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Materials: 

Charles Siebert, “An Elephant Crackup?” 

Carol Gilligan, “Images of a Relationship” [excerpt from her larger work, In A Different Voice] 

Virginia Held, “The Ethics of Care” 

Martin Hoffman, “Empathy and Moral Development,” [excerpts]  

Franz de Waal, “Moral Behavior in Animals” [TED talk] 

NOVA, “How Smart Are Animals” [PBS.org] 

Rationale and Learning Outcomes: 

Students will work with the materials to demonstrate an understanding of: (1) 

sentimentalist care ethics as an alternative to Kantian/justice based ethical theory, (2) the role of 

empathy in moral development for humans and non-human animals, and (3) the advantages of a 

sentimentalist care ethics approach, rather than the rights based Kantian approach, to 

sustainability issues.   

Summary: 

 PHI 2604 requires students to learn both ethical theory and applied ethics.  I believe this 

lesson plan will be a good way to help students master both areas as well as understand 

the connection between them.  

  

 (Background) Before implementing this plan, we will have already covered justice based 

ethical theories like Utilitarianism and Kantian ethics.  These theories focus on the 

importance of individual rights and using rationality to know and reflect on principles of 

justice.  We will also cover justice based approaches to environmental issues that argue 

that individuals of the natural world (including non-human animals, trees, rivers, etc.) 

have rights; specifically a right to continued existence in their natural state.  These 

mainstream approaches to issues of sustainability have done little to change our moral 

motivation to care for our planet, as evidenced by the growing problem of climate 

change.  The next step will be to introduce sentimentalist care ethics as an alternative 



approach, not only to justice based moral theories generally, but to questions concerning 

our moral responsibilities concerning sustainability.   

 

 

 The first class periods in this unit will be dedicated to a careful examination of Carol 

Gilligan’s work, “Images of a Relationship” and its role in the development of a 

sentimentalist care ethic.   We will discuss Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, 

which is laden with justice based expectations for moral maturity.   We will then evaluate 

how men and women tend to approach moral dilemmas in different ways, as evidenced in 

Gilligan’s work.  The “feminine” approach to moral questions, as she calls it, relies not 

on rights/justice but on care and concern for others.  A rights/justice approach focuses on 

the separation between people: I respect your rights and you respect mine, non-

interference.  Care ethics, conversely, focuses on the connection and maintaining 

relationships overtime.  Empathy, according to Martin Hoffman, is crucial for this moral 

imperative, so we will look at his work as well.   

 

 Having discussed these contributions from psychology, we will then look at the 

philosophical views from Virginia Held, who rejects the view that the more abstract the 

reasoning about a moral problem, the better to avoid bias: 

“the ethics of care respects rather than removes itself from the claims of 

particular others with whom we share actual relationships… if we really 

do care about global climate change and the harm it will bring to future 

generations, we imagine a connection between ourselves and those future 

people who will judge our irresponsibility, and we change our 

consumption practices or political activities to decrease the likely harm.” 

 While I think Held is correct about reframing moral issues of sustainability in this way, I 

also want to suggest that we think no only about our connection to future persons, but our 

connections to all individuals in our natural world.  One way to do this is by 

understanding our shared characteristics with other animal species.  The two films will 

come in at this point.   

 

 Also, Charles Siebert’s article has the potential to spark this connection given the 

importance of attachment mechanisms and empathy for human beings…and elephants 

alike!  Without empathic connection with other individuals, as in cases of abuse and 

neglect, Siebert explains that “there is a literal thinning down of the essential circuits in 

the brain, especially in emotional processing areas.”  The parallels he draws between 

elephants human beings is powerful and fascinating, and I believe it implies that we need 

to shift the framework of moral issues to care rather than justice (only).   

 



 As Held and other care ethicists have suggested, the reason systematic oppression 

continues in all its forms (racism, sexism, classism, speciesism, etc.) is because we are 

still relying on a justice/rights based ethic, emphasizing separation.  Perhaps it is time to 

shift to a more care based ethic, which asks us to empathize with others to recognize the 

importance of connection.  

 

  In the last discussion for the unit I would like to discuss the possibility of empathizing 

with other, non-human, members of our community.  The argument that we cannot 

understand what it is like to be a coral reef or a threatened species will, undoubtedly, 

come up.  But, I want to explore that objection and challenge them to think about the 

ways we are connected to our entire community.  After all, we also hear the excuse that 

we cannot empathize with someone from a different race, class or sex because we haven’t 

experienced that oppression first hand.  Hoffman, and other psychologists have rejected 

this and shown that all human beings can cultivate their capacities for empathy.   

Assessment: 

 I will include multiple content based low-stakes writing assessments to ensure that the 

students do the readings.  I will also require a reflection paper on the two films and Siebert’s 

article.   

  


