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Preface

In my previous book, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic 
of Care, I made the claim that the world would look very different if we put 
care at the center of our political lives. In the intervening years, no mass 
movement to improve care has arisen, despite repeated attempts on the 
part of scholars and activists to make such a thing happen (Engster 2010; 
Stone 2000). Yet, despite the changes in the feminist frameworks within 
which the original argument was couched, despite the deepening insecu-
rities wrought by terrorist attacks and continued globalization under the 
conditions of neoliberalism, I remain hopeful about the political possibili-
ties raised by the visions of more caring and more just societies. In this 
book, I ask how we might differently understand democracy and caring in 
order to create such societies. I argue that, despite the voluminous discus-
sions about the nature of democratic theory, politics, and life, nothing will 
get better until societies figure out how to put responsibilities for caring at 
the center of their democratic political agendas.

This argument will not seem at home in the context of much recent 
democratic political theory. Many political theorists have dedicated their 
recent work to demonstrating how undemocratic and brutal modern lib-
eral democracies have become, and how often liberal democratic regimes 
end up reducing some people to “mere life.” Other political theorists have 
become more concerned with ways to describe conflict in political life: Is 
democracy agonistic? Is deliberative disagreement a more promising way 
to think about politics? Others search for a form of democratic judgment 
that will set our thinking about politics aright again. While these issues are 
important and worthy of pursuit, they miss the fact that democratic po-
litical life has to be about something. In this book, I propose that thinking 
about caring in its broadest and most public form, as a way in which a so-
ciety allocates responsibilities, offers a substantive opportunity to reopen 
the closed, game-like political system to the genuine concerns of citizens.

This is a book about an idea. The idea grows out of a word that does a 
lot of work in the English language: care. Care has many meanings: when 
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we say “cares and woes,” “care” denotes a burden; when we say “I care for 
you,” we express love. Care always expresses an action or a disposition, a 
reaching out to something. When we use it to refer to ourselves, as in “I 
take good care of myself,” we are in that instant thinking of ourselves as 
both the doer and that toward which we are reaching out. Care expresses 
relationships. It is used to express our deepest convictions, as when we 
say, “I care about dolphins”; it is used by advertisers in banal ways to make 
us like a company and perhaps continue to buy its products, as when we 
hear advertisers say, “McDonald’s cares.”

To put the idea of this book as simply as possible: what it means to 
be a citizen in a democracy is to care for citizens and to care for democ-
racy itself. I call this practice “caring with.” Citizenship, like caring, is 
both an expression of support (as when the government provides sup-
port for those who need care) and a burden  —  the burden of helping to 
maintain and preserve the political institutions and the community. Actu-
ally to engage in such democratic caring requires citizens to think closely 
about their responsibilities to themselves and to others. And it requires 
that people think about politics not simply as an election contest, but as a 
collective activity in which they guide the nation forward in time. While 
John Maynard Keynes was right to say “in the long run, we are all dead” 
(1971 [1923], 65), people are also always shaping the future by how they 
act. Caring about democracy’s future is no simple task. Furthermore, it is 
already obvious that the conception of democracy I am using is not one 
that views democracy simply as a system for aggregating interests and 
choosing political leaders. For reasons I will spell out later, though, I am 
not going to focus here on offering a full-blown alternative account of 
democratic life and practice. That, it seems to me, is the task of citizens in 
a democratic society.

For nearly thirty years I taught at Hunter College, whose Latin motto 
is “mihi cura futuri.” At Hunter we would loosely translate this as “The fu-
ture is in my hands,” or, still less literally, “caring for the future.” Until 2003 
most people thought this phrase was an example of the kind of made-up 
Latin that was popular in the nineteenth century, “a concoction of some 
doddy 19th century pedant,” as the view was expressed around the college. 
A student of classics, Jillian Murray, found out that the phrase was, actu-
ally, quite legitimately Latin: it appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses in Book 
XIII. As Ulysses and Ajax argue about who should get the slain Achilles’ 
armor, Ulysses draws this unkind contrast with his opponent: “Your right 
hand is useful in war, it’s a talent . . . ; you lead men without thought, the 
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care of the future is mine [mihi cura futuri]” (Murray 2003). To “lead men 
without thought” may make one more successful in the short run, but if 
one needs to care for the future, then one must act differently. So argues 
Ulysses, asserting that he is the true successor to Achilles.

We are living in a time in which too many leaders “lead men without 
thought.” But I want to focus on an often overlooked but critical aspect of 
this current thoughtlessness: What has happened to our concerns about 
care? Why has so much in human life and in politics turned into discus-
sions about selfishness, greed, and profit? Why has the language of eco-
nomics seemingly come to replace all other forms of political language?

Here is the place where the little word “care” takes up another burden. 
What has gone wrong, I shall argue in this book, is that we have lost sight 
of the other side of human existence besides the world of the “economy.” 
In addition to our economic roles as workers and consumers, citizens live 
in two other realms as well: in the world of intimate caring in our house-
holds, families, and circles of friends, and in the political world. In this 
book, I argue that we have misunderstood politics as if it were part of the 
world of economics. Instead, I shall argue, politics has historically been, 
and rightfully should be, closer to something we think of as part of our 
households: a realm of caring. Despite the feminist critiques of “maternal 
thinking” (e.g., Dietz 1985)  —  and neither I nor advocates for “maternal 
thinking” argue that there is an exact match between political and house-
hold concerns  —  there is a good reason that political thinkers have often 
compared households to polities. Both are kinds of institutions that rely 
upon bonds other than those that arise when people pursue their self-
interest. In a democracy, politics requires our care, and we should expect 
from the state a certain kind of support for all of our caring practices. 
Government is something we care about, and something that reciprocates 
by providing “care” for us as well.

The great challenge of democratic life is to provide for economic pro-
duction  —  which produces inequality  —  and at the same time to recognize 
everyone as equal participants in their society. Since democratic argu-
ments began to resurface at the end of the eighteenth century, this danger  
—  that democratic citizens will not want to work hard enough to produce 
enough for everyone to exist well  —  has lurked in the back of our politi-
cal minds. Coercion of workers, “wage slavery” to early anti-capitalists, 
produced the remarkable growth of capitalism. Capitalism is a system 
for producing extraordinary wealth, and, as Karl Marx argued, one of 
the key roles of the state has been to support the growth and expansion 
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of capital. But as so much of public life has focused on economic pro-
duction and growth, an equally important set of human concerns took 
the backseat, namely, that humans need not only to produce but also to 
live lives filled with meaning. The intriguing aspect of this development 
is that, as economic life left the household and subsistence behind, the 
tasks of caring and producing meaning were left behind in the household 
as well. In the middle of the eighteenth century, arguments proliferated 
about men’s roles as productive citizens. Thinkers such as Adam Ferguson 
(1995 [1767]) protested the new focus on economic well-being: to be in-
terested only in one’s own economic well-being was, he said, “effeminate.” 
As economic production left the household, these “separate spheres” of 
a caring household and a remote worksite were also gendered. And the 
end result is that “care” became secondary to a state focused on tending 
to the economy.

In this book I will not offer a history of how this imbalance came about. 
But I will describe how, in a democratic country, to put it aright. To put 
the point succinctly, it requires that citizens take seriously the responsibil-
ities for “caring with” each other. “Caring with” is not the same as judging 
one’s self-interest, though it is about our collective and self interests in the 
long run. To do so requires a change in the values of citizens. It requires 
that citizens care enough about caring  —  both in their own lives and in the 
lives of their fellow citizens  —  to accept that they bear the political burden 
of caring for the future. That future is not only about economic produc-
tion but also about caring for the values of freedom, equality, and justice. 
That future is not only about oneself and one’s family and friends, but also 
about those with whom one disagrees, as well as the natural world and 
one’s place in it. That future requires that we think honestly about the past 
and accept some burdens and responsibilities that have been deflected or 
ignored, realizing that if all such responsibilities are reconsidered, democ-
racy will function more justly.

To care about and for democracy is a task for all citizens, and it is not 
easy. But when all citizens engage in such “caring with” practices, even 
though they will disagree about and dispute the best ways to proceed, 
one outcome of their engagement will be greater trust for one another, 
and thus a greater capacity to care for this collective purpose, this “res 
publica,” this public thing. This book is an argument for why we have to 
make this change in our values. Whether or not we succeed depends upon 
the thought and action that will follow it.

When Bill Clinton ran for president, he famously hung a sign in his 
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campaign headquarters that read “It’s the economy, stupid.” But beyond 
the emaciated account of democracy as periodic elections in which par-
ties compete primarily to attract the attention of potential voters, people’s 
daily lives are not made up of problems like “the economy,” but rather 
the absence of jobs, inadequate health insurance, time-binds, how to take 
care of children and aging parents, trying to balance care and work du-
ties, and so forth. As elected officials increasingly press to achieve agendas 
that have no resonance with voters, voters become more and more disin-
terested in their games. These cynical games become a vicious circle that 
leads to an even less accountable form of gamesmanship as a substitute 
for genuine politics. Voters lose trust in the system, but since their role is 
marginal anyway, gaming their absence from politics becomes a way to 
achieve victory. If more potential voters can be kept out of the system, it 
remains more predictable and controllable by the techniques of election-
eering that serve the interests of those who have been elected, who in turn 
serve those who are part of the existing high-cost campaigning system.

In writing this book, I carry the brief for changing the subject of politi-
cal life from an abstract set of concerns about “the economy” to a way of 
coping with real people’s lives that is much closer to the way that people 
actually live. But what I do not do is to spell out in much detail a series 
of prescriptions about how responsibilities for care should be allocated. 
Democratic theorists have often observed the irony of theorists trying to 
prescribe outcomes for the demos, the people, at the same time they argue 
for giving power to the people. It will become clear in what follows what 
kinds of policies I think are best. But one need not agree with the details 
of my descriptions or my prescriptions in order to accept the overall point 
that I am making: that political life is ultimately about the allocation of 
caring responsibilities, and that all of those relationships and the people 
engaged in them need to be part of the ongoing political discourse. To be 
a small “d” democrat requires that one put ultimate trust in the people, 
who, well-informed and committed to democratic values, will make deci-
sions consistent with those values.

This is a tall order. Most of what political scientists know suggests 
that citizens are largely disinterested and not very knowledgeable about 
politics. Many democratic theorists recognize that, at present, there is 
much obfuscation about democratic values, which are too often reduced 
to soundbites or to single words, such as “choice,” “rights,” or “freedom.” 
Right now, it would be difficult to trust democratic majorities with mak-
ing sound judgments about democratic values. Yet if, as democratic 
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theorists, we are able to describe and analyze politics at a level that can 
be made meaningful in people’s lives, and if some of the corrupting influ-
ences that now afflict “politics” were removed, then it might become pos-
sible to develop some trust for citizens’ collective judgments. Care helps 
in bringing such discussions to a level that engages with people’s real lived 
experiences and differences.

In arguing that democratic politics are themselves increasingly about 
institutions and practices that entail caring, I make half the case for 
connecting care with democracy. But the other half of this argument is 
equally important: democracy itself, as a form of governing in which citi-
zens participate, requires care. A democratic state in which citizens do not 
care about justice, about their role in controlling rulers, in the rule of law 
itself, will not long remain a democracy.

I hope that my argument is not misread. We are living in an age in 
which “politics” has come to have such a strained and empty meaning that 
it is possible to think that I am suggesting that “politics” would be better 
if it were more like a caring household, that a nation should be like one 
big happy family, that thinking about care eliminates or mitigates conflict. 
I am not making such claims at all. To think honestly about the nature of 
care for only a few minutes reveals its complexity. Care relations are often 
relationships of inequality, posing an immediate challenge to any commit-
ment to democratic equality. People think in many different ways about 
what constitutes good care; any account of care that is not pluralistic will 
end up imposing bad care upon some, and thus impinging upon people’s 
liberties. Although some have tried to paint attempts to raise collective 
concerns for care as a creeping “nanny state,” beyond that derogatory label 
it is clear that, given the complexities of modern society, most needs for 
care exceed the capacity of individuals and their intimate family members 
to meet them. The question is not whether caring responsibilities will be 
more broadly allocated, but how. The question is not whether democratic 
societies have to think about meeting their caring responsibilities without 
relying solely upon the family, but rather how they currently do so and 
whether these are the best ways to foster democratic citizens. Rethinking 
care on such a broad scale requires not only that we reassess human inter-
actions, but also that citizens think, as democrats, about their location in 
a global society and on an increasingly fragile planet.

This book thus describes a way to rethink the subject matter of dem-
ocratic politics. Because I am an American and most familiar with the 
dilemmas of caring as they play out in my own society, I draw most of 
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my examples from this case. But I mean for the general argument to be 
used in many different political contexts. Indeed, if I am correct about 
the depth of the problems for care created by the contemporary economy, 
only solutions that transcend individual nations will ultimately succeed.

I hope that this book will be interesting to scholars of democratic poli-
tics, to scholars who think about care, and to ordinary citizens who are 
baffled by how wrongly our current ways of thinking reflect what matters 
the most to us. Humans begin and end their lives depending upon others 
for care; in between those times we never cease being engaged in relation-
ships of care with others, and we never cease needing and providing care 
for ourselves. As our interdependence in caring grows greater, we need to 
rethink how we parse out our time, energy, work, and resources to make 
certain that we, as well as those around us, are well cared for. We cannot 
rethink these questions in isolation, we can only do so collectively. And 
in so doing, we will change how we see ourselves in the world and what 
should guide our most fundamental political choices.

Perhaps it is not too late.
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Introduction

When Care Is No Longer “at Home”

Let’s face it: care no longer seems to be “at home,” neither literally nor fig-
uratively. It used to seem so simple. Politics was something that happened 
in public, care was something that happened in private. Many societies 
followed one or another form of this public/private divide. Aristotle fa-
mously distinguished polis and oikos (household) at the beginning of the 
Politics. The nineteenth-century American ideology of separate spheres 
gendered the public as masculine and the private as feminine. In this 
separation, nonpolitical concerns, including sentiment and love, became 
attached to the private. “Home is where the heart is,” pronounce needle-
point embroideries. Home is a “haven in a heartless world,” intoned the 
psychologist Christopher Lasch (1995).

But this view of home as a place of comfort and care, marked off from 
politics, is a myth. While some (most?) homes do provide their residents 
with adequate, good, and even excellent care, not all homes are comfort-
able and caring. When the poet Robert Frost (1969) defined home as “the 
place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in,” he was 
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not speaking sentimentally and presuming such a home to be cozy. And 
“home” has come to have some meanings in recent years that are no lon-
ger attached to the meeting of caring needs.

The last one hundred years have witnessed a revolution in care. Care 
requires not only nurturing relationships, but also the physical and men-
tal work of taking care of, cleaning up after, and maintaining bodies. 
Throughout the twentieth century, with the growth of more professional 
ways to understand human development, care has become more profes-
sionalized and left the household further behind. This professionalization 
of nurturant care (Duffy 2011) has led to the creation of many forms of in-
stitution outside of the home to perform caring duties that used to be met 
in the home: schools, hospitals, hospices, nursing homes, care facilities for 
disabled people, funeral homes, and so forth. At the same time, care also 
involves a fair amount of necessary “dirty work”  —  cleaning, preparing 
food, bodily care, removing waste  —  that, as it moves out of the home, cre-
ates a new class of people, mostly women and disproportionately people 
of color, who are increasingly left behind by economic growth in the bot-
tom rungs of society (see also Glenn 2010). Parents now report that they 
spend more time with children than in the past, but they do not spend 
time doing the chores required for the daily work of maintaining bodies 
and things. That dirty work is left for others. “Care” is no longer the work 
of the realm of the household.

In the face of these changing meanings of care, much mischief has oc-
curred in unmooring “home” from being a grounded and concrete way 
to start thinking about human life. Consider how home has shifted its 
meaning in two of the largest political changes facing the United States in 
recent years.

If we peel away the layers of greed at the heart of the world economic 
crisis, precipitated by the credit meltdown of 2008, we find something 
worth contemplating. The derivatives packaged and sold around the 
world, which turned out to be basically worthless, all rested upon a clas-
sic economic “bubble” in which prices  —  in this case, housing prices  —  had 
climbed beyond their possible real value. On the global market, what was 
being sold was a debt. On the local level, what was being sold to people 
was a promise that transforming their homes into greater debt was a good 
investment for them. These “subprime” deals rested upon the assumption 
that the houses people were buying (often with no income check or any 
realistic possibility that they could make the mortgage payments after a 
few years of reduced charges) would continue to increase in value at such 
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an astonishing rate that they would never have to face the fact that they 
were taking out mortgages far beyond their means to pay. By the time the 
mortgage payments became due, their mortgage brokers had told them, 
they would have sold their house for still more money and paid off this 
mortgage with the proceeds, with enough left over for another down pay-
ment. Fueled by the promise of easy money, encouraged by shady mort-
gage dealers and reckless banks, watching television series such as Flip 
This House, millions of people were caught in the hope that their houses 
would become a way to break into another economic status. People began 
to think of where they lived not as their home, but as their most clever in-
vestment. Everyone, it seemed, understood that they would never get rich 
working for a living. But now, for those lucky enough to begin to expand 
their assets within the bubble, the roof over their heads became a resource 
to exploit. Until, of course, the roofs all came crashing down.

Humans have a nostalgic attachment to their homes, “where,” as Frost 
put it, “when you have to go there, they have to take you in.” What does 
it mean that people ceased to think of their homes this way and began to 
think of them as investments? What convinced people to stop thinking 
of their homes as a place of safety and comfort, but to view them with 
an eye toward a calculated profit? Traditionally, as social scientists have 
explored, home is associated with warmth, a sense of comfort, a sense of 
being in the place where one can be oneself, and where one can regenerate 
one’s energies (Windsong 2010). Now, a house was no longer a home but 
an investment. To make this switch, people had to start to think differ-
ently about themselves. One study of British citizens explored this point 
directly: cut out of the financial bonanza, people began to realize, they 
would no longer be able to live a good life simply by working for a living, 
or making a commitment to an occupation and developing a skill (Bone 
and O’Reilly 2010). Now one also needed to be a savvy investor, to play 
the market just right, and to expect that someone else would come along 
thinking the same way as you, but with less money, who would also be 
willing to invest. As “every man his own investor” came to dominate the 
economic landscape, nostalgic ties evaporated as people began to think 
of their homes as places for speculation. For those excluded, or too timid, 
to take a chance on the open market and change homes, their homes be-
came a source of a different kind of cash flow through low-interest “home 
improvement” loans, which banks freely offered and which individuals 
took and used to pay for everything from capital investments to grocer-
ies. Consumer debt outpaced consumer savings. One way or another, 
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American consumers fell under the spell of seeing their homes as sources 
for revenue, and telling themselves that it was reasonable to act this way 
since their homes were, after all, increasing in value. Added to this illu-
sion are the realities that real wages are stagnant, that pensions have been 
cut and continue to disappear, that finding good long-term employment 
has become an iffy proposition. Home as revenue became attractive as 
the hope for some economic security. People wanted to have money to 
spend, and in face of dislocations caused by economic and political un-
certainties, they hoped that they could quell their anxieties with that one 
more thing, one more experience, one more set of “memories” that their 
borrowed money seemed to promise. This restless desire to acquire trans-
formed how people thought. We can imagine how, in the style of a 1940s 
Looney Tunes cartoon, as Americans stared at their homes, the house be-
came a gigantic piggy bank, and the ersatz mortgage and loan papers a 
huge hammer to break it open and get at the money. But as so often hap-
pened in those cartoons, when the deception ended, the broken pieces 
lying around on the ground had shattered not an illusion but something 
real: the historical and traditional value of owning one’s home, in what 
President George W. Bush called “an ownership society.”1

The economic crisis that began in 2008 brought this frenetic activity 
to an abrupt end. Banks were bailed out, but not the individuals who lost 
their homes or who now found themselves under the burden of a mort-
gage or home equity loan greater than the adjusted value of their house. 
While some banks are “too big to fail,” individuals who had exceeded their 
household income had to bear responsibility for their actions. Now, as in-
dividuals begin to desert these mortgaged homes, as states and local gov-
ernments suffer from lack of revenue and have to cut services to balance 
their budgets, the rippling waves of irresponsible behavior affect every-
one. The most obvious scapegoat, as has been the case in the United States 
since 1980, is “big government,” and the anger unleashed by this chain of 
events finds expression in the anti-government “Tea Party” movement  —  
“taxed enough already.” But the reality would place the blame differently, 
not upon government, but upon millions of people hoping to get ahead, 
and upon a vast network of banks, mortgage brokers, investment houses, 
and other businesses, operating on a global scale to take advantage of peo-
ple’s anxiety about their prospects for economic improvement.

What drives this clamor for “evermore”? Juliet Schor (1998, 2000) has 
suggested that Americans work too much and spend too much so that they 
can provide “more” for their children. In the past fifty years, the structures 
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and work patterns of American families have changed dramatically. Par-
ents eager to raise their children well find themselves caught in a “time-
bind” (Hochschild 1989, 1997), and they use money and things to try to 
make up for this lost time. Parents now report that they spend more time 
with their children, but that time is literally spent engaging in activities 
that are organized around the children’s likes and dislikes. This is not the 
same as having the children engaged with their parents in adult activities 
such as cleaning and cooking. The end result is that children, except for 
scheduled times in which they share in activities with their parents, spend 
much of their time in the company of other children; for many teenagers, 
virtually all of their waking time is spent in constant electronic connec-
tion with other teens. But teens and their parents now find it hard believe 
that these young people will be better off than their parents. For the first 
time, the next generation of Americans will likely be less well-educated 
and less likely to succeed than their parents. Americans are caught in a vi-
cious circle of working harder, which takes more of their time and energy, 
and spending less time caring for their families. Then, in order to assuage 
their guilty consciences because they are caring less, they work more so 
that they can earn and spend more “making memories.” No wonder the 
promise of “get rich quick” through selling one’s home seemed so attrac-
tive. But there is no solution to this vicious cycle from within. The only 
way to end the need for more money and more stuff to substitute for time 
and caring is to begin to reshape delusional values of home as investment, 
of economic striving and success as the only value worth pursuing.

The attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, have also pro-
foundly altered our sense of “home.” Although attacks from abroad are 
not unprecedented in American history, nor are attacks from within, the 
scale of the September 11th attacks, and their occurrence at a time when 
Americans felt themselves to be the single hegemonic global superpower, 
was profoundly shocking. When President Bush reorganized the federal 
government to create the Department of Homeland Security, which is 
now the third largest federal agency in terms of workforce (Congressio-
nal Budget Office 2012), few objected to the use of the term “homeland,” 
which in its most recent common usage had referred to regions of South 
Africa designated by the Apartheid system for indigenous peoples. The 
term itself seemed to capture the anxiety that what had been disturbed 
were not sovereign boundaries, “order,” or “peace,” but “home” itself.

There is something much more partial about defending a “home” as 
compared to defending a conception of sovereignty or “peace.” Defending 
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home, “where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in,” does 
not admit a challenge on the basis of judgments of right and wrong. It is, 
simply, home. The assertion that our home (but no one else’s) needs to be 
free of violence and fear has resonated strongly in American life. Yet as 
wars continue in Iraq and Afghanistan, as Americans face the reality that 
their government has used and justified torture, as trillions of dollars have 
been spent, “home” seems to be less a place of security and more a place 
of anxious, unknown threats. Americans view their safety somewhat pre-
cariously; in a Pew Center survey in October 2010, 30 percent of Ameri-
cans thought the threat of a terrorist attack was greater since 2001; another 
41 percent through the threat was the same; only 25 percent thought the 
threat had lessened. Economically insecure, vaguely threatened by terror-
ists, Americans seem to retreat from public life. Citizens thus sat out the 
elections of 2010; on average around 40 percent of eligible voters bothered 
to go to the polls in the midterm congressional elections (Roberts 2010).

These ways in which Americans are no longer feeling at home are dis-
turbing in themselves, but they raise an even more serious concern: How 
can people claim to live in a democracy if their fears and insecurities begin 
to override their abilities to act for the common good? We are living in a 
time in which the unreal has a great deal of appeal. From imagining cow-
boys fighting off aliens, or Abraham Lincoln battling vampires, much in 
our contemporary commercial culture seems ungrounded. This is not 
so surprising. As care moves out of the household, “home” becomes un-
grounded, disconnected from the realities of living our lives. When care 
becomes mainly invisible  —  mired down in a messy material world below 
the “meaningful” world of social media (where teenagers now spend most 
of their waking lives), people float away from what really goes on in a home. 
Home becomes a way, instead, to tug at heart strings, to make people over-
look economic risks and imbibe political snake oil. It also invites people 
to retreat into their own families and implicitly suggests that there is no 
one else to help out, little “caring with” to be done. To understand what is 
happening to people now and how to move forward, it seems that the idea 
“starting at home,” to quote the title of an important book by Nel Noddings 
(2002b) about care and social policy, may no longer be the right approach.

The Need for a Democratic Care Revolution

What happens when care is no longer at home? The revolution in care 
institutions and practices that is already underway requires no less than 
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a companion revolution in political and social institutions and practices. 
For the most part, the scholars who have studied this question have been 
sociologists, economists, and public policy analysts. They have tried to 
answer this question by exploring how care is transformed when it be-
gins to take up places in the market, in transformed families and other 
social arrangements, and in the state. As valuable as this work has been, it 
has not gone far enough. Using the metaphors and language of the mar-
ket leaves an account of care incomplete. Only a holistic and politically 
grounded rethinking of care can adequately address the present situation.

Thus, one of the key arguments of this book is to call for a rethinking 
of the meaning of democratic politics. Democratic politics should center 
upon assigning responsibilities for care, and for ensuring that democratic 
citizens are as capable as possible of participating in this assignment of 
responsibilities. While in the past the assignment of caring responsibili-
ties may have seemed to be beyond the proper reach and scope of politics, 
I argue here that, given the changing nature of caring, nothing short of 
this reconceptualization of politics can address the political problems for 
democratic life that arise from our present accounts of care.

Care and Politics? Care and Political Theory?

In making this argument, I am flying in the face of a number of assump-
tions that are usually made about care and about political life. Indeed, 
there are three standard kinds of arguments that deflect us from seeing 
the need for this democratic rethinking of care. In each of these cases, the 
argument rests upon an unwillingness to recognize how thoroughly we 
need to rethink where caring responsibilities should lie.

The first argument is that care is “only natural” and that society is bet-
ter when only those who are “naturally” good at caring do the care work 
in society. Although this argument harkens back to Aristotle’s descrip-
tion of “natural slaves” as tools to help others, recent ideological accounts 
of who in society is most caring make women bear the burden of care. 
Charles Tilly’s (1998) work on durable inequality notes that once relatively 
small differences in status emerge within a social system, many other 
forms of social practice continue to reinforce these differences. Feminist 
and other critical scholars have long noted that naturalizing a phenom-
enon puts it beyond the possibilities for change. Calling “care” naturally 
feminine has had precisely this effect, and it has also served to mark as 
“feminine” groups of men who are seen as caring. Within economics, 
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debate is ongoing about the proposition that care work does not need to 
be well paid, since caregivers receive non-monetary rewards because car-
ing matters so much to them.

In order for this argument to be true, though, care must be something 
that some people naturally do rather than others. However, while some 
people may seem more caring, practices of caring can be cultivated.2 It 
is also the case, as we will see in chapter 3, that sometimes care practices 
are labeled differently in order to maintain the gendered ideologies about 
“care” as something primarily for women. In short, the claim  —  that car-
ing is “natural” and its own reward for some people  —  is more ideological 
than real.

The second argument is the opposite one to the view that care is natu-
ral and therefore immune to market forces. This argument says that care 
is like any other good or service, and its distribution is best left to the 
market. If people want care, they will seek it out, and they will pay what it 
is worth to them. Thus, by this account, care is not a public matter but a 
private one.

While much care work is distributed through market mechanisms, and 
this pattern will be discussed at length in chapter 5, it is also a mistake to 
think about care only from a market perspective. There are several reasons 
why this is true. The market presumes, after all, the existence of a rational 
and able consumer. For a variety of reasons  —  incapacity, age (think of the 
very young or the very old), the disparity in knowledge between expert 
providers and less-knowledgeable clients or consumers (which produces 
the rules for market operation that presume caveat emptor)  —  the market 
model cannot be applied to all forms of care. Another problem with using 
the market to price care is that many forms of care are extremely expen-
sive and do not adjust well to the market. If a society “costs out” all of the 
informal care that its members provide, it will discover a huge economy 
that is not accounted for in economic life (Folbre 1994, 2001, 2009; War-
ing 1988). Nor does care behave like other commodities on the market, 
since many of the costs of caring cannot be reduced through new tech-
nologies. Much of the cost of care suffers as much from William Baumol’s 
“cost disease” (2012) as does playing chamber music (his original exam-
ple): one simply cannot care without humans to do the caring (despite 
recent efforts to substitute robots for humans in such activities as bathing 
frail elderly people [Davenport 2005]).

The third argument takes the view that we can continue to muddle 
through. Relying upon existing forms of public policy, using the global-
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ized market in care labor (McGregor 2007; Weir 2005; Yeates 2004; Pa-
rreñas 2001), the existing care crises can be solved by incrementally 
adjusting public provisions and private costs, and by relying upon glob-
alization to provide new sources of caring labor. The problem with this 
argument, which goes somewhat beyond the scope of this book, is that it 
ignores the injustice, unfairness, inequality, and lack of freedom in both 
current and proposed future arrangements. This book is designed to show 
that this assumption is pernicious because it leaves distorted forms of car-
ing responsibilities in place that ultimately undermine the requirements 
of a democratic society.

Many scholars will also resist the claim that care is a matter for politi-
cal theory. Even if there is some set of concerns to address within public 
policy, why should care be a subject of political theory? Does not the ex-
pansion of the category of “the political” weaken its meaning? Given the 
nature of how laws, states, and social scientists have divided up the realms 
of social and political life, it is not so surprising that the care revolution, 
and its impact on how people live, has not been systematically thought 
about by political theorists. After all, previous theoretical starting points, 
from Roman law to Talcott Parsons, presumed that care was best relegated 
to the private sphere. Politics concerned only what was public; the pri-
vate sphere was a world of unequal relations that could never be political 
(Aristotle 1981). Or, private concerns about sexuality, marriage, and nur-
turing children were pre-contractual (Pateman 1988). Or, the repetitive 
work of “animal laborans” preceded the realm of freedom (Arendt 1958). 
Even when democratic theorists began to think about the ways in which 
women had been excluded from politics, their solutions did not at first 
change the care-is-in-the-home formula  —  they simply asserted that one 
should extend notions of equality (Mill 1998 [1869]) or justice (Okin 1989) 
to the household.

But when “public” and “private” themselves become reconfigured vis-
à-vis the needs for human care, as has happened with the care revolution 
of the past century, a more fundamental rethinking of these fundamen-
tal political categories becomes necessary. Absent such a rethinking, the 
market and public policy, following their own logics, fill in. This is not to 
say that the market and public policy analyses of care that are offered are 
entirely inadequate. There is much to learn from these analyses, and they 
inform much of the following discussion. As institutions for care emerge 
in the market, it has made sense to use market and public policy analyses 
to think about them. But to follow the logic of the market, or of policy, 
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rather than to start from the logic of care itself, means that the basic ques-
tions about the nature and purposes of care never arise. Most profoundly, 
it occludes a question that has never been adequately answered: How 
should care happen in an inclusive democracy?

After all, care really is a problem for democracy. Taking care of people 
and things is often unequal, particularistic, and pluralistic. There is no 
universally equal solution to the problem of care needs. Indeed, care often 
seems to be highly non-democratic, especially if one presumes that care 
professionals know more than care receivers about the best way to care. 
Or, if one presumes that care receivers are dependent on others, it seems 
difficult then to return to a framework that presumes that people are in-
dependent. As mentioned earlier, and discussed at length in chapter 2, 
throughout most of human history the assumption prevails that unequal 
care is not a worthy part of political life.

As the historical records shows, if one wishes to exclude some people 
from participating in democratic life, then the problems of care are easily 
solved. One assigns the responsibilities for caring to non-citizens: women, 
slaves, “working-class foreigners” (More 1965 [1516]), or others who are 
so marked. But once a democratic society makes a commitment to the 
equality of all of its members, then the ways in which the inequalities of 
care affect different citizens’ capacities to be equal has to be a central part 
of the society’s political tasks. And furthermore, making care into a politi-
cal concern will improve not only the quality of care, but also the quality 
of democratic life.

It would be a profound mistake, though, to expect the argument here 
to somehow re-create the sentimental home or to find a substitute for it. 
Politics is, after all, about people’s pursuits of their interests and about 
power  —  and power and interest permeate all collective human activi-
ties. Since care is a fundamental feature of collective human life, there is 
no way to remove power and interest from affecting how care practices 
are organized. My goal is not to carry the banner for care in the hopes of 
eliminating conflict. Instead, my goal is to insist that at present we spend a 
lot of time arguing about the wrong things. What really matters, and what 
can be best expressed in terms of our values, has to go beyond the current 
default of explaining all aspects of human life in economic terms. Instead, 
the key question should be: How, at every level, can we engage in caring 
with one another? Precisely what this means, how care can be a ballast 
against overly market-oriented thinking, will be discussed in the chapters 
to come.
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Indeed, rather than being nostalgic for a (mythic) golden age of care, 
this work is optimistic about care’s potential in transforming current 
democratic life. Given the past exclusion and current inadequacy of in-
corporating care into political life, people are not wrong to think that 
somehow, what matters in their lives is not the stuff of politics. Although 
the concerns of political care are highly contentious, nevertheless to re-
introduce the questions of care into the political agenda may act as a cata-
lyst for more democratic ways of life. By demanding democratic ways to 
resolve the questions of how a society can best meet its caring needs, I 
hope to refocus attention not only on the importance of care, but also on 
the promise of democracy as kind of political system.

How to Think about Care More Democratically; How to 
Think about Democracy in a More Caring Manner

How then, are we to think about care more democratically? The cen-
tral concern, it becomes clear, is the need for a more nuanced account 
of responsibility. The book is divided into three parts. Part I lays out the 
theoretical framework for conceiving of caring democracy. The first chap-
ter describes the ways in which the problems of the current “care defi-
cit” and the current “democracy deficit” are related to one another. The 
chapter also explains the meaning and scope of “care” for this work, and 
explains that “caring with” is an essential phase of democratic forms of 
caring. This leads to the claim that democracy is about assigning caring 
responsibilities. In chapter 2, the question of responsibility is viewed in 
this light. Drawing upon the work of Margaret Urban Walker, it offers an 
alternative metaethic  —  an ethic of responsibility  —  which, I argue, prop-
erly understood, requires a commitment to democratic values and to car-
ing with others in order to evaluate how citizens assign responsibilities to 
one another.

In her revision of John Rawls’s principles of justice, Eva Kittay (1999) 
makes a compelling argument for including care for caregivers as one of 
the basic principles required for a liberal democratic order. Daniel Eng-
ster (2007) also derives an admirable set of recommendations from prin-
ciples that he thinks follow necessarily from the nature of care. The ap-
proach that I shall take here leans more heavily on the democratic than on 
the liberal concerns of contemporary political life. While it is possible for 
a philosopher to make arguments about what and how the values of care 
should best be inscribed into a democratic way of life, my goal here is to 
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create a way for such decisions to be made democratically, by the people 
themselves. This approach requires a different kind of political philosophy 
or theory  —  not one that is prescriptive in all of its details, but one that sets 
out the parameters for how citizens might do this work concretely. This 
approach is not new; it bears a resemblance to the kinds of invitations 
to public participation that pragmatists such as Jane Addams and John 
Dewey raised in the twentieth century (Esquith 2010; Fischer, Nackenoff, 
and Chmielewski 2009; Sarvasy 2003).

The next part of the book, consisting of chapters 3–  5, describes “how 
we care now.” I begin by distinguishing between men and women, who 
each take a turn in chapters 3 and 4, respectively. In so doing I do not 
want to reproduce the view that care is only about gender, because care 
is also about race, class, and other ways of separating citizens into more 
and less important groups. Nevertheless, gendered language, assumptions, 
and frameworks remain a critical way in which care work has been distin-
guished. Focusing on masculinity and femininity in relationship to care 
allows us to see different and crucial elements of the complexity of our 
current non-system of care. Chapter 3 considers how men do engage in 
caring activities, but these activities are never described as “caring” and 
thus reinforce a gendered separation that permits care to be feminized and 
devalued. Chapter 4 explores vicious circles of unequal care in which the 
standards of “intensive mothering” are shown to divide up by class. Only 
upper-middle-class and middle-class women seem to care well for their 
children. Chapter 5 returns to the neoliberal view of care as a marketable 
commodity. In these three chapters, though it is somewhat artificial to do 
so, I make three parallel arguments in basic concepts in democratic po-
litical theory that change their demeanor when we look at them from the 
perspective of caring with other citizens. In chapter 3, I describe the effect 
of men’s exclusion from care on “freedom.” In chapter 4, on women’s place 
as mothers in a competitive market economy society, I describe the effect 
of these practices on our value of equality. In chapter 5, on the market, I 
consider an account of justice if society uses the market to organize care.

Chapters 6 and 7 offer how we might start to think differently about 
a caring democracy. Chapter 6 considers how practices and institutions 
of care can be democratically organized and informed, and indeed, how 
improving the democratic quality of caring stands as another way to think 
about the value of democracy itself. Chapter 7 describes how changing the 
value of care in democratic societies permits us to recast issues of inclu-
sion, dependency, and creating more just democratic societies.



introduction >> 13

In short, then, this book makes three arguments. First, our social, eco-
nomic, and political institutions no longer fit with our modes of caring 
and need to be revolutionized. Second, in a democratic society, the way to 
rethink institutions and practices (even those that previously have seemed 
“apolitical”) is to rethink them democratically. Third, caring democrati-
cally requires a democratic process by which citizens are able to care with 
their fellow citizens. Yet as they learn to renegotiate caring responsibili-
ties, citizens’ care for democracy solidifies and reinforces the democratic 
nature of society.

In this book, I do not wish to offer detailed specific policy recommen-
dations. In part, the role of a political theorist in a democracy should not 
be to substitute one’s own ideas for political discussion in the society as a 
whole, but rather to propose the issues and ways in which ongoing dis-
cussions and political negotiations should proceed. My hope, then, is to 
clarify how citizens caring with one another can reshape our political life.
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1

Redefining Democracy as Settling Disputes about 
Care Responsibilities

A Tale of Two Deficits

Scholars have begun to talk about a “caring deficit” (Bennhold 2011; Llana 
2006), using the same economic language that other scholars have bor-
rowed to describe a “democratic deficit” (Borooah and Paldam 2007; Nye 
2001; New Statesman 2000; Durant 1995). The care deficit refers to the in-
capacities in advanced countries to find enough care workers to meet the 
needs of people, their children, elderly parents and relatives, and infirm 
family members. The democratic deficit refers to the incapacities of gov-
ernmental institutions to reflect the real values and ideas of citizens.

What no one seems to have recognized, however, is that these deficits 
are two sides of the same coin. This chapter aims to demonstrate how 
they arise out of the construction of a public/private split that is an out-
dated inheritance from Western political thought that misses important 
dimensions of both contemporary caring and democracy. The goal is not 
to abolish any separation between public and private life, but to reconfig-
ure in a dramatic way what counts as public and what counts as private.1
Only caring democracy, a democracy that emphasizes “caring with,” can 
address both of these problems.
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Such a synthetic approach requires justification. Even if people agree 
that caring is an important value, and one that should be included in 
thinking about political life, why connect caring with democratic theory, 
life, and practice? Questions about care are widely discussed, but why 
would it be better to frame these questions in democratic terms? Ques-
tions about democracy are widely discussed, but how are these discus-
sions enriched by framing them in terms of care?

A first answer to these questions turns them around and asks instead: 
Why does a connection between care and democracy seem strange? 
Throughout most of Western history, care seemed beyond the reach of 
political life because it was private, or necessarily about dependency, or 
non-political in some other way.2 Both because democracy makes de-
mands for the equality of all citizens and because the nature of care has 
changed, it is no longer possible to rely upon the myth of a public/private 
split as a way to assign responsibilities for care. This book makes the case 
for conceiving of care as a public value and as a set of public practices, at 
the same time recognizing that care is highly personal and in this regard, 
“private.” This is so not only because without more public care equality 
is impossible, though this is true, nor because without more public care 
some are not well cared for, which is also true. The larger case I want to 
make here is that without a more public conception of care, it is impos-
sible to maintain democratic society.

This chapter explores what is at stake in the current understandings 
of the relationship between care and democracy. Although public life has 
required some way to account for the provision of care, the presumed 
“natural” or necessary splits between public and private life have func-
tioned to simplify these choices. After exploring the nature of caring and 
of democratic caring, it will become easier to see why the current “neo-
liberal” assumptions disguise the problematic relationship that already 
exists between care and democracy. After this explanation, it should be 
clear why the care deficit will only be solved when caring becomes more 
democratic, and the democracy deficit will only be solved when democ-
racy becomes more caring.

The Meaning of Care and Caring

One of the larger problems for all theorists of care has been to define the 
term. “Care” is a complicated term, with many meanings and connota-
tions in English. One can say “I care for you,” meaning something like “I 
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love you.” On the other hand, “cares and woes” makes care synonymous 
with a burden that weighs upon one’s soul. Care refers both to dispositions 
and to specific kinds of work. Care seems natural, and is often believed to 
be feminine. It bears a family resemblance to Emmanuel Levinas’s ethical 
notion of alterity, it was a central category in Martin Heidegger’s philoso-
phy, and yet, in its most daily meanings, it is associated with aspects of life 
that Hannah Arendt linked with “animal laborans,” the least distinctively 
human of human activities.

Arising out of a long discussion about the nature of care and its possi-
ble relationship to moral theory, a large international body of scholarship 
has now emerged about the ethics of care.3 This literature concerns the 
moral implications of care from the most local  —  we might even say most 
minute  —  forms of care to the broader social and political institutional set-
tings of care in the modern age, and from caring attitudes to caring be-
haviors and practices. The ethics-of-care framework has been adopted for 
use by sociologists, social workers, lawyers, psychologists, political scien-
tists, political theorists, philosophers, geographers, anthropologists, and 
in such disciplines as business, communications, education, literary stud-
ies, bioethics, urban studies, postcolonial studies, social work, theology, 
and even engineering. What sort of concept can be so flexible and widely 
adapted and yet remain valuable?

In 1990, Berenice Fisher and I offered this broad definition of care: “On 
the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a species activ-
ity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our 
‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our 
bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave 
in a complex, life-sustaining web” (see also Tronto 1993, 103; Fisher and 
Tronto 1990, 40). This broad concept of care is still the best one from which 
to begin this investigation. Even though this definition is often criticized 
for being too broad (Held 2006; Groenhout 2004), it contains within it-
self a response to this criticism. In arguing that care is an activity, a kind of 
practice, we left open the possibility that there might be other forms of care 
that are not on this “most general level.” Thus, it is possible to think about 
other ways to understand the meaning of care as more specific caring prac-
tices that are nested within this larger practice of care. By this account, 
some more narrow definitions of care are useful in more narrow contexts.

For example, many sociologists conceive of care as a “labor of love” in 
which private or intimate activity is performed in a particular emotional
state. For example, Francesca Cancian (2000, 137) follows the pioneering 
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British sociologists Janet Finch and Dulcie Groves in offering this defini-
tion: “A combination of feelings of affection and responsibility, with ac-
tions that provide for an individual’s personal needs or well-being in a 
face-to-face interaction.” As a sociologist, Cancian is eager to situate car-
ing as activity and feelings in a particular locus, and so presumes that care 
is always face-to-face. By Cancian’s definition, then, a social worker em-
ployed by a hospital to find placements for aged patients who cannot be 
sent home does not qualify as engaged in caring. For an economist who 
is trying to measure the costs of health care for society, though, such a 
worker would count within the calculus of care.

