in
the course of their discussion, they actually in-
timate that if harassment somehow leads to a
promotion and distance from the harasser, the
long-term consequences for the victim are quite
good.20 And this certainly implies that the expe-
rience of being harassed is more unpleasant
than traumatic.21

Not dwelling on tangible harm is, of course,
characteristic of any deontological approach, so
this criticism of an ethic of justice may be some-
what off the mark. Nonetheless, one is left won-
dering whether an ethic of justice fully captures
the seriousness with which most women regard
“hostile environment” sexual harassment.

SEXUAL HARASSMENT
AND AN ETHIC OF CARE

By contrast, how would an ethic of care charac-
terize “hostile environment” harassment? Does
it do a better job of explaining why such actions
as comments, jokes, flirting, stares, posters,
and requests for dates—actions that many men
might see as inconsequential—might be experi-
enced as “intimidating, hostile, and offensive”?
What kind of harm does an ethic of care reveal?
In particular, what does the centrality of the
concept of trust reveal?

Recall that an ethic of care proceeds from a
“connected” self and a sense of being part of a
community—a web or network of relationships.
A sense of safety and comfort in the world
springs not from being separated from one an-
other, but from being close to others. This pull

to other people that is a major part of the psyche
of “connected” individuals, however, is a
two-edged sword; not only is it a source of
safety, it is also a primary source of danger. That
is, to have such a “connected” self and to experi-
ence the world accordingly mean being ex-
tremely vulnerable to other people. A morally
good person, then, is not simply, as Gilligan
claims, someone who helps others and is re-
sponsive to their needs. A good person also
scrupulously avoids taking advantage of the
vulnerability that is an essential part of a “con-
nected” world. That is, from the standpoint of
the ethic of care, the morally good person is
above all trustworthy, dependable, and un-
threatening. And, by implication, one of the
worse vices, then, is to prey on those around
you.

Seen in this light, “hostile environment” sex-
ual harassment is highly problematic from a
moral perspective. Of course, a victim’s reaction
to being harassed will vary depending on such
factors as the severity of the harassment, the
emotional history of the victim, and the mode of
self-definition in the victim’s personality.22

However, for the sake of argument, let us as-
sume that we’re talking about a situation in
which a man repeatedly makes sexual com-
ments or jokes and proffers social invitations to
a woman with a “connected” self, despite the
fact that the woman has attempted to commu-
nicate to him that these actions make her un-
comfortable. Among women with “connected”
selves, it is fair to say that being the victim of
such harassment would be a negative emo-
tional experience that could, in effect, feel like
an emotional assault. The woman could feel vic-
timized, and the feelings stemming from such
an assault could profoundly change a victim’s
sense of safety and danger in the world—at
least on the job. Such harassment might dra-
matically increase the victim’s sense of being
threatened and powerless in the present. It
could also carry substantial long-term negative
consequences.

Recall that the context in which sexual har-
assment in the workplace takes place is a soci-
ety in which women are disproportionately
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victims of sexual and domestic violence at the
hands of men they already know. Keep in mind
as well that our society has had a tradition of
sexual discrimination and a belief in the inferi-
ority of women.23 A sexualized work environ-
ment thus can remind women of the risk of
violence, raises the possibility that they are be-
ing categorized and stereotyped as inferior be-
cause of their sex, and could evoke feelings of
fear, anger, distrust, and suspicion. Even a re-
mark that a man intends as harmless or flatter-
ing may prompt some women to wonder
whether this man could be a sexist or even a
predator. The fact that the source of the remark
is a coworker whom the victim knows is irrele-
vant. Indeed, in light of the context of denigra-
tion and violence by familiars, caution and
misgivings about a typically trusted colleague
are prudent, not paranoid responses.

