THE GENDER IMBALANCE IN ETHICS
POSSIBLE CAUSES AND THE
PLAUSIBILITY OF INJUSTICE
There is a gender imbalance in the contemporary field of ethics. More men than women work as academics
within the field. It is important to ask whether this gender imbalance is a problem. The answer to this question will presumably depend on what causes the gender imbalance. To find an exact answer to this would
be very complicated and require substantial empirical research. In this paper, therefore, I will not make a
claim with regard to what the exact causes of the imbalance are. Instead, I will list a variety of possible causes, and for each of the possible causes consider whether an imbalance resulting from it would be unjust.
I will start by explaining what the situation is in the field of ethics in terms of gender imbalance, and then I
will consider possible causes.
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hough ethics is often thought of as a philosophical
discipline with a relatively high number of female
academics, a large gender imbalance exists also within this
discipline. Between the years 2002 and 2007, 114 authors published in the journal Ethics. Out of these, only
22 were women, i.e., about 19% (Haslanger 2008, 12).
For philosophy as a whole, the proportion of women decreases significantly for each level in the academic system.
The British Philosophical Association reported that the
percentage of women among students and academics in
philosophy in the UK between 2008 and 2011 was as follows: 45% of undergraduates, 38% of Master students,
and 35% of PhD students (Beebee & Saul 2011, 10–11).
This data shows that there is barely any gender imbalance
in philosophy at the lower levels of the academic system,
but that the imbalance grows the further up the ladder
one goes. It seems sensible to assume that a similar pattern exists for students and academics who do moral
philosophy.
The trend that the proportion of women decreases as
individuals progress through the academic system in the
UK, is not unique to philosophy, as this is the case for
other subjects such as English studies, history, and mathematics as well (Ibid.). However, it is important to note
14

that the decline in the portion of women from undergraduate level to PhD level do differ between the fields, with
a reduction in the share of women of 30% in mathematics,
22% in philosophy, 15% in English and 9% in history
(Ibid.). This means that women are significantly more likely to go on to the next academic level in the fields of history and English than they are in the field of philosophy.
The fact that there seems to be a trend across the education system that women are less likely to progress to the
next academic level indicates that a substantial part of the
problem has to do with factors that are not unique to philosophy. Simultaneously, the fact that there are fields where women are significantly more likely to go on to the next
academic level suggests that there are distinctive features of
philosophy that also contribute significantly to the gender
imbalance.
It is clear that in order for us to end up with 40% or
more of academic philosophers being women, one of three
things has to happen: either one needs to make sure that
a significantly larger percentage than today’s 45% of undergraduates are women, or one must do something about
the tendency of women being less likely to continue to
the next levels of the academic system, or one must do a
combination of both.
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Possible Causes of the Gender Imbalance
When it comes to the question of what causes the persistent gender imbalance in the field of ethics, there are
many different factors that might potentially play a role.
These can be categorized into three broad types of possible
factors.
1. One type of possibility is that those who are responsible for the hiring process unfairly discriminate against
female candidates. To be clear, throughout this article I
will use the word “discrimination” to refer exclusively to
unfair discrimination.
2. Another possibility is that issues unrelated to the
subject matter of philosophy discourage women to pursue
a career in academic philosophy, such as: there being a male-dominated environment at the workplace, there being
few female role models, the society or individuals verbally
discouraging women to pursue philosophy, or that women
to a larger extent than men have to prioritize childcare. I
will refer to this group of possible causes as “unequal social
pressures”.
3. A third possibility is that the gender imbalance in
part is caused by some statistical difference between the
psychological makeup of men and women. This can possibly consist in either a difference in abilities, or in a difference in interests regarding topics or approaches.
I will evaluate the question of whether a gender imbalance is a problem through the following lens: whether or
not it is just for the individuals involved. I will lay out different possible causes and point out whether they would
in fact lead to an unjust gender imbalance. Instead of relying on some well-developed normative theory of justice,
I will rely on what I regard as uncontroversial intuitions
regarding justice when making claims about what is unjust
and not in the different cases I will discuss. I believe that
for the vast majority of the cases I discuss, it will be clear
whether the resulting gender imbalance is unjust or not.