Every distinct account of care brings with it a particular focus, and it 
is desirable to have many such accounts. Tamara Metz’s (2010b) definition 
of “intimate caring,” for example, consists of three elements: (a) intimate 
caring is not monitored by outside parties; (b) the parties have worked 
out deep, diverse, particular terms, ties, and motivations; and (c) intimate 
caring is not characterized by relations of exchange. Intimate caring char-
acterizes the care that members of a household provide to one another  
—  both the unequal relations among parents and children and the more 
equal relationships that exist among adults. Her point in offering this defi-
nition is to allow scholars to distinguish the household from other kinds 
of caring institutions without having to resort to “marriage” to describe 
what constitutes the household.

Philosophers of care often stress that care is relational. Virginia Held 
points to several characteristics of care in her book The Ethics of Care: Per-
sonal, Political, and Global, including that “the focus of the ethics of care 
is on the compelling moral salience of attending to and meeting the needs 
of the particular others for whom we take responsibility” (2006, 10). Held 
also argues that care involves emotion as well as reason, shows concern 
for particular others, and entails a different ontology in which people are 
understood relationally. Held’s definition presumes that care duties are fo-
cused on particular others. This is useful for some purposes, but it leaves 
out a way to discuss self-care or public forms of care.

These more specific meanings of care achieve particular purposes and 
emphasize and highlight some of the attributes and problems in care. But 
they also miss some other dimensions of caring. Mignon Duffy (2011) dis-
tinguished “nurturant” and “nonnurturant” caring. Nurturant caring is 
directed at the relationship with a particular other person, whose well-
being is improved through the caring. But, as Duffy observes, nonnur-
turant caring  —  that is, caring directed at the physical world, which is a 
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prerequisite for nurturant caring  —  is also care. Hospitals could not run 
without a cleaning staff and laundry. Furthermore, Duffy points out, in 
the United States, nonnurturant care is often performed by people of 
lower class, racial/ethnic, and gender standing. If one excludes “the dirty 
work” (Glenn 2010; Roberts 1997), from care, then there is a different view 
of who is doing care work than if such work is included. And if one only 
defines care as Held does, then one is not so likely to think about the phil-
osophical qualities of nonnurturant care.

So the broad definition of care offered by Fisher and Tronto suits a 
particular general account of the place and meaning of care in human 
life. Care needs to be further specified in particular contexts. The Fisher/
Tronto definition requires that care not be left on this most general level, 
but that the context of care be explored. How do we specify such con-
texts? As in Duffy’s example, one way to distinguish a particular type of 
care is by its purpose. And such purposes might be nested within one an-
other; that is, laundering clothes in the hospital is part of the larger goal 
of helping patients to recover from illness. On the other hand, the con-
textual meaning of care might arise from the purpose of the individual 
engaged in any particular caring activity. Laundering clothes might have a 
different meaning when performed in a household  —  for example, if one’s 
partner has a big interview tomorrow and so an extra load of laundry is 
done to prepare a particular item of clothing  —  than in a large commercial 
laundry that provides clean uniforms to a hospital, and where the worker 
actually hates the work and does it only because it is a job.

Caring practices can be nested in several ways. First, drawing upon the 
way in which Aristotle described ends, we can imagine caring practices as 
nested within one another, from more specific to broader purposes. Thus, 
maintaining one’s medical equipment is a caring practice nested within 
the broader practice of using that equipment, which is nested within the 
broader practice of medicine, which is nested in the broader practice of 
pursuing health. Second, one can reverse this process in order to think 
about the ways in which different caring practices rely upon other car-
ing practices in order to succeed: if one supplies a doctor but no medi-
cal equipment, then one has not adequately provided medical assistance. 
Thus, to understand the different directions in which caring practices 
“nest” is to see their complex interrelationships, and not to create the con-
ditions to challenge hierarchies among caring ends.

Power constitutes another important dimension of the context of 
particular kinds of caring. For some, care is always a dyad between one 
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more powerful caregiver and a weaker care receiver (Noddings 1984). 
But the power dynamics are more complex in many other circumstances 
of care. Kari Waerness (1984a, 1984b) actually identified three forms of 
care: spontaneous care, necessary care, and personal service. Spontane-
ous care is a kind of good Samaritan act in which no ongoing relationship 
of care is established, but in which a person provides necessary care to 
another not expecting any reciprocal relationship to develop. Necessary 
care is care that the recipient could not provide for him or herself. As an 
example, doctors provide necessary care to patients. Not all of the care 
we call necessary care is highly skilled; young children need their diapers 
changed, but the skill level required is not very exalted. “Personal service,” 
Waerness’s third category, is the care that one could provide to oneself 
but someone else provides instead. One could wash one’s own car but one 
takes it to the carwash; one could do one’s own manicure but prefers to go 
to the nail parlor. Waerness’s example is that husbands who expect their 
wives to clean up the house receive personal service. Notice that the dif-
ference between care and service is not the act performed, nor the inti-
macy of the relationship of the work, nor the nature of the relationship 
established by the care work. Within the Fisher/Tronto definition, all of 
these forms of care count as care, but Waerness’s distinction between care 
and service captures an important element of caring. What is different is 
that in “service,” the actors who command the care work that is provided 
by care workers are the ones with greater power, whereas in “care,” the 
more powerful, actors provide the care work for less powerful or more 
vulnerable recipients. The care workers in both cases might have exper-
tise, or they might be performing care work that is more routine and do-
able by everyone. The difference is in who appears to be in command.

Caring, as conceived by Fisher and myself, is also a complex process. 
We identified four steps in the processes of care:

1. Caring about. At this first phase of care, someone or some group no-
tices unmet caring needs.

2. Caring for. Once needs are identified, someone or some group has to 
take responsibility to make certain that these needs are met.

3. Care-giving. The third phase of caring requires that the actual care-
giving work be done.

4. Care-receiving. Once care work is done, there will be a response from 
the person, thing, group, animal, plant, or environment that has been 
cared for. Observing that response and making judgments about it (for 
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example, was the care given sufficient? successful? complete?) is the 
fourth phase of care. Note that while the care receiver may be the one 
who responds, it need not be so. Sometimes the care receiver cannot 
respond. Others in any particular care setting will also be in a position, 
potentially, to assess the effectiveness of the caring act(s). And, in hav-
ing met previous caring needs, new needs will undoubtedly arise.

In order to think about democratic care, which is not on this level of 
generalization but a more particular kind of care, it now seems to me that 
there is a fifth phase of care:

5. Caring with. This final phase of care requires that caring needs and the 
ways in which they are met need to be consistent with democratic com-
mitments to justice, equality, and freedom for all.

From this standpoint, the Fisher/Tronto definition is meant to provide 
a way to analyze when and how caring is done, and to be able to make 
assessments about care. It is not meant to be romantic or perfectionist. 
Sadly, within human existence and the larger global environment there 
are more needs for care than can be met. But some caring needs do get 
taken seriously and do get met, while others are ignored or met only in 
desultory fashion.

Adopting the broad Fisher/Tronto definition for the broadest possible 
discussions does not preclude the use of a more particular way of think-
ing of care in a particular setting. For example, the practice of caring for 
someone else’s children requires some different competences than caring 
for one’s own children. If a nanny sees her own child’s first steps, she will 
be delighted. But if she sees her charge’s first steps, she may not reveal it 
to the parents, who would be saddened to have missed this event. Know-
ing how to negotiate such issues is part of the caring practice of being a 
good nanny, which is different from the practice of being a good mother. 
Cancian’s definition of care, which emphasizes these intimate emotional 
matters, might be a more useful definition to use in this situation. Nev-
ertheless, there is a danger in adopting a narrower account of care before 
looking to the purposes and power relationships in a particular set of care 
practices. To do so might leave out some of the more important dimen-
sions of care.

A criticism that is sometimes made against the Fisher/Tronto concept 
of care is that it does not provide an account of what constitutes good care 
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(Schwarzenbach 1996). While this is valid, it presumes that concepts nec-
essarily denote their normative frameworks. Looking back at the various 
concepts we have already described, it is clear that Held’s definition con-
tains a normative dimension, but Cancian’s does not. We might draw nor-
mative implications from Duffy’s distinction between nurturant and non-
nurturant care, or from Waerness’s distinction between personal service 
and necessary care, but neither concept is normative in itself. And indeed, 
the Fisher/Tronto concept works as well to describe bad or dysfunctional 
care as to describe good care.

It is important, though, not to follow the philosophers’ lead and to de-
fine all care as good care. For to do so is to allow ourselves to be misled 
by the ways in which care can function discursively to obscure injustices. 
Consider, for example, Uma Narayan’s (1995) account of British colonial-
ism in India, which points to a darker side of care discourse. Colonial-
ism, Narayan observed, did not attempt to justify itself to the imperialist 
population by claiming to be a system of the exploitation of others’ goods, 
property, and labor. Instead, the narrative of self-explanation was a dis-
course of care. The natives would be Christianized, civilized, made better 
by their encounter with British, Western, and Christian ideals. Women 
also were brought into the discursive spread of good colonialism in this 
way. Narayan’s example does more than simply show that “care” can be 
deployed discursively to bad as well as to good purpose. It also points to 
the limits of relying upon a concept, like care, for making judgments about 
the world.

Care from Concept to Political Theory

Concepts are intellectual tools. They are designed for and serve particular 
purposes. Thus, to have a concept of care is not yet sufficient for discuss-
ing care’s place in the world. For care, like any concept, can be situated in 
a number of theories, and depending upon the theory within which it is 
placed, it will have different meanings. The normative adequacy of care 
does not arise from its conceptual clarity, but from the larger political and 
social theory within which it is placed. Thus, it is possible to talk about 
care in a feudal society, in which case hierarchies of care will be promi-
nent, and good care will, among other things, preserve the hierarchical re-
lationships of lords and serfs. Or, it is proper to talk about care in a Con-
fucian theory of the good, and there care will stress certain relationships 
as basic to human flourishing (Herr 2003). Or, as Narayan argued, care is 
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a discourse that provided a critical support to colonialism. Thus, simply to 
have a concept of care is useful, but we do not yet know to what ends this 
conceptual tool will be put.

Every political theory, explicitly or implicitly, contains an account of 
care. Sometimes  —  for example, in modern utopias  —  there are very ex-
plicit accounts of how caring work should be done. From Thomas More 
through Saint-Simon and Charles Fourier to B. F. Skinner and Ursula Le 
Guin, utopian writers have concerned themselves with the details of how, 
in reorganizing society, they needed as well to reorganize caring duties. 
These included not only nurturant caring duties (as when Plato and Ar-
istotle described the education of citizens), but also, in some cases, the 
nonnurturant “dirty work.” Fourier, for example, left dealing with bodily 
waste to the toddlers who seem fascinated with it. More usually, modern 
political theorists have simply left working out the details of care work to 
households or to a general conception of police power (which is explored 
at great length in chapter 3). One of the ways in which Michel Foucault’s 
concept of “biopower” is a challenge to liberal theories of the state is that 
it suggests some ways in which, through state and non-state actors alike, 
the details of living  —  sanitation, health, and so forth  —  become controlled 
in the post-Enlightenment era without explicit forms of political inter-
vention or consent. Leaving such matters beneath public regard, though, 
as if they are part of what is “natural,” is still a way to deal with them.

If care is a basic aspect of human life, and if all political theories have 
to pay attention to care, what has been the status of care in democratic 
theories? In the ancient world of democracy, care was theorized as be-
longing to the private sphere (Aristotle’s Politics). In the modern recon-
structions of democracy, this aspect of the public/private split has per-
sisted. The way that the franchise was conceived was to exclude those who 
were dependent. Over time, the franchise was expanded first to proper-
tied men, then to working-class men, and, finally, to women. It is not sur-
prising that women were the last to gain the right to vote since their as-
sociation with dependency and care made them ineligible for public life. 
But this exclusion was not only about women; slaves, servants, and others, 
both men and women, who were viewed by their menial employment as 
too dependent were considered a threat to public life. The development 
of democratic practice in the past three centuries has increasingly been 
an attempt to include those previously excluded into the political realm: 
first working-class men, then women. But the process of this inclusion has 
been to presume that the previously excluded are simply the same as those 
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included, no longer dependent and no longer weighed down by the bur-
den of dependency. The problem with this argument is that it constructs 
the citizens as somehow independent. In reality, all humans are inter-
dependent, relying upon the care of others in differing degrees through-
out the course of their lives. To pronounce those previously marked by 
dependence with a new independence distorts reality; it glosses over the 
need for care in a society and everyone’s condition of interdependency.

Thus, when T. H. Marshall (1981) famously described citizenship in the 
mid-twentieth century to include social rights, it was clear that what it 
meant to be a citizen was no longer to be a soldier, but to be a worker.
Even though Marshall argued for the importance of social rights, and the 
extension of equality through social rights to all citizens, he also had in 
mind the traditional division of labor into gendered realms, men working 
in public and women in the household, and he conceived of social citi-
zenship as the concern of men. As a result, feminist-friendly strategies in 
both liberal and social democratic states have largely focused on inclusion 
in the paid workforce as a way to make women fully citizens. These efforts 
on behalf of women were, opportunely, coincident with a change in the 
political economy in many advanced postindustrial economies so that the 
support of a middle-class household required two incomes (Stacey 1990). 
So women’s entry into the workforce seemed appropriate for both politi-
cal and economic reasons.

Care and Democratic Political Theory

This move toward inclusion through paid work left unanswered one large 
question: Who does the care work? Contemporary democratic theory has 
virtually nothing to say, on the theoretical level, in answer to this ques-
tion. Why should this lacuna be a concern for democratic theory? Be-
cause unless democratic theory deals substantively with the question of 
“who cares,” it results in an account of politics that misconceives citizens 
and their lives, overvaluing their lives as workers, devaluing their lives as 
people engaged in relationships of care. No state can function without 
citizens who are produced and reproduced through care. If public discus-
sions do not explicitly address this question, then the care dimensions of 
life remain hidden in the background.

Most democratic political theory has ignored this large change in liv-
ing circumstances, of citizens, and as well as the changing place of depen-
dency in their lives. Indeed, contemporary democratic political theory has 
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become increasingly concerned with procedures for democratic life, and 
with such matters as whether political life is better described as agonis-
tic, deliberative, or communal. Very little attention is paid to how citizens 
live their lives. On the one hand, such a lacuna seems reasonable because, 
as Tamara Metz (2010a) has argued, intimate caring should be relatively 
free from monitoring by outside authorities. On the other hand, to ignore 
the ways that women, once left to the private sphere to “take care,” must 
now find themselves also in the public sphere of employment is to con-
sign them to a “double shift” in which the old division of responsibilities 
no longer obtains but no one is willing to think systematically about how 
to reorder them.4

Bruce Ackerman, one of the most creative and concrete of contempo-
rary political theorists, has proposed that one way to improve public life is 
through the creation of a “Deliberation Day.” Each year, everyone would 
receive pay from the government to attend a day-long discussion of im-
portant political topics. The goal is to reinvigorate citizens’ abilities and 
willingness to take political problems seriously by having them mix with 
neighbors and hear new perspectives.

Deliberation Day is a nostalgic idea in many ways. Not only does it 
evoke the lost experience of the Town Meeting, it also requires face-to-
face engagement of citizens, thereby ignoring the many clamoring voices 
whose chant “Let them use the internet!” is now the rage in discussions 
about democratic participation. But it is also nostalgic in another way, 
relying upon some subtly exclusionary assumptions about the citizens. 
Despite the hope that everyone will participate is this reality, not every-
one will be able to participate. How will the people get to their gathering 
spaces? If they drive, will the gas stations be open? Who will watch the 
kids while the adults deliberate? Who will make sure that the lights are 
turned on, that there are enough chairs, and that the microphones work? 
Who will make lunch? Who will haul away the trash? Irreducibly, behind 
all human activities are care workers doing the barely regarded but essen-
tial work of caring.

Once we recognize the extent of caring as a part of human life, it be-
comes impossible to think politically about freedom, equality, and justice 
for all unless we also make provisions for all of the types of caring  —  from 
the intimate care of our kin to clearing away our waste. To pursue democ-
racy while at the same time taking seriously how central care is for all 
human life requires a fundamental rethinking of questions about how we 
organize our lives, individually and collectively. Democratic theory has 
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not yet finished its work if everyone is expected both to work and to be 
citizens, but some are left with disproportionate caring duties.

Furthermore, if everyone (that is, all able-bodied and able-minded 
adults) now counts as a citizen, what becomes of those who are not so 
“able,” that is, those for whom prejudice and structural barriers continue 
to bar their complete acceptance as citizens, and what becomes of those 
who spend a disproportionate amount of their time caring for those oth-
ers (Kittay 1999)? The solution to this problem lies in how we define the 
elements of democratic life that make citizens equal.

Several recent accounts of democratic theory do address the question 
of equality in more substantive terms. Nancy Fraser’s (1997, 2009) distinc-
tion between “redistribution” and “recognition” draws attention to sub-
stantive concerns about equality, and her addition of a third “r,” repre-
sentation, furthers the connection of substantive equality with democratic 
modes of thinking. Iris M. Young (2000) understood the substantive con-
cerns of democratic equality, and even the phenomenology of unequal re-
lations, in her work. Carol Gould (2004) has argued that, thinking both 
within the nation state and on the global level, democratic equality re-
quires the provision of equal human rights. Indeed, Gould considers care 
as one of the areas of concern for governments, and as a source of in-
equality for women. For Gould, the concept of “solidarity” better captures 
the need for citizens to work together than does the term “care,” but per-
haps the term used broadly, as “caring with,” comes close to her concep-
tion of solidarity. Joseph Schwartz (2009) also relies upon solidarity to try 
to overcome the substantive disparities between supporters of “equality” 
and “difference” and ties such solidarity with care; he writes that “unless 
societies make a universal commitment to the particular needs of ‘care’ 
for those dependent upon others, a democratic society will not be charac-
terized by the equal respect of social solidarity” (42). The current analysis 
builds upon these insights.

Equally Needy Citizens

Every political theory contains an implicit or explicit account of caring. 
Since we live in a democratic society, it makes sense to try to determine 
the meaning of care in that type of society. There are two reasons why this 
is so. The first justification for thinking about democratic care is its theo-
retical necessity to make care intelligible within a democratic society. The 



redefining democracy >> 29

second justification, one addressed in chapter 6, is that democratic caring 
improves the quality of life for people living in a democracy.

Democratic life rests upon the presumption that citizens are equal. 
What equality means, however, varies among accounts of democratic 
theory. Equality can mean equality of opportunity or equality of out-
come. It can refer to a basic starting point of equal human rights, or to a 
conception of equal respect toward human autonomy. Political theorists 
frequently explore these competing meanings. What is distinctive about 
democratic caring, though, is that it presumes equality rests upon a very 
different ground. It presumes that we are equal as democratic citizens in 
being care receivers. In being “care receivers all,” citizens’ needs for care 
and their interdependent reliance on others to help them to meet their 
caring needs become the basis for equality. Of course, the assumption that 
all humans are equally receivers of care is not the same thing as saying 
that all humans have equal, the same, or even necessarily similar needs. 
But it is to say that meeting needs is a feature of the life of each and every 
human, and that each of us is thus engaged in caring from the standpoint 
of the recipient of care. These needs vary not only from individual to in-
dividual at one moment in time, but for each individual, and for groups 
within the society, over time. People may be more needy as infants, when 
they are infirm, or when the approach frailty as they age. Nevertheless, 
this quality of being needy is shared equally by all humans.

Even if all citizens are needy, they are not needy in the same ways. 
It would be absurd to try to equalize the neediness of citizens; after all, 
being needy varies from one to another and within one’s own life from 
day to day. From the standpoint of democratic life, however, it does make 
sense to think of an equal capacity to voice needs. This point is pursued at 
greater length in chapter 4.

A Feminist Democratic Ethic of Care

This book thus defends a particular view of care, of democracy, and the re-
lationship between them. It requires that caring practices be carried out in 
a democratic way and that caring become a central value for democracies. 
These political conclusions follow from an account of a feminist demo-
cratic ethic of care. What is a feminist democratic ethic of care? How does 
it differ from more familiar accounts of justice, such as those described by 
John Rawls, or even from other feminist and non-feminist accounts of an 
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ethic of care, such as those offered, respectively, by Eva Kittay and Dan-
iel Engster? Most importantly, rather than being a set of principles from 
which one deduces proper action, a feminist democratic ethic of care be-
gins by envisioning series of caring practices, nested within one another. 
The broadest of these nested practices are those that pertain to society as 
a whole (I leave aside for another book questions of international prac-
tices). The goal of such practices is to ensure that all of the members of the 
society can live as well as possible by making the society as democratic as 
possible. This is the essence of “caring with.” While living in a democratic 
manner is not the only goal of care, or of human life, in a democratic so-
ciety it is the goal of democratic caring practices. Thus, democratic poli-
tics should center upon assigning responsibilities for care, and for ensuring 
that democratic citizens are as capable as possible of participating in this 
assignment of responsibilities. The task of a democratic politics is to affix 
responsibility, and as we come to recognize the centrality of care for living 
a decent human life, then the task of democratic politics needs to be much 
more fully focused upon care responsibilities: their nature, their alloca-
tion, and their fulfillment.5 Since this kind of caring practice has largely 
been excluded from political discourse by deeply gendered assumptions 
about human nature and about how to arrive at political and ethical judg-
ments, to include this set of caring practices requires the interrogation of 
the gendered, as well as racially and class-biased assumptions that have 
been taken for granted in limiting the scope of questions addressed by 
democratic politics. It is from the insights of feminist theories and prac-
tices that these biases  —  and the means to overcome them  —  become vis-
ible. Much of this book will be an account about these hidden biases in 
how care is organized in contemporary (primarily American) society. But 
at the outset, a few points are clear. To recognize the centrality of care 
in human life requires a conversation about human nature, about politics 
and ethics, and about how to make philosophical and political arguments 
about all of these matters. Let me describe each of these alternative views 
in some more detail.

In terms of human nature (or, as philosophers might prefer to put it, 
ontologically), as many scholars have argued (see, e.g., M. Robinson 2007; 
Groenhout 2004; F. Robinson 1999, 2008; Koggel 1998, 2006), a femi-
nist ethic of care has a different starting point. First, from the standpoint 
of a feminist ethic of care, individuals are conceived of as being in rela-
tionships. While individuals, and their liberty, can still matter greatly, it 
makes little sense to think of individuals as if they were Robinson Crusoe, 
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all alone, making decisions. Instead, all individuals constantly work in, 
through, or away from, relationships with others, who, in turn, are in dif-
fering states of providing or needing care from them. Second, all humans 
are vulnerable and fragile. While it is true that some are more vulnerable 
than others, all humans are extremely vulnerable at some points in their 
lives, especially when they are young, elderly, or ill. Human life is frag-
ile; people are constantly vulnerable to changes in their bodily conditions 
that may require that they rely on others for care and support. Third, all 
humans are at once both recipients and givers of care. While the typical 
images of care are that those who are able-bodied and adult give care to 
children, the elderly, and the infirm, it is also the case that all able-bodied 
adults receive care from others, and from themselves, every day. With very 
few exceptions, humans engage in caring behavior toward those around 
them. Children as young as ten months old imitate the activity of feeding; 
they try to feed their caregivers, and they open their mouths as the spoon 
nears the other person’s mouth (Bråten 2003). Children describe their 
activities as caring for parents (Mullin 2005). People are both givers and 
receivers of care all the time, though each person’s capacities and needs 
shift throughout life. At any moment in a society, there are those who are 
the most needy and those who are the most capable of helping themselves 
and others. This shifting in needs and capacities for care is an important 
way to think about how our human lives change through time.

Given these qualities of human life, a feminist democratic ethic of care 
has to be able to explain how individuals can balance autonomy and de-
pendency in their lives. Most democratic political theories simply assume 
the existence of autonomous actors as the starting point for democracy. 
From this assumption, such thinkers then see human dependency as a 
flawed condition or problem. But this assumption leaves unanswered the 
question of how infants go from being children to adults, from depen-
dency to autonomy. Ignoring this question is not just a philosophical or 
psychological problem, though, because it reiterates well-worn patterns 
of discriminatory attitudes. Why, in white-dominated societies such as 
the United States, do people of color seem disproportionately unable to 
qualify as “autonomous” actors, or disproportionately beset by “patholo-
gies” that make them dependent? The assumption of autonomy also leaves 
outside of its scope the human reality of varying degrees of autonomy 
and dependency throughout one’s own life, and among the members of 
a political community. When all of these elements of human life are left 
“in the background,” political theorists and moral philosophers end up 



32 << redefining democracy

producing a distorted starting point for their thinking about the nature 
of people. We will see how and why this assumption is harmful to living 
fully human lives in subsequent chapters. But a feminist democratic ethic 
of care can allow and account for these differences in a way that respects 
both the desires for autonomy and the realities of human dependency 
by thinking of this practical problem as part of the central concerns of a 
democratic society.

Careful readers will notice that I have referred to this alternative way 
of thinking about human nature as being relational, not as being altruis-
tic. This is an important difference. One can make arguments for more 
robust public support for care by describing people as altruistic. Deborah 
Stone has brilliantly made such an argument in her book The Samaritan’s 
Dilemma (2008). But in this account of care as caring with, I think it is 
important that we realize the limits of an account of altruism. Altruism 
has, as Stone argues, many fine characteristics, and she documents a wide 
variety of practices that she calls “everyday altruism,” demonstrating that 
they are a fundamental part of people’s lives. Among other things, she 
points out that altruism is deeply empowering: helping others makes one 
better able to accomplish many kinds of goals. Surely, in a participatory 
democracy this is an important thing to remember about the nature of 
caring, altruistic action.

The problem with altruism is that it is presumed to start from the non-
selfish motives of a self, rather than to be, as I have described caring, a 
natural (if untrained) impulse among all humans to connect to one an-
other by thinking about, and helping meet, the other’s needs. From the 
standpoint of the various moral doctrines of selfishness, that some people 
act in an altruistic manner is their “choice” and should have no bearing on 
others. From the standpoint of the relational nature of humans, doctrines 
of selfishness are themselves inadequate accounts of what it means to be 
human; that some people “choose” to be selfish is not an acceptable ac-
count of how humans should act. In this way, altruism can be reduced to 
an “identity”  —  some have it and some do not. But this view is not in fact 
accurate. Instead, an elaborate set of social and political institutions are in 
place that support the selfishness of some and the altruism of others. Until 
those conditions are unpacked, focusing on altruism alone is not a suf-
ficiently deep challenge to the inequitable and unfree ways in which care 
responsibilities are distributed.

Politically, the feminist democratic ethic of care seeks to expose how 
social and political institutions permit some to bear the burdens (and 
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joys) of care and allow others to escape them. To simplify the argument, 
which will be elaborated in the next chapter, I will use this metaphor: some 
people have to take up their caring responsibilities, while others are given 
“passes” out of such responsibilities. They are given these passes because 
they are engaged in other activities that they (and, presumably, society) 
deem are simply more important than caring. I will, over the course of this 
book, elaborate on a number of these passes: the protection pass, the pro-
duction pass, the taking-care-of-my-own pass, the bootstrap pass, and the 
charity pass. Conversely, those who are given a disproportionate amount of 
responsibility for care are presumed to have less interest and concern with 
such matters as protection, production, self-aggrandizement, or wealth. In 
a democratic society, all of these issues would be concern everyone.

The position of democratic care originated in several feminist con-
cerns about power. First, the initial separations of life into public and 
private spheres, which will be a recurring theme in this book, have the 
effect of removing some political questions from public consideration. Es-
pecially since these relationships are often tainted with being somehow 
“natural,” they seem pre-political. Once feminists raise the question about 
the public/private split, their position is then easily caricatured as wanting 
to abolish all aspects of private life. Feminists have offered many analyses 
about how to rethink the public and private spheres so that meaningful 
forms of “privacy” are preserved for all citizens6 (Allen 2003; Yuval-Davis 
1997). Second, since all relationships of care inevitably involve power, and 
often involve deep power differentials, all care relations are, in an impor-
tant way, political. Insofar as a central requirement of democratic politi-
cal life is some relative equality of power, this view seems to doom care 
relationships to be anti-democratic, and therefore excluded from public 
life. Even theorists who try to be inclusive, such as recent advocates for 
“active citizenship,” still make assumptions about who needs what, so that 
they exclude as “active citizens” those who are aged, for example (Barnes 
2007). Such asymmetrical care, however, can be mitigated against in a 
number of ways. A feminist democratic set of caring practices, as we shall 
explore throughout this book, is aimed in part at reducing both these 
power differentials and their effects on people.

Caring democracy thus requires a commitment to genuine equality of 
voice, and of reducing power differentials as much as possible, in order to 
create the conditions for a meaningful democratic discussion of the na-
ture of responsibility in society. But often in contemporary discussions of 
democratic theory, such ends as equal voice are simply posited, without 
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the theorist providing an account of how society can arrive at a place of 
greater equality. Political theorists often seek procedural rather than sub-
stantive ways to address such challenges. Indeed, one of the major ways in 
which contemporary democratic theory is framed  —  deliberation versus 
“agonism”  —  is mainly a difference about the nature of democratic dispute. 
Within each camp, there are further discussions of procedure, but little 
engagement occurs between these approaches, or within them, about the 
substance of democratic discussion. Other democratic theorists, such as 
Harry Boyte (2004; see also Miraftab 2004), pay more attention to actual 
practices of individuals that we might describe as democratic in that they 
aim at balancing power, at improving public goods, and at caring.

Ethically, a feminist democratic ethic of care begins from a sensitiv-
ity to the traditional boundary drawn between politics and ethics. While 
much of contemporary political theory presumes that we first create a set 
of moral principles from which we derive political practices, many con-
temporary feminist and non-feminist thinkers have challenged this order 
(Tronto 1993). Often following Aristotle, they point out that the political 
values embodied in a given political community will often determine how 
ethical or moral qualities are valued in that community. In a society that 
has systematically devalued care, then, the kinds of moral qualities and 
capacities associated with care often are not seen among the most impor-
tant ethical values, either. Thus, thinkers concerned with a feminist ethic 
of care began to provide accounts of other values that should be seen as 
important moral qualities. These values grow out of the complex pro-
cesses of care itself, as well as out of the needs for citizens in democratic 
societies to be able to express their needs. In Moral Boundaries (1993) I 
identified four moral qualities that align with the four phases of care that 
Berenice Fisher and I had identified, and which were discussed earlier in 
this chapter. These ethical qualities are:

1. Attentiveness  —  caring about. At this first phase of care, someone or 
some group notices unmet caring needs. It calls for the moral quality of 
attentiveness, of a suspension of one’s self-interest, and a capacity genu-
inely to look from the perspective of the one in need. (In fact, we might 
also be attentive or inattentive to our own needs.)

2. Responsibility  —  caring for. Once needs are identified, someone or some 
group has to take on the burden of meeting those needs. This is respon-
sibility, and that is the key moral quality of this second phase.
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3. Competence  —  care giving. Assuming responsibility is not yet the same 
as doing the actual work of care; doing such work is the third phase 
of caring and requires the moral quality of competence. To be compe-
tent to care, given one’s caring responsibilities, is not simply a technical 
issue, but a moral one.

4. Responsiveness  —  care receiving. Once care work is done, there will be a 
response from the person, group, animal, plant, environment, or thing 
that has been cared for. Observing that response, and making judg-
ments about it (for example, whether the care given was sufficient, suc-
cessful, or complete?) requires the moral quality of responsiveness. The 
person cared for need not be the one who completes the process of re-
sponding, but some response is necessary. And the response will often 
involve noting that new needs emerge as the past ones are met, thus the 
process continues.

Selma Sevenhuijsen (1998) identified an additional set of qualities nec-
essary for caring in a democratic society. They include, first, making care 
a priority, so that one has a commitment to handle the moral complexities 
of “dependency, vulnerability and otherness” in order to make life livable 
and worth living. Furthermore, Sevenhuijsen argues, care also requires 
commitments to “plurality, communication, trust and respect.” These 
qualities identified by Sevenhuijsen help to explain what the critical moral 
qualities are that will make it possible for people to take collective respon-
sibility, to think of citizens as both receivers and givers of care, and to 
think seriously about the nature of caring needs in society.

Thus, as a parallel to the fifth phase of care, we might add:

5. Plurality, communication, trust and respect; solidarity  —  caring with.

It would surely be possible to recognize other moral qualities as im-
prtant to an ethic of care. For example, Margaret Walker (2006) writes 
about the importance of hope, and Sara Ruddick (1989) describes a key 
for “maternal thinking” as cheerfulness. We might add other values to this 
set, for example, gratitude. But no list of these moral qualities is meant 
here to be comprehensive. It is important to note, though, that while such 
standard virtues as self-control and courage remain relevant, they may be 
less central here, or may change their usual meanings in order to be more 
connected to the needs for care.
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While moral qualities are an important part of an ethic of care, it is 
also possible to overemphasize this dimension of caring. Some philoso-
phers argue that care ethics is a kind of “virtue ethics” (Slote 2008). In-
deed, different virtue ethicists emphasize different qualities and points of 
intersection with care. Some emphasize care’s capacity to explain moral 
motivation, while others focus on moral consequences (Sander-Staudt 
2006). But the problem with all theories of care-as-virtue is that they are 
not relational. They do not begin from the premise that the important 
ethical issues concern relationships and meeting needs, not the perfection 
of the virtuous individual. Starting from an ethic of care-as-virtue returns 
the focus to the caregiver’s performance; this preoccupation makes too re-
mote the political concerns of unequal power among caregivers and care 
receivers. Hence, Maureen Sander-Staudt concludes:

[F]or many individuals, especially those with social privilege, a flour-
ishing life precludes caring responsibilities that are burdensome, dirty, 
or tedious, whereas care ethics is committed to the practice of care on 
all levels. The flourishing of some individuals, including many women, 
is purchased by the caring servitude or employment of others, most 
of whom are comparatively disadvantaged women, but all of whom 
may nonetheless be judged virtuous by some community standards. 
(2006, 35)

This point about the limits of understanding care as a virtue also allows 
us to make a more general observation. An theory of care that does not 
include all of these elements  —  care as an alternative relational account of 
human nature, as a way to conceive of politics, and as a way to conceive 
of ethics  —  is not complete or adequate. Yet there is one more dimension 
to the ways in which a feminist democratic ethic of care differs from stan-
dard ways of discussing values and ethics in contemporary politics. This is 
what philosophers call the metaethical dimension, which will be consid-
ered at length in the next chapter.

On a theoretical level, feminist democratic care ethics differ from 
many other accounts of politics and ethics. On the broadest theoretical 
level, feminist democratic care ethics is relational. By this view, the world 
consists not of individuals who are the starting point for intellectual re-
flection, but of humans who are always in relations with others. To make 
sense of human life requires a relational perspective. This point will be 
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extended in chapter 2. What is important to keep in mind is that claims 
made about individuals that do not place them in a relational setting will 
be incomplete.

Democratic Caring and Neoliberalism

This chapter began with the assertion that the caring deficit and the de-
mocracy deficit were two sides of the same coin. Now that the basic con-
cepts of care and democratic caring have been presented, it is possible to 
explain that claim. It rests upon noting something else: that neoliberalism 
has minted this coin of the realm. This section spells out the meaning of 
neoliberalism and how it affects the prospects for recognizing problems of 
caring and of democracy.

Personal Responsibility and Neoliberalism

Care needs a home in democratic political theory, and democratic po-
litical theory remains incomplete without a way to explain where and 
how care gets done in a democratic society. Nevertheless, these concerns 
may only be the concerns of political theorists or philosophers. A much 
more serious reason to rethink the relationship between democratic po-
litical theory and care is clear if one glances at the contemporary politi-
cal world, where a clear and anti-democratic account of how to solve the 
care problem has become a cornerstone of neoliberal political ideology. 
By neoliberalism, I refer to the economic system in which government ex-
penditures are limited, the market is viewed as the preferred method for 
allocating all social resources, the protection of private property is taken 
to be the first principle of government, and social programs are limited 
to being a “safety net.”7 This economic system is supported by a politi-
cal form of limited liberal democracy and an ideology of limited govern-
ment involvement.

As an ideological position, neoliberalism has several tenets. The first 
is the assumption that the market is the institution that is most able to 
resolve disputes, allocate resources, and permit individuals “choice.” Sec-
ond, freedom comes to be defined solely as the capacity to exercise choice. 
From these two premises follows a third, that societies work best when 
they allow rational actors to make choices in the market; anything that 
interferes with such choice reduces people’s freedom and is harmful to 
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them and to society. Thus, under the banner of “choice,” neoliberals seek 
to restrict all forms of government activity that might interfere with the 
“free market.” We live in an age in which capitalism has not only taken a 
new form, neoliberalism, but in which this form of economic existence 
has come to function as an all-encompassing ideology. Neoliberal capital 
believes itself to be definitive of all forms of human relationships and of 
all ways of properly understanding human life. Neoliberalism is not only 
a description of economic life, it is also an ethical system that posits that 
only personal responsibility matters.

Wendy Brown (2005, 41) makes the important point that the neolib-
eral “market” is not, despite the claims of some of its adherents, a “natu-
ral” institution. Markets need protection, too. For example, if workers can 
organize too effectively, they can, through work stoppages, disrupt eco-
nomic production, thereby (from the standpoint of producers) distorting 
the market. If states decide to tax corporations to provide welfare benefits 
for citizens, then the capacity of those in “the market” to act as freely as 
possible is constrained. Thus, neoliberalism requires that the state be en-
listed into its political-economic project of constructing and maintaining 
the “free market,” often at deep costs to the people. Naomi Klein (2007) 
has explored in detail the costs of this “shock doctrine”: that the return to 
the free market will require dislocations among people who have become 
used to some modicum of social support. Once the state is involved in 
organizing and promoting the market, of course, it is no longer separable 
from “politics” (cf. Wolin 2008). But the logic of neoliberalism also di-
rects the appropriate concerns of politics to be only those that support 
economic activity.

From the standpoint of an ethic of care, neoliberalism is a disastrous 
worldview. The neoliberal’s political desire is to support the economy, 
but the economy requires “improvement”  —  that is, increasing efficiency  
—  over time. One of the difficulties of care is that it is labor-intensive; it 
is difficult to make care more profitable (Razavi 2007). Thus, the logic of 
neoliberalism is to reduce the state’s care costs, but they are resistant to 
being lowered.

From the point of view of a market, individual humans appear primar-
ily as buyers and sellers, and since what most people have to sell on the 
market is their labor, the neoliberal world view thus sees people primarily 
as workers and consumers, who already have autonomy and clear ideas 
about their “preferences.” People should therefore calculate about their 
expenses in taking care of themselves; if they end up, for example, with 
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children or elderly relatives who need support, they need to accept the 
consequences of their own decisions and these costs for themselves.

Of course, the view that as buyers and sellers we act autonomously is 
largely a myth. As consumers, the incapacity to discern “true” “informa-
tion” in the marketplace of ideas is difficult, given the extraordinary ef-
forts made to affect our perceptions of the world and of products through 
advertising and public relations (Ewen 1996). The logic of consumption 
is relentlessly individualistic; Juliet Schor (2004) reports how marketing 
and advertisers have always sought to peel off more and more members 
of families from traditional loyalties to create loyalties to their products 
and brands. In the 1920s, women were the targets of advertising to attract 
them to “unfeminine” activities such as smoking. In the present, research-
ers study the importance of children in making families’ purchasing 
decisions. Children can identify brands at the age of two and influence 
parents’ buying between two and three years of age. Schor argues that ad-
vertisers spend a great deal of time and money to attach young children to 
their brands in order to develop customer loyalty. Despite the discursive 
presumption that consuming is all a matter of individual “choice,” adver-
tisers seek to attach infants to their products. This reality seems to under-
mine the model of the individual consumer as making only “rational” or 
“autonomous” decisions. On the contrary, it suggests the ways in which 
even consumption is relational. For an economist, a preference to con-
sume what one’s toddler seems to prefer is a just another preference. But 
when we realize that many parents say that they work harder than they 
would like in order to provide things that their children would like (Schor 
1998, 2000), it becomes clear that “the market” has exerted pressure on 
parents through their children. The image of the autonomous chooser is, 
in this regard also, a myth.

Neoliberalism has also had a profound effect in changing the shape of 
people’s lives as workers. “The market” is taken to be neutral in its effects 
on people. The reality is that “the market” has a bias of its own, toward 
“its own.” Support for the market is actually a bias in favor of those who 
are most skilled at manipulating the market to their own advantage, since 
when they are able to do that, the market “grows,” and since the assump-
tion is that “a rising tide lifts all boats,” growth in the market is taken as a 
universal human good.

We should stop, however, and examine these effects more closely. Mar-
tha McCluskey (2003) argues that the market is not neutral. Examining 
arguments that welfare is redistributive and reduces efficiency, she also 
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notes that forcing welfare recipients to work may make more workers who 
will accept very low wages available. Thus, there is some advantage to em-
ployers in cutting welfare benefits, but we never think of such a cut as a 
benefit to them. She asks:

Whose ability to get more of what they want by shifting costs to oth-
ers should count as a societal gain, and whose should count as a pri-
vate gain at the expense of others? By making the market stand for the 
public gain, neoliberalism implicitly confers superior citizenship status 
on those centrally identified with the market-they are members of the 
public whose gains count. (816)

Thus, McCluskey argues, though twentieth-century theories of citi-
zenship recognized the need for solidarity with the working class, recent 
neoliberal theory has undermined this sense of solidarity. As a result, a 
bias toward those who have already succeeded in the market continues. 
Neoliberal ideology in this way is not neutral, but supports some at the 
expense of others. Nonetheless, since it is viewed as constraining govern-
ment and supporting an indifferent (and thus, fair) market, neoliberalism 
is able to win the support of many.

From the standpoint of a neoliberal society, then, human life is viewed 
as the sum of an individual’s own “choices,” for which he or she will be 
responsible. Care thus becomes entirely a personal and private mat-
ter; individuals make “choices” about care for themselves and for those 
around them.

The problems with this ideological view are many, but let us begin by 
noting that the view that choice represents one’s real desires leads to tau-
tological accounts of freedom, equality, and justice.

“Choice,” as we shall elaborate in chapter 3, is not freedom. If one is 
oppressed, then the choices before one will often be only bad choices. In-
deed, one compelling argument against oppression is that it so diminishes 
people in their capacity to choose to act rightly (Tessman 2005). An alter-
native account of freedom would argue that one is only free after one has 
accepted one’s responsibilities.

“Choice,” as we shall elaborate in chapter 4, is not equality. Equality 
as equal opportunity is a myth if there is no equality of care for children. 
An alternative account of equality, defended here, requires acceptance of 
difference and plurality and a willingness to provide what is necessary to 
make certain that all have voice.
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“Choice,” as we shall elaborate in chapter 5, is not justice. Justice re-
quires that each receive what is due, it requires honest exploration of the 
social, economic, and political institutions that constrain people’s lives, 
and it requires that none are more subject to the vicissitudes of fortune 
than others. Support of the market does not produce these outcomes.

We mistake “choice” for freedom, equality, and justice because we have 
become too well trained by being workers and consumers. For most, work 
is a realm of compulsion; consumption is a realm of choice. So we have 
come to think of those moments when we are not constrained by the de-
mands of our work life as if they were possessed of real choice. And we 
have come to mistake this economic account of our meaning for its politi-
cal meaning.