Genuine, intentional harassment, however,
could have a much more dramatic emotional
effect on its victim. The essential emotional
response of being the victim of any misfortune
is a feeling of vulnerability and powerlessness
in the face of some superior force. It is often ar-
gued that sexual harassment is about power,
not sex, so victims typically feel the emotions
associated with victimization. Harassers are
generally intent on showing victims that they
have the upper hand in the situation. They
typically enjoy demonstrating their power by
being unpredictable, thereby keeping their vic-
tims off balance and in a constant state of anxi-
ety. Moreover, skilled predators know just how
far they can go in a situation so as to assault a
victim emotionally while minimizing their own
risk of any serious repercussions—something
sure to increase the victim’s pain, anger, and
frustration. Even in the case of less cagey har-
assers who are caught and disciplined, the vic-
tim must still endure a period of harassment
during which the offense is documented. The
victim is therefore thrown into a roiling sea of
negative emotions that at times can feel over-
whelming: powerlessness in the face of the
harasser, rage at the unfairness of what is hap-
pening, frustration at being unable to make it
stop, self-doubt over whether the victim was in

some way responsible for the harassment,
impatience with the pace of most formal proce-
dures, and the humiliation and other wrench-
ing feelings that flow from being denigrated
and mocked as inferior.

But the unhappiness felt by the victim when
the harassment is going on is compounded by
the possible long-term negative effects. That is,
once people with “connected” selves have been
victimized, their sense of the world is under as-
sault. Their view has been altered to see that
the world is a much more dangerous place than
was previously felt. In particular, a woman may
no longer be able to see the workplace as a place
where she can be safe from emotional assault.
She now carries the memories of the harass-
ment and the knowledge that it could happen
again. There are, it turns out, wolves in the
flock.24

It should be apparent from the above discus-
sion that hostile environment harassment con-
stitutes a serious breach of trust. And if trust is
a central issue in an ethic of care, it thereby reg-
isters as very seriously wrong. Since individuals
with “connected selves” experience the world as
though it’s a “web” or network of relationships,
a sense of safety and equilibrium depends on
having trustworthy relationships with the peo-
ple around them.25 If the “web” is experienced
as threatening, there is no place to retreat.
There may be few alternative defenses in the
psychology of such an individual other than, for
example, heightened vigilance (on the one ex-
treme) or flat denial (to the other extreme).26 As
a result, paralyzing fear (rather than mobilizing
anger) may be the controlling emotion.
LeMoncheck observes that “fear of retaliation or
of not being believed often mean that [victims]
remain silent” even though they may experi-
ence “feelings of humiliation, sickness, fear,
embarrassment, self-blame, self-doubt,
wracked nerves, frustration, anger, anxiety, de-
nial, and helplessness over their predicament,
. . . nausea, headaches, muscle spasms, . . . eat-
ing and sleep disorders . . . depression, distrac-
tion, and paranoia.”27 The type and seriousness
of harm that this constitutes become apparent
when we recognize the similarity between the
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aftereffects that many victims of sexual harass-
ment complain about and many of the symp-
toms connected with posttraumatic stress
disorder and acute stress disorder.28 Aside from
any other kind of harm that a victim of hostile
environment harassment may experience, an
ethic of care points to a significant level of emo-
tional harm.

CONCLUSION

Both an ethic of justice and an ethic of care offer
serious moral indictments against “hostile envi-
ronment” sexual harassment. The former
points to the way that this practice violates
principles of equality, free choice, and the dig-
nity of the human person. The latter describes
the way that sexual harassment is a serious
breach of trust that constitutes, in essence, an
emotional assault on the victim, producing im-
mediate and possible long-term harm.

However, I believe that viewing sexual har-
assment from the perspective of an ethic of care
gives a fuller picture of the harm experienced by
many victims and offers a more persuasive ac-
count of how seriously wrong it can be. I also
believe that this fact may give us a plausible ex-
planation for why many men and women view
sexual harassment so differently. If more
women than men have “connected” selves and if
they also prefer an ethic of care, then they
might intuitively recognize that “hostile envi-
ronment” harassment proceeds from a serious
violation of trust and may constitute an emo-
tional assault. The language and concepts
characteristic of “autonomous” selves and an
ethic of justice simply seem to lack the ability to
describe the emotional pain felt by victims of
harassment. Thus, they do not seem to evaluate
this kind of harassment as being as seriously
wrong as an ethic of care does. And since the
overall point of view of an ethic of justice may be
preferred by more men, this might be part of the
explanation for why many men and women see
this issue so differently.29