In cases where I do not believe this to be clear, I will emphasize this. The general idea of what I mean by the terms
‘unjust’ and ‘just’ is captured by the classical proposition
that something is just when each has been given his or her
due. This definition is vague, but I believe it suffices for the
purposes of this article.
Recognizing that Gender Discrimination and
Unequal Social Pressures Likely Causes at
least Some of the Gender Imbalance
In this article, I will primarily consider the plausibility of
the gender imbalance in ethics in part being caused by differences in psychological makeup between men and wo16
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men and what it would entail for the question of whether
the resulting gender imbalance is unjust if this turns out
to be a cause. However, I do recognize that unfair gender
discrimination and unequal social pressures play a role in
creating gender imbalances. In general, discussions only
focusing on a very limited number of possible explanations for a phenomenon which likely has multiple, tend
to create misleading pictures. For this reason, I will in the
next few paragraphs describe how gender discrimination
and unequal social pressures can contribute to the gender
imbalance in moral philosophy.
The Possibility of Unfounded Gender
Discrimination in Evaluation Processes
If someone treats women differently than they treat men
without a valid reason for doing so, then it is a case of unjustified gender discrimination. As pointed out by others,
cases of this type of discrimination might be a significant
part of the reason why fewer women than men end up
becoming academics in moral philosophy (Beebee & Saul
2011, 12).
Individuals can discriminate against women in two
ways. Either by doing it consciously or by doing it subconsciously. When someone consciously discriminates
against women, they know that they treat women worse
than men, not because of any relevant reasons, but simply
because of their gender. While this type of overt behavior might have been prevalent in many areas of society
throughout history, I am inclined to think that it in present day academia is rare in many countries, including the
country I am most familiar with, Norway. However, when
it comes to the subconscious way of discriminating against
women, there is reason to believe that it is common and
regularly affects women’s career prospects in ethics. There
is substantial psychological research suggesting that when
people are evaluating job applications or academic work,
they tend to judge it better if they think it is the work
of a man than if they think it is the work of a woman.
In the aforementioned report by the British Philosophical
Association, the following research result is brought up to
illustrate this effect:
It is well established that the presence of a male or female name on a CV has a strong effect on how that
CV is evaluated. This is true both inside and outside
academia. Philosophers have not specifically been studied, but we do know that those academics most likely
to be aware of the existence of unconscious psychological processes—psychologists—exhibit just this bias.
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In Steinpreis et al.’s US study, 238 academic psychologists (118 male, 120 female) evaluated a curriculum
vitae randomly assigned a male or a female name. Both
male and female participants gave the male applicant
better evaluations for teaching, research, and service
experience and were more likely to hire the male than
the female applicant (Beebee & Saul 2011, 12).
The effects described in this study is presumably largely
the result of subconscious discrimination. Such results
suggest that it is likely that the work or applications of
women often is not regarded as being as good as they deserve to be by those who evaluate them. This might be the
case both for papers submitted in ethics classes, for articles
submitted to journals in ethics, and applications to academic jobs. This would likely prevent women from getting
or pursuing academic jobs in the field of ethics. It should
be mentioned though that when anonymous review is employed, this prevents this type of gender discrimination.
The overall contribution to the gender imbalance in ethics
caused by these types of gender discrimination is hard to
estimate. What is clear, however, is that such gender discrimination is unjust whenever it occurs.
The Possibility of Social Pressures Steering Women
Away from Philosophy
It has often been pointed out that women face expectations which men simply do not face to the same extent,
making it more difficult for women to pursue many types
of professional careers. Perhaps most notably, women are
generally expected to spend more hours on domestic labor
than men are. By ‘domestic labor’ I mean any unpaid task,
aimed at taking care of other family-members, their environment or their property, that does not further one’s own
professional career prospects.
There are many categories of domestic labor, but when
we consider the task which is often the largest, namely
childcare, we might suspect that the division of labor is
heavily skewed toward women as a group. Children, especially small ones, need a lot of care, and to provide this
care is time consuming. Historically, women have been expected to spend a lot more time on this than their partners
have. While the division of time spent on childcare might
have become less severe in many countries, it seems likely
that most women—still to this day—are pressured significantly more than men to spend more time taking care
of their children, even in countries with the highest level
of gender equality. Such a pressure might come in several
forms and from several directions. It might for instance
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be the case that women often feel like they have to take
more responsibility when it comes to taking care of their
children, because their partners are less willing to spend
that much time on childcare and someone has to take care
of them. Family, friends and acquaintances might also put
more pressure on women than on men. Women might
sooner be judged to be bad mothers than men are judged
to be bad fathers for not performing the same task.