Neoliberalism and “Personal Responsibility”

The moral and political theories that accompany neoliberalism presume 
that there is a simple account of care. To quote Wendy Brown:

Not only is the human being configured exhaustively as homo oeco-
nomicus, but all dimensions of human life are cast in terms of a market 
rationality. .  .  . [It results in] the production of all human and institu-
tional action as rational entrepreneurial action, conducted according 
to a calculus of utility, benefit, or satisfaction against a microeconomic 
grid of scarcity, supply and demand, and moral value-neutrality. Neo-
liberalism does not simply assume that all aspects of social, cultural, 
and political life can be reduced to such a calculus; rather, it develops 
institutional practices and rewards for enacting this vision. (2005, 40)

We can call the moral dimensions of such neoliberal practices “personal 
responsibility.”

As George W. Bush put the point in his First Inaugural Address, 
“America, at its best, is a place where personal responsibility is valued and 
expected.” Is there something wrong with personal responsibility? How 
can anyone think this idea is not a good one? A close look at Bush’s speech 
reveals the problem:

America, at its best, is a place where personal responsibility is val-
ued and expected.  .  .  . Encouraging responsibility is not a search for 
scapegoats, it is a call to conscience. And though it requires sacrifice, it 
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brings a deeper fulfillment. We find the fullness of life not only in op-
tions, but in commitments. And we find that children and community 
are the commitments that set us free. (Bush 2001)

Bush’s elision from responsibility to “children” and “community” makes 
clear that for him, personal responsibility is the solution to the problem of 
care in the modern state. If you cannot care for your own children, your 
own community, then if there is a problem in your family or community, 
the problem is your inadequate sacrifice. His statement that “encouraging 
responsibility is not a call for scapegoats” makes it sound as if one actu-
ally would entertain the idea that it is the search for scapegoats. What can 
that mean?

As the Bush administration’s policies demonstrated many times, this 
notion of personal responsibility means that if you cannot take care of 
your own family and community, then you, as an individual, are to blame 
for not having made enough sacrifices or taken on enough responsibili-
ties. There is no context for “children” and “community” other than that 
of personal responsibility. Toting up individuals’ willingness to take on 
personal responsibility provides an answer to the question of how well 
“children” and “communities” will do.

Such a politics is problematic. On the one hand, there is much to rec-
ommend personal responsibility; I am surely not arguing that it would be 
better if people ignored their personal responsibilities. The problem with 
personal responsibility is when it seems to be the only form of respon-
sibility that is important in democratic life. Because when it is the only 
form of responsibility, personal responsibility can have a profoundly anti-
democratic effect. “Personal responsibility” functions ideologically when 
the expectations for responsibilities have been fixed along lines that re-
flect inequality and historic forms of exclusion. Taking care of one’s “com-
munity” has a different meaning in a well-endowed gated community 
or suburb versus a down-on-its-luck urban neighborhood. Going away 
to college from an upper-middle-class household and living in a dormi-
tory will bring different responsibilities than attending university when, 
as an eighteen-year old, one is already contributing to the family’s income 
and commuting. From the standpoint of the professor in the front of the 
classroom, the first student may seem more “responsible”; to a child or an 
elderly relative who depends upon this person’s care, responsibility looks 
quite different. When we act as if all of the starting and ending points 
for everyone are the same, we miss an important feature of what justice 
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might require. From this perspective, personal responsibility seems anti-
democratic because it pays no heed to the likely effects that great levels of 
inequality will have on individuals and on public life. It is anti-democratic 
because it presumes that all social institutions have the same form as an 
ideal market, where there is no past, no limits, and no concerns. It also 
presumes that the market is itself neutral.

But the market is not neutral  —  it advantages certain kinds of people 
and certain kinds of activities. In ignoring any past injustice, it permits 
no redress. It advantages those who are already in good standing within 
it, and disadvantages those who are not. As a result, the more commit-
ted we become to the “pure market,” the less likely we are to reverse 
inequalities of wealth. Does this problem matter? Shouldn’t we all just be 
content to take our chances? When something that claims to be neutral 
is in fact entirely biased, it seems important that we call its bias for what 
it is.

Consider for a moment that if we transform all responsibility into per-
sonal responsibility, then we have no way to describe collective or mar-
ket irresponsibility. Brown (2005, 40) decried the loss of a more robust 
kind of citizen under neoliberalism: “The model neoliberal citizen is one 
who strategizes for her- or himself among various social, political, and 
economic options, not one who strives with others to alter or organize 
these options. A fully realized neoliberal citizenry would be the opposite 
of public-minded; indeed, it would barely exist as a public.”

At the same time, economic irresponsibility can have no meaning if 
everyone is only responsible individually.

In a society in which no one is willing to accept responsibility for any-
thing but their own choices, it is difficult to think about care beyond the 
household. Yet even that account of neoliberalism fails, for the truth of 
the matter is that we do not usually choose to whom we owe responsibili-
ties. As Ruth Groenhout (2004, 88), referring to Annette Baier, observed, 
“We do find ourselves in the midst of responsibilities that are not always 
chosen.” Indeed, as Brown noted, neoliberal thinkers know that they are 
making a normative claim, that it is better to think of the world this way, 
but that other possibilities of ways to think of the world exist. Neverthe-
less, for the people who are caught within this ideological system, it is dif-
ficult not to experience it as simply the way the world is.

Edward Bellamy, more than a century ago, described such an unequal 
society and how citizens within it would perceive one another in his 
widely popular utopian novel Looking Backward: 2000–1887. He used the 
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metaphor of seeing society as a gigantic carriage or coach, in which the 
rich ride in relative luxury while the poor pull the coach down the road:

The other fact is yet more curious, consisting in a singular hallucination 
which those on the top of the coach generally shared, that they were 
not exactly like their brothers and sisters who pulled at the rope, but of 
finer clay, in some way belonging to a higher order of beings who might 
justly expect to be drawn. . . .

The strangest thing about the hallucination was that those who had 
but just climbed up from the ground, before they had outgrown the 
marks of the rope upon their hands, began to fall under its influence. 
As for those whose parents and grand-parents before them had been 
so fortunate as to keep their seats on the top, the conviction they cher-
ished of the essential difference between their sort of humanity and the 
common article was absolute. The effect of such a delusion in moderat-
ing fellow feeling for the sufferings of the mass of men into a distant 
and philosophical compassion is obvious. To it I refer as the only ex-
tenuation I can offer for the indifference which, at the period I write of, 
marked my own attitude toward the misery of my brothers. (Bellamy 
1888, 16–17)

Unless democrats, as people committed to both equality and freedom, 
are willing to offer an alternative account of how we might care, then the 
view of neoliberals, that all of caring is a choice one makes about how to 
exercise one’s personal responsibility, receives no systematic answer.

Conclusion

From the standpoint of an ethic of care, citizens should be able to ex-
pect more from the state and civil society in guaranteeing that their car-
ing needs, and those of their loved ones, will be met. At the same time, 
citizens must become more committed to producing the kinds of values, 
practices, and institutions that will allow democratic society to more co-
herently provide for its democratic caring citizens. Breaking the current 
patterns of fear and discouragement does not end the frustrations of the 
give-and-take that politics always involves. But within democratic care, 
politics will be closer to the concerns of the people, and, in this way, more 
fundamentally democratic. How such a transition might occur depends 
upon a deeper understanding of the problem.
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Politics is always about both competition and agreement; if there is no 
common ground, then there cannot even be agreement about the meth-
ods and nature of competition (Wolin 1960). Political theory, too, is not 
neutral; it can never claim that its perspective is equally useful and adapt-
able to the views of all. The argument that I make in this book  —  that care 
and democracy need to be thought about together  —  has obvious and large 
political implications. It places greater value on the activities of caregivers, 
on the time spent engaged in caring, on human vulnerability, and it chal-
lenges the wisdom of a political philosophy that so fundamentally mis-
understands human nature as to claim that we are primarily creatures of 
the market. Humans are not only or mainly creatures of the market, they 
are creatures of care. Democratic societies need to reorient their values 
away from support for the “market” to support for the means for people 
to live human lives. The independent rational actor whose life in the mar-
ket is sufficient to provide for the other needs and wants of life, and whose 
freedom consists only in pursuit of life in this manner, is a myth. Think-
ing about how people’s interdependence can be best organized through 
caring institutions that take everyone’s equal capacity both for care and 
for freedom requires widely diverse and thorough democratic processes 
of agreeing and disagreeing. Only then will democratic societies move 
closer to realizing the ideal of democracy  —  equality and freedom for all  
—  in everyone’s life.
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2

Why Personal Responsibility Isn’t Enough for Democracy

Categorizing is not the sin  .  .  . the problem is in the failure to 
assume responsibility for examining how and where we set our 
boundaries.
  —  Patricia Williams (1991, 102)

If citizens are going to take democratic care as a central political value, 
how will this shift affect politics? To envision a society as caring is to envi-
sion a society engaged in the daily and extraordinary activities of meeting 
peoples’ needs. To envision a society as democratic and caring is to envi-
sion a society whose account of justice balances how the burdens and joys 
of caring are equalized so as to leave every citizen with as much freedom 
as possible. Such a vision requires that citizens see clearly how they care 
with others, that is, how they think about responsibilities for care.

This chapter argues that rethinking politics in order to make it more 
democratic and more caring also requires a fundamental rethinking of re-
sponsibilities. Indeed, we might want to substitute for Harold Lasswell’s 
(1936) succinct definition of politics, as “who gets what, when and how,” 
one that sees it a way to divide up responsibilities: who is responsible for 
caring for what, when, where, and how. I shall argue, though, that this 
division of responsibility is often so deeply embedded in our collective 
habits, practices, institutions, and political life that the assumptions upon 
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which they rest seem beyond the reach of normal political discussion. 
And these implicit boundaries not only determine caring responsibilities, 
they also permit many forms of irresponsibility to flourish. In deciding 
whether certain types of care are best addressed by the market, the fam-
ily, or the state (or some combination of these institutional locations), as-
signment of care responsibilities describes a different way to think about 
political life. It casts politics in terms of actions (who does what), rather 
than distribution (who gets what). It describes how public and private life 
should interact. For example, luxurious care services (the services of a 
sommelier, for example) might always belong in the market. Public edu-
cation has traditionally been a state responsibility, but one in which par-
ents also share. Raising infants has been a family responsibility, though 
recent efforts to improve early childhood outcomes have also engaged 
market- and state-based institutions. Making these decisions in a pub-
lic and transparent way refocuses attention upon how different settings 
(and mixtures of settings) can balance the achievement of collective goals 
(such as preserving public health) and at the same time further other val-
ues such as freedom of choice and plurality of visions about the good life 
and good care.

In this chapter, then, I make the case for putting the political process 
by which a society organizes its caring responsibilities at the heart of a 
new vision of the substance of politics. Both responsibilities and “passes” 
out of responsibility need to be reexamined. I will end the chapter by con-
sidering the idea of “personal responsibility,” an embodiment of neolib-
eral ideology, and show its limits from the standpoint of a caring democ-
racy. In the next several chapters, I describe how we care now, and how 
current caring arrangements rely upon many unexamined assumptions 
that have the effect of exempting some people from some of their caring 
responsibilities based on their gender, class, race, or economic situation. 
In a just democratic society, such distributions of privilege require a pub-
lic evaluation. Using care as the broad framework within which to explore 
these questions permits democratic societies to face up to how well their 
institutions embody their values.

Why Focus on Responsibility?

But why focus on responsibility? It is only one of the four phases of care 
identified in the Fisher/Tronto (1990) definition, and as the exploration of 
care in the last chapter indicated, it is only one of a number of dimensions 
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relevant in thinking about caring democratic practices. And yet, I assert 
here that democratic politics should center upon assigning responsibili-
ties for care, and for ensuring that democratic citizens are as capable as 
possible of participating in this assignment. Is there something special 
about politics and responsibility? The term “responsibility” is often used 
in moral philosophy as well, so why do I assert its primacy to give an ac-
count of caring democratic life?

Other political theorists have discussed the importance of care, or a 
caring attitude, without linking responsibility and politics as strongly as 
I do here. Many other thinkers view caring as an originary source of the 
proper attitudes to have toward the world. William Connolly (1999, 36), 
for example, has used the language of an “ethos of care for the plurovocity 
of being.” Several scholars have described Hannah Arendt’s “love of the 
world” as akin to an ethic of care (Myers 2012; Kyle 2011). Harry Frankfurt 
(1988) wrote about “the importance of what we care about.” And Michael 
Slote (2008) views care as a fundamental human virtue. Engagement of 
the sort he called care (Sorge) was a fundamental starting point for Martin 
Heidegger (1996; see also Paley 2000), and Emmanuel Lévinas’s absolutist 
ethics found in the face of the other is often compared to care (Diedrich, 
Burggraeve, and Gastmans 2006; Groenhout 2004; Simmons 1999; Lévi-
nas 1996). What distinguishes these approaches from a feminist ethic of 
care is that in all of these cases (except Lévinas), care begins with, and 
often ends on, the dispositional level. Care is seen as a kind of motivation, 
an existential account to the self for its reason (or one reason) for being. 
In this regard, care remains an attitude and a kind of approach that is a 
feature of the caregiver (that is, one who cares). Care functions in such 
accounts as a motivation (e.g., to be virtuous, or fully human). While such 
an attitude can be used to prescribe how people should act politically, it is 
not yet political in the sense that I am using it here. It is not yet even the 
same value “care” that I have invoked so far in this book.

The problem with these accounts of caring as an attitude or disposition 
is that they still center on the caring subject, rather than seeing the caring 
subject and object (which can even be the same person) in relationship 
and in actual caring practices. It is too abstract, too much an intellectual 
(even if not only rational, as in Connolly’s account) rather than a practical 
and collective concern. One might say that such a disposition is neces-
sary but not sufficient for care. But even that way of putting it misses the 
point. For one can care  —  that is, engage in practices of care  —  without any 
special attitude for it, though perhaps not very well. And to set this idea 
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of caring  —  having the proper attitude as originary  —  misses the ways in 
which caring attitudes themselves arise out of caring practices. It ignores 
the fact, to employ the language used here, that attentiveness to needs can 
and must itself be trained. Care-giving is not (only?) natural and innate, 
one can become attuned to it.

Caring about something, the first of the four phases in the Fisher/
Tronto definition of care, is the capacity to perceive needs. But it does 
not yet say anything about addressing unmet needs. To make the move 
to meeting needs, one must go to the next level and assign responsibil-
ity for meeting those needs to concrete people, groups, and institutions, 
in concrete places, vis-à-vis the unmet needs. This is the point at which 
caring for  —  that is, recognizing actual relations among those who have 
needs and those who might meet them  —  becomes key. Politics originates 
in making judgments about the relations that exist, about how needs 
might be met. It is, in this sense, the kind of “betweenness” that Arendt 
(2005) describes. It is true that if humans had no needs that they could 
not automatically meet by themselves, there would be no politics. But that 
is not because politics is the same as meeting needs; it is because politics 
involves meeting needs in a way that permits the pursuit of other goals 
as well, and because it involves making decisions about who does what 
for whom.

The most basic decisions about the allocation of responsibility under-
pin our political and social life. In the next three chapters, we will see, 
among other things, that caring responsibilities have been allocated 
through ideas such as domesticity in the nineteenth century, profession-
alization and institutionalization in the twentieth century, and marketi-
zation in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries. That these appear 
“natural” rather than political does not change the fact that they are ways 
to allocate responsibility. The question in a democratic society remains: 
Are these ways to allocate responsibilities committed to inclusion, that is, 
to liberty, equality, and justice for all? To answer this question, the nature 
of responsibility requires further explication.

One last point is worth mentioning about the centrality of responsibil-
ity for the project of a political theory of democratic caring. To focus on 
responsibility is not to make the other phases of care unimportant. In-
deed, each of the four phases of care also contains other phases nested 
within it. (We noted in chapter 1 that caring practices often nest within 
one another, but it is also true that within each caring practice there is 
a nesting of the four phases of care with one another.) For example, in 
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order to make good judgments about who should be responsible for care 
requires that one think about the nature of care-giving, and about how to 
be responsive to a set of actions for caring. To be responsive to others is to 
be attentive to the development of new unmet needs. Thus, the politics of 
democratic caring does not end once some initial judgments about how 
to divide up caring responsibilities have been met. Nevertheless, these 
judgments are likely to affect profoundly what comes later.

Finally, if we think of “caring with” as an additional phase of care, it is 
clear that it also needs to be reenacted “all the way down” within all caring 
practices in a democratic society. While this is difficult both to imagine 
and to achieve in practice, it is one of the ways in which pragmatic com-
mitments to democratic institutions, to organizing and participating in 
them, have effects throughout society (Boyte 2011).

Responsibility as a Political Idea

Responsibility is a multifaceted idea. Sometimes it is used as a synonym 
for obligation or duty. Used in this way, a responsibility is sometimes seen 
as arising from a right, and hence the idea that rights and responsibili-
ties are tied together.1 Understood as an ethical concept, responsibility is 
often used in the sense of something that is accountable or attributable, 
and hence worthy of praise or blame (Eshleman 2009). Yet the term is 
also a political term. Its meaning derives from the notions of “response” 
and “responsible,” made into a more abstract noun by adding the suffix 
“-ity.” In making something that is relational into something more ab-
stract, the etymological origin of responsibility already points to some 
of its key elements: it is by nature relational, existing in the relationships 
among people rather than in individuals themselves. Further, by being a 
response, responsibility is dynamic rather than fixed, an abstraction about 
something concrete. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the first 
use of the term occurred in the middle of the seventeenth century. An ex-
emplary use occurred in the Federalist Papers, in Paper No. 63, defending 
the longer terms of the Senate, probably written by Alexander Hamilton: 
“Responsibility in order to be reasonable must be limited to objects within 
the power of the responsible party” (Hamilton, Jay, and Madison 1787). 
Moral praise and blame have existed throughout Western moral and po-
litical thought, but the English term “responsibility” is relatively new.

It is worth pausing over this appearance of the term. From early on, 
it seems, responsibility carried with it the danger that it could exceed its 
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limits and become too great for the powers of those to whom it was as-
signed. These resonances of limit echo in most uses of responsibility in 
several ways. First, the goal of assigning responsibility is not only to tie 
a “responsible party” to a particular set of actions, but also to free others 
from that same responsibility. In describing the relationship of respon-
sibility for some “responsible party,” there is also an implicit denial of a 
general sense of responsibility for all other possible responsible parties. 
Second, the goal of assigning responsibility requires that the assigned 
party has sufficient power to carry out the assignment. It is not reason-
able, asserts Hamilton, to ask too much of a responsible party. Third, the 
assignment of responsibility is diffuse. Nothing in the notion of responsi-
bility itself explains who determines who should have responsibility, and 
whether particular responsibilities have been well met, though some ac-
counts of moral responsibility attempt to do so with regard to particular 
actions (Feinberg 1970). P. F. Strawson (1962) suggested that all accounts 
of responsibility are ultimately social, but it is important to note that they 
are also all political. Fourth, insofar as responsibility is social and politi-
cal, there will inevitably be ambiguity in ascribing and assigning it. Un-
like rights, which can be adjudicated on the basis of a claim for a right, 
responsibility is much less clear. This lack of clarity makes responsibility 
not only more political, but also much less secure and straightforward for 
individuals and groups who try to determine where their responsibilities 
begin and end. We shall return to this problem shortly.

For the most part, accounts of responsibility stress its ties to the free-
dom of a subject to act and to the consequences of such action.2 That is, 
responsibility is a way of assigning blame for past judgments and actions. 
Usually, legal forms of assigning responsibility are “backward-looking” in 
this way.

In recent writings about responsibility, many feminist scholars have 
found such “backward-looking” qualities in accounts of responsibility to 
be inadequate. Instead, feminists have begun to develop a model that is 
forward-looking and accounts for how to make change rather than simply 
to assign blame (Card 1996).

Iris Marion Young’s (2006) “social connection model” of responsibility 
argues that all agents who contribute by their actions to the structural pro-
cesses that produce injustice have responsibilities to work to remedy these 
injustices. She distinguishes the social connection model from a “liability” 
model. She allows that in legal proceedings, the liability model still has 
an important role to play. Writing about the example of college students 
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boycotting the production of licensed college wear in sweatshops, how-
ever, lead Young to realize that the “liability” model was inadequate. One 
can say that the sweatshop owner had committed a moral wrong, but the 
response  —  “At least those workers, underpaid though they may be, have 
some work”  —  is also somewhat persuasive. Young recognized, as had 
Marion Smiley (1992) before her, that trying to parse out who is wrong 
and deserves blame does not solve the problem of irresponsible action. 
Drawing upon her career-long meditations on the complicated relation-
ships of agency and social structure, Young recognized the more complex 
nature of “structural injustice,” in which, though we can see an ongoing 
social injustice, the actions or particular others may not be traced through 
complex social institutions to clear causal paths. As a result, Young ar-
gued, everyone involved bears some, albeit different, level of responsibil-
ity. She averred that different conditions of power, privilege, interest, and 
capacities for collective action might make some more responsible than 
others. Thus, while everyone who perceives a situation of structural in-
justice has a responsibility to address it, “by virtue of this structural posi-
tioning, different agents have different opportunities and capacities, can 
draw on different kinds and amounts of resources, or face different levels 
of constraint with respect to processes that can contribute to structural 
change” (126). From here, Young needed only to add the obvious point 
that such complexities cross national borders to provide an answer to the 
question of how our responsibilities might cross national borders.

But which relationships are significant enough to create conditions of 
responsibility? Again, scholars have provided a range of answers to this 
question. Soran Reader (2007) argues that relations are a particular kind 
of interaction (not only among humans, but also with other living and 
inanimate things in the world). By her account, what makes a relation is 
that its engagement of the moral actor is constitutive of the relationship 
with the “relata.” So, while a person might be a member of the group “re-
cipients of heart transplants,” that status, condition, substantive property, 
does not become a relation until one heart transplant recipient seeks out 
another, becomes engaged with her about how their lives have been af-
fected by their common experience, their initial conversations blossom 
into a friendship, and so forth (374). Such relations, and not merely shar-
ing properties, argues Reader, make agents responsible. “The mark of 
obligation-constituting features of real relationships is that they are not 
merely properties that the relata happen to share. Rather, they are prop-
erties that literally connect, constituting the relationship. Such features 
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both connect and obligate agents” (370). Thus, Reader’s agents have vol-
untaristic qualities to some extent that make them responsible, but not all 
responsibilities arise voluntarily. This is so since they may have been the 
relata, that is, the object of a relation created by someone else  —  just as, 
say, an infant does not choose her caregiver.

Reader specifies that relations that can lead to responsibility can arise 
in a number of ways, including presence, biology, history, practice, envi-
ronment, shared projects, institutions, play, trade, conversation, and other 
“less structured interactions.” The resulting responsibilities will vary, but 
not because there is a moral principle that describes some as more valu-
able than others. Rather, they vary with the depth of the relationship that 
exists; “obligations are also stronger if the relationship is fuller” (377).

Reader’s account of relations thus recognizes that responsibilities are 
necessarily partial, yet depending upon the agents’ deeds and activities, 
they can be far-reaching and myriad. In this regard, she claims, partialists 
are correct to see that relationships matter, but wrong “in the kinds of re-
lational properties they have hitherto singled out.” The relationships that 
matter, she claims, are intrinsic to the nature of the relationship itself. She 
notes that her account “is unlike other partialist accounts, in seeing moral 
obligation as a part of not just some but all relationships, and in account-
ing for the way moral obligations diminish, and thereby accommodating 
the impartialist intuition that strangers may obligate us morally” (379). 
But strangers do not obligate us simply by sharing with us the substantive 
property of being human. Some form of relation  —  presence; biological, 
historical, or institutional ties; or some other form of “interaction”  —  oc-
curred to create a responsibility.3

Most important for the purposes of this book is Margaret Urban 
Walker’s (2007) concept of responsibility. Walker’s concern with respon-
sibility grows out of a metaethical critique: her notion of moral under-
standings, she observes, are “mainly about moral epistemology, that 
is, about the nature, source, and justification of moral knowledge” (4). 
Walker distinguishes two kinds of metaethics: the theoretical-juridical 
model and the expressive-collaborative model. The former is concerned 
with elucidating clear moral principles following standard rules of philo-
sophical practice; the latter denies that any moral actor’s position, includ-
ing the philosopher’s, is superior to others. Instead, only through moral 
practices  —  the expression, agreement, and collaboration about the mean-
ing of morality in any community  —  does moral life take form. Walker 
calls the practice of the expressive-collaborative metaethic an “ethics of 
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responsibility”: “An ‘ethics of responsibility’ as a normative view would 
try to put people and responsibilities in the right places with respect to 
each other” (2007, 84). As a result, morality becomes “a social negotiation 
in real time, where members of a community of roughly or largely shared 
moral beliefs try to refine understanding, extend consensus, and elimi-
nate conflict among themselves” (71).

Walker (2007) distinguished these two kinds of approaches to meta-
ethics. To her, the theoretical-juridical model is flawed because it makes 
an unjustifiable assumption about the superiority for moral life of the 
kind of knowledge produced through standard practices in philosophy. It 
allows philosophers to engage in discussions at a level of abstraction that 
grow out of a failure to recognize the distinctive location of philosophi-
cal discussion. She adds: “It also shields from view the historical, cultural, 
and social location of the moral philosopher, and that of moral philoso-
phy itself as a practice of intellectual and social authority” (41). The usual 
basis for such claims is that moral philosophers have grounded their argu-
ments in carefully honed philosophical standards of logic and reason. But, 
asks Walker, why do these standards bear special status in making moral 
argument? Why are moral philosophers exempt from the biases that they 
might attribute to all others? Walker suggests that a more appropriate way 
to understand ethics is as an outcome of an expressive-collaborative pro-
cess in which various moral actors come to agreement about an accept-
able set of moral standards. Expressive-collaborative morality thus makes 
no claim to being beyond time or place. Instead, it “looks at moral life as a 
continuing negotiation among people” (67). As Lorraine Code elaborates,

Beginning and ending in practices of responsibility, both epistemic and 
moral, this model shifts attention to questions about how moral agents, 
singly and cooperatively, express their sense of self, situation, commu-
nity, and agency in the responsibilities they discover and/or claim as 
theirs. Expressing and claiming are no impersonal processes but the ac-
tions of specifically identified, located deliberators, trying to work out 
how to live well in the circumstances in which they find themselves; 
starting not from an unstructured, uncontaminated “original position” 
but from the possibilities and constraints consequent upon the hand 
they have been dealt. (2002, 160)

This approach “displaces formulaic deduction from theoretical prin-
ciples with negotiated understandings; and displaces legislation from first 
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principles or categorical imperatives with cooperative engagement in pro-
ducing habitable communities, environments, and ways of life” (160).

Thus, as Walker argues, the only way to avoid such biases is to engage 
everyone in the process of expressing and collaborating to produce an ac-
count of moral life with which everyone can live. As noted above, Walker 
insists that “an ethics of responsibility as a normative moral view would 
try to put people and responsibilities in the right places with respect to 
each other” (2007, 84).

It is important to note that the kinds of discussions that Walker and 
Code envision informing an expressive-collaborative morality, the kind of 
“judging with care” that Sevenhuijsen endorses, can only occur in a soci-
ety in which real, everyday people have an opportunity to express them-
selves and to be heard by others. Only a democratic political order can do 
so. In any other political order, even one that is “liberal” but not demo-
cratic, there is a claim of authority made on the part of some to trump the 
exchange of views in which all are able to participate.4 Everyone needs to 
engage in the kinds of affixing of responsibility that Walker sees as fulfill-
ing the metaethical need of collaboration.5

Although Walker does not use this language, it is clear that her account 
of responsibility makes it a political process. On some level, then, the pro-
cess of allocating responsibility is at the heart of the political practices of 
care. Political “care work” also requires that those responsible for the allo-
cation of care responsibilities throughout society are attentive to whether 
or not those processes of care function. This can be done through a vari-
ety of means, but the best ways will require the participation of actual care 
workers and receivers in providing responses about how well caring needs 
are being met.

What distinguishes a feminist democratic ethic of care from Walker’s 
more general “ethics of responsibility” should now also be clear: a care 
ethic provides a substantive basis for applying the ethics of responsibility. 
It directs our attention to certain aspects of life in order to determine re-
sponsibilities. Some forms of responsibility can appear to be contractual, 
but for an ethic of care, one needs always to go beyond simple agreements 
to look more closely at the power allocation in exchanges about responsi-
bility. One needs to focus also upon relationships among people, and not 
simply upon isolated individuals, in making decisions about care.

While this assimilation of responsibility and responsibility to care may 
have begun to sound like a problem of distributive justice, and to some 
extent it is, we need to recall that politics is about power not only in this 



56 << Why Personal Responsibility isn’t enough

distributive sense, but also in the sense of the creation or assumption of 
collective capacity to act.

It is never, then, simply a matter of distribution. Furthermore, if “ought 
implies can,” as Thomas Haskell (1998) observes, then what follows is a 
very complicated understanding of what is necessary and what is trans-
formable in human life, and hence, what constitute the limits of responsi-
bility. How should we think about the converse: to what extent does “can 
imply ought”? Haskell glosses Bernard Williams’s (1994) discussion of 
slavery in the ancient world and observes that since ancient writers simply 
assumed that slavery was necessary, they did not imagine it could be im-
moral. Haskell then asks, “How do ‘necessary evils’ such as slavery come 
to seem remediable, thus shrinking the domain of necessity and expand-
ing the realm within which the imperatives of responsibility can operate?” 
(297).6 From this standpoint  —  of what is beyond the scope of responsibil-
ity and what is within our power to change  —  Nancy Fraser’s (1989) con-
cern about the “politics of needs interpretation” assumes a new salience. 
For if we are unwilling to question the necessity behind a set of practices, 
then we will not see ourselves as responsible for them.

In a democratic society, we might presume to answer that everyone in 
the society should be around the table making decisions about the alloca-
tion of responsibilities. But with limited time and resources, not every-
one will be involved in every decision about allocating responsibility. One 
way to think about a society’s political values, in the broadest possible 
terms, is to ask the question, What are the primary decisions that have 
been made about the allocation of responsibility? For example, if a society 
leaves questions about how much and what kind of education children 
should receive to their parents, then one allocation of a basic responsibil-
ity has been made about who sits at the table and makes judgments about 
the child’s education. Whether this is a wise decision never reoccurs on 
the political agenda because the prior allocation to a very narrow circle 
of responsibility has already occurred. On the other end of this spectrum, 
allocations of responsibility also operate on a global level. If democracy 
should be a global value, the artificial limit of national sovereignty seems 
an unsatisfying answer to the question of whom to seat within the circles 
of responsibility that concern the safety and flourishing of people. Never-
theless, in real terms, responsibility is allocated, either through some past 
decision that now looks fixed, or through some new process for allocat-
ing responsibility.

Questions about allocation of care responsibilities do not follow the 
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traditional division of “left” and “right” in predictable ways (cf. Seven-
huijsen 2000). Walker, for example, has turned to the problem of moral 
repair, which requires that we see a relationship between ourselves and 
our past actions, the actions of others who were in our position, or those 
to whose actions we remain connected. The question of whether slavery’s 
legacy has been overcome in the United States, for example, remains a 
vital concern for those who see themselves having a historical connec-
tion to slavery. Whether all citizens will also find this relationship com-
pelling requires that we think more about the place of time and history 
in the construction of ongoing relationships. Or, to use another example: 
most Americans live in racially segregated communities. The creation of 
racially segregated housing is a long-term effect of formal institutions and 
laws, as well as of informal practices. If physical proximity is one of the 
factors that determines our degrees of responsibility, then such practices 
and institutions affect our current ways of thinking about responsibility.

Such a reallocation requires, however, that we rethink public and pri-
vate duties and separations, whether needs can be defined collectively or 
individually, and whether people can be treated individually and equally 
at the same time. Turning more directly to some of the political complexi-
ties of allocating responsibility helps to explain the current allocation of 
care benefits and burdens, and to imagine a more democratic alternative.

Responsibility and Power

What does a democratic politics of care, understood as fixing responsibil-
ity, require? Drawing upon the account of responsibility so far developed 
here, the democratic element of such a politics is substantive as well as 
procedural. The concern is not the choice offered by current democratic 
theorists among aggregative, deliberative, or agonistic forms of democ-
racy, but about whether democratic methods are focusing upon the right 
questions. I have suggested here that the right questions concern the na-
ture of responsibilities for caring. There are several dimensions to mak-
ing certain that such processes really confront the important questions 
about caring.

First, such a democratic politics of care as responsibility requires that 
we specify who will participate in the decision-making process. As politi-
cal scientists have long noticed, who “sits at the table” to make decisions 
can have as large an effect on the outcome as what the people who sit at 
the table do. The question of who gets to decide is a critical one.
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To clarify this point, let us continue to elaborate this metaphor. Imag-
ine a whole series of tables set up in a large room. At each table are the 
people who will make judgments about how to put people and respon-
sibilities in relationship to each other. Let’s call these the responsibility-
setting games,7 or circles of responsibility. Obviously, people will be able 
to affect the outcome of a responsibility-setting if they are able to exclude
others from that process. Imagine a game about racial injustice in which 
one race is excluded from the process of setting responsibility.8 Exclusion 
is one effective way to control the outcomes of a political process. Dem-
ocratic theorists have long realized how important it is that everyone is 
included in processes like responsibility-setting games in order to create 
genuinely democratic outcomes. And usually the more powerful are able 
to exclude the less powerful; this is one of the things that it means to be 
more powerful.

But exclusion is not the only way to rig the outcome of a circle of re-
sponsibility. Another way is to absent oneself or one’s group from the 
“people” whose roles are under discussion in the responsibility-setting 
game. If individuals or groups in society are granted a “pass” out of being 
assigned responsibility, then they also effectively exercise power over the 
outcome by virtue of being able to absolve themselves of responsibility. I 
have previously labeled this kind of behavior “privileged irresponsibility” 
(Tronto 1993, 121). Thus, when it comes to dividing up the responsibilities 
for managing a household, the traditional breadwinner model allows the 
head of the household (usually the husband in this traditional model) a 
“pass” from most daily domestic duties because he has already brought 
home the money that organizes the household (Bridges 1979). But it is 
important to see this mechanism both from a moral perspective (as a way 
of shirking responsibility by claiming that one’s own responsibilities lie in 
some other circle of responsibility) and from a political perspective (as a 
kind of power by which one is able to force others to accept responsibilities  
—  perhaps even too many responsibilities  —  without having to make the 
case for one’s own exclusion from the discussion or the responsibilities).

Much of the frustration of recent American politics, I suggest, arises out 
of our inability to have honest political discussions, and to make convinc-
ing judgments, about who is responsible. To some extent, such irresponsi-
bility rests upon “epistemological ignorance.” Charles Mills described such 
ignorance as arising out of an unwillingness to know anything about the 
lives of those who are dominated through structures such as racism (Pate-
man and Mills 2007; Mills 1997). By controlling the “we,” some are able to 
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affect the apportioning of responsibility without really owning up to the 
responsibility of setting these conditions. Such exclusions and absences 
are thus vitally important in shaping how political discussions go forward.

A second key issue is what people will decide when they come together 
to allocate responsibility. This matter is greatly complicated, of course, by 
the fact that “the table” at which they will sit always has a context. There 
is a history among these people, and past decisions and judgments shape 
what can be decided now.

One of the challenges in negotiating responsibility and authority is 
that most matters pertaining to them seem to have been settled in the 
past. As a result, there will be some places and some conditions under 
which these settlements come into dispute, when settled social questions 
seem no longer adequately resolved. We can well see, then, why new tech-
nologies and capacities would raise issues of authority and responsibility. 
With new forms of power, new forms of responsibility will be necessary. 
Following Bernard Williams (1985), Walker observes that existing settle-
ments will often seem questionable when they are brought forth into the 
light of day: “In the case of moral life, transparency consists of seeing how 
we live, both through and in spite of our moral understandings and prac-
tices of responsibility. In seeking transparency, people are looking at what 
they think they value and care about, at the mutual understandings they 
believe organize their practices of responsibility around these things, and 
at their places in the order that results” (1998, 216).

Issues of responsibility will be made more difficult by cases of power 
differential. Walker continues, “All significant differentials in power are 
critical hot spots in social-moral orders, marked out as sites for transpar-
ency testing” (218). This is not to say, Walker adds, that all relationships 
of authority and responsibility should or could be equal. But it does show 
that power is one of the locations likely to produce moral conflict. In a 
democratic society, in which one begins from assumptions of equality, it 
is a key question how power differentials are deserved. Why should some 
be exempt, for example, from cleaning up after themselves while others 
are overly responsible for such cleaning up?

The Irresponsibility Machine?

At this point, the discussion of responsibility seems somewhat over-
whelming. There are few limits to the kinds and varieties of responsibili-
ties to which humans can be assigned, and the more aware people become 
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of their interconnectedness with others, the more responsible they be-
come as well. In such circumstances, it is no surprise that, in addition to 
controlling who participates in responsibility-setting, people have devised 
other ways to avoid responsibilities.

A first way to avoid responsibility is through ignorance. Not knowing 
about a problem seemingly absolves one from trying to solve it.

A second way to avoid responsibility is to create an institutional struc-
ture that deliberately diffuses and obscures lines of authority. Philip Petit 
described one such mechanism in his essay “Responsibility, Inc.” (2007), 
where he described how the Exxon corporation managed to evade re-
sponsibility for the oil spill caused by the Exxon Valdez.

Another source of such irresponsibilities is the kinds of political, social, 
economic, and cultural decisions that operate in the background. I previ-
ously called such conditions privileged irresponsibility. By backgrounding 
(Plumwood 1993) the ways in which the public/private split was created 
and making it appear natural, those who take on “public” duties are able 
to leave behind “private” duties. In making a distinction between the more 
“spiritual” and more “menial” (Roberts 1997) or “dirty-work” (Glenn 1992) 
aspects of maintaining a household, white women were able to racialize 
an already gendered set of responsibilities (Duffy 2011). Similar separa-
tions will be traced in the next few chapters in this book; how responsibil-
ity and irresponsibility coexist is a matter that is open for reexamination.

A very important effect of high levels of responsibility bears noting. As 
people grow up, probably all of them have greater responsibilities, widely 
understood, than anyone can ever meet. Parsing responsibility makes it 
easier to live. As lines of responsibility become more ambiguous, one result 
is an increase in the amount of uncertainty and anxiety in people’s lives.

The present moment is one of great anxiety. On the one hand, this 
greater anxiety arises from the greater capacities of humans. If “ought 
implies can,” then the more sophisticated human capacities become, the 
more lives that can be saved through medical intervention, the more food 
that can be grown, the more easily military intervention might stop geno-
cide, then the more it appears that somebody should take responsibility to 
address such circumstances. As burdens of responsibility increase, though, 
and the old solid lines become more blurred, levels of anxiety about which 
responsibilities people should meet also grow. This increase in anxious 
fear, I suggest, occurs in large part because the lines of responsibility  —  and 
people’s sensibilities about whether they do, in fact, have the power to meet 
their responsibilities  —  are now much more varied and unpredictable. One 



Why Personal Responsibility isn’t enough >> 61

way to try to reduce this anxiety is to try to offer a simple and simplistic 
way to resolve all such questions of expanding responsibility. The ideologi-
cal construction that evades these new problems of responsibility is very 
strong, and democratic caring is meant to be an antidote to it.

It should now be clear that the neoliberal economic world view, which 
posits individual responsibility as the only meaningful level upon which 
to understand responsibility, functions as one of these irresponsibility 
machines. It cranks out a standard answer to the question about respon-
sibilities for care: “They’re your own. You’re on your own. If you did not 
make a provision for yourself, then it is your tough luck.” In the next three 
chapters, some of the structural reasons why individuals may encounter 
responsibilities that they cannot meet, through no fault of their own, will 
become apparent. It is important to keep in mind that if there is no pub-
lic process for thinking about responsibility, the irresponsibility machine 
will provide the constant answer: “It’s your own fault.” As Edward Bellamy 
said over one hundred years ago, it is surprising how easily one accepted 
this harsh view of others.

Rethinking Responsibility from a Caring 
Democratic Standpoint

At its most basic level, care is particular: different people think that spe-
cific forms of care are good care, while others think differently. In a plu-
ralistic society, some decisions about the proper way to care are best left 
to individuals, families, and other institutions. On the one hand, for ex-
ample, it would violate people’s liberty to intrude upon families’ abilities 
to make their own decisions about the appropriate kinds of activities for 
children. On the other hand, rules about whether and how to license care 
professionals seem appropriately within the public domain.

On some matters, citizens owe an accounting to one another about the 
nature of caring; on others, they do not. At what level does such general 
concern end? Ian Shapiro (2001) tried to sort out this arrangement by dis-
tinguishing between children’s “basic needs” and other needs that they 
possess. By his account, society has a role to play in insuring that basic 
needs are met, but not other needs. To an extent, Shapiro’s analysis accords 
with some ways in which society now approaches intervening in family 
care arrangements. If children appear to be neglected, then the state inter-
venes. But how does one draw this fine line, and where does it end?

The analysis offered in the previous chapter can begin to suggest a 
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flexible but perhaps more clear way to answer this question: What is it 
that public discussions of care should concern? If we return to care as a 
set of practices, each of which goes through four phases in its process, 
then it becomes clear that the public part of caring concerns allocating 
caring responsibilities.

In this chapter, we have come closer to a general answer to the ques-
tion: Under what conditions do people see and understand their respon-
sibilities to care about, and care for, others? I have argued that it is not just 
or fair that some citizens, based on such qualities as who they are, what 
they do, or what they own, receive “passes” out of helping to apportion re-
sponsibility for care. On the contrary, I argue that if a democratic society 
has any commitments at all, it must have a commitment to making care  
—  both receiving and giving care  —  equally and widely available to all. This 
means especially that we accept our responsibilities to care for the young, 
the elderly, and the infirm or differently capable among us. It also requires 
that democratic citizens recognize that freedom depends upon our ca-
pacities to exercise our freedoms, and such capacities are not the same 
thing as exercising a “choice.” This understanding of freedom as a capacity 
to engage in deep and superficial relationships of care requires that we 
go further and think about what it requires for us to exercise such ca-
pacities. While our rights can be defined negatively in terms of “freedom 
from” government intervention, in a complex modern society we also 
need broader assistance in organizing the world around us so that we can 
care for ourselves and for others around us. Our political responsibility to 
other citizens, which is how we might define justice, is that we must en-
sure that, in our democracy, no one goes without care. Justice thus comes 
from the public decisions about caring responsibilities that we make col-
lectively. This is the proper role of government in a contemporary state. 
Although in the past several years we have heard many complaints about 
a “nanny state,” in truth, we have not yet considered seriously what are the 
caring needs of contemporary life.

A Responsibility for Democracy

A potential problem with Walker’s account of an expressive-collaborative 
morality is that it presumes that those who are relevant to the moral prob-
lem will be engaged in the expression and collaboration. But what hap-
pens when the boundaries around responsibility are drawn too narrowly? 
In her recent writings, Walker stresses the importance of “the story” as 
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a way into moral reflection. Surely, a story is a richer starting point for 
philosophical accounts of responsibility than, say, the usual perspicu-
ous examples that are the tropes of ordinary-language moral philosophy 
(for example, Philippa Foot’s famous “trolley problem”; see, e.g., Thom-
son and Parent 1986, chap. 7). Yet there still remains, especially when the 
storyteller is primarily focused upon her “identity,” the very real danger 
of what Charles Mills (1997) calls “an epistemology of ignorance.” Mills 
points out that whites are largely ignorant of the history of racial exploi-
tation of which they are beneficiaries. Yet when any dominant group is 
able to “background” the “other,” there is a danger that they will never tell 
stories that de-center their own experiences and accounts of the world.