In any event, an ethic of care does illuminate
critical features of why sexual harassment is

morally offensive that an ethic of justice does
not. And in this regard, I believe that this out-
look can make a major contribution to helping
all parties involved both understand and come
to some resolution about how to handle such a
controversial ethical issue.
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problems in different ways; (2) boys and men who re-
semble those most studied by developmental psy-
chologists tend to define and resolve moral problems
within the justice framework, although they intro-
duce considerations of care; and (3) the focus on care
in moral reasoning, although not characteristic of all
women, is characteristically a female phenomenon in
the advantaged populations that have been studied.
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with the two articles discussed above, what is at
stake is largely the freedom of the victim and the vic-
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ate sexual discrimination.
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her past, and the like will produce different reactions
in different individuals. (LeMoncheck is one of the few
writers to recognize the significance of and work with
this fact. She argues that because “sexual harass-
ment is experienced differently by different women
and men and can be experienced differently by the
same person over the course of a single life,” a “linear
continuum that presumes a static and objective
measure of the severity of forms of victimization”
needs to be replaced by “overlapping conceptual and
normative frames of sexual violation” [49].) While this
is one of the reasons that sexual harassment is often
a particularly difficult matter to identify and handle in
an organizational setting, this point is ultimately ir-
relevant to our discussion. This essay argues simply
that the seriousness of these reactions is better recog-
nized by an ethic of care than by an ethic of justice.

23. Paetzold and Shaw observe, “[T]he law of sex-
ual harassment needs to recognize that hostile envi-
ronment sexual harassment results from society’s
differential distribution of power and status between
men and women, and the male presumption of privi-
lege. In particular, a history of male power and domi-
nance in organizations leads to behaviors that
function to maintain that privileged status. Sexual
harassment signifies to women that their presence is
threatening to the dominant patriarchal order, that
they are unwelcome, and works to maintain gender
stratification” (684).

24. From this point of view, then, Dodds et al.’s
hypothetical scenario of an instance of sexual har-
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for all of its annoyances and frustrations, the work-
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25. It is important to note, by contrast, that this is
not the case with individuals with “autonomous”
selves. For them, their sense of safety and equilib-
rium depends on ensuring distance between them-
selves and others. Feelings of distrust are even
helpful in this regard. Of course, “autonomous” indi-
viduals have a different set of vulnerabilities to which
“connected” individuals are not subject. But that is-
sue is beyond the scope of this essay.
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have informed the court’s opinion that the sexual
touching could not have been unwelcome, allowing
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comfortable with a response (loud, angry, verbal, and
confrontational) that, in general, can alienate people
around you. Confrontation is more of a two-edged
sword for anyone with a connected self: it may make
one feel safer on one front (confronting a threat) while
making one feel less safe on another front (weaken-
ing the “web” by severing a relationship).
LeMoncheck recognizes some aspects of this point
when she writes that “a woman’s fears of reprisal (in-
cluding suspensions, transfers, formal reprimands,
and exclusion from plum assignments by others who
have been threatened by her harasser), her fears of
not being believed, her distrust of any procedures
designed to investigate the harassment, her own em-
barrassment at her predicament, and even her reluc-
tance to hurt her harasser all militate against the
sexual harassment ever being complained about at
all. (Ironically, her lack of complaint is then used to
show that ‘it was no big deal.’)” (22).

27. LeMoncheck, 12, 18, 65.
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centration, hypervigilance, exaggerated startle re-
sponse, motor restlessness)”; “significant distress or
impairment in social, occupational, or other impor-
tant areas of functioning” (American Psychiatric As-
sociation, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders, Fourth Edition [Washington, DC: Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association, 1994], 309.81 [post-
traumatic stress disorder] and 308.3 [acute stress
disorder]).

29. Lyons claims that the men in her study tend
to evidence “separated” selves and prefer a “morality
of rights” while the women tend to evidence “con-
nected” selves and prefer a “morality of response and
care.”
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