All in all, it seems very plausible that women, even
in the places with the highest gender equality, are still
pressured to spend significantly more time than men on
things not relating to their academic careers. There is no
question that this is likely to harm their chances of excelling academically. It is plausible that a gender imbalance
caused by unequal social pressures on men and women
would be unjust. For the vast majority of the tasks of domestic labor, including the task of childcare, men could
generally do an adequate job. The only two exceptions to
this might be childbearing and breastfeeding. Therefore,
there do not seem to be good grounds for requiring different amounts of domestic labor from men and women.
To have different expectations of the amount of domestic
labor women and men should do would, therefore, seem
to be a case of unjustified discrimination. The resulting
harm to women’s academic prospects caused by this would
ipso facto be unjust.
The Possibilities of Real Differences in the Ability
or Interests of Genders Being a Cause
Having recognized the plausibility of unfair gender discrimination and unequal social pressures contributing substantially to the gender imbalance in ethics, I will now
move on to discuss the possibility that a significant portion of the gender imbalance is caused by statistical differences in the psychological makeup between the genders.
I believe that this possibility leads to an interesting philosophical question, namely the question of how to respond
if it turns out to be the case. First, however, I will discuss
the plausibility of the claim that the gender imbalance is
caused, at least in part, by differences in psychological makeup between men and women.
The controversial psychologist professor Jordan
Peterson is a proponent of the view that gender imbalances
in different fields often stem from real statistical differences in either the abilities or interests of men and women
(Peterson 2019). I will refer to the theories that differences
in abilities and interests can cause differences in gender
ratios as ‘the ability theory’ and the ‘the interest theory’
respectively. This view has been met with anger by many
BENDIK BERNTSEN-ØYBØ
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who are concerned with making the society more genderbalanced, because it is seen as an attempt to defend current
gender imbalances in society, and maintain the status quo.
I will not speculate on what Peterson’s intentions are for
making such an argument. My interest is instead to evaluate these two things: 1) Whether it seems likely that the
ability theory or the interest theory could help explain the
gender imbalance in ethics; and 2) how we should respond
if a gender imbalance is caused by either of them.
The Ability Theory
A growing body of psychological research shows that the
psychological differences between men and women as
groups, with regard to cognitive abilities, are generally very
modest even among the traits with the largest differences
(Holt et al. 2016, 434–38). This might cause one to assume that psychological gender differences cannot be the
cause of large gender imbalances in society. However, the
idea behind the ability theory (and the interest theory for
that matter) is that even small gender differences among
the general population can lead to a large gender imbalance in a given part of society. A small statistical gender
difference favoring men in an area, say crossword solving,
can give rise to a disproportionately high men to women
ratio among the elites in this area (Pinker & Spelke 2005).
If the field of ethics is like this—meaning that some small
statistical difference in the genders’ talents for ethics favoring males exists, and those who get academic positions
are selected from a slice of the population only including
people with considerable talent for doing moral philosophy—then there would likely be significantly more highly
talented men than women to choose from, and this could help explain a disproportionate men to women ratio
among academics within the field of ethics.
To considerer whether we have any reason to suspect
that some gender differences in abilities contribute to the
gender imbalance in ethics, we should start by listing specific abilities that are important when doing moral philosophy. There are certainly several types of abilities that are
important for excelling in moral philosophy. Moral philosophy is centered around core activities such as analytic
writing, the writing of longer texts, verbal reasoning, and
an ability to acquire certain kinds of knowledge.1
I will now consider whether it seems likely that men
might on average have a greater ability to perform these
types of activities, and whether it might give them an advantage when it comes to doing moral philosophy.
The GRE-test is a yearly exam taken by more than
five hundred thousand students in the United States and
18
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Canada hoping to get into a graduate program. The test
gives students a score on three different types of abilities:
verbal reasoning, quantitative reasoning, and analytical
writing. On the GRE-test, students with an undergraduate degree in philosophy top the tests-scores within
the categories of verbal reasoning and analytical writing
(McCammon 2017). This strongly suggests, perhaps not
surprisingly, that in order to do well in an undergraduate
philosophy program, students have to develop strong verbal reasoning and analytical writing abilities. Given this,
it seems safe to assume that scores on these two abilities
correlate strongly with one’s overall philosophical abilities.