When we incorporate our concern about responsibility, we now see the 
main problems inherent in care  —  paternalism and parochialism (Tronto 
1993)  —  in a new light. Both can now be understood as distortions of the 
kinds of responsibilities that people should appropriately assume. For pa-
ternalists, the problem is that they claim too much authority in the alloca-
tion of responsibility to themselves. Parochialism is a problem in which 
we set the boundaries of our responsibility too narrowly. In both of these 
cases, we will better understand the moral problems we face if we think in 
concrete terms about who is involved in making decisions, how they are 
involved, who they have excluded, and who is exercising various forms of 
privileged irresponsibility.

Here we arrive at another way to rethink the roles of caring democratic 
citizens. One of the challenges of an expressive-collaborative morality is 
to include the views of everyone in setting the agreements of what moral 
principles should hold. Whose responsibility is it to see that the scope of 
the discussion is wide enough? In a way, this might be the ultimate form 
of all democratic citizens’ responsibilities: to ensure that all are engaged 
in caring with others. They must keep a commitment to the very forms of 
democratic discussion and to the process itself. If, by a responsibility, we 
mean a response that grows out of an existing relationship, then this form 
of responsibility requires of citizens that they take inclusion seriously.

To review, a feminist democratic ethic of care requires that we recon-
ceive democratic politics as the allocation of social and individual re-
sponsibilities, that we ensure the adequacy of the democratic process by 
making certain that people neither absent themselves nor exclude others 
from these processes. The democratic process itself is no guarantee that 
members of a political community will arrive at the correct decision, but 
including all in allocating responsibilities might make it less likely that 
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some potential changes are hidden behind the claim of necessity, or that 
paternalistic or parochial ideas will prevail without challenge.

There is one final point that we should make about responsibility, which 
brings us back to the point that we made at the beginning of this chapter. 
While it is possible to speak about “responsibility” in abstract terms, the 
goal of connecting care to responsibility is to bring responsibility back to 
the real and actual practices in any given society. We noted the limitations 
of “personal responsibility.” We noted the ways that some groups may be 
able to give themselves “passes” out of certain forms of responsibility. We 
usually do not describe these passes this way, but I propose that we con-
sider them as forms of privileged irresponsibility. That is, by focusing on 
irresponsibility we will be better able to see how some people end up with 
less, and other people with far more, of the responsibility that might be 
better allocated in society.

Thus, the level of discussion about the nature of justice and care shifts 
to the question of how relationships matter, and of which kinds of rela-
tionships are strong and which are weak. Here is another way in which 
the relationship-dissolving effects of neoliberal ideology remove forms of 
responsibility: if our only relationships exist among “us,” then we have no 
larger responsibilities to “them.” In a democratic society, such a premise 
must be challenged.

In this way, then, what actually happens when we try to fill in the linea-
ments of caring responsibilities is that we revisit questions of “justice” that 
go beyond the narrow conceptions of justice as concerned with current 
breach of rights. Nothing I have said should imply that justice, under-
stood as the capacity of individuals to gain redress when their rights are 
violated, is not important. What I have suggested, though, is that such an 
account of justice is too narrow because it leaves issues of responsibility 
unasked and unresolved. To ask “Who is responsible?“ is now to ask the 
basic democratic political question. In allowing citizens to see how irre-
sponsible they are, especially in the construction and acceptance of caring 
responsibilities, this perspective allows a rethinking of what it means to 
be caring democratic citizens.

The next section of this book turns to a discussion of a variety of cur-
rent passes out of taking more responsibilities seriously. Such passes im-
plicate many of the deep structures of our society: gender, class, and race, 
as well as institutions like the state, the market, and the family. After this 
exploration, the final section of the book considers what a caring demo-
cratic society might require.



Part II

How We Care Now
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3

Tough Guys Don’t Care . . . Do They?

Gender, Freedom, and Care

Engendered Responsibilities

Ludovic, the young boy who is the protagonist in Alain Berliner’s 1997 
film Ma Vie en Rose [My Life in Pink], presumed that he would someday 
fulfill his dream and turn into a girl. It is lucky for Ludovic that he is not 
a middle- or high-school boy in the United States today. Here, boys and 
young men intensely police the boundaries of being a boy, searching to 
weed out “gays” and “fags” or boys who they think are otherwise differ-
ent either sexually, sartorially, or in terms of academic ambition (Pascoe 
2007; Ferguson 2001). Some of the victims of this harassment take their 
own lives (Warner 2009). As Judith Warner notes, it is ironic that as what 
it means to be a “man” becomes more vague in the culture as a whole, 
boys take deeper offense at threats to their particular notions of masculin-
ity. These developments are a sign of a time of anxiety, but it is also a crisis 
of caring and, ultimately, of democratic possibility. As long as masculin-
ity continues to be constructed around the idea that “tough guys don’t 
care,” so long as to “man-up” limits how to care, there is no hope that 
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our society can rethink caring responsibilities to become more caring or 
more democratic.

The first and most obvious point to note as we turn to how caring is 
actually practiced in contemporary society is that caring is gendered. Car-
ing is also deeply marked by all other cultural and social values and for-
mations, including race/ethnicity and class. As recent scholars have noted, 
to use any one of these lenses without recognizing their intersectionality 
is likely to distort social reality.1 While such intersectional analyses are a 
central part of any full picture of care, it is also remarkable how persis-
tently, across time and place, care is viewed through a gendered lens: in 
our usual sense of the term, “care” is seen as women’s work. It is impor-
tant not to lose sight of what this gender claim means. To say that care is 
women’s work is not to make an essentialist claim that “women give birth, 
and therefore they are naturally better caregivers.” It is not to say that all 
women do, or should, care well. And to say that care is women’s work is 
not to deny that men care. It is, however, to say that the current construc-
tions of masculinity and femininity permit men to avoid having to take, 
or to think much about, the responsibilities for the caring tasks assigned 
to women. Indeed, conceptions of masculinity and femininity change as 
caring tasks and their distribution change. Still, what it means to be mas-
culine is to be given a “pass” out of thinking about “girl things,” including 
the caring responsibilities assigned to women. It is at this level that the 
ideologically gendered division of care affects our prospects for envision-
ing a more inclusive democratic alternative.2

Do men care? Of course they do. Men care about providing for their 
families. Men care for themselves, their property, and others. Men even 
give care, increasingly, to their own children, spouses, friends, and elder 
parents. And men receive care, too; when they are boys, elderly, or infirm, 
and when they manage, by themselves or with others, to receive the care 
that they need every day to keep themselves alive. Yet the image persists 
that what it means to be a man is not to care, or, at least, not to care well. 
Lori Campbell and Michael Carroll (2007) conducted in-depth interviews 
with men who were serving as the primary caregiver to an elderly parent. 
They discovered that, despite the caring work they did, even these men 
still thought that men were not very good at caring and that women were 
naturally better caregivers. Throughout society, women are more closely 
associated with care; indeed, the idea that women are good at caring and 
men are not is one of the characteristics of the current form of what R. W. 
Connell (2005) calls “hegemonic masculinity.”
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How do we explain this discrepancy between what men do and what 
people believe about men and care? Indeed, how do we explain the persis-
tence of an ideology of “tough guys don’t care” even when the facts belie 
this understanding? This is a complex task that requires digging down 
into some questions about the nature of masculinity, or better, compet-
ing views of masculinities in society. Looking closely at masculinities will 
in turn reveal many dimensions of how care’s place is obscured in con-
temporary American life. Exploring these points clarifies how dominant 
ideologies about economic life, masculine superiority, the fear of depen-
dence, and the split between public and private life distort our capacity 
to make sense of our current political predicament, and thus prevent us 
from becoming more fully democratic. But these beliefs or ideas are not 
simply a “misreading” of society; they also rest upon institutions and 
practices to which such ideas gave rise and which reinforce those ideas 
now. Transforming the ideas about men’s caring will require a large po-
litical commitment. We need to change values, institutions, and practices 
about the relationships of masculinity (and, by extension, femininity) and 
care. This is so great a change that it can probably be called the next phase 
of democratic revolution.

In this chapter, I focus on an account of “hegemonic masculinity,” 
rather than on multiple forms of masculinity.3 As Connell and many other 
scholars of masculinity have made clear, there is no single form of “mas-
culinity”; what it means to be a “real man” varies across time and place. 
Masculine men care more in some cultures than in others. Furthermore, 
as Connell observes, some men retain a position of social superiority by 
constructing their form of masculinity as better; others are made subor-
dinate by adhering to a view of men that is part of marginalized or sub-
servient masculinities. In the United States, the interrelationships of these 
different types of masculinity closely follow lines of class, race, ethnic, re-
ligious, and sexual privilege. It is not that these other forms of masculinity 
are not important, or not worth exploring. Yet because “hegemonic mas-
culinity” plays the central role in defining masculinity for the culture as a 
whole, I will focus on it.4

The work on describing multiple and overlapping conceptions of mas-
culinity has just begun to receive scholarly attention. I invite others to 
explore my findings and these broad questions within other configura-
tions of masculinity as well. But I also do not wish to make a definitive 
pronouncement about what masculinity and care might mean. In the end, 
democratic life and public policy do not rely upon the judgments of one 
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scholar, or even many scholars. In the end, the task of scholars is to point 
out what directions might better fit with the goals of a democratic society. 
But the task of working out how to accomplish such changes rests with a 
democratic community’s sense of how to go forward.

My plan in this chapter, then, is to explore why “care” is gendered as 
feminine and why masculinity, as a gendered ideal, means something 
other than care. This pursuit requires an exploration of several central 
aspects of modern life, most importantly, the construction of “protec-
tion” and economic participation as the central aspect of an adult, mature, 
life. To frame this problem in the language that was used in the previ-
ous chapter, masculine aversion to some forms of caring is an outcome 
of some responsibility games. Men don’t care because, to make this ideo-
logical framework more concrete, they are given a “pass” out of what we 
normally regard as caring responsibilities because of two other forms of 
contributions they make to society.5 For the sake of argument, I call these 
passes “protection” and “production.”

In a way, both protection and production are kinds of care. But they 
repair, maintain, and preserve daily life at one remove, rather than in the 
direct and intimate ways usually associated with care. Both protection 
and production are essential for living well, and for living well in a demo-
cratic society. But they are not all that is required for living well. Bringing 
these two aspects of life back into balance with other elements of care, 
then, will make visions of more democratic societies possible. Indeed, at 
the end of the chapter I will propose that the imbalances created by the 
gendered scripts of caring responsibilities also distort how we think about 
freedom itself.

This exploration begins by examining (the typical, majority-culture 
versions of) these scripts, to see why tough guys don’t care  —  or, perhaps, 
why tough guys do not call their caring work “care.”

Why Is Caring for Girls? Why Don’t Tough Guys Care?

Why is care identified so strongly with the feminine? This chapter will 
provide a number of complementary answers to this question. The old-
est arguments, which persist to this day (see Campbell and Carroll 2007), 
make a biological claim that since women become pregnant, give birth 
to babies, and provide milk from their bodies to infants, they care “natu-
rally.” The more traditional the ideology, the more likely it is to include 
a strongly biological basis for distinctions in caring roles. Of course, 



Tough Guys Don’t Care . .   .  Do They? >> 71

the problem with these biological arguments is that they do not admit 
how humans have frequently altered “natural” processes. While artificial 
wombs (ectogenesis) do not yet exist (Simonstein 2006), women now 
sometimes bear children as surrogates for other women, a practice that 
increasingly occurs across national boundaries (Hochschild 2012). The 
practice of feeding infants foods other than breast milk has been a fea-
ture of Western culture in the past century, and before that, wet-nursing 
was widespread. So there is no reason why the “natural” mother “natu-
rally” cares; mothers also sometimes kill their infants (Oberman 2004–  5;
cf. Ruddick 1989). Yet the idea that women’s reproductive roles determine 
their political and social roles has been widely accepted in Western cul-
ture, from Aristotle to Rousseau to contemporary thinkers.

Psychological explanations also can be offered about why women are 
more closely associated with care-giving than are men. Some psycholo-
gists, drawing on object-relations theories, argue that men’s separation 
from their mothers diminishes their capacities to develop deep relation-
ships. Some scholars, such as Nancy Chodorow (1978a, 1978b, 2004), 
base these claims on contemporary psychoanalytic theories; others, such 
as Carol Gilligan (1996, 2002, 2004), have explored this theme as deeply 
embedded in cultural practices as well. For Gilligan and David Richards 
(2009), the hierarchical ordering of patriarchal societies requires a split 
within each human’s psyche, which, deeply damaged by this split, then 
tries to banish and control pleasure, love, and connection. Patriarchal 
order describes a sharp binary of traditional gendered roles and organizes 
these roles hierarchically (Richards 2010). Gilligan and Richards argue 
that trauma thus inflicts everyone in a patriarchal society. The psychologi-
cal damage of this order requires that everyone abandon attachment to 
their caring mothers, though for boys and girls the separation occurs at 
different ages. At this point, patriarchal societies inscribe men’s control 
over women’s daily activities, but not the need to engage in those activities, 
as both a responsibility and privilege of their superior gendered location.

Philosophers describe this dualizing process somewhat differently, in 
terms of knowledge. For Val Plumwood (1993), dualisms such as culture/
nature, reason/emotion, and autonomous/heteronomous express two 
sides of the same coin, in which the second quality is repressed or back-
grounded. The result of such dualisms, according to Plumwood, is always 
to denigrate the second term. Sociologically and anthropologically, dif-
ferences created through such separations take on a life of their own. As 
Charles Tilly argued in Durable Inequality, one of the effects of any system 
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of domination is that it takes on a life of its own. With the appearance of 
any form of oppression, the lesser parties begin to engage in what he calls 
“opportunity hoarding,” that is, they begin to accept their inferior status 
overall but try to find ways to put themselves, individually, in the good 
graces of those who are oppressing them, and thus, to make themselves 
exceptions to their own class and to gain some resources through such 
cooperation (Tilly 1998, 2003).

Women do disproportionate amounts of housework and child-care 
around the globe. The end result of these presumptions about women’s 
greater caring nature is a highly sex-segregated workforce around the 
globe. An International Labor Organization study observed “how closely 
the characteristics of ‘female’ occupations correspond to typical stereo-
types of women and their supposed abilities”; the first such stereotype was 
women’s “caring nature” (Anker 1998, 22–  23).

So, sharply distinguished gendered activities are reinforced by social 
conditioning, by ideas of their naturalness, by patterns of gendered ac-
tivities and practices. These broad social patterns are both result from and 
are the cause of social attitudes about the different capacities of men and 
women to care. Unquestioned attitudes and social patterns reinforce one 
another. No matter where in society we look, girls and women are marked 
as “more caring.” A stroll through a toy store, with the contrast between 
metallic-colored toys for boys and the ubiquity of pink and pastel toys for 
girls, makes clear that rigid gendered stereotyping continues (Blakemore 
and Centers 2005). Within medicine in the United States, women are still 
concentrated in less prestigious subspecialties and excluded from higher-
ranking positions. (Kilminster et al. 2007) Indeed, this pattern of gender 
is so deep that it appears as if it is universal and timeless. But if we make 
that assumption, we ignore some keys to understanding how responsi-
bilities have been allocated, and also what we need to do to bring these 
responsibilities more in line with how a democratic society might equally 
divide them in order to create freedom and equality for all.

Men’s Caring I: The Protection Pass

Protection of the body politic from its enemies, external and internal, 
has always been an important part of the responsibilities of citizenship. 
Using the broad definition of caring as “to maintain, continue, and re-
pair” the world, protection is an element of care insofar as it prevents, and 
tries to mitigate against, harm. One place where protection emerges in the 
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modern period as an important form of non-caring care is the “police” 
and “police powers.” In the American legal system, the “police powers” 
extend broadly to include provisions for public health, safety, and educa-
tion. In reality, the historical notion of police is even broader and deeper.

In the eighteenth century, William Blackstone codified the English 
common law in his Commentaries of the Laws of England. There, he in-
cluded this account of police:

By the public police and oeconomy I mean the due regulation and do-
mestic order of the kingdom: whereby the individuals of the state, like 
members of a well-governed family, are bound to conform their general 
behavior to the rules of property, good neighbourhood, and good man-
ners: and to be decent, industrious, and inoffensive in their respective 
stations (Dubber 2005, xii)

Note the connection between police and economic life, and the anal-
ogy between the state and a family. When the state acts as the head of a 
household, it is exercising its police duties. In a recent study, Marko Dub-
ber (2005) emphasized the breadth of these powers and their patriarchal 
tinge. As a result, Dubber says, we really should understand that law and 
police are two different systems of government regulation:

While the state may govern its constituents through law, it also man-
ages them through police. In contrast to law, police is defined by heter-
onomy, or other-government, of the people of the state. . . . These two 
modes of governance, law and police, reflect two ways of conceptual-
izing the state. From the perspective of law, the state is the institutional 
manifestation of a political community of free and equal persons. The 
function of the law state is to manifest and protect the autonomy of its 
constituents in all of its aspects, private and public. From the perspec-
tive of police, the state is the institutional manifestation of a household. 
The police state, as paterfamilias, seeks to maximize the welfare of his  
—  or rather its  —  household. (3).

This expansive understanding of police, which is related to the pro-
cesses that Michel Foucault (2007) called “governmentality” and which 
incorporated both economic and other forms of life, was widely discussed 
in the eighteenth century. For Dubber, it draws upon ancient and medi-
eval roots. For Pasquale Pasquino (1991), the writings about “police” in 
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the eighteenth century are the beginnings of discussions about the origins 
of capitalism. In any case, these public activities were carried out by men, 
to control all people, including women and children. Notice that “police” 
thus encompassed both the regulation of public space and economic life. 
For men, to care for the public realm was to participate in public life in a 
way that helped to organize and produce “happiness” (literally, one un-
derstanding of the role of eighteenth-century “police powers”) through 
economic organization, controlling the disposition of people, and so on. 
The implicit strength of these police powers has been spelled out in U.S. 
jurisprudence for over two centuries. But it is important to note, as does 
Dubber, that this was a gendered power, essentially expanding the notion 
of the father as head of the household to the state as the responsible party 
for insuring “good order” in society as if it were one big family.

The breadth of the term “police” narrowed considerably; indeed, Mark 
Neocleous (1998) reminds us of the fact that Adam Smith himself uses 
the term in this expansive sense in his Lectures on Jurisprudence, but in 
the narrow sense of providing order against criminality in the Wealth of 
Nations. In nineteenth-century England, a more contemporary under-
standing of police work emerged, conceiving it in the militarized sense of 
a war on crime, rather than a broader power for the protection and main-
tenance of order. This change also later happened in the United States 
as a response to urbanization (Monkkonen 1981). Modern policing has 
become militarized and masculinized and receives unquestioned public 
support, but “police” was originally a kind of care work, which included 
economic life.

While in American popular culture the police are now viewed as he-
roes, they also remain, less visibly, servants. “Protect and serve” is the 
motto of the Los Angeles police department, emblazoned on police cars 
viewed throughout the world in Hollywood television and film produc-
tions. Although the military has occupied a different place in public imag-
ination, its clear function (once wars of aggression became less acceptable 
politically) is protection. In a way, protecting the territory of the state is 
a kind of care work, and the Army Corps of Engineers, a main engine 
of early American economic development (Klyza 2002), still embod-
ies the older meaning of “police” and seems to be engaged in care work. 
Although there are ways in which military service is care, however, it is 
not conceived this way. Furthermore, as the actual military forces become 
more integrated by race and gender, it becomes increasingly necessary to 
refine the meaning of the military to make its mission more masculine. 
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Once the exclusive realm of male citizens, military service has been con-
verted in recent decades in the United States to an avenue of upward mo-
bility for those who are less well off in the society, and given the difficul-
ties of recruiting an all-volunteer force, increasingly the military includes 
poorer people, people of color, and women. Within the military itself, 
those feminized care tasks that were once performed by conscripts (cook-
ing, cleaning, maintenance) are now performed by outsourced men and 
women, often from third world countries (Stillman 2011), reemphasizing 
the hierarchical and gendered conception that what men do in the mili-
tary is fight. Increasingly in the United States, the term “warrior” is being 
used to re-masculinize the duties of soldiers and to separate essential mil-
itary functions from the care work (provisioning supplies, providing for 
the soldiers’ lives and comfort) that is also essential for the military.

If protection is a form of care, then a set of questions about protec-
tion arise from the standpoint of a democratic caring society. If care con-
cerns needs, who determines the needs for protection? And protection is 
“protection from whom”? Iris Marion Young (2003) argued that there is a 
great danger if citizens simply accept the story about their need for pro-
tection and do not question it.

Protection, as a form of public care, is care provided by citizens and for 
citizens, with both providers and recipients of care marked by masculin-
ity. As Dubber might suggest, an important question is, Who participates 
in law and who is at the mercy of “police”? Recipients of “masculine” care 
are perceived, by their nature, to be citizens who, for one reason or an-
other, find themselves in extremis. Houses catch fire, firefighters respond. 
A citizen is robbed, the police respond.6 Recipients of “feminine” care, on 
the other hand, are people who are found in the private sphere and who 
are usually marked as dependent: children, the disabled, the ill and in-
firm, the elderly.7

This is a critical distinction. Men and women remain citizens even 
when they need the care of the police. No one questions their status as 
citizen because they have been robbed. One reason, then, that protection 
does not appear to be a form of care is that its recipients have a different 
status in society. When people are dependent and need care, they become
feminized. In becoming feminized, people are no longer seen as capable 
of making autonomous judgments. This last point requires us to pursue 
a bit more philosophically the ways in which care, and masculine versus 
feminine care, match up to an historical separation between public and 
private life. This investigation is important, too, because it allows us to see 
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the dimensions of public and private care in a new light. When only pri-
vate care counts as “care,” then care follows deeply gendered separations 
of public and private life.

Violence: The Dark Side of Protection as Care

One of the puzzling features of protection as a form of care still needs to 
be considered. What happens when (men’s) protective care (for women) 
is not so protecting, but becomes instead a “protection racket” (Young 
2003; Stiehm 1982a, 1982b)? As Judith Stiehm has long noted, protectors 
sometimes cannot protect, they sometimes use the need for protection as 
a justification for other forms of bad treatment, and they sometimes turn 
on the ones they are supposed to protect. Violence seems to pose special 
problems for an argument of democratic care.

Perhaps we should begin by explaining why, from the standpoint of 
a democratic ethic of care, anyone should be concerned about violence. 
There are two reasons. First, violence, at least in many of its manifesta-
tions, seems to be the antithesis of care. Inflicting harm on others seems 
to be at the other end of the spectrum from caring for others. Yet if care 
is so central to human life, how can it account for the nature of, and ex-
istence of, violence? Second, as we know, there is actually a great deal of 
violence inflicted in intimate settings; in the places where we expect to 
find care, we often find violence, and often violence and care are inter-
twined. How, especially if I am right that they are at opposite ends of a 
spectrum of how humans should treat one another, can violence and care 
cohabit intimate space?

Let me begin by reviewing some claims made about care and violence. 
An ethic of care has long been associated with nonviolence. Sara Ruddick’s 
important early book in the care discussion, Maternal Thinking (1989), is 
subtitled Toward a Politics of Peace. There, while Ruddick acknowledged 
that mothers are often among the most vehement supporters of war, nev-
ertheless she believed that a commitment to preservation, growth, and 
becoming a member of society, the values that she attributes to an ethic 
of mothering, if kept in balance, necessarily lead to a politics of peace. In 
making this claim, Ruddick follows the political practice of an earlier gen-
eration of feminists, like Jane Addams, who were staunch pacifists, even 
in the face of World War I. Addams’s (1907) argument rested upon an as-
sumption that as human societies evolved, people would realize the folly 
of using war to solve their problems. She also believed that as the world 
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grew smaller, it would become more difficult for nations to pull people 
apart, and thus to generate sufficient hatred for them to make war.

Whatever insight care theories provide to an understanding of violence 
in general, another kind of violence is especially important to care ethics: 
intimate household violence. Feminists have long despaired that a “mar-
riage license is a hitting license” (Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz 1980). Do-
mestic violence poses a challenge to the claims about care and its central-
ity in human life. If care is so much a part of the human condition, then 
why is there also so much violence? Why is there so much violence among 
people who are intimates? Why do high levels of domestic violence per-
sist in the United States and around the world? If domestic violence is 
intrinsic to the institution of the family itself, then is it wrong to presume 
that a “protection pass” excuses men from care work in the household? 
Is domestic violence akin to, or different from, forms of violence outside 
the household?

In her book In a Different Voice, Gilligan (1982) described one of the 
more solid and disturbing gender differences that she found in her work: 
men were much more likely in viewing the Thematic Apperception Test 
to create stories that were about intimate situations in which there was 
violence. Something about intimate settings made them presume violence 
in the situation. In her later work, Gilligan (1996) described how boys are 
less likely to provide a cognitive account of their fears of intimacy because 
they suffered the trauma of the loss of their mothers at an age that was, in 
many ways, precognitive. As a result, they remain fearful and unsettled 
by intimacy.

Another psychoanalytic theorist whose views might provide insight 
into intimate violence is Jessica Benjamin (1988), who argues that sadism 
and masochism  —  putting oneself over and over again into a situation 
where one either does or suffers harm  —  is likely a longing to repair bro-
ken and inadequate kinds of relationships.

The relationship of emotions to violence is also confusing. On the 
one hand, some psychologists think of violence as a result of dissocia-
tive thinking, an incapacity to be fully human at that moment (Mosko-
witz 2004), a kind of absence of emotion. On the other hand, many view 
violence as an outcome of damaged emotions or provoked emotions; the 
Chicago Sun Times (2008) quoted a teacher who was coping with the epi-
demic of murders there as saying “kids are killing because they are hurt-
ing.” Thinkers such as Robert Jay Lifton see the violence produced under 
military duress as resulting from an “atrocity producing situation,” which 
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can affect anyone and triggers deep emotions of rage and anger (Peltz 
2008). Regardless of which of these views of emotions in relation to vio-
lence is correct, however, it is clear that violence can and does arise in 
families. As Elaine Leeder writes, “The family is a paradox; it is the most 
loving institution in our society, and yet it is also one of the most danger-
ous” (2004, 239).

What do these competing accounts of the relationship of care and vi-
olence signify? On the one hand, one might denounce violent care and 
point out that it is harmful to those cared-for. On the other hand, one 
will hear arguments that in some communities and cultures, violence, 
especially intimate violence, is simply a part of the way that people live, 
and that we have no capacity to judge their notions of caring, which in-
clude some uses of corporal punishment. Is there any way to sort through 
these complications?

Generally, scholars think of violence as serving one of two broad pur-
poses. On the one hand, violence is sometimes understood as instrumen-
tal, as attempting to achieve some other end (cf. Arendt 1970). On the 
other hand, in the Marxist tradition, violence is understood as serving the 
purpose of domination and oppression (Young 1990). Either way of think-
ing of violence fits with an explanation of intimate violence. Nevertheless, 
framing the question of violence in relationship to care provides new in-
sight. In a recent Canadian study, Paul Kershaw, Jane Pulkingham, and 
Sylvia Fuller (2008) found that many recipients of public assistance had 
become “dependent” as they escaped from settings of domestic violence. 
The welfare problem, then, is in no small part a problem of those who 
have lost their agency through being victims of violence. The authors con-
clude: “We expand the idea of ‘caring more’ to include not just perform-
ing more child rearing or personal care for other dependents, but also the 
adoption of a more caring disposition which defies masculine norms that 
continue to sanction violence” (187).

Vittorio Bufacchi (2007) argues that the best way to think of violence 
is as a harm to the integrity of a person. While there may be limits to 
Bufacchi’s way of thinking (for example, he is unwilling to include eco-
nomic or structural violence), it is nonetheless the case that his notion 
captures some important elements of the nature of violence. Violence is 
a means, Hannah Arendt argued, but we must realize that its ability to 
destroy the capacity of its victims to act is among its great harms. Arendt 
wishes to argue that violence and power are opposites, but we cannot also 
forget ways in which violence destroys the power of one’s opponents, and 
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thus makes the victorious violent party able to exert power over others 
with brutal efficiency. George Orwell described the future in 1984 using 
this violent image: a boot, stomping a face, forever. This is an age of such 
disproportionately spectacular forms of violence (from nuclear weapons 
to the imaginary Martian invasion, zombies, toys that turn into weapons, 
films where everything is blowing up, the dream of the “Mission Accom-
plished” destruction in Iraq). Yet it remains important to remember these 
more local and still horrific forms of brutality.

What does it mean to live in a culture where violence is a common-
place, everyday event for many in their own homes (Leeder 2004)? How 
do these patterns of abuse and acceptance affect everyday life? While 
most violent people are men, most men are not violent (Connell 2005). 
So, how do we explain that some men seem more prone to violence, and 
they are, in fact, recruited to be violent (Huggins, Haritos-Fatouros, and 
Zimardo 2002)?

Indeed, the movement for “moral repair” against acts of horrific vio-
lence have also recently been applied to less horrific acts in such programs 
as “RSVP: Resolve to Stop the Violence Project.” This program, operated 
first in association with the Sheriff ’s Office in San Francisco, aims to ad-
dress the problems of violence by calling for victim restoration, commu-
nity restoration, and perpetrator restoration. One surprising point is that 
the violent men who eventually have to listen to victims speak of the ef-
fect of violence on their lives had no idea of these effects of their actions 
on others (cf. Baron-Cohen 2011). Another example of an anti-violence 
project that has yielded positive results is the Atlanta-based Men Stop-
ping Violence, which tries to help violent men see their actions as part 
of a larger community’s problems (Douglas, Bathrick, and Perry 2008). 
And bell hooks (2002) believes that the violence against women and chil-
dren is often rooted in men’s violence against other men, which is not ac-
knowledged or dealt with in a serious way. By her account, until men’s 
violence is more generally addressed, there is little hope of ending wide-
spread violence.

This section has suggested that protection is a kind of care and needs 
to be understood in this way. Why is protection not now discussed as a 
part of care? The answer is that hiding the caring dimension of protection 
allows those who are in control of protective work to earn themselves the 
“protection pass” out of responsibility for other, more feminized forms of 
care work. Keeping these boundaries between care and protection in place 
helps to maintain the gendered hierarchy of men above women. We will 
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return to another way in which protection figures into the construction of 
masculinity and femininity shortly. First, though, let us follow how eco-
nomic life becomes gendered after it has been historically severed from 
household and “police.”

Men’s Caring 2: The Production Pass

Production also emerges as an important form of care-at-one-remove in 
the modern era; perhaps it is the most important form of such care. The 
separation of the household from the space of production in the early 
modern period changed the gendered nature of production and care. 
Ideologically (if not in reality),8 men cared by providing a paycheck, and 
women cared through “the other side of the paycheck” (Bridges 1979) 
by maintaining domesticity and performing the necessary reproductive 
labor to allow men to continue their work.

“Domesticity” is the name that the legal scholar Joan Williams (2000) 
gives to this deeply entrenched pattern of the separation of the house-
hold from public life. In domesticity, men go out to a workplace, and 
women attend to home and children. It is a pattern that became preva-
lent throughout the world, beginning in the eighteenth century when the 
site of work moved outside of the household and men followed this work. 
Prior to the eighteenth century, and in some classes until now, women 
were not excluded from “production,” nor, for that matter, were children, 
whose “care” looked very different in a pre-industrial age. It would be 
hard to exaggerate the importance of this view for the differential status 
of men and women in our time. For some, this separation of “production” 
and “reproduction” (to use the language of socialist feminists) describes 
the main reason that men are more powerful than women in society. But 
before we leave the initial separation of household and place of produc-
tion, we should notice that there is no reason why this separation is “natu-
ral.” Although it is no longer a reality for most households in the United 
States, the traditional view of the household as consisting of a “breadwin-
ner” and a “caregiver” persist in cultural thinking and in many of our pub-
lic policies.

In the historical tradition in Western societies, what it meant to be a 
citizen was to present oneself to the political order (the polis, the king, 
the state) as ready to serve, and that ability to serve qualified one as a citi-
zen. Thus, for some ancient Greek city-states, a citizen was one who could 
equip himself with the requisite tools for military combat; in post–  World 
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War II Western societies, a citizen is one who can present himself as 
ready to work, unencumbered by household responsibilities.9 Through-
out much of the history of Western societies, women have been barred 
from those activities that qualified men as citizens: excluded from mili-
tary service, political participation, some parts of the workforce, and so 
forth. Thus, women have only been included as citizens in a different way. 
Citizens have to be born, after all, and women are involved in the cre-
ation of citizens. Women’s citizenship has usually been mediated by their 
connection to the political order through men: husbands, fathers, sons.10
What women have done for male citizens is to take care of them.

Models of citizenship define the boundaries between public and pri-
vate life and determine which activities, attitudes, possessions, and so 
on are to be considered worthy in any given state.11 Citizenship shapes 
deeply held values about justice and fairness in determining what good 
citizens do. Models of citizenship also include an implicit account of what 
citizens are like before they come to the public arena. States exclude from 
active citizenship children and others who have not been thought to have 
achieved “majority.” In previous historical eras, property or arms were 
conditions of citizenship. Through inclusion and exclusion of some peo-
ple, citizenship reflects winners and losers in the political game with the 
highest stakes  —  a political game in which the deck is stacked, since one 
can only win by achieving the favor of previous winners, who dilute their 
victory by allowing anyone else to join them as winners.

Societies conceive of citizens in terms of the contributions that they 
make to the society. Historically, citizens have been conceived as war-
riors, as burgher-merchants, as farmers, as artisans (Isin 1997). The chief 
discourse on citizenship in welfare states has followed the lead of T. H. 
Marshall in identifying citizens primarily as workers (see, e.g., Marshall 
and Bottomore 1992 [1950]). It is instructive, perhaps, to recall here the 
Aristotelian model of the citizen as one who participates in public life, but 
whose actual conditions of life presuppose a separate realm for both eco-
nomic activity and care work (see, e.g., Yak 1993; Stiehm 1984). Thus, the 
Aristotelian citizen floats his (sic) citizenship on previously accomplished 
work that is beneath the observance of political institutions, but nonethe-
less essential for his life.

Whereas property was once conceived as a necessary prerequisite for 
independence, and thus for citizenship, that model of the citizen has by 
now faded (Isin 1997). As many astute observers have noted, the concep-
tion of the welfare state that informed postwar life presumed a particular 
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model of citizens (see, e.g., Knijn and Kremer 1997; Lister 1997; Busse-
maker and van Kersbergen 1994; Pateman 1988). This model presumes a 
citizen worker and a “support staff,” traditionally conceived as the wife in 
a nuclear family, whose task it was to perform the “reproductive labor” of 
“the other side of the paycheck” (Schwarzenbach 1996; Bridges 1979).

This model of the household no longer accurately describes the way 
most people live, but the notion remains that citizenship attaches to those 
who leave the household to go out to work. By providing for the material 
needs of their families, then, men earn a “production pass” out of doing 
the caring that has been located in the household. If anything, recent 
welfare reform in the United States has reinforced the view that citizen-
ship depends upon paid labor. Indeed, the second wave of feminism has, 
as one of its profoundest consequences, increased the participation of 
women in the paid labor force. Yet as many more women now work, they 
are caught in a bind, the “second shift” (Hochschild 1989), in which they 
must do both their previously assigned caring work and the paid work 
outside of the household. Although men have made minor increases in 
their contributions to work within the household, and though this ide-
alized description does not match the realities of caring families within 
particular households (Hochschild 1997), nevertheless it provides a pass 
out of household-based care responsibilities.

The Work Ethic and the Care Ethic

When feminist scholars began to use the language of “care ethic,” they 
were thinking of a philosophical contrast between an “ethic of rights” and 
an “ethic of care” (Gilligan 1982). Interestingly enough, the language of a 
“care ethic” can take on a different cast, also highly illuminating, when we 
contrast it with that of a “work ethic.”

The phrase “work ethic” is attributed to the German sociologist Max 
Weber, who in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (2003 
[1905]) argued that because of their anxiety to demonstrate their spiri-
tual fitness before others in their community, early Protestants became 
committed to a form of “worldly asceticism,” which provided the basis for 
the remarkable accumulation of capital in early modern Europe. While 
Weber’s causal argument is widely challenged, his characterization of 
Protestants as committed to godliness through their hard work, “the work 
ethic,” persists as an account of a certain frame of mind that seems to fit 
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well with how Americans value hard work. For Weber, an unintended 
consequence of the religious views of these godly Puritans is that they cre-
ated a society that rewarded hard work, savings, and looking toward the 
future, and that recognized individual economic effort.

The work ethic suggests that what people deserve is what they have 
worked to obtain. From work flows desert. While humans may have ir-
reducible needs, the work ethic presumes that people will work to meet 
those needs if they are real needs. Two corollary views follow: if one does 
not work hard, one will not get what one needs; those who are needy 
have not worked hard enough to get what they need. In the United States, 
there is a widespread endorsement of the work ethic. Studies have shown 
that men and women do not diverge in their support of the work ethic 
(Meriac, Poling, and Woehr 2009), and even studies that purport to show 
that there are racial differences among African Americans and white 
Americans in their support for the work ethic nonetheless demonstrate 
high levels of commitment (Cokley et al. 2007).

The relationship of the individual to society has a different meaning 
from the perspective of the work ethic than from the perspective of the 
care ethic. From the standpoint of the work ethic, the citizen is an indi-
vidual who is capable of, and ready to, work. Government’s role should be 
to protect property and preserve order so that those who are industrious 
can enjoy the fruits of their labor. What individuals owe to each other is 
a responsibility to do their own best, and not to become a drag on oth-
ers. The basic point of the work ethic is that humans must work to meet 
their needs. Those who work hardest will have the most with which to 
meet their needs. Those who refuse to work hard will suffer from their 
lack of effort.

The work ethic resonates with a number of strands in American intel-
lectual history. The work ethic harkens back to, and coheres with, values 
that stress rugged individualism. We can also think of the work ethic as 
a way to operationalize Social Darwinism; it explains in practical terms 
what “survival of the fittest” meant: those who will survive and flourish 
are those who are able to work hardest and to use their talents most di-
rectly. The work ethic also resonates with some accounts of equality and 
definitions of “what’s fair” that have been popular in American thought: 
provide people with equality of opportunity, and their success or failure 
will depend upon their own willingness to work (Hochschild 1981). The 
work ethic reinforces the remarkably persistent strand of individualism 
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in American life. It also justifies an expansive reading of liberty, especially 
economic liberty: people are entitled to their own views and possessions, 
since they derived those ideas or earned those things themselves.

Surely it is a good idea for people to be responsible and to work hard to 
earn what they need, and people who do work hard should be rewarded 
for their hard work. But there are other dimensions of the work ethic that 
make it less attractive as an account of the proper way for individuals and 
society to interact.

First, the work ethic is deeply gendered. It is inscribed into a masculine 
world of work, which is separate from a feminine world at home. To make 
this point, we need to realize that to say something is gendered is not the 
same thing as saying that it reflects a difference between men and women. 
If we think of “gender” as if it only means the differences between men and 
women, then we might well conclude that the work ethic is not gendered 
(Meriac, Poling, and Woehr 2009), since both men and women endorse 
it. But the term “gendered” expresses more than differences in the atti-
tudes of individual men and women. It is no surprise, really, that women 
as well as men articulate the beliefs that are mainstream and strongest in 
their society. The “gendered” dimension only becomes clear when we look 
more deeply at “work” and the location of “work” in our culture. Here 
the story becomes more complex; work is markedly more masculine than 
feminine. The heroic actors described by Weber in The Protestant Ethic 
were men; women appear in the text only as an example of workers who 
are inured to arguments for efficiency and profit (Weber 2003 [1905], 62). 
Weber himself used categories that are deeply gendered (Hearn and Col-
linson 1994; Bologh 1990), but we cannot understand the ways in which 
the work ethic is fully gendered unless we take one more step.

The idea that the only socially valuable work is that which produces 
monetary income reflects a bias in our thinking about public and private 
life, and further, about the place of men and women in these two spheres. 
The separation of public and private spheres has been a characteristic of 
Western thought since ancient times. In recent years, feminists began to 
explore how deeply the public/private split generally reflects the sepa-
ration of men’s worlds from women’s worlds and the denigration of the 
feminine as part of private life.12 Indeed, the English word “idiot” derives 
from the ancient Greek term for “private.” Where this difference plays out 
in contemporary life is still central. Women are more likely to put their 
family lives before their work lives; men are much less likely to allow their 
family roles to interfere with their work lives. While various scholars 



Tough Guys Don’t Care . .   .  Do They? >> 85

have disputed the degree to which such claims are true, a study by D. J. 
Maume (2006) looked at married heterosexual couples who thought of 
themselves as committed to gender equality in their relationships. Despite 
their professed egalitarianism, these men and women still had made fairly 
gender-stereotypical decisions about their own resolution of the work-life 
balance. Men rarely took their status as parent into account in making 
work decisions, whereas mothers frequently did so.

Now it may not be a necessary or logical element of the “work ethic” 
that it requires separate spheres for men and women and the assignment 
of production to one sphere and consumption, reproduction, and “care” to 
another. It is possible to imagine a “work ethic” in an integrated economic 
system in which work and play, physical exertion and leisure, production 
and care, teaching and learning, were somehow part of an organic whole, 
and that as people balanced out these activities they managed to produce 
enough to allow for extra accumulation. What was key for Weber, though, 
was the one-sidedness of this work ethic. It provided the basis for the ac-
cumulation of capital because, and only because, people were motivated 
to break their old habits and work harder in order to demonstrate their 
godliness, which for Weber also turned out to be the way to make profits.

That this work ethic fits so well with the separate spheres of economic 
and personal life, or, as current parlance describes it, “the work/life bal-
ance,” is no doubt due in part to its alignment (Weber might have said its 
“elective affinity”) with dichotomous accounts about the nature of gender. 
Such a separation has never existed among all economic strata in soci-
ety: lower-class girls and boys went out to work; working-class women 
often continue to work; and within systems of slavery both men and 
women were put to hard labor. Nevertheless, as an ideological view, the 
work ethic matched nicely with the gendered predispositions of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Social theorists from Weber to 
Ferdinand Tönnies (2001) and Sigmund Freud (1958) assumed that their 
particular assortment of dichotomous gendered qualities were ahistorical 
and universal. Gender dualism fit well with an ideology in which men 
worked as hard as possible and left the work of care behind them in a 
realm of women.

Thus, when historians such as Nancy Cott (1977) and, following her, 
Joan Williams (2000), make the claim that “domesticity” stood as an “im-
plicit critique” of capitalism, they make a grave mistake. Seeing the exis-
tence of the other side of a two-sided coin is not a critique of that coin’s 
existence. Arguing that women’s work in the household was essential does 
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not undermine the existence of a capitalist economy in which men’s work 
occurs outside of the household. On the contrary, ideologies of domestic-
ity support the existence of separate spheres.13 Insofar as the “work ethic” 
endorses the view of worthwhile human activity that separates out and 
privileges work in the paid political economy, then, it operates in a man-
ner that reinforces gendered roles and makes the existence of this separate 
economic sphere appear to be “natural.”

The work ethic is not only or primarily a description of the economy 
of separate spheres. Crucially, the work ethic also makes a moral claim, 
that is, that desert should be measured by one’s work. This view fits well 
with the neoliberal worldview and account of responsibility that I began 
to explicate in chapters 1 and 2. If one starts from the idea that all of one’s 
economic fortunes and misfortunes are a result of one’s own hard work, 
then there is no place from which to argue that factors beyond one’s con-
trol may also influence the outcome of one’s economic life. The idea that 
the individual worker remains somehow autonomous, and that the only 
basis for deciding whether one earns more or less is how hard one works, 
does not make sense in a globalized capitalist economy. Decisions made 
far away from the shop floor, for example, by the new owners of a com-
pany, determine whether the factory moves or stays, not the willingness of 
the workers to work hard.

The work ethic suggests a standard of judgment that excludes emo-
tion, context, and relations of power. The work ethic lays out a clear stan-
dard for evaluating equality: equality of opportunity. It defines liberty in 
terms of the ability to work as hard as one would wish. It posits, finally, a 
standard by which people can judge others as morally deserving, that is, 
whether they are willing to work hard. It thus offers a simple way to judge 
others. If they fail, it must be because they did not work hard, or because 
they were not like us. Hence, those who fail are not to be understood and 
met with attentiveness; they are to be demonized for their moral failing 
of not working hard enough. And “we” know that they do not work hard 
enough because they have failed (cf. Gilens 1999).

Such thinking also marginalizes those who are dependent. The logic of 
the position that hard work is the way to meet all of one’s needs, attached 
to the self-assessment that one works hard, leads to the tautological view 
that citizens are not receiving care from anyone else so long as they are 
earning an income. As long as most American citizens are able to delude 
themselves into thinking that they do not receive care, then they are able 
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to exclude both the “needy” and their own caregivers from full citizenship 
(see Kittay 1999).

Neoliberalism requires citizens as “ideal workers.” Such citizens are 
unencumbered by whatever decisions they have made about their lives in 
the private sphere. These citizens work as hard as they can. (Or, they suc-
ceed as much as is possible in the new political economy; note that hard 
work is not necessarily what pays off, though the ideological commitment 
has not caught up to reality here.) And they receive what is due to them 
on the basis of this hard work. In this way, the work ethic reinforces the 
view that the most important contribution that a citizen can make is to 
work. But what happens when, as in the neoliberal economy, there are not 
enough jobs?

Neoliberalism, Competition, and Freedom

There is a second way in which a focus on men’s caring as production 
affects men’s ability to care. Men are assumed to be in competition with 
all other men. As a result, they do not care for others but are in a state 
of competition against them, as Karl Marx argued. The economic crisis 
that has gripped the world since 2008 demonstrates that workers are more 
abundant than jobs. And the competition among workers intensifies. Men 
cannot waste their time and energy “caring,” by this account; they need to 
be heavily invested in their economic activity. Thus, many American men 
work more than forty hours a week; they set their priority on earning.

Here, perhaps the deepest difference between the approaches of a care 
ethic and a work ethic become visible. The work ethic model is highly 
individualistic. As an ideology, it describes the social world as relatively 
flat: if an individual is willing to work hard, that is all that is necessary to 
enjoy the benefits of hard work and to live a good life. The worldview of 
the work ethic is thus compatible with the worldview of neoliberalism: 
everything important to know about collective life is a reflection of differ-
ent individuals’ capacities to operate within the free market.

On the other hand, a relational care ethic views individual effort from 
a different standpoint. Given the complexity of care, caring well requires 
that any worker be attuned not only to his or her own welfare but also to 
the ways in which others also have needs  —  intimates in one’s household, 
friends and neighbors, and more distant others. The care ethic, with an 
emphasis on care for the self, also permits an understanding of the social 
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structures that shape the conditions of workers’ lives. Effort, by itself, 
cannot suffice to make one’s actions proper when one understands the 
complex contexts of care. As a result, a care ethic view of work requires 
a broader understanding of the place and nature of working for income.

A global neoliberal economy does not need workers, it needs capital. 
While Marx argued that only the exploitation of labor produces surplus 
value, increasingly the sources of profit derive from finance (Madrick 
2011). Hard work itself, as David Harvey (2005) has explained, is no lon-
ger what pays. What pays is the capacity to be ready to take advantage of 
the fluctuations in capital. We will consider what this different capacity 
means for workers in the next chapter. But before we leave men demand-
ing a “production pass” out of caring, let us consider the conditions under 
which this demand is made, and the assumptions it brings with it as an 
account of human freedom.

Freedom

To argue that hard work alone is worthy as a measure of one’s public con-
tribution to society is to adopt a view of society in which individuals, left 
to their own devices, will find ways to improve themselves. From such a 
perspective, freedom is easily described as the kind of “negative freedom” 
that Isaiah Berlin (1969) described  —  freedom from government interfer-
ence. Yet freedom, defined as freedom from government interference in 
economic activity, ignores the ways in which, in a globalized and capital-
ist political economy, many activities of government are oriented toward 
creating a hospitable environment for capital.

The idea of freedom as lack of attachment is deeply embedded in 
American culture; it did not begin when Janis Joplin sang of freedom as 
“nothing left to lose.” Commentators on American conceptions of mas-
culinity frequently note that, in the end, what it takes to be manly is to 
exercise the freedom to escape from the complications and ties of a home 
with its embedded and obliging relationships (Leonard and Tronto 2007; 
Faludi 1999; Kimbrell 1995). Men on the road, freed of binding ties, are 
a symbol of American manliness and freedom. But what have such men 
given up in order to be “free”? Is this the best way to understand freedom?

Feminist scholars, thinking about ways to break out of many of the 
dilemmas of public/private splits and of the institutionalized gender pat-
terns in society, have adopted a more complex view that equates freedom 
with the capacity to make a “choice” (Hirschmann 1996, 2002). From the 
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standpoint of a relational ontology, free choice means more than simply 
an individual exercise of will; it requires a complicated interaction with 
the structural conditions of life.

Feminist theorists who have written about “relational autonomy” em-
phasize that sometimes decisions that appear to be the result of a choice 
may nonetheless violate one’s autonomy. As Carolyn McLeod and Susan 
Sherwin explain this perspective:

Whereas traditional accounts concern themselves only with judging the 
ability of the individual to act autonomously in the situation at hand, 
relational autonomy asks us to take into account the impact of social 
and political structures, especially sexism and other forms of oppres-
sion, on the lives and opportunities of individuals. . . . In particular, a 
relational view of autonomy encourages us to understand that the best 
way of responding to oppression’s restrictive influence on an individu-
al’s ability to act autonomously is to change the oppressive conditions of 
her life, not to try to make her better adapt to (or simply to manage to 
“overcome”) those conditions privately. (260).

Because women have been located ideologically in the private sphere, 
and because their view of citizenship therefore has included calculations 
about leaving or changing these conditions, scholars investigating their 
condition have noted the importance of dependence in women’s place in 
society. As noted earlier, if one needs the care of protective care workers 
such as police officers or fire fighters, needing such care does not make 
one into a dependent. To need the kinds of care that have historically been 
privatized and confined to women’s care, however, is to be seen as a de-
pendent (Fraser and Gordon 1994). As Fraser and Gordon argue, the term 
“dependency” is applied disproportionately to those who find themselves 
within the private sphere. Scholars such as Theda Skocpol (1992) and Bar-
bara J. Nelson (1986) have noted the gendered ways in which some kinds 
of needs are treated as transparently the needs of citizens (e.g., those re-
quiring veterans’ pensions or workers’ compensation) while others are 
considered as beneath the level of citizens’ needs and their recipients 
cast as dependents (e.g., welfare assistance, needs for children and the 
elderly). Nancy Fraser (1989) called this the “politics of needs interpre-
tation,” since in every society a political fight produces the assumptions 
made about which needs are worthy and how they should be constructed 
and controlled.



90 << Tough Guys Don’t Care . .   .  Do They?

Thus, a different account of freedom is necessary in order to go beyond 
the model of individuals competing in a market as the vision of social 
life. Whatever else autonomy might mean, it has to include the kind of 
freedom that Philip Pettit (2002) describes as the freedom from domina-
tion. In a discussion in which he tries to describe the nature of the loss of 
freedom, Pettit distinguishes between the harms of non-interference and 
those of domination. Interference with one’s wishes, for example, by a city 
ordinance that prevents one from making too much noise late at night, is 
not as significant a form of violation of liberty, Pettit argues, as one that 
produces domination. Domination is worse because it makes us into a 
different kind of person, one who is dependent upon others. Such depen-
dence distorts who we can be as humans. So, Pettit, following Quentin 
Skinner, argues:

The person who is dominated will tend to second-guess the wishes of 
the dominator, wanting to keep him or her on side and to restrict their 
own options accordingly. In the traditional language, they will tend to 
toady and fawn, bow and scrape, placate and ingratiate  —  in a word, 
abase themselves; furthermore, they will censor everything they say 
and do, tailoring it to an assuaging effect. (348 )

Nancy Hirschmann (2002) takes Pettit’s idea further. For Pettit, she 
notes, the “dominator” has to be identifiable, but other social formations, 
such as sexism or racism, can also create domination even if the domina-
tor cannot be identified. As she explained,

Social norms do not come into being by themselves, and they cannot 
persist without people’s actively calling on and deploying them. So the 
domination that might result from such norms cannot persist without 
individuals’ activating within larger frameworks of cultural meaning to 
interfere with other individuals’ self-conceptions, desires, and choices. 
But at the same time, the power of norms, practices, and meaning far 
exceeds the grasp and control of any individual, so that this power can 
be used and called into play without the explicit awareness of anyone, 
either dominus or dominated. (28)

Given the reality of social construction, many freedoms are con-
strained in ways that individual actors may not understand. How can one 
make sense out of such a situation, then? When does one know that free-



Tough Guys Don’t Care . .   .  Do They? >> 91

dom has actually been constrained? Hirschmann takes the next logical 
step, and uses inequality as a likely indicator that a form of dominating 
social construction has constrained people’s liberty.

Specifically, equality can help determine whether a particular context 
constrains any group of people less or more than it does any other. For in-
stance, if a society repeatedly, systematically constrains women more than 
men, blacks more than whites, lesbians more than heterosexuals, then 
there is a theoretical presumption in favor of the conclusion that the soci-
ety  —  or the rules, norms, institutions, practices, and values in question in 
a particular context where freedom is at issue  —  presents a barrier to the 
more constrained group (Hirschmann 2002, 231).

Thus, Hirschmann shows that, given how social constructions become 
constraints on people’s freedom, the absence of equality becomes a use-
ful tool for evaluating the absence of freedom. The analysis of freedom 
does not end with the establishment that there are choices available  —  it 
requires that these choices somehow be free and equal.

Freedom to make choices is the freedom described for an autonomous 
actor operating in a world that is well described by the market. Since all 
else is equal, one simply makes choices. But in a world in which there 
are forms of domination, making choices is not an adequate definition of 
freedom because it ignores the context and social structures that shape 
those choices. The world inhabited by men and women in the neoliberal 
market is not a world free from domination. Although right-wing ideolo-
gies portray the state as the great force for domination (and it is poten-
tially such a force, to be sure), they ignore the ways in which capitalists 
under neoliberalism force individuals to act and manipulate the institu-
tions of the state so that capitalists are the main beneficiaries. As a result, 
individuals are left with “choices” that no one can really describe as “free.” 
Should an upper-middle-class woman “opt out” of work and raise her 
children? The question cannot be answered if it is posed in this way, as we 
will see in the next chapter.

But before we turn to the dilemmas of mothers in thinking about how 
we care now, let us summarize the traditional bargain that men have 
struck to get them out of caring. Men provide two forms of broader social 
care: they protect the society and they engage in productive economic ac-
tivity. Thus, the argument goes, they are due a “pass” from engaging in the 
daily activities of care. They are historically “on the ready” to become in-
volved in the defense of women and children, and must therefore think of 
themselves as invulnerable and project that sense of their own capacities. 
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They are, through their engagement in protection, granted a pass from 
caring. Furthermore, men “care” for their families by providing them with 
the economic means to survive. Men do so through earning a living. In so 
doing, they take care of the people in their households, and, in exchange, 
they expect the women and children in the household to concern them-
selves with “the other side of the paycheck” (Bridges 1979).

What is interesting about this account of men’s care is that it leads to a 
conception in which freedom means not having to care. It does not rec-
ognize real embedded human choice  —  that perhaps one would want to 
return to caring for the others with whom one is in relationship, or for 
the public realm  —  as freedom. Instead, it presumes that if one were only 
somehow wealthy enough, and protected enough, one could secede.

If this definition of freedom ever made sense, it no longer does. Men 
need to renegotiate their protection and production passes and rethink 
how masculinity has been constructed as an alternative to caring. From 
such a standpoint, care might again become a part of public and collec-
tive life.

Changing the Gender of Citizenship

One argument against the approach that I have taken here in this chapter 
is to suggest that it is impossible to change the gendered nature of citizen-
ship because it is natural, or so otherwise deeply rooted in human society, 
that men care by protection and production and that women’s caring is 
constrained to the private sphere. Yet it cannot be that gendered roles are 
entirely natural; it is possible to explore historical moments in which gen-
der underwent a transformation. One such change in the “gender of citi-
zenship” accompanied the shift away from republican and toward more 
liberal political values at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the 
nineteenth centuries in the Anglo-American world.14

The gender script of the republican arguments in the eighteenth cen-
tury did not expect that men’s primary duty as citizens was to create their 
own private wealth. Indeed, to be concerned with one’s private life, one’s 
own level of economic comfort, one’s appearance, and so forth, was con-
demned by eighteenth-century writers such as Adam Ferguson (1995 
[1767], VI.3) as “effeminate.” By the beginning of the nineteenth century 
in America, though, as Michael Kimmel (1996) argues, what it meant to 
be a “self-made man” began to take on the terms of economic success.

As the economy has changed, so has the possibility for men to live out 
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ideals of masculinity. As Susan Faludi (1999, 38) noted, “It’s often been 
observed that the economic transition from industry to service, or from 
production to consumption, is symbolically a move from the traditional 
masculine to the traditional feminine. But in gender terms, the transition 
is far more than a simple sex change and, so, more traumatic for men than 
we realize.” Indeed, Faludi argues, this change made it impossible to up-
hold older masculine virtues of self-containment, hard work, sacrifice for 
one’s family. Instead, we are now living in an era that “elevated winning to 
the very apex of manhood while at the same time disconnecting it from 
meaningful social purpose” (598). Faludi now sees men as “surrounded by 
a culture that encourages people to play almost no functional public roles, 
only decorative or consumer ones” (34).

If conceptions of gender have shifted in the past, then it is also pos-
sible that they can shift again. Men do care, and the changing meanings 
of care in men’s lives currently produce a remarkable amount of anxiety 
in American life. There is a need, then, for a thorough rethinking of how 
care responsibilities do and do not align with gender roles.

That this question is currently one of the large issues lurking beneath 
the surface of American politics is not difficult to see. How else might one 
explain the elections of 2010, in which candidates won support for ex-
pressing rage rather than making policy proposals, and in which candi-
dates were admired for threatening to take a baseball bat to the existing 
political order? Even the women who find themselves in this political po-
sition try to express themselves as “momma grizzlies,” a version of a caring 
that is closer to the masculinist account of care as protection than to tradi-
tional versions of maternalism. The old categories of right and left cannot 
guide voters or citizens through these waters. Americans will be able to es-
cape from their anxiety and rage only when they are able to face these re-
alities: the current economic, social, and political order cannot adequately 
express the scope of caring concerns. And they cannot express these con-
cerns because they speak only in the languages of economics, interests, 
and rights. People in democratic societies need as well to speak politically 
of needs, cares, and people’s fears about their inabilities to care well.

Conclusion

This chapter began by examining the “passes” that describe men’s caring 
responsibilities not in the traditional language of care, but in the language 
of protection and production. Protection and production are critically 
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important forms of caring. Nevertheless, insofar as they have been deeply 
gendered, their allocation has not been part of any discussion of the 
proper allocation of caring responsibilities. In gendering protection and 
production, men’s care has been presumed to be individualistic. This re-
sults in incapacity to understand the place of violence and the individual-
istic competitive “work ethic” that underpins much social thinking. It also 
underscores a broken connection between “freedom” and freedom from 
dependency. I argued that while it may seem that what one gains from 
avoiding dependency is freedom, in fact it just substitutes other forms 
of dependency.

“Choice” is not the same thing as freedom from dependency, and eco-
nomic dependence on conditions that are beyond the reach of ordinary 
people is a fact of our lives. Yet even if we could be free from all forms 
of dependence, that would not be a free life, it would be a life devoid of 
meaning. Dependence marks the human condition from birth until death. 
What makes us free, actually, is our capacity to care and to make commit-
ments to what we care about. This is a kind of choice, but it is not choice 
understood simplistically. It requires action rather than consumption. It 
requires engagement with others. It is often not presented to us, or does 
not seem to come to us, as a choice. When people make commitments, 
aware of and yet regardless of the constraints around them, and hold to 
those commitments, then we can define them as making a free choice. But 
I do not know a better way to think about freedom.
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4

Vicious Circles of Privatized Caring

Care, Equality, and Democracy

Few if any governments in the world today can rest content with 
the job they are doing of protecting the basic interests of chil-
dren for whom they are responsible.
  —  Shapiro 2001, 101

Nancy Hirschmann’s (2010) essay and the subsequent discussion in the 
Boston Review about “mothers who care too much” explored the prob-
lem of how much caring from mothers is “enough.” Should mothers work, 
or should they devote themselves to their children? Of course, to put the 
question this way is already to limit the “mothers” about whom one is 
speaking. Upper-middle-class women may be able to exercise the “opt-
out” option, but most cannot. Many commentators note the injustice of 
starting any discussion about mothers’ proper roles if one is discussing 
only some mothers. Hirschmann recognizes this problem, but lays blame 
for it at the feet of a gendered division of labor. It is telling how rarely dis-
cussions about mothering get beyond this class division, as if there were 
no other interesting questions to consider.

In the previous chapter, I largely followed this class-based script, too, 
leaving issues of race and class more distant than they actually are. What 
we discovered there is that the failure of men to take up some of their car-
ing responsibilities is a result of their sense of privilege because they have 
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two other “passes” that let them off the hook for household caring duties: 
the protection pass and the production pass. At the end of the chapter, I 
argued that part of the reason that these passes seem salient to us is be-
cause of the presumed connection between “freedom” and freedom from 
dependency. I argued that while it may seem that what one gains from 
avoiding dependency is freedom, in fact it just substitutes other forms of 
dependency. “Choice” is not the same thing as freedom from dependency, 
and economic dependence on the conditions of the economy that are be-
yond the reach of ordinary people is a fact of people’s lives.

In this chapter, I will take up another piece of how we care now, that 
is, how we care for children. I will use this focal point to explore two im-
portant themes about care now. First, since caring for children remains 
intensely feminized, I will explore the gendered dimensions of caring for 
children. Second, I will use this chapter as an opportunity to think about 
the concept of equality. I shall argue that the current construction of the 
political economy, which heavily rewards “winner-take-all” victors, re-
quires caregivers to try to subvert equality in order to care for their wards. 
Thus, a vicious circle of unequal care promises only to reinforce and en-
trench itself more deeply.

As women want to become full citizens, their way to demonstrate 
their appropriateness as citizens is also to “attach” to the paid labor force. 
The resulting chaos in caring work cannot be well understood within the 
scope of this worldview. The fact that work makes them unable to provide 
care means that they receive a “production pass” out of caring. Coupled 
with the high demands placed upon them to care for their children, then, 
parents (especially mothers) demand a pass to care-for-my-own; they 
should only be obliged to provide direct care for those who are within 
their immediate scope of care.

Bernard de Mandeville in The Fable of the Bees (1714) described how 
the pursuit of private vices could produce the public good of greater so-
cial wealth. This argument bears a close family resemblance to the con-
temporary neoliberal ideology. Neoliberals believe that encouraging the 
private pursuit of wealth, and limiting the public intrusion in this process, 
is the surest way to achieve collective happiness. Mandeville’s fable tells 
the familiar story that our responsibilities do not extend beyond ourselves 
or our families. In this chapter, I shall argue a converse position: out of 
admirable personal conduct can arise a public harm. When unequal citi-
zens only care privately, they deepen the vast inequalities and the exclu-
sion of some from the real prospects of being full citizens. Unless caring 
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responsibilities are rethought with the concerns of genuine equality in 
mind, then there can be little progress toward a more democratic society.

This chapter also tells a cautionary tale. Many powerful individuals and 
organizations in the world tout the organization of social and political life 
in the United States as a model of how a modern society can provide a 
fine way of life for its citizens. American military, political, and economic 
power also spreads this neoliberal ideological message around the globe. 
Indeed, Americans live surrounded by material wealth and express sat-
isfaction with their lives. At the same time, however, a widening gap be-
tween rich and poor makes it doubtful whether the equal standing of all 
citizens, a starting point for democracy, will describe the United States in 
the not-too-distant future. Of course, citizens are never equally situated, 
but we assume that equality of rights and equality of opportunity are suf-
ficient to create political equality.

In reality, we should be quite worried about the prospects for equal-
ity in our society. As Eva Kittay (1999) established in her account of care 
workers’ unequal access to the resources that make political life possible, 
as long as care continues to shape differently the capacities of citizens to 
be citizens, there can be no genuine equality among citizens in their ca-
pacity to exercise political rights. As seriously, as I shall show here, as long 
as neoliberals continue to insist that the separation of public and private 
life accurately describes the limits of government’s power, they provide an 
ideological justification for the deepening circles of unequal care. With-
out some basic equality of care for children, there can be no such thing 
as “equal opportunity” (Harrington 1999). In this chapter I shall argue, 
however, that if unequal opportunity poses a threat to democratic society, 
then democratic citizens have to take seriously care responsibilities that 
extend beyond their own households.

Unlike the last chapter, when some unusual locations for care were 
identified, this chapter deals with what is commonly taken to be paradig-
matically “care,” that is, direct care provided by parents to children. This 
is care in the classical “private sphere” of the home, family, or household. 
Many feminist scholars have pointed to the kinds of vulnerabilities that 
are created by this arrangement in thinking about women’s status vis-à-vis 
men’s. For example, Martha Fineman (1995) has argued that rather than 
think of a family as a married couple with children, it makes sense to de-
fine the household unit as a woman and her children, since the dangers of 
vulnerability almost all accrue to women. It is important to continue to 
observe that women are harmed by the idea that they as a group are the 
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primary caregivers. Other scholars have considered ways to redefine or 
think differently about family or household as if this, alone, would solve 
the problems of unequal care (Metz 2010b). Yet Nancy Folbre (2001, xiv) 
pointed out that just because women have “challenged the double stan-
dard of care work,” this does not answer the question, How much care we 
should provide, and to whom? Nor does a challenge to the public/private 
split help to explain why some mothers’ children are so much better taken 
care of than others’. Assessing these differences and problems, this chapter 
argues that nothing short of redefining and renegotiating care responsi-
bilities, their institutional and personal loci, and their public nature can 
move this debate forward. Instead, discussions of care will remain caught 
in a vicious circle in which care reinforces social and economic inequality.

Some Care Imbalances

At present, most of the intimate direct caring for young children occurs 
in the default institution of the household or family. Given the widely dis-
parate capacities of such households to provide care for their members, 
large imbalances result in the kind and quality of care that children re-
ceive. There are measurable, material imbalances in the amount of care 
that various people receive and in the amount of resources that people 
have to accomplish their caring work. These imbalances closely mirror 
the configurations of social class and status (primarily racial/ethnic sta-
tus) in the United States.

A consensus has emerged that the most important years for a child’s 
development are the first three (Shonkoff and Phillips 2000). The care one 
receives or not at the beginning of life greatly influences one’s future. Jody 
Heymann (2000, 2006) has exhaustively demonstrated that working-class 
parents are less likely to have such resources as “personal days” at their 
disposal, and working-class children’s poorer school attendance correlates 
with such lack of resources.

Children whose early care is inadequate never make up the care deficit 
that they have suffered, and so we should not be surprised to learn that 
those who have been poorly educated and received inadequate health care 
become adults with fewer resources to draw upon and are less successful 
in the world. Globally, “poverty and ill-health are intertwined” (Wagstaff 
2002), and this is so in the United States as well (Shi et al. 2005). Martha 
Wadsworth and her colleagues (2008) conclude that “growing up and liv-
ing with persistent poverty is detrimental to one’s psychological, physical, 
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and educational health.” The literature finds “a pervasive tendency for 
children born in socially disadvantaged families to have poorer health, 
education, and general welfare” (Fergusson, Horwood, and Boden 2008).

In every category of caring for oneself and one’s family that we might 
mention, the more affluent have greater resources for caring and bet-
ter take advantage of these resources than those who are less well off. 
Nursing-home care provided for the more affluent is more pleasant than 
that provided for public assistance recipients. The more affluent are more 
likely to have access to better food and eat more nutritiously, are more 
likely to engage in exercise as a form of leisure activity, are more likely to 
seek help from doctors and mental health practitioners. The more affluent 
are more likely to have access to resources that provide the “infrastruc-
ture” of care as well  —  for example, better access to transportation and 
more, better, and safer housing. There is no doubt that people who are 
more affluent have the opportunity to receive better care.

Those who receive better care, however, are also somewhat less bur-
dened by the demands to care for others. In the formal economy, care work 
is among the lowest-paid work in our society. While some caring posi-
tions are professional, those are disproportionately held by white women. 
Those who do less skilled, “nonnurturant” caring work, both within and 
beyond the household, are disproportionately women, people of color, 
immigrants, and working-class people (Duffy 2011). Furthermore, much 
care work occurs in informal and unpaid sectors of the economy, so that 
care workers are likely to be the least well protected and organized and 
to receive the fewest benefits (Heymann 2000) in order to care for their 
own families.

Structurally, several aspects of care practices contribute to such inequi-
ties. First, in terms of the allocation of resources, care work is both un-
dervalued and ascribed to women and people of lower class and status. 
They are the result of long-standing discrimination in the workforce, and 
of structural differences in the ways that we think about paying for care 
work (Nelson 1999). Second, in terms of the allocation of power, since 
needs for care are overwhelmingly ascribed to “vulnerable” people, such 
as children, the elderly, the infirm, the disabled, and others who are de-
pendent, control for meeting these needs is placed in the hands of those 
who are deemed competent and independent. Thus, it is difficult to gener-
ate a public discourse in which the voice and views of the vulnerable can 
even be heard.

As we observed earlier, Charles Tilly (1998) has argued that small initial 
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advantages of one group over another embed themselves into large-scale 
patterns of oppression by using ascriptive differences to structure social 
institutions and practices. The ways in which care is provided, and for 
whom, seem to illustrate this point. The wealthier you are in the United 
States, the better you are cared for and the less likely that you are to be 
employed doing care work for others. This is the initial pattern, then, that 
is reinforced in a vicious circle of uncaring for others.

The Social Psychology of Unequal Care

We might expect that such inequalities of care and access to care resources 
would generate some concern in American society and among political 
leaders. After all, among children, the quality of care someone receives is 
an important indicator of the child’s capacity to develop into a productive 
citizen. If Americans are serious about equality of opportunity, then they 
should be quite serious about the adequate provision of care at an early 
age (cf. Heymann 2000; Harrington 1999). President George W. Bush’s la-
beling of his educational reform as “No Child Left Behind” might have 
been merely rhetorical, but it captured a commitment to equality of op-
portunity. And for the elderly, viewed as senior citizens, there is a greater 
level of support for making their lives easier than for other social groups. 
Similarly, the infirm receive public benefits through the Social Security 
system, and their care seems to be partly a public concern. The problem 
is, however, that these commitments do not translate into any real com-
mitment to equality of care. Indeed, for a variety of reasons, I shall argue, 
the opposite happens.

First, since Americans generally conceptualize care as a private con-
cern, the language and framework of market choices guides how to de-
scribe and think about care options. The effect of this framework is to 
make care primarily outside of public concern. One way to understand 
care inequalities is to see them as the outcomes of “choices” that compet-
ing actors make in the marketplace. Through monetary and temporal re-
sources, both in the market and outside, one way to understand care im-
balances is to see them as the result of long chains of individual choices. 
For example, if parents choose to spend their time, money, and so on in 
ways that do not benefit their children, while that choice may be deplor-
able, it is their own individual choice and not a social responsibility. The 
language of the market and of choice here diminishes abilities to see the 
ways in which economic inequalities contribute to social incapacities. 
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Because care seems to be about intimate life, it makes sense to think of 
the “unit of analysis” or “level of analysis” at which to think about care as 
the individual actor or family. Each family or person wishes to care for its/
her/his/their charges as well as possible. The consequences of assuming 
that all actors are intimate care–  giving actors is to see all care activities as 
the result of actions by particular individuals, a kind of methodological 
individualism. In thinking about how others act, the market becomes a 
leading way to describe all such behavior, and thus the market serves as a 
powerful way to describe how care distributions operate in capitalist soci-
eties (Slater and Tonkiss 2001).

This worldview obscures how people make judgments about others’ 
choices, and for that matter, how individuals make choices for themselves. 
A variety of social-psychological mechanisms seem to be at work in jus-
tifying inequality of the amount of care available to different individuals. 
Consider the following three.

1. Competitive Caring

This argument for equality of care presumes that care can be distributed 
within liberal frameworks of justice. Yet there are limits to starting from 
liberal principles of justice and expecting care simply to fit within that 
framework. Jody Heymann (2000) argued that equality of opportunity 
demands that family time for caring should be equalized. Heymann ar-
gues that if time were organized more rationally around care, then more 
children would have chances to succeed in school, more elderly relatives 
would receive adequate care, work and productivity would improve, and 
society would be better.1

There is a basic flaw in this argument: as long as caring remains a 
subordinate activity and value within the framework of a competitive, 
“winner-take-all” society, caring well within one’s family will make one 
not a friend but an enemy of equal opportunity. When people care, almost 
by definition they think not of society, but of intimate others and their 
concrete and particular needs. In a competitive society, what it means to 
care well for one’s own children is to make sure that they have a competi-
tive edge against other children. On the most concrete level, while parents 
may endorse a principle of equality of opportunity in the abstract, their 
daily activities are most visibly “caring” when they gain special privileges 
and advantages for their children. Arguments about the value of public 
education, for example, lose their force when they affect the possibility of 
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one’s own children’s future. This example demonstrates that when care is 
embedded in another framework of values, it does not necessarily lead in 
a progressive direction.

Idealized middle-class family care in the United States thus requires, 
structures, and perpetuates some of the very inequities of care that Hey-
mann describes. A “career person” (Walker 1999) only wants what is best 
for his or her family. This leads to the assumption that such people care 
for themselves, and that “care” is only a concern for the dependent and 
infirm  —   the young, the unhealthy, and the old. In fact, the model of the 
self-caring person is a deception: while working adults may not require 
the necessary care of others (that is, the expertise of professional caregiv-
ers), they may use a great deal of other people’s care services (that is, rou-
tine caring work; cf. Waerness 1990) to keep their busy lives on keel. In 
American society, the more elite one becomes, the more dependent one 
becomes upon others meeting one’s basic caring needs: providing edible 
food, clean clothing, attractive shelter. Thus, the parents who have flexible 
work schedules, whose children succeed at school, are probably using a 
vast array of care services. Such labor is among the poorest paid and least 
well-organized in our society. Heymann’s widening gap is thus also a car-
ing gap, though the ideology of “caring” covers up its roots and makes it 
more intractable.

2. Unsympathetic Disregard

A second social-psychological mechanism that might explain why people 
are not willing to assume the responsibilities to care for others in a public 
manner arises when people make judgments about whether other citizens 
deserve their support  —  that is, unsympathetic disregard.2

In his recent writings on why inequality persists in the United States, 
Ian Shapiro (2002) described an “empathy gap”: individuals tend to iden-
tify with those who are better off than they are, but not with those who are 
less well off than they are.3 Further, geographical segregation between rich 
and poor in the United States makes empathy more difficult.

Another important element that Shapiro could have mentioned, but 
did not, is the way in which, as long as care is individualized and priva-
tized, it is possible to praise oneself for one’s caring and decry the ways in 
which others care. Such praise and blame will likely follow lines of race, 
class, ethnicity, region, and religion, and will likely make it more difficult 
to see inequalities as a result of lack of choice. Instead, they may be viewed 
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as the product of others’ deliberate bad actions, decisions, or ways of life. 
As a result, people are likely not to be very sympathetic to such lapses on 
the part of others.

One reason this element is especially important is that when we ask 
people to make public judgments, they are often wise enough not simply 
to generalize from their own experience. What they are likely to do, how-
ever, is use available generalizations about “others” to make judgments. 
An illustration of this tendency is found in Martin Gilens’s (1999) account 
of why Americans hate welfare. Since, Gilens discovers, most Americans 
presume that the majority of welfare recipients are African American, and 
since Americans are only willing to support welfare if they believe recip-
ients work hard, and since Americans believe most African Americans 
are lazy, then they are unwilling to support welfare. People here are not 
evaluating their own beliefs and actions, but those of others that come 
up short. Note, though, how this psychological mechanism of making 
judgments based on second-order generalizations means that people do 
not have to claim responsibility for attitudes such as racism. They do not 
think that they are making a racist judgment; after all, their starting prem-
ise is that all hard-working people deserve help. They just take “as a fact” 
the premise that blacks are lazy. Although this is a subject for empirical 
research, it would be interesting to discover to what extent such thinking 
influences how people think about care. Everyone believes that they do 
the best that they can for their charges. But when other people fail to act 
in the same way, regardless of the reason, they can be dismissed, “they 
simply don’t care.”

If we recall the ways in which absence of resources prevents less well-
off individuals from caring for their own families, we can see how care 
becomes a vicious ideological circle. Parents who see that the other par-
ents do not show up for school plays, for example, might conclude that 
those parents “don’t care,” not that they work in jobs where they cannot 
get time off from work to attend. Thus, in addition to the lack of material 
resources that unequal care presents, it also may create the conditions for 
diminished sympathy.

3. Privileged Irresponsibility

“Privileged irresponsibility” refers to the ways in which the division of 
labor and existing social values allow some individuals to excuse them-
selves from basic caring responsibilities because they have other and more 
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important work to perform (Tronto 1993). To use the conceptual distinc-
tion of Kari Waerness (1984a, 1984b), privileged irresponsibility is a spe-
cial kind of personal service in which the recipient of others’ caring work 
simply presumes an entitlement to such care. Furthermore, the existence 
of such an entitlement permits it to “run in the background,” that is, not to 
be noticed, discussed, or much remarked upon. Consider, as an example, 
the ideological version of the traditional division of household labor. A 
breadwinning husband “took care” of his family by earning a living; in re-
turn, he expected his wife to convert these earnings into comfortable shel-
ter, edible food, clean clothing, a social life, management of the household, 
and so forth. Nor did the breadwinner husband think it was a part of his 
responsibility to know very much about the complexities of food prepara-
tion, household management, and so on. Such a man rarely learned how 
to “take care of himself.” Care work, invisibly and efficiently performed, 
was a privilege of his role. As to the caring needs he had met by the labor 
of those around him on “the other side of the paycheck” (Bridges 1979), he 
felt no sense of responsibility. Hence, privileged irresponsibility.

Peggy McIntosh (1988) and others (A. Johnson 2001; Hobgood 2000) 
who write extensively about “privilege” assume that when people learn 
that they are privileged by ascription, they will go through a process of 
“consciousness raising” and surrender their privilege, since it is unjust. 
Privileged irresponsibility operates under a somewhat different logic. Like 
the more usual form of “privilege,” privileged irresponsibility is rarely vis-
ible. One of the great benefits or privileges that comes from being in a 
position of superiority in a hierarchical system is that one need not exert 
conscious and daily effort, or consider one’s role or responsibility, in 
maintaining that system. Thus, such systems come to rely upon the pecu-
liar ignorance of their beneficiaries. Such privileged irresponsibility usu-
ally takes the form of complete ignorance of a problem, but it may also 
involve misinterpretation or unclear perception of a problem (Mills 1997).

Nevertheless, when privileged irresponsibility does become visible, 
privileged people need to do more than alter their consciousness. They 
need to reassess and take up their responsibilities. Unless basic questions 
about the nature of social responsibility are rethought, there is no reason 
to expect that noting this privilege will cause any discomfort. It may be 
the case that (to use the same example) the husband recognizes that he is 
getting a good deal, but he is likely to think that his wife is also getting a 
good deal. Especially in a culture that emphasizes how much each of us is 
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only responsible for our own lives, and ignores the caring that supports 
such lives, such privilege is very difficult to unseat.

To carry this analysis one step deeper, different types of care reflect the 
terms of power relationships differently. As we observed in chapter 1, Kari 
Waerness (1990) distinguished between necessary care (which someone 
else must provide) and personal service (which is care that one could pro-
vide for oneself but relies upon another to provide). In necessary care, 
the caregiver is relatively powerful because he or she is essential to the 
well-being of the care-receiver. In personal service, the caregiver is not es-
sential to the well-being of the care receiver, and the latter could thus dis-
pense with the caregiver’s role. The result is that care receivers have more 
power in personal service than they do in necessary care.

Because caring is complex, and because we might only think that we 
are caring when we engage in necessary care activities, people may come 
to believe that they fulfill their necessary caring obligations at the same 
time that they demand very high levels of personal service from others. 
What they fail to recognize in doing so is that they are taking advantage 
of those from whom they are demanding personal service. Privileged ir-
responsibility concerns personal service, not necessary care. Yet this dis-
tinction is not usually made or present in our thinking. The situation be-
comes more complex still. Usually, the privileged also expect that others 
will provide the personal service that they require on terms that are agree-
able to them. The idea that this situation reflects a proper division of labor 
in society, however, prevents any reconsideration of responsibility. Thus, 
by using personal service to fulfill their own necessary care roles, those 
who can afford to hire others to do their personal service work for them 
think of themselves as accomplished in caring while they are able to ig-
nore the ways in which their own caring activities continue to perpetuate 
inequality (see, e.g., Tronto 2002).

The privatization of reproductive care that has accompanied the grow-
ing public nature of productive work reflects as well the relative social 
power of different groups to make their contributions more highly prized 
and recognized. Relatively more powerful people in society have a lot at 
stake in seeing that their caring needs are met under conditions that are 
beneficial to them, even if this means that the caring needs of those who 
provide them with services go unmet. More powerful people can fob the 
work of care onto others: men to women, upper to lower class, free men 
to slaves, those who are considered racially superior to those whom they 
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consider racially inferior groups. Care work itself is often demanding and 
inflexible. People who do such work recognize its intrinsic value, but it 
does not fit well in a society that values innovation and accumulation 
of wealth.

Regardless of what assumptions we make about humans  —  whether they 
are greedy or benevolent  —  once there is inequality in care, thinking about 
how others take care of themselves and their charges is likely to make peo-
ple feel less inclined to take their care problems seriously. Ideologically as 
well as materially, then, inequality in care creates a vicious circle.

Gender, Class, and the Ecology of Care

These social-psychological factors that obscure people’s abilities to under-
stand the “caring choices” that others make are not the only problems 
with thinking about class difference and the absence of caring solidarity. 
It is also the case that what constitutes “good care” varies along some as-
criptive characteristics as well. For example, Annette Lareau (2003) has 
explored the differences between middle- and working-class parents’ at-
titudes about the kind of care that their children need. For middle-class 
parents, children’s talents and opportunities require constant cultivation. 
Such cultivation often requires the intervention of professional service 
providers (piano teachers, tennis coaches, etc.) and that the parent negoti-
ate the interactions of children with others (for example, in learning how 
not to be too deferential to doctors but to ask questions). For working-
class parents, on the other hand, children will develop naturally and ac-
cording to their different natures if left to their own devices. Once chil-
dren are adequately protected from danger, letting nature take its course 
will result in their growth in the ways that are naturally intended (Lareau 
2003). Note that the cultivating, intensive form of child care that charac-
terizes middle-class upbringing requires more extensive reliance upon the 
professional and skilled services of others. It requires, obviously, resources 
of time and money to pay for such services. The ideology of what Sharon 
Hays (1996) has called “intensive mothering” is primarily a middle-class 
phenomenon. Although Anita Garey (1999) found a way to classify moth-
ers’ activities across class lines, it is clear that the categories that she uses 
to define what is important for mothers will vary by class. For example, 
“being there” will have a different meaning to a middle-class parent who 
can get leave from work to attend a child’s school than to a working-class 
parent who cannot. Francesca Cancian and Stacey Oliker (2002) have also 
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explored the differences among working- and middle-class families in 
their accounts of “good caring.”

Although this discussion has focused on class, we could make a simi-
lar argument about ethnic and racial differences in attitudes toward 
child-rearing (Omolade 1994). These differences apply not only to chil-
dren, but also to elders and disabled or infirm members of the family 
and community.

Gender differences also dictate that girls and women are presumed to 
be the “default” givers of care when a situation arises. On a global level, 
scholars have demonstrated the serious mortal consequences of such as-
sumptions for girls and women, who are expected to eat last, be less edu-
cated, receive less health care attention, and so forth (Sen 1992). Women 
may demand care appropriate for their station, but they still remain the 
caregivers in their own homes, either by directly providing care or by 
being responsible for organizing such services.

To point to these differences is not simply to make an argument that 
some people care one way and others another way, though this point is also 
true. The differences are not simply about preferences, but about a struc-
ture of inequality that is deeply embedded in other structures in society.

Rethinking the Meaning of Equality

Political theorists and feminist scholars have devoted much thought in 
the past generation to debating the many possible meanings of equality. 
Philosophers have debated what it is about humans that should be equal: 
their capabilities, an intrinsic standard of human dignity applied to them 
all, their capacity to suffer pain, their vulnerability, their equal possession 
of a unique bundle of interests, and so forth. I will discuss only those di-
mensions of this set of concerns that are relevant to our purposes.

For some, equality implies sameness, and when so understood, vir-
tually no one is willing to endorse it as a political value. Often, though, 
equality as sameness is presumed to mean the same thing as “equality of 
result” as opposed to “equality of opportunity.” In a vague sense, such a 
notion of equal opportunity is different from its more specific legal mean-
ings in the past fifty years, which are tied to the elimination of the effects 
of racial discrimination. In the widely accepted sense, “equality of oppor-
tunity” is more closely connected to arguments about the “level playing 
field.” Since everyone starts off in the same position, people through their 
own actions are responsible for where they end up. Indeed, if we had to 
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pick a standard meaning for equality in the United States, it would prob-
ably be such a notion of equal opportunity.

A number of critics have objected to this understanding of equality. 
Here, I draw upon the view of Elizabeth Anderson (1999), whose concep-
tion of equality fits better with an account that recognizes that some of the 
ways that our responsibilities come to us are already allocated, historically 
and politically. Recall Margaret Walker’s (1998) point:

Sometimes it is a privilege or a mercy to be exempted from respon-
sibilities: sometimes it shows you are nobody, or less of a somebody 
than somebody else. Assignments of responsibility are a form of 
moral address, but some are addressed as peers, others as superiors 
or subordinates.

In an expressive-collaborative moral setting, then, the goal is for all to 
be addressed in assigning responsibilities as equals. The only way this can 
happen is if everyone has equal moral standing to participate in these as-
signments. Thus, we arrive at Anderson’s view that the “proper positive 
aim is not to ensure that everyone gets what they morally deserve but to 
create a community in which people stand in relations of equality to oth-
ers” (1999, 288–  89, emphasis added). Other political theorists have also 
stressed that, in the context of a commitment to democracy, having the 
power to voice one’s concerns and to be heard is a crucial way to under-
stand equality (Young 2000).

Understood in this way, equality is not about equal opportunity, but 
involves some kind of equality of standing, that is, all are equally eligi-
ble to be heard, about their status and concerns, in making assignments 
of responsibility.

What is important to note about this account of equality is what it ex-
cludes: it will not be enough to say that if person X had a choice and per-
son Y had a choice, then the two are equal. If they had no equal standing 
at the beginning, then they do not have equal standing through the offer 
of “choice.” All too often, this is what current conceptions of equality do.