Among all students taking the GRE-test, there actually is
a gender difference with regard to the scores in these two
categories. However, it is women that seem to have a slight
edge in terms of verbal reasoning, and the results show
that women as a group are considerably better at analytical
writing (Ibid.).
When it comes to the ability to write longer texts,
there seems to be little reason to suppose that women have
any lesser ability than men to create texts of length. We
know that women in many places, such as in Norway, are
well represented in fields like journalism and literature.
About 43% of the members of Norsk Journalistlag, an
organization for Norwegian journalists, were women in
2017 (Norsk Journalistlag 2018). And in 2016, 50% of
author-stipends from Den norske Forfatterforening were
given to women (Den norske Forfatterforening 2016).
Let me now turn to the topic of whether there might
be a statistical gender difference with regard to ability to
acquire factual knowledge relevant for doing ethics, and
whether such a difference would be likely to contribute
substantially to the gender imbalance in ethics. We might
have reason to suspect that men have an advantage in
this area. Though no studies might have been conducted
which specifically looks at acquisition of knowledge relevant for ethics, studies of gender differences in acquisition
of general knowledge seem to give us a useful indication.
Results from such studies seem to indicate that men on
average possess somewhat more general knowledge about
the world than women do. The difference varies between
topics, with women having the statistical advantage some
of them, but overall men might seem to have the statistical
advantage (Lynn et al. 2009). It seems likely that some of
this difference can be attributed to a statistical difference
in interests in the given topics between the genders (Ibid.).
However, there seems to be reason to think that this cannot account for the entirety of the difference, suggesting
that men on average might be somewhat better at acqui-

ARTIKKEL

SAMTALE & KRITIKK

SPALTER

BREV

Illustration by Sindre Brennhagen

ring or retrieving bits of general knowledge (Stevenson et
al. 2002). Regardless of what is causing the difference, it
seems plausible that the knowledge relevant for ethics is
similar to this type of knowledge, and that men on average
might possess more of the knowledge relevant for ethics.
To have more of this type of knowledge would presumably be advantageous when doing ethics, at least to some
extent. However, it is far from clear that possessing somewhat more of this type of knowledge would give men
a significant advantage in ethics. The fact that women are
well represented in other fields which seem comparable
when it comes to the use of knowledge of a similar type,
such as the fields of history and psychology, suggests that
it is unlikely that the supposed slightly greater ability of
men to acquire general knowledge would translate into a
significant advantage when it comes to doing ethics.
Psychologist professor Steven Pinker, among others, is
eager to point out, it is not only differences in the mean
ability which might contribute to gender imbalance in a
given field, but also differences in how much variability
in results there are among each gender (Pinker & Spelke
2005). For instance, if men and women as groups have the

same mean performance on a certain ability, but women’s
performances vary less than men’s, it might result in men
being overrepresented among the people performing the
best and the worst, and women being overrepresented
among people performing around the average. There seem
to be indications that men on a variety of cognitive abilities display a somewhat higher variability in distribution
than women (Ibid.). However, it does not seem like we
have reason, prima facie, to think that the field of ethics
is particularly strongly affected by this phenomenon, and
hence we should expect that its effect on ethics resembles
its effect on similar fields such as psychology and history.
This effect alone can, therefore, presumably not explain
why the gender imbalance is larger in ethics than in these
fields.
Overall, it seems to me quite unlikely that male philosophy students statistically have greater abilities at doing
ethics compared to their female counterparts. However,
since it is not entirely outside the realm of possibility, we
should still ask ourselves whether a gender imbalance resulting from greater abilities would be unjust. The question is also highly philosophically interesting, and its answer
BENDIK BERNTSEN-ØYBØ
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would have practical implications for societal practices.