To achieve this kind of equality will require more than simply pass-
ing laws against discrimination. Since equality looks different across the 
life cycle, at least three different steps are required. First, when people 
are young and in a state of dependency, they need equal access to ade-
quate care in order to grow into fully capable adults. Second, when peo-
ple are adults, they need to be able to exercise their voices equally and 



Vicious Circles of Privatized Caring >> 109

independently, and provisions need to be made to guarantee that their 
voices are not silenced or drowned out by others. Third, when people are 
ill, elderly, or disabled, institutional arrangements need to be made to en-
sure that their voices are also heard.

Although I have described some ways in which inequalities manifest 
themselves in current household organization, it is always possible that 
new patterns of domination will occur. As has happened in the past, the 
shape of oppressive assignments of care-giving roles change (Duffy 2007). 
One way in which these patterns are now changing concerns the employ-
ment of migrants as private servants.

Care Inequalities and Servanthood

One last problem emerges out of the current capacity of relatively wealthy 
families to provide ever larger amounts of care and service to their mem-
bers: servanthood. After its long decline throughout the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, domestic service is once again on the rise. 
Early in the twentieth century, “the servant problem” was not only the 
concern of bourgeois women who discussed it frequently (Sarti 2005, 
2006), but of socialists who took a different approach. For socialists, the 
disappearance of domestic servants would result both from the egalitar-
ian commitment to wider education, and from the capacity of new tech-
nologies and collective forms of organization to make domestic work less 
arduous. Regardless of whether the argument was that domestic work was 
a burden for the workers or for the employers, it seemed to have fallen out 
of favor.

It is surprising, then, to note that domestic service is once again on 
the rise. In the exhaustive analyses of the Servant Project, Rafaella Sarti 
(2005) and her collaborators identified some important shifts in the 
nature of servants from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to the 
present. Most importantly, while servants in the eighteenth century were 
marked primarily by age (they were young people who worked as servants 
before they created their own families), and in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries by age, class, and, increasingly, gender, by the contem-
porary period, what distinguishes servants are their class, gender, and na-
tionality (Sarti 2005, 7). Women primarily, but men as well, are now cross-
ing international borders to become servants.

Whereas service “opened” households in the past (Sarti 2005, 12), and 
where service was a temporary employment during one part of the life 
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cycle rather than a permanent status (in Europe), this is no longer the 
case. An important feature that distinguishes contemporary forms of 
servitude from past forms is that it is increasingly marked by race, class, 
gender, nationality, ethnicity, and language. The result is that some of the 
fluidity that might have characterized earlier forms of servanthood have 
now solidified.

As Sarti observed, in the past, the benefits of domestic service on the 
servant were not one-sided. In the eighteenth century and nineteenth 
centuries, being a servant was often a route for improving one’s social or 
economic situation. So too current servants negotiate positive and nega-
tive features of their situation. We might begin by noting that some good 
effect does come to the women and men who place themselves in situa-
tions of transnational domestic service.4 In some ways and in some cases, 
service abroad allows men and women to make better provision for the 
children they left at home. Many who retain ties to or have left families 
in their home countries are able to return home to display an enviable 
kind of life. While it is a great hardship for women to leave their chil-
dren, remittances make up a large percentage of the balance of payments 
of sending countries, and many nations have policies that favor training 
care workers to go abroad. There is evidence that the money sent back by 
women who have sojourned abroad improves the quality of the education 
that their children receive; the United Nations Population Report discov-
ered that “56% of female remittances were used for daily needs, healthcare 
or education” (Workpermit.com 2006; see also Morrison and Schiff 2007).

What does it mean to think of these individuals’ choices from the 
standpoint of autonomy and dependency? On the one hand, subjecting 
oneself to such humiliating treatment is a kind of submission. On the 
other hand, though, leaving one’s home to travel abroad appears to some 
degree to be an autonomous act. (We leave aside the question of those 
who have been coerced or tricked into such service, whose autonomy 
and freedom have been compromised.)Yet to what extent does it make 
sense to use such language as “choice” when an individual confronts a 
global “necessity” such as the need for money, and is schooled in a society 
(such as the Philippines) that encourages such “service”? The question of 
“choice” is thus more complex perhaps than simply describing a situation 
of poverty versus wealth, or the absence of coercion in making a decision 
to migrate.

Domestic workers are often treated poorly and discriminated against. 
Increasingly, because they are so exploitable (Romero 2002), transnational 
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migrants who are not citizens are sought out as the preferred domestic 
servants because they so relatively powerless. As the feminist geographer 
Linda McDowell (2007) has indicated, often the person brought into the 
home to care for children brings values, ideals, practices, and languages 
from a different class (to say nothing of a different culture). In this cir-
cumstance, the employer wants to be able manage the ways in which the 
children are raised as much as possible.

Domestic workers, especially those who are most vulnerable, receive 
low wages. Although they are expected to be “one of the family,” they re-
alize that they are not, and they suffer indignities and hardships to live 
in this manner. Mary Romero (1992, 2002) wrote extensively about the 
complications of being a Maid in the USA, and in her subsequent work, 
she has found that the situation for domestic workers has not improved. 
Romero concludes, “While intimate relationships between employees and 
employers have been material for novels, films, and myths, studies indi-
cate that such relationships are much more exploitative than personally or 
financially rewarding to workers. . . . Rather than treatment as ‘one of the 
family,’ the occupation is characterized by everyday rituals of verbal and 
spatial deference” (Romero 2001, 1660).

Bridget Anderson (2000, 19–  20) observes how domestic workers con-
tribute to inequality of standing:

The employment of a paid domestic worker . . . facilitates status repro-
duction, not only by maintaining status objects, enabling the silver to 
be polished or the clothes to be ironed, but also by serving as a foil to 
the lady of the house. The hired productive worker is reproducing so-
cial beings and relationships that are not merely not her own but also 
deeply antagonistic to her own interests. Her presence emphasizes and 
reinforces her employer’s identity  —  as a competent household man-
ager, as middle-class, as white  —  and her own as its opposite.

Yet, from the standpoint of the role of the family in creating a demo-
cratic society, the more serious effect remains to be explored. The service 
relationship not only creates a servant, it also creates a master, or a set 
of masters.

Domestic service is undemocratic because when such care workers be-
come marked, as the anthropologists put it, with the stigma of care work, 
they are viewed as part of a feminized, multicultural workforce. They are 
distinctive because they are marked by a brutalized or privatized form of 
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work,5 and the work they do becomes marked because it is done by those 
who are brutalized or privatized.

From the standpoint of justice in a democratic society, we should 
also be careful of such markings of people as the appropriate ones to do 
banausic work. Such marking of people as different, even by dress, persists 
wherever a class of servants exist. They are different people in different 
regions and historical eras, but they are clearly designated as appropriate 
to do servile work and are marked by race, color, religion, creed, accent, 
national origin, and so forth. Audre Lorde recounted in Sister Outsider
(1984, 126): “I wheel my two-year-old daughter in a shopping cart through 
a supermarket in Eastchester in 1967, and a little white girl riding past in 
her mother’s cart calls out excitedly, ‘Oh look, Mommy, a baby maid!’ ”
American culture often places the multicultural person in the place of a 
servant whose role is to placate the concerns of white Americans who in-
creasingly rely of such support (Wong 1994).

Yet the harm of such marking is multifaceted. In the first place, it sig-
nals that marked people are better suited for care work, and thus, are not 
equals. This is a serious danger in a democratic society. Barbara Ehren-
reich (2000, 70) observes that this has especially bad effects on children 
who learn that they do not need to learn to clean up after themselves:

To be cleaned up after is to achieve a certain magical weightlessness and 
immateriality. Almost everyone complains about violent video games, 
but paid housecleaning has the same consequence-abolishing effect: 
you blast the villain into a mist of blood droplets and move right along; 
you drop the socks knowing they will eventually levitate, laundered 
and folded, back to their normal dwelling place. The result is a kind of 
virtual existence, in which the trail of litter that follows you seems to 
evaporate all by itself. .  .  . A servant economy breeds callousness and 
solipsism in the served, and it does so all the more effectively when the 
service is performed close up and routinely in the place where they live 
and reproduce.

One of the elements of this harm that Ehrenreich stresses is that it is 
exacerbated by being privatized and carried out in the household. As I 
have argued elsewhere (Tronto 2002), I also believe that the moral di-
mensions of exploitation of workers are worse in the household. This is 
so because household work is often not viewed as work at all, and house-
hold workers who do care work produce more intimate relationships than 
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those produced in other kinds of work environments. Michael Walzer 
writes: “The principles that rule in the household are those of kinship and 
love. They establish the underlying pattern of mutuality and obligation, or 
authority and obedience. The servants have no proper place in that pat-
tern, but they have to be assimilated to it” (1983, 52). What does it mean to 
assimilate servants to kinship and love? Feminist scholars have been more 
dubious than Walzer about the rule of kinship and love; nonetheless, the 
personalistic rule in the household makes this a distinctive work relation-
ship. Insofar as domestic servants are conceived as substitutes for the wife 
in a traditional household, they are expected to conform to an account of 
their work that is only partly real “work.” “You want someone who puts 
the children before herself,” said a thirty-seven-year-old mother of two in 
Briarcliff Manor, New York, who works for a health insurance company. 
“But to find someone for the right amount of money is not so easy” (Ru-
benstein 1993, C1). As Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001) observes, em-
ployers were often shocked to realize that their child-care workers were 
“only in it for the money.” The solipsism that Ehrenreich describes is a 
kind of blindness that affects everyone in the employing household. One 
of the effects of such a self-referential view on other people is surely the 
diminishment of a sense of equality.

Having been treated in this manner, it is not surprising that the care 
workers themselves do not exercise the kind of equal voice that Ander-
son describes as necessary for democracy. If we return to Walker’s view 
that proper moral judgment requires that everyone participate in the 
expressive-collaborative process of assigning responsibility, it is easy to 
see that there is a tradeoff when caregivers are included.

If we took the problems raised by servanthood for creating citizens 
who have equal standing with one another, we would address the problem 
of cleaned houses and watched-over children differently. But for now, we 
see ways in which unequal families produce unequal care, and unequal 
care produces great inequality in political life. That these inequalities re-
inforce and fall along the lines of race, class, and gender should not sur-
prise us, but it should make us more eager to try to uproot them. As long 
as we give citizens passes for “taking-care-of-my-own,” though, this ques-
tion is not likely even to appear as a political question.
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5

Can Markets Be Caring?

Markets, Care, and Justice

In 2009 a group of Massachusetts economists estimated the economic 
value of the care work done in that state. They added together the value of 
the twenty largest care industries, and discovered that $46.8 billion, or 13 
percent, of Massachusetts’ GDP (gross domestic product) was generated 
by care work. Using the average salary for care workers, they also calcu-
lated the value of unpaid care, which they defined as the primary care and 
supervision of children, the elderly, and the infirm, as well as education 
and household work. Their estimate is that adding together paid and un-
paid care work, the economic value of care work in Massachusetts in 2007 
was $151.6 billion, 36 percent of the state’s GDP (Albelda, Duffy, and Fol-
bre 2009).

These numbers are interesting in several ways. Unpaid care is worth 
more than double the amount of paid care. But why calculate “unpaid 
care” in economic terms anyway? Why does an economic value somehow 
make the care issue more tangible and real than the daily experience peo-
ple have of trying to balance and meet all of their caring needs?
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It has become routine in American society to try to calculate every-
thing in economic terms: the value of an education, of an after-school 
program, of “the arts.” Everything becomes measured, superficially, by 
the same metric, dollars, so that we can compare them. On another level, 
the turn to economic calculation reflects another answer about caring 
responsibilities. This chapter explores the final “passes” out of caring re-
sponsibilities that we will consider, the bootstrap pass (each for oneself) 
and the charity pass (helping others is an individual choice). By this ac-
count, the market (beyond the family) is the institution that best allocates 
care responsibilities, and allocates them well. Thus there is no need for 
government or other public institutions to reconsider the nature of car-
ing responsibilities, since the market will do so with greater efficiency and 
more freedom. The lynchpin of contemporary neoliberalism is that the 
market creates the conditions for freedom and democracy, and that what 
is just is to allow the market to be guided by the invisible hand by which it 
allocates and distributes goods and services.

Can the market be caring? The answer to this question is: yes and no. 
Setting a market value on care is useful in order to show how extensive 
and central a part of human life it is. But thinking of care only in market 
terms also produces some serious distortions in how we think about car-
ing responsibilities in society as a whole. Surely, care services and the work 
necessary to meet caring needs can be organized through a market. But 
markets, like other human institutions, serve purposes. The main purpose 
of the market in a capitalist economy is to produce profit, that is, wealth. 
Even capitalist markets, however, can also serve other ends. For example, 
were there no worker safety laws, companies could probably make more 
money. Nevertheless, it seems unconscionable to let corporations squeeze 
extra productivity and profit out of a workplace that is so dangerous that 
workers are harmed. The question about whether the market can be car-
ing depends upon how members of a society think about the market and 
its purposes, and whether the market is accommodated to fit with other 
institutions. In this chapter, I shall argue that market fundamentalism  —  
that is, the view that markets are sufficient to allocate everything, includ-
ing caring responsibilities (cf. Ubel 2009)  —  ignores a number of problems 
with markets as tools to accomplish this end.

From an economist’s standpoint, the limits of markets are twofold: 
markets are not good at pricing public goods, and markets cannot take 
into effect “externalities,” that is, the costs and benefits that go beyond the 
transaction (Albelda, Duffy, and Folbre 2009; Folbre 2001). The social 
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cost of neglected children, or the social good of well-raised children, for 
example, is not factored into the cost of child care. But markets could 
adjust for these problems by setting a “price” on public goods or on ex-
ternalities. Environmentalists, for example, have argued that we can set a 
price for carbon dioxide released into the atmosphere that causes global 
warming in order to make the economy adjust to the cost of polluting 
the atmosphere.

But there are several reasons why markets still will not work to dis-
tribute care and care responsibilities well, even if it were possible to set a 
price on the public goods and the externalities of caring. These problems 
go more deeply to the starting assumptions of using markets as a means 
for distribution of caring responsibilities. They grow out of the nature of 
care itself, and out of the nature of market thinking. These are the con-
cerns that I will take up in this chapter, considering, first, some incompat-
ibilities between a “free market” and care, and second, that using mar-
ket thinking obscures structural inequalities, which makes it impossible 
to allocate caring responsibilities adequately. I then consider how the use 
of market thinking in public education, exemplified by the “new public 
management” approach embedded in the No Child Left Behind legisla-
tion, illustrates these problems.

The Market as a Caring Institution

That markets are a defining quality of modernity was a thesis famously 
advanced by Karl Polanyi in The Great Transformation (2001 [1944]). 
Polanyi’s sweeping work discussed changes in science as well as society, 
institutions as well as ideologies. One critical argument concerned how 
market relationships displaced feudal relationships in the early modern 
period and provided great freedom for individuals. The costs of such free-
dom, Polanyi argued, were some desirable features of feudal life, includ-
ing a more connected type of society that was organized around different 
ways of sharing responsibilities. In 1977 Albert O. Hirschman published 
The Passions and the Interests, in which he described the positive effects 
that early advocates of capitalism saw flowing from the “one-dimensional” 
nature of market life. Following Hirschman’s exegesis of Montesquieu, 
scholars identified this as the doux commerce thesis: commerce has the 
“sweet” or civilizing effect of substituting desires for goods in place of pre-
vious sensibilities of honor, pride, and so forth, which lead to frequent 
warfare and other forms of violence and disruption. As Adam Smith 
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famously put it in The Wealth of Nations (1976 [1776]), English gentlemen 
were willing to surrender their private armies so that they could instead 
spend their monies on “a pair of diamond buckles, perhaps, or something 
as frivolous and useless as that” (III.iv.10; vol. 1, p. 331). As Hirschman put 
it, the alignment of the passions with the interests created a more peace-
ful social order. Insofar as care requires such a modicum of peace, the 
triumph of the market brought with it the conditions for greater eco-
nomic development and the changing capacities of people and families 
to care for the young, the elderly, and the infirm. Modern forms of care 
would be inconceivable without a “market” that supported the creation of 
such institutions.

An extension of this argument is found in the work of Deirdre McClos-
key (2006), who, against those who claim that capitalism reduces people 
to a single, amoral dimension, argues that capitalism fosters the develop-
ment of virtues: “The tuition in scarcity, other-regarding, and liberal val-
ues of market society works as an ethical school” (413). She offers this list: 
“The bourgeois virtues, derivable from the seven virtues but viewable in 
business practice, might include enterprise, adaptability, imagination, op-
timism, integrity, prudence, thrift, trustworthiness, humor, affection, self-
possession, consideration, responsibility, solicitude, decorum, patience, 
toleration, affability, peaceability, civility, neighborliness, obligingness, 
reputability, dependability, impartiality” (349–  50; cf. Fourcade and Healy 
2007). In this regard, McCloskey argues that capitalism’s training in the 
bourgeois ethics is, like some accounts of an ethic of care, an appropriate 
virtue for living in the modern world. Far from being incompatible with 
an ethic of care, then, capitalism as a moral system is a cognate.

Finally, its advocates see capitalism as a necessary precondition for 
freedom and democracy. As Milton Friedman wrote, “Economic freedom 
is also an indispensable means toward the achievement of political free-
dom” (1962, 8). Because “empowering markets empowers people,” write 
Marion Fourcade and Kieran Healy, “fettering the market prevents people 
from choosing what they really want. Consumer sovereignty is thus po-
litical freedom in another guise” (2007, 289). Insofar as democratic care is 
concerned to preserve and further human freedom, then, it seems com-
patible with the use of markets.

When people conceive of the market as providing care, they invoke 
two types of responsibility passes  —  two sides of the same coin, which fit 
together to lead to the view that the market wisely distributes care. On 
the one hand, there is the bootstrap pass. By this account, people meet 



118 << Can Markets Be Caring?

their own caring needs by acting through the market. People should care 
for themselves or arrange for such care by creating families, buying insur-
ance, or having enough resources to buy the care that they need on the 
market. On the other hand, some people do derive positive utility from 
helping others. For such people, there is the charity pass. There is no need 
to think more collectively or coercively about others’ needs for care, be-
cause since everyone has the option to spend some of their money by giv-
ing it to charity, the needy can be helped. There is no need for a govern-
ment, or government bureaucracy, to work this out.

Caring on the Market: Some Problems with Bootstraps and Charities

These are powerful defenses of markets, and indeed, markets do some 
things very well. Nevertheless, there are also a number of problems from 
the standpoint of care in using markets to allocate scarce goods. Care 
poses problems for the market that will be familiar to critics and support-
ers of markets alike. To think at the level of the market as a system for 
allocating scarce resources in which people pursue their own interests 
presumes that all people are capable of doing so. Like the assumptions of 
individual competence discussed in chapter 3 with regard to the “work 
ethic” individual, so too the individual who sells labor or other goods and 
consumes goods offered on the market is assumed to know his or her ra-
tional self-interest and to pursue it by the purchases made. An obvious 
problem with this view is that not every human being, at all phases of the 
life cycle, is capable of making such decisions. Young children, infirm in-
dividuals, some people with disabilities, and some frail elderly people, for 
example, cannot make such judgments. Historically, families stood in for 
such individuals in the market, and still the assumption was that markets 
made the right decisions for individuals within the families. This view is 
problematic, among other reasons, because it presumes that individuals 
within families can make correct judgments about the interests of others 
within the family (cf. Sen 1992). Perhaps this is the limiting condition for 
markets, a place where other institutions must join in.

Another serious problem is that the market assumes that the parties 
who meet to make an exchange do so from positions of relatively equal ca-
pacity. As noted in the first chapter, though, care settings are often settings 
of unequal power. If the person is being providing what Waerness (1984a, 
1984b) called necessary care and cannot provide that care for the self, then 
the caregivers are in a somewhat more powerful position vis-à-vis the care 
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receiver. Sometimes caregivers provide help that people cannot provide 
for themselves because the kind of knowledge or skill necessary to pro-
vide the care is not available to the person. This is true in most of health 
care. If the care is a kind of service, then often the care receiver can make 
alternative choices for caregivers, and the relative power of the caregiver 
is less. So something other than the amount of money being exchanged 
affects the quality of the exchange.

Another problem for care on the market is the way in which care is 
distinctive because of its intimate nature. To use the language of exchange 
also ignores the fact that care is highly intimate, often involving emotional 
attachments. In this way, care relationships are “sticky” and do not ex-
hibit the freedom of the open market. People are not likely to throw over 
their care-giving spouses or assistants, for example, because they can find 
a cheaper model. Care will not respond only to market forces.

Another standard critique of markets is that they presume perfect in-
formation. The lack of perfect information is an especially serious concern 
in providing necessary and expert care. Indeed, given the vulnerabilities 
of people to being cheated in situations of necessary caring where imbal-
ances of knowledge make a free, open, and rational exchange impossible, 
care areas have long been regulated markets. Not everyone can practice 
medicine, for example, or embalm a body. Licensing procedures are es-
tablished by the states, which sometimes create regulations about, for ex-
ample, the training of morticians. Generally, given how complicated such 
training is, states grant the power of licensing to associations, for example, 
the American Medical Association or bar associations. So in care there 
are no free markets. The question arises, though, what forms of regula-
tions and restrictions should exist within the regulated care market? For 
example, in licensing doctors the state provides certain economic advan-
tages to them. But the question of whether others might also be able to 
perform well as doctors is not open to debate or discussion. Thus, many 
groups do gain an economic benefit. But surely the alternative, having an 
absolutely free market, is not acceptable either. The question becomes, 
rather, whether such regulations are fair and match their purpose. But if 
the market is taken to be “free,” then such questions never arise.

But there are two more serious problems from the perspective of a car-
ing democracy that do not usually arise in economic conversations about 
the limits of markets. These are the relational qualities of human nature 
and the dimension of time.

The most familiar way to frame the question of relational ontology is 
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to think about how markets respond to needs. The market sees needs as a 
result of individuals making decisions for themselves about the nature of 
their needs. When new needs emerge, some entrepreneur will see a new 
niche and provide some good or service to meet that need. Thus, needs 
are met when they arise.

From a care perspective, there are a few problems with this account. 
The view of human nature intrinsic to a caring democracy presumes that 
citizens are equal not by virtue of being declared equal, but through an 
elaborate social process through which they become equal. Learning 
the lessons of fair competition through the market (or in other ways) is 
a part of this process, as McCloskey rightly implies. Nevertheless, a car-
ing democracy also requires that citizens understand their needs and 
wants within wider frameworks of responsibility. When scholars such as 
Friedman and McCloskey (and philosophers such as Robert Nozick and 
Ronald Dworkin) write about learning responsibility, they mean learn-
ing to take responsibility for one’s own actions. Chapter 3 explored some 
problems with the nature of personal responsibility. Milton Friedman 
was unwilling to acknowledge that corporations, for example, had any 
“social responsibility” beyond maximizing profit, though others are will-
ing to argue that corporations have social responsibilities and can foster 
responsibility in society (Lee 2008; Vives 2008; Frankental 2001). Fried-
man is, of course, correct: these forms of personal responsibility are vital. 
Nevertheless, caring requires that citizens think more broadly about other 
kinds of responsibility as well. If people do not understand where they 
come from, to whom and to what they are related, and how, then they will 
be incapable of making broader judgments about caring responsibilities. 
They will fall back into claims that “we should take care of ourselves” and 
ignore the ways in which this “we” who we are is the result of a confluence 
of circumstances as well as individual (or familial) initiative. Relying on 
one’s bootstraps narrows, rather than broadens, one’s ways of seeing and 
knowing about others.

Similarly, to rely upon the charity market is also problematic in meet-
ing needs. When people decide to give charitable donations, they often 
donate to causes that are closest to their own interests. Thus, wealthy 
opera-goers are likely to give money to the opera, lower-middle-class 
churchgoers donate to their churches. The end result of such behavior is 
that wants and interests, and not necessarily needs, determine what gets 
met through charity (Bennett 2011; Piff et al. 2010). The existence of char-
ity on the market does mean, then, that some caring responsibilities will 
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be met. It does not, however, provide any reason to think that enough, or 
the right kinds, of charitable contributions will be made.

An atomistic, rather than a relational, conception of human nature fits 
best with the market, and in recent years economists and other scholars1
have argued that scholarly study of other social institutions will improve 
if an essentially self-interested model of the self is used. For example, the 
economist Gary Becker (1976, 1991) has described the internal dynam-
ics of family life using this model. Yet, as social theorists have noted, no 
real insight into actors’ own senses of meaning in their activities can be 
learned from this model (Granovetter 1985). But does looking at the world 
from a self-interested perspective in the market necessarily require that 
people not look at themselves differently in other realms of life?

Nothing about the market says that market thinking must spread to 
other realms of life, but in fact the logic of the market does spread. Market 
fundamentalists insist that political life should follow the same logic as 
the market. While it is possible to argue that a different logic is necessary 
to make sense in other realms of life, it is becoming increasingly difficult 
to make this claim. Market claims now inform how one should parent, for 
example, with management companies offering advice to executives about 
how to be a better parent (Arlie Hochschild 2005). In the idea that market 
thinking should inform all realms of life, market fundamentalists actually 
share the view of Marxists, who also see the spread of a capitalist logic 
to all forms of life as inevitable,2 and the spread of a “one-dimensional” 
human character as a quality of capitalist life (Marcuse 1964). A change 
like this can be controlled, and in a caring democracy such a limitation 
would be an important part of what democratic political institutions 
should do. But if there is no recognition of the insidious spread of market 
thinking  —  indeed, if it is held up as the only possible model for reasoning  
—  then there is a great danger.

Nevertheless, there is one important vector along which the spread of 
market thinking poses real problems from the standpoint of care, that is, 
time.3 The urgency of increased efficiency in providing care as a market 
commodity soon bumps into what Shahra Razavi (2007), following Wil-
liam Baumol (2012), calls care’s “cost disease.” Like Baumol’s chamber 
music performance, no greater time efficiencies can be achieved in inti-
mate caring, where spending time itself is a part of the activity. While some 
have begun to hope that robots will be able to replace some care activi-
ties (Graf, Hans, and Schraft 2004), an important aspect of care is simply 
spending time with another, listening to stories, observing care receivers. 
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Clare Stacey (2011) reports that home health aides understand that this 
part of their work with the elderly is vital for the clients’ well-being.

Yet, as Arlie Hochschild (1997) has observed, the demands of the econ-
omy have placed care in a serious “time bind.” Juliet Schor (1998, 2000) 
has explored why Americans work excessively and discovered that par-
ents are so concerned with having money to spend on the “right” toys, 
vacations, and experiences for their children that they spend too much 
time working. The consumer market is highly adept at creating new wants 
(Lane 2000) that require more money for their satisfaction (meaning 
that workers must work more) and at finding new customers (very young 
children are now targets of marketing; Schor 2004). When looking at this 
situation from a perspective of care, an obvious question lurks: Isn’t it 
counterproductive to work so hard, to spend so much time to raise money 
to buy things, in order to demonstrate that one cares? Wouldn’t it be bet-
ter to spend the time caring?

Finally, on a more philosophical level, we can raise the question of 
whether markets, which are organized to satisfy human wants, are the 
best institutions for meeting human needs, which is the basis for mak-
ing judgments about care. While there are ways to translate needs into 
wants, it is well to remember the words of Robert E. Lane: “The market 
gratifies the wants of those with money, which already excludes the most 
miserable and impoverished individuals, and among those with money, 
it gratifies preferences according to the amount of money they have, not 
according to the urgency of different people’s wants and certainly not ac-
cording to needs” (1991, 497).

For many reasons, then, it seems that the market may not be the best 
way to provide care. The twin passes that market fundamentalists would 
approve, that given bootstraps and charity the market can meet caring 
needs, seems not to be deserved.

Structural Inequality and the Market

So far, this chapter has considered a number of ways in which markets 
provide an inadequate basis for allocating care and care responsibilities. 
On another level, there is a more serious, though less obvious, set of prob-
lems. Relying upon market thinking obscures the prospects of seeing how 
social structures create and perpetuate inequality. The “let the market do 
it” bootstrap and charity passes thus also deepen, rather than alleviate, 
problems of inequality.
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In 1971, T. H. Julian published an article called “The Inverse Care Law” 
in the British medical journal The Lancet. Julian observed that the peo-
ple with the worst health conditions received the least medical care in 
the United Kingdom, while those who were healthiest received the most 
care. Julian tied this finding to the perversity of using markets to distrib-
ute medical resources. He wrote, in defense of what was, at that time, the 
fairly young National Health Service:

The availability of good medical care tends to vary inversely with the 
need for it in the population served. This inverse care law operates 
more completely where medical care is most exposed to market forces, 
and less so where such exposure is reduced. The market distribution of 
medical care is a primitive and historically outdated social form, and 
any return to it would further exaggerate the maldistribution of medi-
cal resources. (1971, 405)

In a recent survey of public health in the United States, a group of re-
searchers formulated a parallel “inverse hazard law” that those who are 
least well-paid are most vulnerable to workplace hazards (Krieger et al. 
2008). But in the past forty years, “market democracies” (as Robert Lane 
calls them) have experienced an ideological shift away from this under-
standing of markets as “primitive” in their distributional capabilities to 
increasing reliance on the market to distribute everything and to meet all 
forms of human needs in the name of freedom. The market is “flat” (cf. 
Friedman 2005), current thinking presumes, because individuals exercise 
their freedom by making their choices on the market. Compared to other 
ways of organizing life, in which someone else “tells” people what they 
want or what they should do, market life is synonymous with doing what 
one wishes, that is, with freedom.

Making this argument, though, requires both a partial account of free-
dom and an incapacity to understand how powerful social structures 
shape “choice.” This section begins with an account of how market think-
ing operates to obscure social structure and power. Once this point is es-
tablished, it becomes clear why the equation of choice on a market with 
freedom is erroneous.

I will follow an argument that I previously made to describe why “dif-
ference” is so confounding from the standpoint of moral theories of equal 
rights (Tronto 1993, 71–  75). There, I described how Lawrence Kohlberg’s 
theory of moral development, which rested upon the growth of thinkers 
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from excluding others to a later stage in which they were universalist, 
could not take into account how those who excluded others at one time 
could not put themselves in those others’ positions later in time. For ex-
ample, having taken a racially biased position in the past, white children 
now saw the error of their ways. But Kohlberg’s theory cannot explain 
how those harmed by the exclusionary taunts of racism should experi-
ence moral development beyond those harms. Indeed, a closer attention 
to the capacity of oppressed people to achieve moral virtues has shown 
that the condition of being oppressed often makes even seemingly simple 
virtues, such as the possession of hope, difficult and rare (Tessman 2000, 
2005, 2009). How does this happen, and what bearing does it have on 
market thinking?

To continue to use this example, let us think about what moral devel-
opment requires. Moral development, Kohlberg did establish, occurs over 
time. Kohlberg thought that as people outgrew their earlier, incomplete 
moral ideas, those ideas somehow disappeared. But acting or expressing 
those earlier moral views had an effect in the world, and may have already 
had deleterious effects on others. Only by returning to the past, by uncov-
ering and renouncing those harms, can the objects of such mistaken views 
proceed. When Kohlberg’s advanced moral thinkers could not under-
stand why victims of racism did not stand up for themselves, they did not 
imagine themselves as perpetrators of the moral injuries that weakened 
minority members’ capacities to “stand up for themselves.” I called this 
two-step process “objectification” followed by “assimilation.” First there is 
exclusion or some other exercise of power, then it is forgotten. Others are 
made different, then they are assumed to be just like the powerful.

A number of important lessons follow from this fact. We can gener-
alize beyond moral development to other forms of development. People 
undergo many processes of development; they often leave behind (and 
do not consider the consequences of) what they did at earlier stages of 
development. The view that people are “born free,” to take a current ex-
ample of American political rhetoric, ignores the reality that people are 
born completely helpless and incapable of sustaining their own lives. To 
assert that one is free and able to make choices at birth says something ab-
surd. Who would want to say such a thing? It actually says something very 
important, within this ideological construction, to oneself about oneself. 
It denies the fact that human infants are highly dependent. It denies that 
only through their relationships with others do humans become capable 
of making choices, and that the quality of those relationships will help or 
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hinder one’s capacities. It denies each person’s vulnerability, and the cen-
trality of caring in the formation of each person. Human autonomy is an 
achievement, not a starting premise, and it is an achievement that requires 
many years.4

There is an important type of denial that every person feels, then, in 
becoming adult and leaving behind being an infant and a child. But when 
such a pattern of denial repeats itself on a social level, it becomes deeply 
harmful. Individuals, as well as groups and societies, do not dwell upon 
the harms and incapacities of the past in order to move forward. But 
throughout history, we can see a similar process repeating itself. This two-
step process  —  first, harm/exert power over others, and second, blame the 
powerless for their incapacity  —  is most effective when the first step of the 
process is erased. It has to be forgotten or somehow explained away.

Market thinking presumes that human societies consist of such fully 
formed, autonomous persons.5 That they come to the market from some-
where else where their form was less complete is irrelevant from the 
standpoint of the market. That people are almost always going to come to 
the market, given their past life experiences, as unequal in some ways, is 
also irrelevant to the market.

But this point is not only, or even most importantly, about human na-
ture. It is about time, and the place of the past in market thinking. Mar-
kets are not oriented to the past, they are oriented toward the future. Of 
course, future concerns affect present behavior and activity. As McClos-
key observes, as a business person, one must create and maintain trust 
within one’s circle. Market thinking can rely upon the past to learn about 
how to act in the present to achieve future goals. It does not look back to 
consider past injustices.

If the incentives to ignore past injustices are powerful, as I have sug-
gested above, then they are even more powerful in the market. Look-
ing beyond the formal equality of actors to make choices in the market 
would make a mess of the current market. Legal attempts to limit harms, 
for example, through tort law, allow some ways to correct for past injus-
tices in the market, but to market fundamentalists, such intrusions in the 
“free market” threaten innovation. If there is a tug between reviewing 
past harms and encouraging future good, market thinking aims toward 
the future.

Among the most important forms of caring responsibilities are those 
that exist in close proximity, a spatial dimension, and those that exist 
through time, given the nature of caring and human vulnerabilities. While 
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the market can contain these in another institution that operates along-
side it, the family, market thinking itself is not good at making sense of 
how past (market) actions should affect current markets.

The reason that the exclusion of the past is a problem for marketing 
care is that care, both individually and collectively, always has a past. All 
individuals have been cared for in the past, and all societies, families, 
and institutions have cared in particular ways in the past. Indeed, much 
of people’s perceptions about good and bad care grow out of judgments 
about their past care.

More importantly, many of the largest ethical questions that we cur-
rently face are about the ways in which we respond to past injustices. If we 
simply imagine that we are able to think about justice “from this moment 
forward,” from the new deliberations in which we engage, then we are 
likely to bury or otherwise simply cover up the injustices that shape our 
world (cf. Walker 2006). But fixing past injustices requires more than just 
beginning de novo  —  it requires that we explore the nature of past injus-
tices, assign responsibility for wrongful action in the past, and ameliorate 
the continuing effects of the injustice in whatever methods we can.

The more serious problem for markets as expressions of caring respon-
sibilities arise from the fact that markets conceive of all interactions as 
between two parties making a contract with one another. This individu-
alistic emphasis ignores the ways in which powerful consequences follow 
from the effects of unequal bargaining positions. When one is in a less 
powerful position the first time, say, an employment contract is made, 
one ends up with lower pay than one might otherwise have earned. Then, 
the next time one renegotiates, the inequality in power between the par-
ties has not declined but may have increased, thereby weakening the bar-
gaining power of the weaker party yet again. Multiplied over thousands 
of times, the end result is a structure of inequalities built into economic 
transactions. But the myth that each contract begins anew means that the 
existence of unequal bargaining power disappears each time the contract 
or conditions for agreement are re-determined. Relying upon, but effac-
ing, past inequality allows this process to continue.

The end result is that the less well-off members of society become per-
manently less well off. But the question of responsibility cannot be ad-
dressed if every market transaction can appear to begin anew. This pat-
tern of creating structural inequalities through past interactions and then 
declaring them formally irrelevant for the next transaction is one of the 
most important tools for neoliberal thinking. It is a sleight-of-hand that 
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ignores past injustice by assuming that, from now on, we move forward 
with a clean slate.

This phenomenology of ignoring the past while benefiting from it can-
not be made visible if market activity is so compartmentalized that each 
transaction is seen to be “free” from all others. Postcolonial writers often 
express rage at the kind of blindness that colonial powers have. But since 
the game is already rigged in their favor, it seems absurd (if not deceitful, 
or whining, or unjust) to such powers to look back rather than just going 
forward with this next transaction. The idea that past decisions and ac-
tions now affect the range of choices available, what political scientists call 
being “path dependent,” does not apply if one presumes that every market 
transaction is, like every other one, an open and spontaneous bargaining 
between two parties. The market is, in this way, to use Thomas Friedman’s 
term, “flat.”

The erasure of the temporal dimensions of human life makes it much 
more difficult to discuss responsibility. Without a history, only proxim-
ity and family remain as grounds for responsibility. The enlarged sense 
of responsibility that emerged in chapter 2 cannot emerge under these 
circumstances.

There is no way to conceive of practices of care when hegemonic mar-
ket thinking becomes the only way to think, when ongoing transactions 
and moving from the present to the future are all that matter. Given the 
initial starting point of humans as extremely vulnerable creatures, every 
person has a history of caring, whether it is a story of being well cared 
for or of being neglected (or more likely, some complex mixture of met 
and unmet needs). The problem is not only that it distorts reality and di-
minishes people’s dignity to think that they are all guided by their given 
preferences or interests without recalling the relationship of these prefer-
ences and interests to their own unique pasts. The problem is also that 
those who have benefited from past injustice have a great incentive to for-
get that fact, whether they perpetrated injustice or were simply bystanders 
who benefited from the unjust acts of others. And those who have been so 
harmed cannot grasp how the world can go forward simply by ignoring or 
burying the past.

Social structures that neoliberals find obfuscating, such as “racism” or 
“sexism,” are not just the actions or beliefs of individuals but are the re-
sult of patterns of actions in relationships that have had different effects 
on individuals within those relationships. Because those actions and re-
lationships have had different impacts on the parties involved, they have 
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affected their lives differently. Over time, the memories of those actions 
come to have different standing and significance in the lives of the people, 
in their future actions, and so on. Oppressors forget that they did oppres-
sive things, while those who were oppressed still find it difficult to free 
themselves from the pressures of those actions. For the oppressors to say, 
“But we all have the same choices now,” is an act of great irresponsibility. 
Yet, if one thinks only about the present, both the past actions and the 
structures of action that arose from them seem to be imaginary. Hence, 
we can now make more sense out of Margaret Thatcher’s famous claim, 
“There is no such thing as society” (Casey 2009; Thatcher 1987).6 For 
Thatcher, it is impossible to go beyond what is immediately before our 
eyes  —  in this case, families and individuals  —  to assign responsibility.

For people within a market, then, seeing only that institution be-
fore them, social structures might seem imaginary. To them, claims for 
justice based on past harms and unresolved responsibilities seem to be 
meaningless.

This discussion about how market thinking leads to an incapacity to 
think more deeply about the nature of caring responsibilities has been 
fairly abstract. It will become more clear in considering a case of using 
market thinking in public policy.

Marketing New Public Management

Each year The Nation conducts a contest and invites students to submit 
short articles in the style of the magazine. One of the winners in 2010 was 
an essay by Melissa Parnagian, who wrote about the effects of budget cuts 
on her high school in New Jersey. On the Nation’s website, a reader, who 
did not question the accuracy of her account, chided her nonetheless: “so 
stop your whinning [sic] and hit the books and make enough to send your 
kids to private school when you are a parent instead of our crappy social-
ist public school system” (The Nation 2010). This comment sums up well 
a current view of American commitment to public goods such as educa-
tion. Any public goods are “crappy” and “socialist.” Anything that comes 
from the free market is good, and anybody with enough money will buy 
their way out of such “crappy socialist” alternatives. What explains this at-
titude about public schools and about public goods more generally?

One of the less widely discussed tenets of neoliberal ideology is how 
neoliberals view the transition from a state that has become too reliant 
upon the public provision of goods to a free market state. They argue, 
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simply, that public goods should be privatized because private entrepre-
neurs will devise new and more ingenious ways to provide public services. 
The reality, as Naomi Klein explores in The Shock Doctrine (2007), is that 
after public goods have been made private, after they are exploited for 
what profit they might produce, the dregs of the public good will be re-
turned to the “public” in considerably weaker and less viable condition. 
Part of what makes public goods “crappy” is that their better elements 
have been carved off. Thus, with a smaller public to serve and fewer re-
sources allocated, a downward spiral begins. Parents are advised, as the 
commentator quoted above put it, to “hit the books and make enough to 
send your kids to private school when you are a parent.”

Many right-wing American political thinkers today start from the view 
that if people no longer feel in control of their lives, the fault must lie with 
the state. What they fail to appreciate is that the state is no longer the most 
significant actor in shaping their lives: instead, the political economy 
organized by and for large corporations and immensely wealthy people 
(millions of them, but still a small percentage of the entire population) 
has a more important effect. The people who organize the current politi-
cal economy do not have the economic interests of everyone foremost in 
their minds: they are much more interested in preserving and expanding 
their own wealth (Madrick 2011; Winters 2010). And the role of the state 
has been primarily to see the interests of such wealthy people, who hold 
the keys to future investment and “economic growth,” as paramount.7
Democrats have, since the New Deal, been more willing than Republicans 
to constrain the activities of the wealthy and to try to pursue some redis-
tributive economic policies. Nevertheless, both Democrats and Republi-
cans share this view about the advantages to all of economic growth. Yet 
when the market acts as the sole guide in a society, there is a pressure to 
turn care into a service, and to presume that the best forms of care will be 
those that are cheapest.

But since care is not the same thing as a standard market good, using 
only market terms and values to understand its place in society distorts 
its meaning. Virginia Held (2006) pointed out that the market has a le-
gitimate scope of activity, though its scope will be circumscribed by needs 
to care. My argument is different. I am not saying that the market distorts 
care because care should be about feelings and the market is about ratio-
nal calculation, as some have argued (cf. Nelson 1999). Nor am I saying 
that it is a bad thing to use markets to provide care services. What I am 
saying is this: The market is an institution that can further a variety of 
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ends. If, however, the market’s ends are taken to be only those that fit with 
the neoliberal preferences for entrepreneurship, accumulation of wealth, 
driving prices for all goods as low as possible, then such a market will 
interfere with, rather than support, making just arrangements for care.

Market thinking suggests: If I can get it for you wholesale, so much 
the better. Paying less is good. But from the standpoint of a democratic 
society committed to caring well, the political question raised by using 
the market to distribute such goods as health care, education, and housing 
is the question of justice. How can a democratic society justify the unjust 
outcomes of unequal opportunity that arise from a market system?

Marketing Education

A thorough thinking about care and education has already consumed 
many books (Noddings 2002a, 2002b, 2005); in the remarks that follow I 
can touch upon only some of the issues involved here. But I hope that even 
this cursory account highlights some of the ways in which a democratic 
care approach allows us to see better the problems that face us than does 
the ideologically pure but simplistic account of personal responsibility.

Public schools have always been one of the hallmarks of equal op-
portunity. Children often find themselves in the same place in the social 
order as their parents (Bowles and Gintis 1977), but if there is a site of 
upward mobility in American society, it is in the schools. (Supreme Court 
Justice Sonia Sotomayor, who grew up in a public housing project in the 
Bronx, New York, is an example of this historic path. )

But public schools are also the ways in which communities sustain 
themselves. John Dewey’s (1993) emphasis on the democratizing effects of 
education points to the role that schools play in a democratic society. In-
deed, education can serve as a buffer against injustice. During segregation, 
African American schools provided care and a sense of justice to students 
(Siddle Walker and Snarey 2004; Siddle Walker and Tompkins 2004).

Education is one of the places where the “new public management”  
—  that is, the increasing application of market concepts such as competi-
tion and customer satisfaction (Page 2005)  —  has been most thoroughly 
embraced. Arguing that school bureaucracies, teachers’ unions, and other 
features of the status quo make good education impossible, a movement 
has swept through American education in the past twenty years to create 
“charter schools,” standardize curricula, and reduce learning to a set of 
testable skills. This movement also affects current approaches to higher 
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education in many ways. The market has become sovereign, in part be-
cause it replaces a “system” that seems no longer to work. Tests among 
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
countries routinely show American children are at best mediocre com-
pared to other children in such areas as reading, mathematics, and science 
(National Center for Education Statistics 2009). A popular television show 
invites contestants to answer the question, “Are You Smarter Than a Fifth 
Grader?” and the results are not always positive. In New York State, fewer 
than half of the students who graduated from high school were ready for 
college or a job in 2010, and in urban systems the percentage was lower, as 
low as 5% in Rochester (Otterman 2011). Jennifer Hochschild pointed out 
that prior to the 2000s, the perception was that urban public education 
was problematic, but not education more generally. Instead of targeted re-
form, though, the United States underwent a widespread reform aimed 
at “accountability.” The term “accountability” seems to be a synonym for 
“responsibility,” but as Debbie Epstein (1993) documented, it was con-
ceived by conservative thinkers as a way to derail progressive educational 
policies in the United Kingdom, such as anti-racism education, while us-
ing a language that sounded, ostensibly, democratic and pro-student. As 
Hochschild writes, “School reform for accountability persists as a fasci-
nating topic; by the usual political criteria it should not have gotten off the 
ground, and by the usual educational criteria it should not have met with 
much success” (2003a,120).

The policies adopted under the Bush administration, labeled “No Child 
Left Behind,” used explicitly market-driven ways to think about educa-
tion, including the ultimate solution for children who were receiving an 
inadequate or bad education: their parents were permitted to re-enroll 
them in another school. This legislation illustrates how neoliberals ex-
pect personal responsibility to replace or embody equal opportunity. By 
providing parents with “choices,” neoliberals illuminate perfectly how 
the logic of personal responsibility masks the ways in which structural 
constraints can shape equal opportunity. A national testing system was 
created, and schools that failed to do as well as others were threatened 
with closure (like products that did not “sell” on the market). In addition, 
private companies sprang up to create charter schools, which promised 
to provide students with better education (though the evidence that they 
do so is, at best, mixed; Dean and Wolf 2010). There was no control for 
the differences in neighborhoods, parental background, poverty, or other 
factors that influence educational achievement. Schools that were already 
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doing fairly well but did not improve were marked poorly. Nor was there 
any guarantee that a better school would be in the vicinity of the “failing” 
school. The presumption that if there is a need the market will meet it was 
taken as a truth. If any child fails, or is left behind, then the blame rests 
with the child’s parents for failing to take advantage of “choices.”

There are many problems with this approach. The one I want to point 
out here is about the historical situation in which public education finds 
itself in the twenty-first century. By focusing on the competition between 
school A and school B at the present moment, we fail to see that the entire 
system of public education has been systematically deprived of the two 
things it most needs for over a generation, and that the worst performance 
still occurs in urban public districts (Hochschild 2003b). Those two re-
sources are outstanding teachers and sufficient resources such as books.

The 1970s brought two changes to education whose consequences can-
not be understood in a market-based approach. The first is that the qual-
ity of teachers in the past was artificially inflated by an unjust caste system 
that allowed schools to attract great teachers at a low cost. Since the last 
century, when it became clear that women could be hired to teach for less 
than men, the teaching profession has been disproportionately female 
(Duffy 2011). When the only positions open to college-educated women 
were as teachers or housewives, the more adventurous among them chose 
to become teachers. Now that caste barriers have been removed, however, 
women who might have become teachers can become doctors, lawyers, 
physicists, mathematicians, or business executives.

I do not want to disparage the commitment and dedication of current 
teachers, but the fact is that under the caste system, there were more ex-
ceptional and outstanding teachers who were able to inspire and infuse a 
learnedness into public schools that is now lacking. Indeed, people who 
currently pursue teaching are not likely to be pioneers breaking the mold, 
but to be among the most conventional and traditional members of soci-
ety in terms of such issues as breaking gender barriers. Teachers are now 
among the more conservative, not the more adventurous, members of so-
ciety. (We can probably say the same thing for those who have remained 
in school administration.) Furthermore, the low pay that teachers receive 
(a legacy of a caste system) means that they are left behind in class stand-
ing compared to women who pursue careers in other professions. Injus-
tice, then, had the unintended consequence of providing better teach-
ers than we had any reason to expect in the past. Now, teachers are less 
likely to be adventurous and innovative, and they have considerably less 
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incentive to do so, given changing ideas about what students are supposed 
to learn (i.e., to perform on standardized tests). Although there are now 
more teachers with advanced degrees (partly due to state requirements; 
Dee and Jacob 2010), with the exception of modest gains in mathematics, 
student learning has not increased since the mid-1990s and teachers now 
focus most of their energy on teaching reading and math (Dee and Jacob 
2010; National Center for Education Statistics 2009).

The students who are now attracted to teaching as a profession are very 
different from the pioneering women who sought to work in an era in 
which middle-class, college-educated women were expected to remain at 
home and raise their children (Friedan 1963). Those women were pioneers 
who broke with social expectations. The current students attracted to edu-
cation seem to be more timid. They (especially the students in elementary 
education) are often described as the worst students on a campus. Their 
test scores are lower than those entering other graduate schools. They are 
much less well-paid than other professionals with comparable training, 
and their work is viewed as less prestigious (Alcoff 2006). Arthur Levine 
(2006), former president of Teachers College, made the same call that 
many others have made in saying that the way to improve the quality of 
teaching is to raise teachers’ salaries and prestige. But in a culture in which 
we think better management and competition will improve schools, there 
is little interest in recognizing our responsibility to pay teachers more and 
to attract “the best and the brightest” back to the classroom.

The second set of changes affected how schools are funded. In 1973, 
the U.S. Supreme Court overturned a lower court ruling that declared 
property taxes as the basis for state funding of education unconstitutional. 
The challengers had argued, in San Antonio Independent School District 
v. Rodriguez (411 U.S. 16 [1973]) that property taxes were an inherently 
unequal way to fund schools, since some districts were rich and others 
poor. In overturning that decision, the Supreme Court instead asserted 
that such inequalities were simply a result of factors beyond the govern-
ment’s reach; it is “inevitable that some localities are going to be blessed 
with more taxable assets than others” (at 54). As the costs of schools con-
tinued to rise and economic dislocations in the 1970s intensified, school 
budgets were voted down. Then, in 1978, California passed Proposition 
13, which amended the state constitution to prohibit raising property 
taxes into the future. As if the availability of “taxable assets” did not al-
ready severely limit school budgets, this cap on taxes prevented the state 
schools from raising more revenue. California schools, among the most 
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highly ranked state systems in the early 1970s, were ranked forty-seventh 
in 2006–  7, according to Morgan-Quitno’s ratings. In New Jersey, where 
the state Supreme Court interpreted the state constitution to require that 
state income tax revenues be used to equalize school costs across districts, 
the schools improved dramatically in quality; they are now ranked fourth, 
and more New Jersey students go on to pursue higher education than the 
graduates of any other state school system (Morgan-Quitno 2006–  7)

Writing about the Rodriguez decision’s effect on denying poor children 
an adequate education, J. A. Gross argued:

The problems of education in this country and the proposed solutions 
are inextricably interconnected with issues of morality, justice and val-
ues. Fundamental issues of human rights, justice and morality must be 
addressed and resolved before any reconstruction of the educational 
system is attempted. What is excused as misfortune must be recog-
nized as injustice and what has been dismissed as the status quo must 
be traced back to the action or inaction of the unjust. (Quoted in Strobl 
2009, 951)

The “savage inequalities” (Brush and Vasupuram 2006) of the current 
school system cannot be addressed simply by creating market mecha-
nisms for fostering competition among existing inadequate schools, or by 
creating a few good “charter schools” to serve as market models for the 
others (Phillips 2002). As Linda Darling-Hammond observed, there is an 
“enormous disparity in the provision of education offered in the United 
States. Unlike most countries that fund schools centrally and equally, the 
wealthiest U.S. public schools spend at least ten times more than the poor-
est schools  —  ranging from over $30,000 per pupil at the wealthy schools 
to only $3000 at the poorest. These disparities contribute to a wider 
achievement gap in this country than in virtually any other industrialized 
country in the world” (2004, 6).

Improving the quality of teachers would have another beneficial ef-
fect: it would improve the quality of education and allow schools to be 
less hierarchically and rigidly organized. When teachers unionized, they 
did so with the hope that they would therefore be able to control more of 
the conditions under which they work. But teachers are now so distrusted 
that they are monitored and checked constantly, not by seeing whether 
they actually inspire students and motivate them to learn, not by whether 
they promote understanding and curiosity in their classrooms, but based 
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on the performance of students on standardized tests. One stunning ex-
ample of school reform happened in a large urban high school in Brock-
ton, Massachusetts, under impetus of the teacher’s union (Dillon 2010). 
There, teachers committed themselves to improving writing throughout 
the curriculum, trained one another about how to accomplish this end, 
and produced much improvement. If we begin again from the question 
of what we want education to do, of what needs should be met in the 
schools, the results are likely to be quite different from what they are now.

What would good education look like from the perspective of a demo-
cratic caring society? First, we would begin with the purpose of educa-
tion. Currently, education seems to meet the needs of “the economy” for 
workers (Bowles and Gintis 1977). A care approach would stress instead 
the need for individual development and developing the skills necessary 
both to care and to care about being a citizen in a democratic society.

Second, we would need to notice something peculiar about the need 
for education: it is a need that is often not obvious to the care receivers 
themselves. This is one reason why John Stanford writes that parents are 
an essential component of improving education: if parents do not com-
municate the importance of an education to their children, there is little 
hope that they will succeed (Stanford and Simons 1999).

Questions about class size, tailored needs, and being knowledgeable 
about students and their lives also need to be addressed in determining 
what the needs of particular students are. Teachers often feel inadequately 
prepared to enter the classroom; questions about the nature of author-
ity should be addressed more clearly in training teachers. Most impor-
tantly, teachers should be evaluated not on the basis of preparing students 
to perform on tests, but on their students’ substantive knowledge of the 
world, their curiosity about the world, and how well they have built a base 
for continued learning throughout their lives.

All of these factors can be spelled out in greater depth, of course, and 
with much greater intelligence. But unless we are willing to think about 
the responsibilities for education more broadly, the prospects improve for 
the next generation of Americans being the first generation to be less edu-
cated than their parents.

Critics often view calls for educational reform, and for reforming the 
funding for school education, as an attack on the efforts of individual 
parents and school districts to improve the quality of their own chil-
dren. Chapter 4 considered the problem that caring well for one’s own 
child comes at the cost of another child. But this view is wrong, because 
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it sees greater levels of educational attainment as a threat, and thus a 
zero-sum game, rather than as a good for everyone. As Nancy Folbre ar-
gues, “Equality of opportunity does not imply that we should level down, 
imposing some strict standard of perfect equality that could easily be 
reached by cutting spending at all schools. It means that we should level 
up and spend enough on all our schools to develop fully our collective 
capabilities” (2001, 158).

Conclusion

This chapter has considered how the market passes of bootstraps and 
charity allow self-interested behavior to allocate care responsibilities. 
They do so, however, only by uneven processes where those with greater 
resources get more care. Furthermore, at the end of the day, given the way 
the market seems timeless, it becomes impossible to think structurally 
about past injustice in the face of market ideals. In these ways, the market 
passes undermine an underlying commitment to freedom, equality, and 
justice. It is possible to provide others ways to pursue caring in a demo-
cratic society. How to go forward is the task of the next and final section 
of this book.



Part III

Imagining Democratic Caring Practices and 
Caring Democracies
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6

Democratic Caring

We slowly learn that life consists of processes as well as results, 
and that failure may come quite as easily from ignoring the 
adequacy of one’s method as from selfish or ignoble aims. We 
are thus brought to a conception of Democracy not merely as a 
sentiment which desires the well-being of all men, nor yet as a 
creed which believes in the essential dignity and equality of all 
men, but as that which affords a rule of living as well as a test 
of faith.
  —  Addams 1902, 6

So far this book has considered how market democracies, committed to 
prioritizing market values, have reached a point where they are unable 
to advance either the democratic goals of greater freedom, equality, and 
justice or the caring goals of ensuring that both care-giving and care-
receiving have their proper place in society. How “we care now” mis-
understands freedom as “choice” regardless of domination, perpetuates 
inequality, and makes it impossible to raise questions of care as issues 
of justice. This distortion happens in part because care is so thoroughly 
“backgrounded” as a critical part of human life that its role is hardly vis-
ible. And it happens in part because economic growth and production as 
the proper pursuit and concern of individuals, the state, and the market 
are so thoroughly foregrounded.

Caring is not only about the intimate and daily routines of hands-on 
care. Care also involves the larger structural questions of thinking about 
which institutions, people, and practices should be used to accomplish 
concrete and real caring tasks. This broad caring perspective on society 
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differs in important ways from the perspective of a market, of individuals, 
or, for that matter, of most social sciences. To care well requires the recog-
nition that care is relational: no judgment about whether care is good can 
be accomplished from a singular perspective, not that of caregivers or care 
receivers. In non-democratic settings, it is easy to assume that the kinds 
of care provided are fine by adopting the standpoint of the caregiver, or 
of care’s patron, or somebody else. But in any form of care that is congru-
ent with a democratic society, a democratic standard for judging the ad-
equacy of care becomes important. “Nothing about us without us” (Charl-
ton 2000), a rallying cry of the disability rights movement, captures this 
idea, and similar claims have been made since medieval re-readings of 
the Roman law dictum Quod omnestangit, ab omnibus approbetur (What 
touches all should be approved by all) through to contemporary theorists 
of democracy who similarly insist that people affected by decisions need 
to be included in those decisions (Gould 2004, 2008). In this way, caring 
in a democratic society is highly participatory, and, at the very least, de-
pends upon honest inclusion of everyone’s perspectives.1 Thus, I claimed 
in chapter 1 that democratic politics should center upon assigning responsi-
bilities for care, and for ensuring that democratic citizens are as capable as 
possible of participating in this assignment of responsibilities for care. The 
radical nature of this claim should now be clear. This task cannot be left to 
existing institutions and practices, not to families or households, systems 
of production and markets for consumption, nor existing government 
agencies and policies. Democratic citizens are all engaged in provided 
and need care together; this caring with is a political concern and one that 
needs to be resolved through politics.

Two forms of assigning responsibilities in democratic societies have 
limited the sharing of caring responsibilities. First, separations about who 
is competent to participate in decision-making from those who are not, 
such as the exclusion of women through the public/private split or of ra-
cial groups through assumptions about racial and ethnic hierarchies, limit 
any genuine discussion of caring roles and duties so that they only appear 
from the standpoint of those who have excluded others. Since those ex-
cluded “others” have historically been the people in society who do most 
of the care-giving, exclusion provides those who are excluding them with 
the advantage of receiving benefits of caring service. As Nancy Folbre put 
it, “Restrictions on women’s rights were oppressive, but they lowered the 
cost of caring labor” (2001, xiv).

Second, some people have been able to exempt themselves from taking 
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seriously the care responsibilities that all humans can assume. We have 
given some men free passes out of caring responsibilities because they 
protect and produce. We have given some middle-class women and men 
passes out of caring for others in the society because they engage in in-
tensive parenting and invest so much in their own children. And we have 
given others, especially wealthier citizens, passes out of support for public 
institutions of care by allowing them to rely on the bootstrap and charity 
passes that arise out of the claim that the market covers and provides all of 
the care that is necessary.

It would be absurd to say that everyone has to share the care burdens of 
society equally. Such an imposition would interfere with people’s liberty 
in unacceptable ways. It would impose a false form of equality. And, as 
Folbre has noted, it would probably make intimate caring relationships 
worse, as more of them were done out of duty. What should be shared is 
the duty to reflect upon the nature of care responsibilities, and the need 
for a generally acceptable way to allocate caring responsibilities  —  all of 
them  —  in a way that democratic citizens think best achieves the goals of 
freedom, equality, and justice.

In these next two chapters, the focus now shifts to describing two parts 
of the vision of a caring and democratic society. Here in chapter 6, the 
question to be considered is this: How can citizens care in a way that is 
more congruent with democratic life? That is, looking at practices and 
institutions, what is the nature of democratic caring? In chapter 7, the 
question to be addressed is: What are the goals of a caring democratic 
political order? This chapter proceeds by first drawing a rough sketch of 
what democratic caring practices entail. Then it considers some concerns 
about democratic caring. After those arguments, a section considers why 
democratic caring is better. Those ideas are then applied to how citizens 
can assess the adequacy of caring institutions. Finally, an argument about 
deepening democratic caring practices provides reasons to be optimistic 
about future prospects for this way of thinking.

If Caring Is Democratic Then It Must Be Inclusive

Democracy, Winston Churchill famously remarked, is the worst form of 
government, except for all the other forms (Rose and Mishler 1996). Yet 
democracy remains incomplete. The movements that produced remark-
able social changes in the second half of the twentieth century  —  anti-
colonial, civil rights, feminist, queer, disability, and others  —  transformed 
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the grounds of political inclusion. Yet a cursory examination of the sta-
tus of the poor, people of color, women, the disabled, the colonized, and 
other excluded groups makes clear that these changes have not entirely 
succeeded. The great challenge of this new century remains how to create 
truly inclusive democracies.

Inclusion is not easy. Although it sounds good, there is no such thing 
as “simple justice.” All social systems, even the most unjust, develop prac-
tices and ways of doing things that inform how people live their lives. For-
mal inclusion is rarely enough to undo deeply seated forms of oppression, 
or to change the patterns of life for those who lived under oppressive con-
ditions. People who were part of a majority group do not even see these 
difficulties and struggles. To them, it simply looks as if those “others” were 
not as successful, not as committed, not as “good.”

Feminists have offered a critique of formal forms of inclusion for over 
twenty years (Young 1990, 2000; Fraser 1989, 1997) and have proposed a 
variety of tentative solutions to this problem. Iris Marion Young (1990) in 
her earliest work proposed a break with formal inclusion by arguing that 
groups that had been excluded should be included on the basis of their 
group identity. Young’s proposal was roundly criticized for being unwork-
able, and for reifying group membership (Fraser 1997). Insofar as Young’s 
work was taken as an endorsement of “identity politics,” many feminist 
scholars found it unsatisfying, among them Wendy Brown (1995), who 
argued that identity politics ran the risk of creating another form of per-
verse political association, the form of “wounded attachment.” Others, 
such as Nancy Fraser (1997), proposed that adding the dimension of rec-
ognition to concerns about economic equality would help to alleviate the 
problem of identity politics becoming too fixed and artificial a remedy for 
exclusion. Others have suggested that recognition does not go far enough 
(Blum 1998).

From the standpoint of a democratic society that takes seriously re-
thinking responsibility in an expressive-collaborative morality, there may 
be another way to think through how formal change is not sufficient. 
From this standpoint, the change in legal or moral status is not a magic 
wand that transforms society, especially if we think of political life as the 
appropriate division of responsibilities. Feminists have long challenged 
the notion that inclusion is simply a matter of treating newcomers as if 
they were just like those who were there before. It is a problem because 
the ones added have been, among other things, constituted in important 
ways by their exclusion. If there is one thing that we should have learned 
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from a generation of feminist scholarship, it is that the structural forms 
for devaluing some people (women and “others,” including religious, 
linguistic, racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities) are very deep. Some call 
this point “Wollstonecraft’s Dilemma” (Pateman 1989). One reason that 
feminists have insisted upon returning to a more “naturalistic” account 
of ethics is because these details  —  who one is, how one has lived one’s 
life  —  are not irrelevant “facts” to bracket when one makes a moral judg-
ment, but are at the heart of the judgment itself. Simply acknowledging 
that there has been sexism in the philosophical past (Tännsjö 2002) also 
does not dig out its roots deeply enough. Once those who have now ac-
quired “moral status” join into “common morality,” rethinking the nature 
of responsibilities turns out to be a much more radical project.

To take caring seriously as a kind of political concern upsets many of 
the starting premises of contemporary life in democratic societies. Be-
cause entrenched patterns of thought scripted care as a private matter, to 
include care as a public concern upsets the distinction between public and 
private life. Because contemporary society has historically relegated care 
as the concerns of women, working-class people, and racial and ethnic 
minorities, including care in public life forces a reconsideration of how 
to think about gender, race, class, and the treatment of “others.” To be 
inclusive thus turns out to be more difficult than “add women and stir” 
(Bunch 1987).

The process of inclusion is also made more difficult by the emergence 
of neoliberal thinking. It is not surprising that this burden of greater inclu-
sion produced a backlash. So a funny thing happened on the way to inclu-
sion: neoliberalism. Although we are used to thinking about neoliberal-
ism as an economic necessity of modern forms of capitalism, it is as well a 
political reaction against inclusion. Neoliberalism began in the mid-1980s 
in the face of the great successes of the civil rights movement and second-
wave feminism. All movements for inclusion require that those who have 
previously held power now share it with those newly included. No won-
der that people like Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan were anxious 
to pronounce, as did Thatcher, that “there is no alternative.” There was an 
alternative, but that alternative required a rethinking of social responsibil-
ities that they found burdensome; hence, to those in power, there was no 
alternative. Following conservative economists, they argued that to make 
things previously private into public concerns had been disastrous as the 
power of the state expanded, failing to note that other institutions had, as 
well, usurped many of the “private” functions of the family. Indeed, they 



144 << Democratic Caring

went further and advocated the return of many public concerns to the 
“private” sphere of the market. The reality of neoliberal practice belies the 
purity of this approach. But its ideological hostility to greater inclusion in 
public life, and its reduction of everything to the private sphere, labeling 
the latter as “freedom,” created a worldview that persists today.

There is a logic and a reason why neoliberalism is so appealing that 
has to do with a desire not to move toward greater inclusion. But we have 
arrived at a fateful moment. As the global financial crisis continues, the 
people in the United States and other countries in the thrall of neoliberal 
policies need to decide what the future direction will be.

The first choice is to continue to follow the road of neoliberalism and 
its moral ideology of personal responsibility. On the one hand, it makes 
sense when newcomers to public life (women, people of color, poor peo-
ple, migrants) make demands, neoliberals usually express the problem as 
an economic one: we will have to share our resources with those new-
comers. On the other hand, personal responsibility as a moral ideology 
quickly runs into some serious limits. First, as a description of moral and 
economic life, personal responsibility does not really capture the reality 
of people’s lives. It is, of course, possible to notice some people who are 
totally devoid of responsibility: they do not succeed as students, workers, 
parents, spouses, or friends. But even if one agrees that everyone must 
have some responsibility for his or her own actions, that does not lead 
to the magical view that if everyone only pursues their own responsi-
bilities that everything will work out. Responsibility also requires power. 
Few people have much real control over their lives: they are beholden to 
those they work for and with, they depend upon conditions of economic 
growth, for example, if they want to sell their skills or goods on the mar-
ket, or they depend upon the company that employs them for their job 
(and economic well-being) to continue. So to say that “personal respon-
sibility” by itself will be the engine that runs how people should thrive in 
human societies ignores the reality that not everyone (in fact, probably no 
one) has the resources sufficient to operate on their own.

A second problem with personal responsibility is that it turns public 
provision for care into a dangerous form of care. It is not that there is no 
account of public care within neoliberalism, but rather that any form of 
private care is preferable to public care, because public care entails a harm 
to recipients. As noted in chapter 3, if neoliberalism presumes that every-
one is capable of taking care of themselves, then by definition anyone who 
receives publicly provided advantages must be incapable of taking care of 
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themselves, and indeed, must be incompetent. If they are incompetent, 
then it makes sense for the public to substitute its judgment for theirs. 
Welfare recipients, therefore, need to have their sexuality controlled by 
the state, which encourages them to marry (Smith 2007). State provi-
sion should remain barely adequate, lest it provoke the “moral hazard” of 
luring people to use more goods and services because they are available. 
Starting from such a framework, then, neoliberals can justify providing 
fewer benefits to people than their needs; to give them more (what they 
might see as “necessary”) is harmful to them. In this way, the neoliberal 
state cares for the least well off by preventing them from becoming “too 
dependent” upon the state (Mead 2001).

The end result of a neoliberal starting point is a vicious circle by which 
all forms of inclusion become more difficult. All groups become more 
parochial. More and more public services become privatized or “crappy.” 
People are thrown back on their own resources, but their resources are 
increasingly strained by the need to buy more and more of what they re-
quire on the private market. As the “rich grow richer and the poor stay 
poorer,” there is still less trust, less equality, and for those without a lot 
of money, less ability to do things  —  that is, less freedom. Being less well 
off becomes a sign of one’s lack of worth. The vicious circles spins more 
tightly: those “others” become “irresponsible” by their economic failure, 
and citizens become more angry, distrustful, and resentful. Politics be-
comes increasingly punitive. The cycle repeats. Citizens become increas-
ingly resentful and unhappy about public life. A future lies ahead in which 
those who can afford it will live inside gated communities and organize 
their lives so that they never need to meet the people who live elsewhere. 
At that point, the capacity to trust those “others” becomes more remote. 
Democratic citizens may come to have only the equal power to loathe and 
fear those who are not like them. How can people think of those others 
as their equals? It is reminiscent of life on Bellamy’s carriage, comfortable 
for some moments, but even the people atop the carriage are always afraid  
—  in this case, afraid of falling and of losing their status.

Here is a different possibility. Let’s take seriously the importance of 
care. People will have to make some transitions as caring responsibilities 
are debated and reallocated. It will require thinking more broadly about 
caring responsibilities. People who have been given a pass and have exer-
cised privileged irresponsibility will need to step up and assume greater 
roles in direct and intimate caring. This is not easy. Some will object that 
not everyone is cut out for caring for others. Caring is often frustrating 
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and difficult. It requires balancing competing needs, it requires sacrifice, 
and it is not always successful. On the other hand, care also brings joy 
and success. And to become more caring is to become more attentive and 
more capable of making judgments about responsibility. For everyone 
to become more caring requires the adoption of a moral framework that 
guards against moral dangers of acting paternalistically, which reduces 
other’s freedom, and parochially, which makes equality more difficult to 
achieve (Tronto 1993).

To divide up caring responsibilities in society differently requires a 
shift in values away from the notion that the only things that matter are 
economic gains. There is an alternative: the more people share responsi-
bilities for care publicly, the less they have to fear and the more easily they 
can trust others. From such positions of trust, the world becomes more 
open: more free, more equal, more just. Changing the way we think is 
hard, but the choice is real, and neoliberalism’s promise is a false one. Hu-
mans can organize society so that they are not only and always in constant 
and vicious competition with one another.

Being Inclusive Requires Rethinking Ourselves as 
Care Receivers

The first step that citizens need to take, and the one that requires consid-
erable bravery, is for each person to admit human vulnerability. We are 
care receivers, all. This is certainly true when people are infants, infirm, 
and frail in old age. But all people have needs, all of the time. If citizens 
are willing to recognize their own needs, then they can also recognize 
that others have needs as well. Once people recognize their own self-care, 
they also see how much of their time and energy are devoted to caring for 
themselves and others.

Once people recognize their vulnerability, they need also to reflect 
upon the care practices of those around them. Even people in the same 
family and other intimates, such as friends and neighbors, have different 
ideas about the best way to care. Deepen these differences across space, 
cultural background, and economic condition, and it becomes clear that 
all citizens have particular caring needs and ways of caring for themselves 
and others. Rethinking needs requires that citizens think differently. In 
the complicated roles of citizen caregiver and care receiver, citizens can-
not judge one another using the false abstractions that now inform their 
judgments of others. Seyla Benhabib (1986) long ago criticized abstract 



Democratic Caring >> 147

philosophical discussion of the “generalized other” instead of the “con-
crete other.” There is an equally serious danger, though, when citizens 
think they “know” about others but in fact do not. Martin Gilens’s argu-
ment about why Americans hate welfare (1999), discussed in chapter 4, 
is an example of this problem. He discovered that Americans do not ob-
ject to welfare, only to welfare for those who are “lazy.” But most white 
Americans mistakenly believed that most recipients of welfare are African 
American, and that African Americans are “lazy.” Hence, their racist at-
titudes were covered up. In light of the continued housing segregation in 
the lives of white Americans (more than 75 percent of whites still live in 
neighborhoods in which there are few people of color), there will be little 
opportunity on a daily basis to change people’s perceived attitudes. A re-
port based on the 2010 U.S. Census concluded, after describing the persis-
tence of racial segregation, that despite demographic changes, “diversity 
is experienced very differently in the daily lives of whites, blacks, Hispan-
ics, and Asians” (Logan and Stults 2011, 2). The demand for expressive-
collaborate morality will require people to rethink many assumptions that 
they make in order to rethink caring responsibilities.

How will such decisions get made? “Caring with” requires the trans-
formation of both democratic caring practices and democratic caring 
institutions.

Democratic Caring Practices

What would democratic caring practices require? Because people are fa-
miliar with caring for themselves and intimate others, it might seem that 
expanding care would not be so difficult; one need only “scale up” to care 
for others. But the truth is that to care for others requires knowledge about 
their lives. Citizens would need to spend time learning about the lives of 
others, and not simply accepting the views of others that they expect are 
true.2 There would need to be practices that allowed people to meet be-
yond their homes, workplaces (where segregation also persists; see Heller-
stein and Neumark 2008), and schools. To take on the task of learning 
about other citizens in order to understand caring responsibilities thor-
oughly will require, in itself, a large investment of time and energy.

Beyond this task of learning about others, or creating the conditions 
within which the views of others could be heard so that any expressive-
collaborative process was genuinely expressive and collaborative, this 
book has also suggested a number of other dimensions of caring that will 
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inform caring democratic practices. At a minimum, the following ele-
ments seem to be crucial. First, care is multidimensional, and so any dem-
ocratic caring practice must make provision for this complexity. There are 
the four dimensions of care that Berenice Fisher and I identified (Fisher 
and Tronto 1990): caring about, or recognizing caring needs in the first 
place; caring for, or assuming responsibility for caring; care-giving, or the 
hands-on work of caring; and care-receiving, that is, being responsive to 
the ways in which the caring processes either have or have not met the 
initial needs. A further dimension, caring with, or thinking about the ef-
fects of multiple care processes on trust and respect, makes these processes 
more complex. In contemporary societies, these complex processes are 
often divided among institutions and among different ranks within insti-
tutions. Charting the flow of caring through these processes is a first step 
toward making them more democratic. To what extent do practices of care 
permit caregivers and care receivers to understand the entire process?

Furthermore, care always occurs in a context, and among the most 
important elements of the context Fisher and I identified is the unequal 
distribution of power that usually is found in care practices. Consider 
some simple and familiar examples: needs are defined by more powerful 
members of the society, rather than those who have the needs themselves. 
Consider, as an example, the logic of the welfare reform movement in the 
United States in the 1990s, where lack of proper family structure, sexual 
mores, and work were taken to be problems to be solved.3 Adequate re-
sources for care-giving can be absent after responsibilities for care are 
assigned, as frequently happens in public education. As disabilities ad-
vocates often point out, caring for disabled people often slips into a pater-
nalistic discourse in which the views of the disabled people themselves are 
muted or muffled (Scully 2008; Beckett 2007; Silvers 1995). As many have 
noted, care workers are disproportionately concentrated at the bottom of 
the economic scale, lacking basic benefits, and many of these workers are 
also marginalized by race and migration status. So a democratic rethink-
ing of caring practices would also require close attention to the dynamics 
of power in different caring settings. Furthermore, the chances are good 
that no single set of care institutions can meet the needs of everyone; 
flexibility and innovative policies have to be included to allow for excep-
tions, for people whose life experiences do not fit the usual patterns, and 
so forth.

Finally, expressive-collaborative processes of assigning responsibilities 
in the first place, before actual care-giving begins, require a rethinking of 
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the separation of the “spiritual” and “menial” aspects of caring (Roberts 
1997), a separation that all too often marginalizes those who are already 
most marginal in the society. No process of assigning caring responsi-
bilities that is abstract and removed from the actual practices of caring, 
and that fails to explore these processes down to the level of “who is 
doing what caring, for whom, and why,” will be adequate to instill demo-
cratic caring.

This account of how to begin to make caring practices more demo-
cratic is, of necessity, fairly abstract. This is so not only because the insti-
tutions to carry out such practices will have to evolve, but also because the 
aim of this book is not to impose my point of view on democratic citizens, 
but to spell out the ways in which such citizens can proceed.

Some Concerns about Democratic Caring

Nevertheless, some obvious and difficult questions arise that challenge the 
whole presumption that caring can be more democratic. Three are con-
sidered here: that since caring often happens among unequals, it cannot 
be democratic; that caring is dyadic and must therefore remain on an in-
timate and private level; and that to focus so much on caring undermines 
a more politically important emphasis on rights and human rights. Each 
objection is considered in turn.

How Can Unequal Care Be Democratic?

Care creates an obvious problem from the standpoint of democracy: 
many care relationships are not relationships of equality and therefore 
seem to be a threat to the very idea of democracy. Humans are not equal 
in their capacities within the society  —  especially those who are too young, 
too infirm, or too frail. Historically, democratic theorists and democratic 
practices solved this problem by excluding those who were “dependent” 
or not fully rational from being citizens. For the ancients, these exclusions 
extended to slaves and women. In the modern period, the struggles in 
democratic societies have been aimed at expanding who gets included as 
full citizens; propertyless and working-class men, and eventually women, 
were added to the franchise. In a democratic future, this problem needs to 
be considered.

Care is often about the needs of dependents; in having “needs,” depen-
dents are often framed as less than equal to other citizens. As scholars 
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have shown, throughout the twentieth century notions of “dependency” 
shifted from the general condition of being less well off to a kind of pa-
thology possessed by individuals. Such “dependency” makes it possible 
for others in the society to make judgments about the adequacy of these 
citizens’ capacities to be citizens (Fraser and Gordon 1994).

Citizens prefer to think of themselves as autonomous, that is, as ca-
pable of making decisions for themselves. Since the eighteenth century, 
to be dependent and to be autonomous have been viewed as incompatible 
(Tronto 2010). Furthermore, the division of “autonomous” actor and “de-
pendent” recipient operates intellectually to transform the care-receiver 
into “the other” (Beauvoir 1968). As Simone de Beauvoir and others have 
demonstrated, this process of making someone into an “other” interferes 
with an ability to analyze the “other’s” situation, to make judgments, and 
to see what is going on for them. Autonomous actors, who think of them-
selves primarily as caregivers rather than as care receivers, are thus apt 
to misunderstand the nature of their own situation and to project their 
loathing about dependency onto care-receivers. The result is to miscon-
strue both care and its place in society.

Almost all discussions of care start from the perspective of the care-
giver, not the care receiver. It is perhaps a necessary intellectual trend, in 
a society in which the lives of autonomous actors are taken as the norm 
for human action, that care will be discounted as an aspect of human life. 
Care receivers may need necessary care, but their need for care does not 
make them incompetent to participate in the processes by which care 
needs are set, met, and assessed. Indeed, care receivers are often better 
sources about the adequacy of care. In this way, too, care is more equal 
than it might appear to be solely from the standpoint of the autono-
mous caregiver.

Michel Foucault’s late work on “care for the self ” was an important 
break in the understanding of care as simply an act of passivity. Foucault’s 
earlier work emphasized the ways in which social practices and capillary-
like modes of power literally constitute individuals (indeed, the very no-
tion of an “individual” or “subject”). In writing about the care of the self 
as an ethical category, Foucault (1997) sought to challenge the view that 
being cared for is necessarily a kind of passive activity. The capacity to see 
oneself as vulnerable is not highly valued in our culture. Until we recog-
nize that we are “care receivers, all,” there can be no change in the ways 
that we think about care or in the fact that it is undervalued.

Two effects follow once all actors are willing to view themselves as 
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recipients of care. First, the view of the self as a receiver, and not only 
an actor, becomes normalized. This change may seem small, but it un-
dermines completely the presumption that people are only rational actors 
able to compete in a marketplace, and forces us to recognize the limits of 
market life as the metaphor for all human actions. Second, care recipients 
cease to be viewed as “others.” Once people can begin to make judgments 
about these “others” as if they were making judgments about themselves, 
a different social psychological process of more genuine empathy will 
be necessary. That people can exercise such empathy is well established, 
though its scope is limited. Changing our understanding of care allows 
the scope of empathy to be expanded. Recognizing our own vulnerability 
undercuts these processes.

Every day many have taken the responsibility to make certain that citi-
zens are cared for well enough so that they can go about their daily lives. 
As able-bodied adults, many people can give themselves much of the basic 
care, and even additional care, that they need. Nonetheless, this work, too, 
is caring. Over the course of a lifetime, then, those who are cared for and 
those who give care turn out to be the same people. In trying to care, and 
to assign care responsibilities throughout a society, inequality is a prob-
lem that must be kept in mind, but people’s constant roles as caregiver and 
care receiver make the prospect of thinking about care and equality less of 
a problem than it might at first seem to be.

Caring Involves Breaking Hierarchies: 
The Problem with Caring Dyads

A second objection to making care a large-scale democratic project is the 
assumption that care relationships are primarily dyadic, and therefore to 
try to think about them on a larger scale destroys the intimacy of care 
itself. On the one hand, such an argument misunderstands the claim for 
democratic caring practices as a way of understanding how care respon-
sibilities, not actual care-giving work, will be organized in a society. But it 
is also worth considering some of the pitfalls of the automatic assumption 
that care is dyadic.

Nel Noddings (1984) famously described care as a dyad between care-
giver and care receiver, and for Noddings, no care existed unless the care 
receiver acknowledged the care received. The problem is that, while the 
image of care as the babe in its mother’s arms has a strong hold on the 
imagination, it is a distortion of care. There is no such thing as “Robinson 
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Crusoe” care in which one person cares for one other, and that is the end 
of the situation. In the first case, care receivers often try to reciprocate 
the care that they receive; even small infants try to return care to their 
caregivers (Bråten 2003). Despite our attachment to the dyadic relation-
ship as a model of care, it is hardly ever an accurate description. Think of 
some cases of supposedly dyadic care: the doctor/patient relationship, the 
mother/child relationship, a student/teacher relationship. Doctors do not 
provide health care alone; they are increasingly involved in a complex set 
of social relationships of care. Families provide much of the health care 
that people receive. But other professionals, insurance companies, gov-
ernment agencies, hospital administrators, and so on, are also involved 
in care relations. To think of this as dyadic is obviously inaccurate. The 
same holds true with mother/child relationships. Although there is often 
a particularly strong bond between mothers and children, the ideological 
construction of this as the primary relationship of life is relatively new. 
Among other primates, the feminist primatologist Sarah Hrdy has discov-
ered, infants are hardly ever left to the care of the mother alone; a complex 
set of “allomothers” help to raise infants (Else 2006; Henry 2006; Hrdy 
1999). In centuries past in Western societies, children were sent to wet-
nurses who might be some distance from their mother. The doula, de-
scribed by Eva Kittay (1999), is a helper who is present in the home early 
in the child’s life. Nursemaids, fathers, siblings, grandparents, and other 
adults in the family are often significant influences in children’s lives. The 
idea that only the mother cares for a child helps to create a misimpression 
about the nature of care. Similarly, while students learn from teachers, 
they do not only learn from teachers, nor do they mainly do so dyadically. 
So, for example, at the college level, research suggests that if students con-
ceive of their learning as isolated, without connection to other students, 
they are less likely to persist and complete college (Tinto 2000).

The dualism image is not only inaccurate, it has bad consequences. 
Plumwood’s (1993) warning about “backgrounding” applies as well to the 
dualism of caregiver and care receiver. The dyad caregiver / care receiver 
is not simply an analytical tool. It also functions, as does the dualism rea-
son/emotion, as a way to avoid recognizing some qualities of the caregiver 
and the overall relationship. Here, backgrounding obscures that caregiv-
ers too are vulnerable, needy, and sometimes incompetent. These qualities 
are cut out of the self and made qualities of the care receiver only. Thus, 
the dyadic model of care serves to heighten our sense of “dis-ease” and 
discomfort about asymmetries of care.
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Within the framework of the dyad, the problems of asymmetries of 
necessary care are simply irresolvable. Even Noddings seems to notice 
this, stipulating that the care receiver must acknowledge the support, that 
is, must be grateful. But the problem with this model is that it begins to 
import into the very nature of care its inequality. From the standpoint of 
democratic societies, such inequality can serve as a justification for con-
tinuing to exclude and not think about care receivers and their close care-
givers as full, participating citizens. Shortly, I consider the claim that an 
important part of democratic caring concerns the breaking down of hi-
erarchical relationships. One starting point for doing so is to undermine 
the logic of care as dyadic. Care rarely happens between two people, only. 
And to create opportunities to “triangulate” care also creates opportuni-
ties to break up a relentless hierarchy of power.

Needs and Rights and Care

Another possible objection to relying upon caring practices to allocate re-
sponsibilities for caring is that it may undo an approach to providing care 
that is based in rights.

Care receivers have needs. They also have rights. It is important to 
think about both their needs and their rights. The danger is that democra-
tizing care may lead to a competition among needs, rather than a commit-
ment on the part of society to address all the needs that are most urgent. 
In recent years, conservative governments have often used rhetoric to cut 
back on support for public forms of care that makes such changes sound 
more democratic. Hence, in the United Kingdom and the United States, 
conservative regimes have demanded “accountability” in education (Ep-
stein 1993) and “personalization” in caring for the elderly (Barnes 2011) 
while cutting resources for care. Although proponents describe these 
moves as “more democratic,” from the standpoint of the allocating of care 
responsibilities they look very different. Advocates for care cannot allow 
such pitting of care needs against one another; this is the point at which a 
discourse of rights becomes vital.

Are there rights to care? Clearly there are at least three.4 If we believe 
that there is good reason to take care seriously as a public value, then we 
will need to make three presumptions to provide such care. First, we need 
to presume that everyone is entitled to receive adequate care throughout 
their lives; we can even call this “the right to receive care.” Second, there is 
a “right to care”: everyone is entitled to participate in relationships of care 
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that give meaning to their lives. Third, everyone is entitled to participate 
in the public process by which judgments are made about how society 
should ensure these first two premises.

The first premise seems to be a restatement of a classic “social right,” 
as T. H. Marshall (1981) asserted. My claims, however, require that we un-
derstand care as an ongoing social process, not as an entity that can be 
granted or withheld from citizens. The model of social rights often pre-
sumes a one-sided relationship in which the state provides a concrete 
benefit. Marshall himself described the model of seeing citizens as holders 
of social rights (i.e., as people who make claims on the state by asserting a 
right to social welfare benefits) as ultimately disempowering:

As for social rights  —  the rights to welfare in the broadest sense of the 
term  —  they are not designed for the exercise of power at all. They re-
flect, as I pointed out many years ago, the strong individualist element 
in mass society, but it refers to individuals as consumers, not as actors. 
There is little that consumers can do except imitate Oliver Twist and 
“ask for more,” and the influence politicians can exert over the public 
by promising to give it is generally greater than the influence of citizens  
—  or those who care about these things  —  can exercise over politicians 
by demanding it. (141)

For these reasons, it is not enough to assert any entitlement to care as 
if it were a good to be distributed. Instead, we have to see care as caring 
with, that is, as an activity in which citizens are constantly engaged. The 
change advocated here is not that the state should become the provider of 
such services, but that the state’s role in supporting or hindering ongoing 
activities of care needs to become a central part of the public debate.