The answer to this question would presumably depend
on how the differences in ability come about. If such differences come about solely from the fact that women receive less intellectual stimuli from their parents or society
growing up than men do, this clearly would seem unjust,
and hence it seems reasonable to think that a gender imbalance resulting from this would also be unjust. If one
individual having greater abilities than another is only due
to her working harder, it seems clear that her having greater abilities would not be unjust. What if the difference in
ability is only due to differences in biological makeup instead? If the difference in ability is only due to differences
in biological makeup, it might also seem difficult to argue
that the difference in ability is unjust. It is my impression
that people generally have the intuition that advantages
from biological makeup are not unjust as long as a person
is conceived and brought into this world in the standard
way, as opposed to being designed in a lab for instance. It
seems that people generally do not think that the biological advantages of Michael Phelps the swimmer, Wolfgang
Amadeus Mozart the composer, and Isaac Newton the
mathematician and physicist are unjust (though I suspect
there might be room to at least question this assumption).
However, I think a satisfactory answer to the question of
whether advantages resulting from biological makeup are
unjust would require an extended analysis, diving into the
core of what the rightful concept of justice is or should
be, and this would be far beyond the scope of this article.
I will content myself with pointing out that most people
seemingly do not think such advantages are unjust.
The Interest Theory
I will now go on to explore whether the gender imbalance would be a problem if it is caused by a difference
in interest in the subject matter. Let us start by exploring
the question of whether it is plausible that the interest
theory applies to the field of ethics. The moral psychologists Carol Gilligan (1982), Constance Holstein (1976)
and Paul Poppen (1974) have all argued that differences
in ethical thinking between genders exist. Holstein and
Poppen, testing Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (1963), conducted empirical research on how
children of all ages justify their ethical judgement when
faced with ethical dilemmas. Their research showed that
there was a statistical difference between how girls and
boys justified their judgements. These findings can be
interpreted in different ways. The interpretation implied
by Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is that boys
20
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tend to develop their ethical reasoning abilities further
than girls do, who according to this interpretation, stop
developing at an earlier stage. Gilligan, who used to be
Kohlberg’s student, did not agree with this interpretation
and was critical of Kohlberg’s theory. Years after Kohlberg
proposed his theory, Gilligan proposed a different theory
of moral psychology. She theorized that instead of women
being statistically inferior to men in ethical reasoning, women and men tend to think about ethics in different, but
equally valid ways.2
If it is the case that there is a gender-difference in interest with regard to the subject matter of ethics, this can
have two possible explanations. First, it might be because
women tend to be less interested than men in answering
the questions of ethics, no matter which method for answering them is used. The second alternative is that women
are as interested in answering the questions when using
their preferred method, but that the methods that have
historically been used are not the ones they tend to prefer.
In other words, that they are not less interested in ethics
as such, but tend to be less interested in the types of ethical
theory that is presented to them and to do ethics in the way
they are asked to by the academic system.
If the first explanation happens to be correct, and this
contributes to the gender imbalance, then the imbalance
resulting from this would seemingly not be problematic
from the standpoint of justice. If it is the case that fewer
women are interested in ethics as such, then one would
expect fewer women to do an education in philosophy. If
other things are equal, this would result in fewer women
applying to academic positions within the field of ethics,
and fewer women being candidates for such positions.
Were this to be the case, more men than women getting
such positions would not seem unjust. The fact that there
are almost as many female and male undergraduate students in philosophy, however, might indicate that women
are as interested in the questions of philosophy as men are.
It seems reasonable to suppose that the main reason people
join an undergraduate philosophy program in philosophy
is because they are intrigued by philosophical questions.
When we also consider the fact that ethics has somewhat
less gender discrepancy than most other philosophical disciplines, it, therefore, seems that we would not be justified
in assuming that a significant portion of the gender imbalance in ethics is caused by a statistical gender difference in
the interest in ethical questions.
If the second alternative were correct, however, and
this contributes to the gender imbalance, then it seems
that a case could be made that the resulting imbalance is
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unjust. There seem to be some reason to suspect that women tend to prefer other ethical theories than men do.
As is well-known, many normative ethical theories can at
least be sorted into the following three groups: deontological theories, consequentialist theories and virtue ethical
theories. As of October 2020, the percentage of women
listed in the bibliographies of the corresponding articles
in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy are as follows:
deontology ~13%, consequentialism ~9% and virtue ethics ~34%. This seems to suggest that women have a tendency to have a relatively strong interest in virtue ethics
compared to men, and a tendency to be significantly less
interested in deontology and consequentialism than men.
Furthermore, during recent decades, multiple ethical
theories which are considered to be forms of what is called
feminist ethics have developed. One thing these theories
have in common is that they are motivated by the need to
develop a normative theory of ethics that corresponds well
with how many women think about ethics. Theorists of
feminist ethics are generally under the impression that the
more traditional ethical theories correspond poorly with
the ethical thinking of women. The most well-known type
of these theories is called ‘care ethics’, and Gilligan was the
first to propose this type of theory. Care ethics is very different from many forms of deontology, consequentialism
and virtue ethics in that it suggests that an individual often
is morally required to be partial. Care ethics suggests, for
example, that a parent is morally required to prioritize her
or his own children over other children. This is in stark
contrast to most iterations of deontology, consequentialism and virtue ethics, which instead put emphasis on
some general principle of impartiality. When looking at
the bibliography of the article on care ethics in the Internet
Encyclopedia of Philosophy in October 2020, about 77%
of the individuals listed are women. One cannot know
for sure to what extent the reason so many more women
than men have written on the topic of care ethics is due
to women genuinely being more interested than men in
this theory. This is because one cannot rule out there being other important causes, such as the fact that the topic
by many is associated with a feminist agenda attracting
many women to the topic and deters many men from it.
Still, the drastic difference between the gender proportions
in the bibliographies of the article on care ethics, and the
articles on consequentialism and deontology mentioned
here, suggests that women truly are more interested in the
former than the latter two compared to men.3
In modern times—up until present day—deontology
and consequentialism have had a stronger presence than
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virtue ethics and care ethics in most western philosophical
education systems. If it is the case that women tend not
to be very fond of deontology and consequentialism, and
many courses in ethics have a strong focus on these types
of theories, then one can imagine that a significant portion
of them might lose interest in the field of ethics because
of it.
If it turns out that this actually contributes to the gender imbalance in the field of ethics, the question becomes
whether this is unjust. One might be tempted to defend
the view that this would not be unjust. One might argue,
for instance, that in any academic discipline one has to accept what the prevailing focus is, and that the focus should
only be shifted to other theories when the academics who
decide where to focus regard these theories as among the
most promising. However, it seems likely that there are
fewer female academics in moral philosophy today than
there would have been, had everything been just toward
women from the beginning. It also seems likely that this
means that virtue ethics or care ethics is prioritized less
today than they would have been in a world which had
always been just towards women. If this is the case, then
it seems sensible to think that it is an injustice that virtue
ethics and care ethics are not being prioritized as much as
they would have been in such a world.
Conclusion
In this article, I have considered the issue of gender imbalance in the field of ethics. I have been discussing multiple
and very different types of possible causes for the gender
imbalance, and for each of these considered whether a
gender imbalance resulting from it would be unjust. I have
recognized that unjustified gender discrimination and
unequal social pressures are likely to contribute to the gender imbalance, and I have argued that a gender imbalance
resulting from such causes is often unjust. My main focus
in the article has, however, been the possibility of gender
differences in ability or interest playing a significant role
in contributing to the gender imbalance. As a whole, the
data I have been able to gather and present does not lend
support to the view that gender differences in overall philosophical ability favoring men exists. With regard to interests, I have argued that there seem to be indications that
women are no less interested in moral philosophy than
men are, but that we have some reason to suspect that
women and men have a tendency to prefer different types
of normative ethical theories. I am of the impression that
many contemporary western education-systems of philosophy are vastly more centered around the normative ethiBENDIK BERNTSEN-ØYBØ
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cal theories which men seemingly tend to prefer than the
ones women seemingly tend to prefer. I have pointed out
that it is likely that this is unjust.
Overall, therefore, there seems to be reason to believe
that there are multiple causes contributing considerably to
the gender imbalance which are unjust, and little reason
to believe that a large portion of the gender imbalance is
caused in a way which makes it just. As long as there are
unjust causes for the gender imbalance in ethics, I believe
that the field of ethics and all of its institutions has a substantial prima facie moral obligation to take steps to limit
the impact of these causes.
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ARTIKKEL

NOTES
1 One might suggest that moral philosophy, in addition to the activities
described so far, is also heavily centered around a particular “pro-social”
psychological activity, namely, empathy. I believe this is too simplistic
and potentially misleading. What I believe is a more accurate picture
is that ethics is centered around three related, but different groups of
pro-social psychological activities, namely: 1) the recognition of the
suffering or well-being of others; 2) the feeling that their suffering or
well-being matters; and 3) the will to go to some lengths to alleviate this
suffering or contribute to this well-being. It seems that one can perfectly
well perform one of the three activities while not performing the others.
It also seems that one can perfectly well react to or care about other’s
suffering, but not their well-being or vice versa. The suffering of others
can make us feel like we know what their suffering is like. This coupled
with the belief that their suffering matters is often called ‘empathy’. We
can also feel pity for others without knowing very well what their suffering is like. This feeling coupled with the belief that their suffering matters is often called ‘sympathy’. In this way, empathy and sympathy can
conceivably be understood only to relate to the suffering of others and
not their well-being. According to such an account, neither empathy
nor sympathy entail the taking of steps to alleviate the suffering of others. When this is done and the motivation is either empathy or sympathy, it is often called ‘compassion’. While many ethical issues only involve a very limited number of people, many also involve large numbers
of different people. When considering ethical issues it is important to
consider how the situation affects all the people involved. The fact that
one has a good ability to empathize with one person or a few people at a
given time does not necessarily mean that one has a good ability to take
into consideration all the people relevant to an ethical problem at the
same time. It, therefore, seems that 1) empathizing only entails two of
the three pro-social psychological activities listed above, that 2) sympathy also entails this, that 3) empathy might not be concerned with the
well-being of others, and instead only be concerned with the reduction
of suffering, and that 4) not all abilities to empathize are generalizable
to all types of ethical problems. Whereas being able to empathizes certainly might help when doing moral philosophy, it does not mean that
it is enough by itself, nor that one cannot do well at moral philosophy
without it. The pro-social psychological activities I have suggested moral
philosophy is centered around, are numerous and complex enough to
make it hard to say without sophisticated empirical data whether it is
the case that one gender has a statistically greater ability at performing
these activities. I am not sure if a satisfactory amount of data regarding
this exists, and I certainly do not possess it. Because of this, I will have
to abstain from pursuing the possibility of there being such a gender
difference in this article.
2 Interestingly enough, there is evidence suggesting that women on
average have a greater capacity to adhere to rules they are told to follow
by their society, educational institution or workplace on the basis of
ethics (Tilley 2010). For instance, women seem to engage in academic
cheating less than men do on average (Becker & Ulstad 2007). It seems
unclear whether women, on average, being better at adhering to such
rules than men are tells us anything about the genders’ capacity for understanding ethics. A reason for this is that one can follow rules one has
been told to follow regardless of whether one has a good understanding
of ethics or not, and one can break such rules even if one thinks it is
immoral to do so. However, it might possibly suggest that women on
average are somewhat more motivated by morality than men are.
3 If it is indeed the case that women on average are more attracted to
care ethics and virtue ethics than consequentialism and deontology,
while the opposite is true of men, it would be enlightening to know
the underlying reason for this. At the present time, we do not know the
correct answer to this. There is not a lack of possible answers, however.
I will list several here. Each of the possibilities rely on there being some
other gender difference. For some of these proposed gender differences,
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there is some evidence for their existence. However, none of them seem
to be uncontroversial at the present date. Firstly, it is possible that the
difference simply arises from men and women preferring different types
of moral reasoning. Gilligan suggested that there are at least two types
of moral reasoning, namely what can be called ‘justice reasoning’ and
‘care reasoning’ and that men have a stronger preference for justice
reasoning than women and vice versa (Gilligan & Attanucci 1988).
Other possibilities is that it arises from one of the following proposed
statistical gender differences: 1) Men being more attracted to things and
women more to people (Su et al. 2009); 2) women empathizing more
and men systematizing more (Baron-Cohen 2003); 3) men putting
stronger emphasis on impartiality than women do; 4) women tending
to focus more than men on concrete real world cases as opposed to
abstract theory; 5) women having a greater capacity than men for empathy (van Loon 2009); or 6) men having a greater tendency to respond
to conflicts by trying to solve the issue causing the conflict, and women
having a stronger tendency to respond by recognizing and showing
empathy for the distress of the individuals involved in the conflict
(Davila 2016).
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