The second right is critical because people’s views of good care do vary 
by race, class, ethnicity, religion, region, ideology, and even personality. 
Thus, the notion that one model of care will work for everyone is absurd. 
Asserting that every frail elderly person should be confined to a nursing 
home, or that every family should take care of its own, violates the ways 
in which humans vary in their abilities to give and receive care. Just as no 
one should be forced to receive care of a type that they find demeaning, 
neither in a good society would we insist that family members, for ex-
ample, must provide care; Janet Finch (1996) calls this “a right not to care.”

The third right is critical because simply to say that people will think 
of “others” when they are acting in altruistic ways (Kelman 1988) is not to 
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say that they will genuinely reflect upon the needs of others, as opposed 
to imposing their own sense of those needs onto care provision. We have 
earlier seen how the practice of presuming that everyone’s needs and de-
sires are like one’s own causes people to act in ways that perpetuate vicious 
circles of care. Such a posture can only be turned around through reflec-
tion upon people’s real accounts of their needs. Democratic processes are 
required to assure that the voices of all people, not just the powerful, mid-
dle class, and so forth, are heard.

This requirement for democratic process may seem unrealistic given 
how unrepresentative most political institutions in the United States are 
(Winters 2010). While that is true, the levels at which to intervene and 
begin processes of democratic caring are myriad. What needs to change 
is a set of ideas about how democracy and care fit together. Once that 
task is accomplished, locations for democratic care practices will be-
come obvious.

Democratic Caring Is Better Caring

In looking at after-school programs for children, Julie White has demon-
strated that in specific care settings, those that are organized more demo-
cratically succeed more thoroughly (White 2000). The next concern of this 
chapter is to generalize this finding: democratic caring is not only better 
because it is more democratic, it is better because it provides better care.

Earlier in this book I argued that care as a concept contains within it-
self some “ways of thinking,” some logics of care (cf. Mol 2008). But in 
order fully to appreciate care, any concept of it needs to be placed within 
a political theory, a complete “way of seeing” a society. After all, feudalism 
had a conception of care, as did colonialism, but those are not concepts of 
care that we would want to endorse. Throughout this book, I have argued 
that to understand care as an alternative approach to morality requires it 
to be understood in the context of democratic life. Only democratic insti-
tutions are capable of guaranteeing the kind of “expressive-collaborative” 
practices that Margaret Walker described as necessary for properly allo-
cating responsibility in a society (cf. Card 2002); that is, only in demo-
cratic societies is “caring with” possible.

At the end of this thinking about care and democracy, we now find 
ourselves in the position to make an even more dramatic claim. Not only 
is democratic care better care, but caring forms of democratic life result 
in better democracies. By this account, democracy is the best form of 
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political regime because it is the kind of political arrangement that best 
permits humans to care for one another, for other animals and things in 
the world, and for the world itself. Thus, the acceptance of democracy as 
the best framework within which to argue for better care is not only a re-
sult of the contextual fact that most governments in the world are demo-
cratic today. Instead, another, second-order argument explains why de-
mocracy is preferable: If people care about living in a world where people, 
things, and the planet can be well cared for, then they should favor de-
mocracy because democratic care is better care.

At first, this point must seem counterintuitive. Why should it be better 
to turn care over to a democratic majority, rather than to leave it in the 
hands of experts? After all, it has been extremely difficult to get majorities 
in existing democratic countries to agree to take action that is in the com-
mon good. Consider, as an example, the reluctance of democratic majori-
ties to restrict their greenhouse gas emissions. Thomas Friedman (2008), 
the New York Times columnist on global affairs, writes that when he sees 
how easily the communist regime in China can adopt environmentally 
friendly policies, it makes him wish that he could be an autocrat for just 
a few minutes. Care has been well studied, and scholars have made ex-
cellent policy proposals for the improvement of care.5 Why, then, would 
democracies care better?

Recall that the key problem with current democracies is not that they 
are democratic, but that they set the value of economic production higher 
than any other value. Were democracies to become more caring  —  which 
would, among other things, entail a greater value to caring itself  —  then 
democratic caring would come to inform all of the myriad caring practices 
in society. Under those conditions, not only would democracies be less 
corrupt, more responsive, and so forth, they would also be more caring.

First we should observe that care is better when done democratically. 
“Two heads are better than one,” goes the saying. “Triangulation” is a 
more effective form of navigation and of research. The dyadic model of 
care is not only inaccurate, it is also normatively not a good model of care. 
Care, like other aspects of human life, benefits from being done by more 
people. While there is a limit to how large any given circle of care might 
expand, there are ways to try to ensure that the circles of care are wide 
enough to guarantee that quality care will be provided.

Second, solidarity, as a social value, creates the conditions for car-
ing among people and for greater responsiveness to democratic values 
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(Schwartz 2009; Gould 2004; Sevenhuijsen 1998). Citizens who share a 
sense of common purpose with others are more likely to care for others, 
and are more likely to feel committed to other citizens by virtue of their 
own caring acts. Furthermore, such solidarity creates a virtuous circle: 
since people are more attuned to others’ needs, they are likely to be better 
at caring for them.

Third, insofar as democratic caring flattens hierarchy, it improves the 
quality of caring. This argument is derived from a reading of the accounts 
of social capital offered by Robert Putnam and others. Putnam (1993) and 
his colleagues discovered in Italy that when hierarchies of authority exist, 
those who are beholden to higher-ups in the social structure are less likely 
to share information with them. The result is a social system that is un-
able to respond to problems, in part, because the problems are unclear. 
Less hierarchical authority patterns were more likely to produce shared 
views, and those shared views were more likely to result in social capital 
and wise action. This principle, though it flies in the face of the presumed 
rationality of bureaucratic hierarchy, is becoming more widely accepted.

Undermining hierarchy seems to improve function when it requires 
people to work together as a team. Consider the comparison of doc-
tors and pilots. Robert Helmreich and his team of researchers compared 
how pilots and doctors are trained. They discovered that doctors are still 
trained more hierarchically, and are more likely to think of errors as a 
personal responsibility. The doctors believed that there was clear com-
munication in, for example, operating rooms, while the nurses who were 
their subordinates found communication incomplete (Sexton, Thomas, 
and Helmreich 2000). On the other hand, after carefully studying plane 
crashes, the trainers of pilots realized that if members of a crew deferred 
to the pilot’s understanding of the situation, they were often unable to 
correct a mistake. Once pilots were trained to recognize that crews make 
mistakes, that mistakes are not a sign of weakness but are natural, they 
were able to work within a more flattened hierarchy to resolve problems 
more effectively. Of course, doctors must ultimately take responsibility for 
exercising their medical judgment, but they do so in a situation in which 
errors are considered normal. After making sure that everyone else has 
expressed their views, they are less likely to make mistakes. When Cap-
tain Chesley Sullenberger successfully landed a jet that had lost all of its 
engine power in the Hudson River in 2009, people hailed him as a hero. 
He responded by saying that he and his crew were only following the 
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training that they had received. After assessing the situation, the tran-
scripts of the conversation with air traffic controllers show, he then as-
serted that he was in control of the plane, made his decision, and followed 
the established procedures.

Another example from medicine comes from the creation of “the 
checklist.” Helmreich’s team found that when doctors and nurses who 
worked in a neonatal intensive care unit were asked, the doctors were all 
sure that the level of communication among the various members of the 
medical staff was excellent, while the nurses saw it as poor. How could 
people in the same room have such different experiences? The doctors 
were at the top of the hierarchy and thus did not know what they did 
not hear. The nurses, who found themselves not speaking, had the differ-
ent experience of their own hesitations to speak. Doctor Atul Gawande 
(2010), who frequently writes about his role as a surgeon, wanted to de-
sign a checklist that would allow surgical teams everywhere in the world 
to make fewer medical mistakes. Although it was devised for use every-
where, Gawande thought it would have the greatest impact in less well-
resourced hospitals around the globe. Within a few weeks of using it in his 
own surgeries, he discovered that it prevented medical mistakes even in 
his own practice. From these examples, we should conclude that flatten-
ing out hierarchies provides better opportunities for teams of workers to 
prevent serious errors.

The examples of doctors and pilots help us to realize why lessened hi-
erarchies, and democracies in general, are better. This is akin to the ar-
gument made by political scientist Robert Putnam and his associates in 
writing about “social capital.” So, too, in societies where there is less fear, 
less hierarchy, and more cooperation, levels of trust are higher. What 
Waerness called “spontaneous care” (Waerness 1984a, 1984b) is more vis-
ible in countries where there are greater levels of social trust.

Caring practices can be made more democratic, and making caring 
practices more democratic also is likely to make them better practices of 
care. Institutions can also be made more caring in similar ways.

Democratic Caring Institutions

Can Institutions Care?

The family, as an institution, was the classical locus of care. As care moves 
from the family to other institutions, people become suspicious that the 
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care received from more social and communal settings can be as good as 
the care received at home. Can institutions care well?

To begin from the family: What is it that makes family care so desir-
able? First, it is that care seems somewhat automatic. In fact, family care 
rests upon clearly understood lines of power and obligation: children and 
parents, spouses, aunts and uncles, and servants all know what they owe 
to one another. Second, care in the family is highly particularistic: each 
family evolves its own ways of doing certain things, and part of the plea-
sure in being cared for by someone in one’s own family is that the fam-
ily member is more likely to understand and act to accommodate those 
peculiarities. Third, care in the family has a clear purpose: it is taken to 
be an expression of love (at least since the family ceased to be primarily 
a unit of production, in which one’s relation was also that of producers to 
one another).

The family was not such a paradise, perhaps, but it was the realm where 
caring work was done. We should not be too nostalgic for the family, 
however. While changes in care through the growth of public institutions 
correspond to the diminishment of the family as the primary institution 
of care, these changes are also tied to many other changes in the nature of 
modern life. Until professional health structures grew, for example, peo-
ple expected to live and die in their homes. Until antibiotics, death was 
often caused by fast-moving infections as well as by long-term chronic ill-
ness. Until recently, children of all but the most privileged classes were ex-
pected not to be educated but to become workers, often at a very early age. 
The field, mine, or workhouse served as day care and school. Whether 
earlier modes of care are more desirable is not such an easy question.

Leaving aside sentimental views of the family, the challenge is: Can in-
stitutions be similarly arranged so that they provide the same elements 
of care that the family ideally provided? I will suggest that the same three 
elements can be present, but not in the same way. While the beauty of re-
lationships in the mythic, glorified family was that they did not need dis-
cussion, they could be taken for granted; in any other institution these as-
pects of care need to be worked out consciously. This does not make these 
elements less achievable, but it does mean that they become more visible 
and require a deliberate, political process to enact them. These three ele-
ments are: first, a clear account of power in the care relationship and, thus 
a recognition of the need for a politics of care at every level; second, a way 
for care to remain particularistic and pluralistic; and third, for care to have 
clear, defined, acceptable purposes.
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A Little Utopian Thinking

Although utopian thinking cannot be the end point for any analysis, it is 
often a good starting point. One place to start is to ask: What kind of care 
would each person wish for him- or herself? Such care would probably in-
clude some of these elements. First, we would want those who were caring 
for us to be happy about the fact that they were giving us care. They would 
find care rewarding, on both personal and, if necessary, economic grounds 
(either by the amount they were paid, or by some alternative means of 
economic provision so that they were not concerned about the “opportu-
nity cost” of caring). Second, we would not want to be cared for accord-
ing to some set model of standardization. That is, we would want care to 
rest upon a thick model of our own sensibilities (for example, respectful of 
our senses of physical modesty, propriety, spiritual life, etc.), and our real 
needs. Third, we would want some way to acknowledge both the pleasures 
and the frustrations of receiving both good and bad care, and we would 
want to share our judgments with people who would understand them.

As simple as these premises seem, they could entail a somewhat thick 
account of conditions for caring in a good society. First, no one’s social 
opportunities or “life chances” would be constrained by gender, sexual 
orientation, race, or imposed creed. Such a view incorporates the wishes 
of the goals of inclusive citizenship and social cohesion. Second, people 
would be free to live with and to affiliate with others in intimate arrange-
ments of their own choosing (at least beyond a minimal age; Marge Piercy 
suggested in her utopian Woman on the Edge of Time [1976] that children 
at thirteen be permitted to choose their own names and mothers). Some 
of the caring work in society would be organized so that intimates could 
share such arrangements, but other possible arrangements would also 
exist. Tamara Metz (2010a, 2010b) has recently called for the creation of 
“intimate caregiving units” to replace families. While the name is not el-
egant, the point she makes  —  that families are not the only institutions that 
can provide intimate care  —  is an accurate one. Third, all personal service 
work would be well paid, so that no class distinctions marked the neces-
sity to do caring work or the privilege of receiving it (cf. Waerness 1990). 
Fourth, social institutions and practices would be organized so that vul-
nerable people, as well as able-bodied, strong, healthy, normative adults, 
can be accommodated. People think about the needs of others, but every-
one also has the capacity to state what their own needs are (Fraser 1989). 
There are multiple ways to meet needs; in a good society, people would 
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have choices about which way their needs would be met. Further, people 
would want the caring work that they did to have these same qualities of 
being rewarding, fulfilling, and well received, and they would want the 
chance to share their judgments and experiences with others. Finally, no 
one should be asked to do so much caring work that there was no space in 
that person’s life outside of the circles of care.

Incomplete as this list is, it does make clear that it is both possible and 
crucial to articulate the ends of care. Along with care, other values need 
to be included. In democratic societies, these other values would include 
such concerns as freedom (understood, as discussed earlier, as freedom 
from domination) and genuine equality. In pluralistic democratic socie-
ties, citizens need to think about freedom and equality in ways that “en-
gage across differences” (Hancock 2011, 22).

If it is possible to articulate what caring institutions should take as their 
purposes, it is also possible to assess institutions based on how well they 
achieve these ends. It is possible to create responsive institutions that are 
staffed by people who are themselves attentive, responsible, competent, 
and responsive.

Absent such a change in institutions, those who engage in caring often 
face what Nancy Folbre (2001) calls the “Nice Person’s Dilemma.” This 
nice person is someone who makes a contribution to caring for others, 
but whose sacrifices are never reciprocated. As a result of this treatment, 
the nice person ends up having been cheated, or deciding not to be “nice” 
in the future. That many thinkers are conceiving of care in terms of di-
lemmas suggests that “dilemma” captures some essential problem with the 
way care is organized. Sometimes the care dilemmas are intensely per-
sonal, sometimes they directly reflect larger social and political choices.

Caring Institutions: Some Practical Moral/Political Criteria

Although I usually describe attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and 
responsiveness as moral aspects of the ethic of caring (Tronto 1993, 1995), 
they  —  and a fifth standard, solidarity and trust  —  are also criteria by which 
we can judge care itself. The complication is that in institutions of care, 
there are many sets and levels of needs. This possibility of conflicting ends 
within institutions is a long-established problem with viewing institutions 
as single-purposed and single-minded. Just as all individuals have many 
ends, so too organizations and the individuals within them have many 
different ends.
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Furthermore, “needs” change (cf. Fraser 1989). They change over time 
for particular individuals; they change as techniques of medical interven-
tion change; they change as societies expand their sense of what should 
be cared for; they change as groups make new, expanded or diminished 
demands on the political order. The demands placed upon institutions 
change. As the particular individuals within the institution change, they 
have different needs. Workers within institutions have their own needs. 
Scholars have considered how elaborate are the processes by which 
professionals create and assess needs (Culpitt 1992). Determining needs 
is complicated.

The process of determining needs is one of the foremost political strug-
gles of any account of care (cf. Fraser 1989), and the key point of demo-
cratic caring practices will be to embrace this struggle as an intrinsic part 
of democratic life. Needs-talk is rarely taken as seriously as rights-talk. 
Michael Ignatieff (1984), for example, argued against replacing rights with 
needs, though his argument presumes that it is easy to discern the mean-
ing of rights in specific situations. Needs, which are much more contested 
and unclear conceptually, raise many questions (Reader 2007). Who 
should determine the needs of those who “need” care? On one level, we 
expect people to be able to determine their own needs. On another level, 
though, professional expertise may be necessary to make certain determi-
nations of needs. Sometimes experts disagree with each other and with 
care receivers about how to proceed in caring. Further, sometimes profes-
sionals might have their own agendas in determining others’ needs. Who 
then should be entrusted with such determinations? How can these dif-
ferent assessments of needs be resolved? Can there be “impartial observ-
ers” in these situations?

The question of trying to define and to specify “needs” is a difficult 
problem, both politically and philosophically. Others have tried to ar-
ticulate another approach that avoids “needs” and focuses instead on 
“basic human capabilities.” Philosophers Martha Nussbaum (Nussbaum 
2000, 2004) and Amartya Sen (2009) have relied upon a notion of “basic 
human capabilities” in order to begin the discussion about the nature of 
needs and justice. Whatever approach is taken, however, a democratic 
practice of revisiting this question will be a key part of a democratic car-
ing practice.

A number of feminist authors have supported some version of a “com-
municative ethics” to guarantee that such needs interpretations will go on 
well (Sevenhuijsen 1998). Nevertheless, even such a commitment is no 
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guarantee that the process will be workable (Bickford 1996). Further, the 
“needs” expressed by less-advantaged people may be manipulated or dis-
torted (Cruikshank 1994). So, the task of thinking about and reassessing 
needs is an ongoing and complicated process.

No caring institution in a democratic society can function well without 
an explicit locus for the needs-interpretation struggle  —  that is, without a 
“rhetorical space” (Code 1995), a “moral space” (Walker 1998), or a politi-
cal space within which this essential part of caring can occur. Thus, some 
important criteria for investigating institutions are: How does the institu-
tion come to understand its needs? How does it negotiate needs within it-
self? Which needs are taken as legitimate? How are responsibilities within 
the organization allocated? Who actually gives the care? How is the recep-
tion and effectiveness of care work evaluated?

One danger is that all caring institutions will be marked as undemo-
cratic because they concern dependency. In the minds of most people, 
care is a concern for those who are vulnerable (Goodin 1985) or depen-
dent. In truth, all human beings require care, all the time. Some are able 
to care better for themselves. Some are able to command the caring labor 
of others as “personal service,” so while they could clean up after them-
selves, for example, they hire others to do that work for them so that they 
can do something less tedious (cf. Waerness 1990). As long as the image 
of the “autonomous career man” (Walker 1999) continues to exist, then 
those who are perceived as needing care are marginalized. It is, as many 
have observed (Knijn and Kremer 1997), quite remarkable that this image 
of “man” so dominates the way that we conceive of citizens because it so 
obviously does not describe how humans live their lives.

Another danger for caring in a democratic society is that market-like 
criteria may come to inform care. Ungerson (1997) has written extensively 
about the problem of the commodification of care, which is usually as-
sociated with a certain degree of dissatisfaction with the way that care is 
provided. Here, as in the classic Marxist framework, the problem with 
commodification is that it is alienating. However, there is an analytical 
difference between providing cash within care relationships and the prob-
lem of alienation, though Ungerson is probably correct that the danger 
of alienation is great when money is introduced in the framework of a 
capitalist society. Nevertheless, it is possible to imagine a system in which 
alienation does not occur even though money has entered the equation. 
Diemut Bubeck’s (1995) work describing care in terms of exploitation 
points to some of the ways that care is different from other commodities.
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There is a greater danger, though, in thinking of care as a commod-
ity, as purchased services, rather than as a process. Talking about care in 
terms of commodification begins to slip into thinking of the concomitant 
notion of scarcity (Xenos 1989). The usual view that arises from thinking 
of care as a commodity is to see any increase in caring time as a cut in 
time for another activity. If activities such as paid work can be arranged 
flexibly, then it may be possible to increase both care and other activities. 
But to do so requires flexibility, creative thinking, and going beyond the 
zero-sum model.

The complexity of care requires political space within which to make 
such decisions. Everywhere, men and women have to be willing to take 
on caring responsibilities and to discuss the resolution of these problems. 
The most pressing political discussions for us to have require us to surren-
der the “model of man” as a robust, autonomous, self-contained actor. But 
having come to some resolution about our own views of care requires the 
greatest courageous act of solidarity: to treat others with respect in their 
choices as people. Any system of care that avoids the plurality of people 
will probably be inadequate. Hierarchies pose a threat to care: they divide 
up the process of responsibility and separate it from the actual work and 
response to care. Thus, democratic caring will try as much as possible to 
flatten out hierarchies. Being interdependent does not deny people free-
dom, though being dependent may do so, and being inside a hierarchical 
order may do so as well. And once again, the demand is that everyone 
must be able to participate in such discussions. When we have arrived at 
such values, when institutions are flexible enough to have several ways to 
meet people’s needs, when no one acts out of neglect or abuse, then we 
will be able to say that we live in a caring society.

These steps are not esoteric, and many engaged in care practices are 
already trying to accomplish some of them. In nursing homes, a growing 
number of institutions and scholars have begun to think about starting 
from a “person-centered” model for organization (Groombridge 2010). 
They call this the culture-change model, and it includes such ideas as al-
lowing residents choices, creating a homelike atmosphere, building re-
lationships among particular caregivers and residents, and empowering 
staff (Koren 2010).

Another example of a democratizing of caring practices occurs in the 
family. John Stuart Mill wrote, “The true virtue of human beings is fit-
ness to live together as equals” (1998 [1869], 518). Political scientists have 
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long argued that authority patterns in families are repeated in political 
life. Non-authoritarian families are more likely to produce citizens who 
are capable of dealing with the give-and-take of democratic politics (Eck-
stein and Gurr 1975). Supported by UNICEF, a group of social workers in 
Argentina have been working to democratize family structures (Di Marco 
2005, 2006; Di Marco and Palomino 2004). Linda McClain (2006) made 
an extended argument for making American families more responsive 
to the concerns of living in a democratic society. She argued that if lib-
eral governments are committed to democratic values, they must make 
three concerns their central “family values”: fostering individual capac-
ity for self-government, fostering equality, and fostering responsibility. As 
she examines recent policies that seem to be aimed at one or another of 
these three goals (for example, the favoring of marriage incorporated into 
welfare reform, as a way of fostering responsibility), many recent policies 
seem to run afoul of the other two goals while trying to uphold one of 
them. McClain insists that liberal policies toward families must promote 
all three goals. Adherence to all three of these values provides very clear 
guidance about which kinds of government policies toward families are 
acceptable and which are not.

Thus, McClain seems to share with communitarians a concern that 
governments foster individuals’ growth and development in the family, 
that families are the “seedbeds of virtue.” Having agreed with that posi-
tion, she then insists that government policies that do not respect differ-
ent sexual orientations, for example, cannot meet the test of serving as a 
“seedbed of virtue” because they are intolerant. McClain thus argues for a 
number of seemingly controversial family proposals: same-sex marriage, 
kinship registration, equality in sharing housework and caring duties, and 
comprehensive (rather than abstinence-only) sex education in schools.

Other scholars have proposed additional democratic institutions that 
might be used. The “citizen jury” is one such idea (Fishkin 2009; Barnes 
1999, 2007). Providing procedures for citizen input, as in the participatory 
budgeting process adopted in Porto Alegre, Brazil, is another (see Gret 
and Sintomer 2005). Many similar ways of involving citizens in local, re-
gional, national, and international political arenas can be imagined.

These examples are meant only to be illustrative. It would obviously 
take entire books to argue for the ways in which each part of social life can 
be more fully democratized through caring democratic practices. Even 
these quick examples demonstrate that it would be possible to arrive at 
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arrangements that were more likely to accommodate our goals of creat-
ing just institutions that treat their members fairly, and that enhance their 
members’ capacities to participate in the public life of democracy.

Time for Democratic Caring

One final point needs to be reiterated. At the heart of change toward dem-
ocratic caring is this critical fact: care is about relationships. And relation-
ships require, more than anything else, two things: sufficient time and 
proximity. Among the most important considerations in rethinking so-
ciety from a caring perspective, then, is creating time and space for care.

In Italy, feminists have agitated to change the tempi della città (city 
times).6 That official government offices are open during the hours when 
women have had other responsibilities that tied them to the household 
has meant that women have been effectively unable to take advantage of 
public offices or to conduct public business. The resulting movement has 
produced a change in opening and closing hours of government busi-
nesses so that women’s lives could be more easily arranged.

We might think about how to extend the idea of “city times” so that 
its impact on men’s and women’s lives might be less disruptive to every 
culture and setting. Consider, for example, the fact that in the United 
States, elementary and high school hours do not match work schedules. 
The burden of arranging for children’s care when they are not in school 
but parents are still at work falls disproportionately on women and es-
pecially women in lower classes (Heymann 2000). Surely, political force 
could be brought to bear to make schools, businesses, shops, and other 
public service schedules coincide more accurately with one another.7 Cer-
tain configurations of time serve the interests of capitalism best, it is true. 
Nevertheless, as Marx argued in describing the struggle for a shorter work 
week, the political power of a democratic majority can outweigh capital-
ism’s temporal imperatives.

The example of tempi della città demonstrates that feminists can resist 
thinking of time only as the product of the productive speed-up and flux 
of the moment. As Kerry Daly observed, “A new paradigm of time must 
begin with the idea that decisions about time are decisions about values. 
When people experience time conflicts, not only are there competing de-
mands placed on that time, but divergent underlying values shape how 
the time is spent” (1996, 211). Time can be reordered around people’s lives 
in ways that make it possible to live better. Both time and space can be 
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reordered so that they make it easier, rather than more difficult, for care. 
Fiona Williams expressed this concern clearly:

If work/life balance is actually to mean balance, then instead of paid 
work being the starting point and the question being how, as a society 
we are to fit our life around our paid work, we put it the other way 
round and ask: how do we fit our work around our life? Balancing these 
two ethics, of work and care, enables us to think about how we organise 
time and our environment  —  our space  —  differently. Rather than care 
needs being fitted in with the traditional requirements of work, we can 
start by asking what is important for the following areas of our lives. 
(2004, 77)

Around a decade ago, Deborah Stone (2000) called for a “care move-
ment” that would relieve the pressures on families who have members 
who need care, the care workers who provide their care, and the people 
who receive care. While Stone’s hoped-for social movement has not yet 
arisen, it is worth following Daniel Engster’s (2010) advice to repeat and 
extend this call. All people living in democratic societies stand to gain 
a great deal if they think more about the care they need, and how badly 
organized our societies are to provide us with such care, and to allow us to 
provide that care to ourselves and others. Stone’s call is still unanswered.

In placing a higher value on care, people would need to lessen their 
single-minded commitment to the individual pursuit of economic wealth. 
Reorganizing time and thinking about proximity and care might produce 
new ways of thinking about how best to live. This is not an easy process; 
the fears and anxieties that are part of the contemporary moment  —  fears 
about economic livelihood, safety, and the encroachment of “others”  —  are 
difficult problems that will inform any rethinking of social life. Neverthe-
less, putting care at the center of a system of values has the good effect of 
mitigating, or at least changing perceptions of, some fears. From that per-
spective, more difficult challenges might become easier to consider. Con-
temporary democracies might be able to embody “a pluralistic conception 
of shared citizenship” (Schwartz 2009, 178).

Bootstrapping Democratic Care

One last point about democratic caring practices and institutions deserves 
to be made. Because such practices and institutions reflect a fundamental 
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change in values, they will undoubtedly begin tentatively. Nevertheless, 
as practices emerge in one sphere of caring, lessons that can be applied 
elsewhere will become more clear, just as methods for training pilots are 
now aiding in the training of doctors. Making care responsive to changing 
needs does not mean that every caring need will be met or that contro-
versy, conflict, and disagreement will disappear. It may mean, however, 
that people in institutions and in public discourse about caring will be-
come more adept at thinking about caring. Just as vicious circles repro-
duce themselves, so too do virtuous circles. Beginning to care better in 
society will likely yield new conflicts, but it will also likely yield better-
cared-for citizens who will themselves become more adept at caring 
for others.

This chapter has explored some ways in which caring life can be made 
more democratic. Present experience suggests that there is much to be 
gained from making caring more democratic. A future in which demo-
cratic caring practices become more routine will help to replace the vi-
cious circle of unequal privatized care with a virtuous circle in which 
caring becomes an expectation and the danger of falling from the top of 
Bellamy’s carriage less of a fear.
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7

Caring Democracy

With the emergence of democratic ideas during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, it fell to the citizen to assume respon-
sibility for taking care of political and social arrangements, not 
only operating institutions but “cultivating” them, caring for 
them, improving them, and, ultimately, defending them.
  —  Wolin 2008, 138

How do we do it? How do we go from a society that is primarily con-
cerned with economic production to one that also emphasizes care? How 
do we change our concepts about humans so that instead of thinking of 
them as autonomous, we also recognize them as vulnerable and inter-
dependent? How do we think about freedom as the absence of domina-
tion, about equality as the condition of equal voice, about justice as an 
ongoing process of assigning and reassigning caring and other responsi-
bilities in a framework of non-dominated inclusion? To do so, we have to 
re-imagine democratic life as ongoing practices and institutions in which 
all citizens are engaged. This engagement presumes that relational selves, 
who need ongoing participation as both receivers and givers of care, will 
be central in making judgments about responsibility.

So, metaphorically, the first thing that we need to do is to collect all of 
those free passes out of taking care responsibilities seriously. No one au-
tomatically receives a pass out of caring for themselves or others because 
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they are involved in protection, production, or taking care of their own, 
or are sufficiently wealthy to lift themselves by their own bootstraps or to 
give to charity. Everyone, from the richest to the poorest, from the most 
self-reliant to the most dependent, has to sit down at the table and be in-
volved in the renegotiation of caring responsibilities.

The starting principle with which this renegotiation must take place is 
this: We have got things backwards now. The key to living well, for all peo-
ple, is to live a care-filled life, a life in which one is well cared for by oth-
ers when one needs it, cares well for oneself, and has room to provide for 
the caring  —  for other people, animals, institutions, and ideals  —  that gives 
one’s life its particular meaning. A truly free society makes people free to 
care. A truly equal society gives people equal chances to be well cared for, 
and to engage in caring relationships. A truly just society does not use the 
market to hide current and past injustices. The purpose of economic life 
is to support care, not the other way around. Production is not an end in 
itself, it is a means to the end of living as well as we can. And in a demo-
cratic society, this means everyone can live well, not just the few.

These simple principles are easier to state than to imagine in practice, 
and simpler to state than to implement. It will be no simple task to turn 
society around, but from this compelling vision, it is possible to begin to 
sketch in some dimensions of the task ahead. In order to begin this work, 
several avenues for concrete change are clear. We need to begin to rethink 
the nature of protection; to rethink the nature of production and the place 
of the market; to think about how to ensure that people receive the direct 
care that they need, often through the family but through other institu-
tions as well; and to think about how values of caring suggest that we re-
think the relationship of the market and the democratic state. To do so 
will also require changes in institutions and in how time is spent.

In the rest of this chapter, I explore each of these areas of change. The 
goal here is not to arrive at many specific policies. That task is, after all, 
the work of caring democratic citizens. Nor would it fit with the model 
of expressive-collaborative morality and politics for an author to propose 
all of the solutions to intractable problems that everyone must address 
and feel comfortable with the arrived-upon solutions. My goal is simply 
to suggest some of the directions of thought and action that will make an 
idea of caring more familiar. After all, caring responsibilities have been 
obscured for so long that some account of where to begin to return them 
to their rightful central place is useful.
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Collecting the Passes

This book has argued that contemporary liberal democratic societies start 
from the premise, still, that care is contained in the private sphere and is 
of secondary concern to the state. I have argued that, given any commit-
ment to including those who have been previously relegated to the pri-
vate sphere in order to carry out caring duties, this model is no longer 
consistent with a commitment to democratic inclusion. Interestingly, the 
pattern of caring needs described here also reflects traditional gendered 
conceptions of care. What has counted ideologically as (dominant group) 
men’s care  —  protection and production  —  has received public support. 
What has counted ideologically as women’s (and oppressed men’s) care  
—  care in the family and the purchasing on the market of such care (e.g., 
originally such concerns as household help but later more products such 
as food and clothing)  —  has been accounted as private.

That there is now, and always has been, a public commitment to certain 
kinds of caring needs to be acknowledged. Furthermore, these realms of 
public commitment have to be expanded. The involvement of public in-
stitutions in caring goes beyond those of protection and production, and 
needs to go beyond the gendered, class-laden, and racialized divisions of 
care responsibilities that divides such responsibilities into public and pri-
vate ones. Specifically, there has to be a public concern to ensure that the 
direct caring that could be assumed to occur in the household  —  that is, 
care for children, the infirm, and the elderly  —  is adequately supported in 
society. The public can no longer allow some, especially migrant workers 
of color, to bear the burdens of doing society’s dirty work at exploitative 
rates (cf. Duffy 2011; Glenn 2010; Sarvasy and Longo 2004). It will not 
longer suffice to allow families and the market to bear these burdens with-
out recognizing that these institutions are shaped by, legitimated by, and 
intertwined with public life and values as well.

So collecting these passes and creating political processes that will offer 
different ways to allocate these caring responsibilities is necessary to make 
democratic society inclusive. While the state in contemporary democratic 
societies has begun to assume these roles, it has usually been done in the 
name of a paternalistic principle that extends the concerns of protection 
and production. Rarely have democratic states expanded their caring roles 
with any explicit acknowledgment of the change in the nature of the state’s 
relationship to public and private life, to women and to those marked as 
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inferiors. But if democratic societies are to be honest about the ways in 
which they reconfigure care responsibilities, a commitment to inclusion, 
and thus a reorganizing of public and private concerns, is essential.

How will genuinely inclusive democratic societies approach the tasks 
of reallocating caring responsibilities? Let us consider briefly some pos-
sibilities for reworking responsibilities after the passes we have described 
are removed.

1. Protection without the Protection Pass

Without the protection pass, citizens can see that the military, “homeland 
security,” police and police powers, and the prison system are caring tasks. 
Viewed from the standpoint of democratic care, the inadequacies of cur-
rent ways of organizing these forms of protection are obvious and serious.

Historically, participation in the military was the mark of citizenship. 
With the advent of the volunteer army, the burden has fallen dispropor-
tionately on the less-well-to-do. If citizens actually organized this respon-
sibility with a commitment to inclusion and equal voice, it would proba-
bly be obvious that it is not fair that some bear these burdens while others 
do not. Perhaps the result would be a re-implementation of a draft, or of 
some form of national service. It is also likely that requiring everyone 
who is eighteen, for example, to serve for a year in a protective caring role 
(such as in the military or police, in conservationist efforts, or in other 
police duties, such as guaranteeing protections of air or water quality or 
of the food supply) would also address another problem in American so-
ciety, namely, the ways in which residential and occupational segregation 
keep people from meeting others who are not like them. While such a 
program is costly, it also has the advantage of directly engaging all citizens 
in the use of the military’s power, so the military will be more accountable 
to a wider range of citizens.

On the other side of the protection system, to recognize prisons as a 
system not only for punishment but also for care would force a reconsid-
eration of a myriad of care responsibilities. The injustices of the current 
system of incarceration are often mixed up with the problems of racism, 
violence, use of illegal drugs, inadequate opportunities for education and 
jobs, the desire of states to provide employment in rural areas by building 
prisons far away from the urban areas where most prisoners come from, 
and so on (Sim 2009; James 2007; Hallett 2006; Siddle Walker and Tomp-
kins 2004). Why is the U.S. prison population so large? Why are prisoners 
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disproportionately men of color? Why are those who find themselves in 
prison so poorly educated? Thinking about prisons from a care perspec-
tive would force these questions into a broader public focus.

Finally, to think differently about the place of “protection” in society 
will also require a rethinking of the nature and place of violence in human 
life. While it may be impossible to eliminate violence, there is strong ev-
idence that when violence appears normal, it is more likely to happen. 
While it is true that “accidents happen,” keeping loved ones out of harm’s 
way is more difficult for those who have less space, fewer resources, and 
inadequate time (Frenkel 2008; Heymann 2006). Care has long been as-
sociated with nonviolence, both in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland 
(1979) and in the peace practices of such care thinkers as Jane Addams 
(Fischer 2006; Ross-Sheriff and Swigonski 2006; Addams 1907) and Sara 
Ruddick (1989). If we understand violence as a type of domination, fur-
thermore, then the commitments to equal care and freedom, and the ex-
posure of how domination functions by making itself invisible (see chap-
ter 5), should make it more possible for a caring democracy to address 
questions of violence.

2. Production without the Production Pass

In the twentieth century, having a job and contributing to economic pro-
duction replaced military service as the mark of citizenship. In making 
this contribution to the collective good, workers (conceived of as male, 
though women also worked in paid employment, especially below the 
middle-class level) were conceived to have fulfilled their care-giving roles. 
This breadwinner-homemaker model of the household informed many of 
the social welfare policies of the twentieth century (Kilkey and Perrons 
2010; Weir 2005; Pascall and Lewis 2004; Mahon 2002; Lister 2001; Knijn 
and Kremer 1997; Lister 1997; Ungerson 1997).

To make the claim that working is no longer sufficient for receiving a 
pass out of more direct forms of care, and to call into question ways in 
which working is a public contribution at all, raises very large questions 
about what citizens do and should do. There are two sides to rethinking 
this pass. First, is it valuable for citizens to receive this pass in the first 
place, and second, if there is a reallocation of care duties around this idea, 
what would that entail?

One of the difficult issues of the modern political economy is that it 
does not require so many workers for economic growth. In the United 
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States in the past decades, the economy and corporate profits have grown 
while workers’ salaries have remained stagnant. The economy has grown 
while the numbers of workers employed has declined. Partly this is a re-
sult of shifting more and more manufacturing positions overseas. But 
throughout the global political economy there is a problem of unem-
ployed and underemployed workers. Has capitalism succeeded to such 
an extent that “the wealth of nations” no longer derives from the power 
of labor?

But the more interesting question is this: If we think of the production 
responsibility as an equal responsibility of citizens, how would we allocate 
it? Among the many arguments for a basic income is the view that there 
is no longer enough “work” in the globalized political economy for every-
one to earn enough to live. Perhaps it makes sense to give people a basic 
income; perhaps it makes sense to give people a job. But to approach this 
question as a systematic concern would mark a great change in the way 
that the political economy is now managed.

Were citizens’ duties around production to be reorganized, this would 
also require a rethinking of other pieces of responsibility as well. For ex-
ample, as we saw in chapter 3, there is much inequality currently in the 
ways in which the “ideal workers” rely upon others in the private sphere 
so that they can be ready to come to work tomorrow. Unequal benefits 
such as sick days, personal days, and provisions of various forms of care 
on the jobsite have the effect of making the production pass one of widely 
different value.

At the very least, it seems, rethinking the production pass from the 
standpoint of trying to equalize caring responsibilities would create a floor 
below which workers would not be permitted to fall. Higher minimum 
wage laws and required personal and sick days would go a long way toward 
making the production passes that do exist more equal (Heymann 2000).

An obvious objection to this point is that in a globalized political econ-
omy, it would be nice to provide greater benefits to workers, but if one is 
in competition with workers around the world, this is not possible. It is 
certainly true that the problems of raising the care capacities of citizens 
cannot be solved within one economy alone. But that argues for a greater 
degree of cooperation among citizens around the world in guarantee-
ing that basic caring needs can be met at the same time that individuals 
can work in the political economy. The same dangers confront families 
around the world that face inadequate working and living conditions 
(Heymann 2006).
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3. Direct Care without the “Only My Own” Pass

Chapter 4 demonstrated that caring in current democratic societies often 
continues a vicious circle of unequal care. When the requirements of 
intensive mothering make it imperative that upper-middle-class and 
middle-class women invest many resources to make certain that their 
children have a competitive advantage over others, those children gain 
their advantage at the expense of other children. Such unequal caring 
has the deleterious effects not only of making some children advantaged 
because they are born into wealthier families, but of making it desirable 
for the intensive mothers to keep wages and working conditions for those 
who provide services as low as possible. The end result is that caring well 
for one status group of children requires exploiting family members of 
other children, who end up receiving much less care.

Ending the “only my own” pass would require rethinking the ways in 
which public provision of care, through schools, preschools, and day-
care, might make it possible for all children to experience childhoods 
that taught them that they were special and able to develop their talents. 
Working-class parents already try to do so for their children, but they 
often lack the resources available to middle-class parents.

Another effect of reorganizing responsibility away from “only my own” 
is that it would make the “winner-take-all” society less appealing to the 
relatively affluent. It is already not an appealing view of society for those 
who are less well off. Raising the minimum wage and improving access 
to such basic benefits as sick days and personal days would make it more 
likely that all parents could help their children more. Of course, some will 
still be better parents than others; people have divergent views about the 
nature and meaning of good care. But the proper reasons for such dif-
ferences should not be the parents’ resources, but rather the parents’ and 
children’s hopes and aspirations.

A further effect of ending the “only my own” pass is that it would pro-
vide incentives to reevaluate some time misallocations that currently 
occur in care work. As noted in chapter 6, the difference between “school 
time” and “work time” turns out to produce difficulties for parents and 
children alike. Children are at greater risk in the hours after school. While 
it would change a long-lasting set of cultural practices, to make the school 
day and the work day last for the same time would have the beneficial ef-
fect of allowing parents more time to spend with their children, and chil-
dren more time to learn and play in school.
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Children learn to live in a diverse world by experiencing greater diver-
sity among their peers. While residential segregation continues to affect 
the diversity of schools, the diversity that does exist in classrooms and in 
society could be more thoroughly explored in a longer school day. Alter-
natively, rather than lengthening the school day, the work day could be 
shortened. Some scholars have argued that a shorter work week would 
force employers to pay workers more in overtime or to hire more work-
ers, increasing economic demand for workers (Bruzalski 2004, 147). 
Once again, out of such an adjustment, many positive benefits in terms of 
broader care for diverse individuals might result.

Similarly, if caring responsibilities for the infirm and elderly were re-
thought, creative solutions to the problems of overburdened caregivers 
could emerge. At present, the amount of time spent in caring for the el-
derly and infirm increases each year. While people benefit greatly from 
providing such care, they also often feel burdened by it. In a caring de-
mocracy, provisions would be made to permit family caregivers time to 
care, but also time to take off from their caring duties. While it would be 
an additional expense to provide for such care services, it would also gen-
erate additional jobs.

It is now clear that one key feature of any reorganization of caring re-
sponsibilities in society is that it can no longer take advantage of the un-
equal pay gap that has, until now, characterized most work in the care 
sector. From teachers to child-care workers, sanitation workers to home 
health aides, the current depression of economic benefits for care work-
ers happens in part because of the market’s historically low pay for these 
positions, in part because the work is taken to be “easy” or “low-skilled” 
for the women who take these positions, and in part because there is an 
incentive for individuals who employ such workers to pay them as little 
as possible. Nevertheless, “Justice for Janitors” would describe the reality 
that, in order for vicious circles of unequal care to become more virtuous 
circles of equal care, the wages and economic circumstances of the work-
ing poor would need to be substantially improved.

Furthermore, insofar as many of those who currently do this low-paid 
and low-status caring work are migrant workers, any real solution to the 
problems of care imbalances within households would also need to con-
sider the needs and aspirations of such global care workers as well.

As long as the myth of the “she does it all” mother remains intact, some 
of the worst inequalities that exist in society remain invisible and no op-
portunity for thinking creatively about solutions to them is possible. Were 
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there to be an expressive and collaborative process for addressing these 
questions, the fears that one’s own children would be left behind could be 
assuaged and honest discussion about the needs of all children, infirm, 
and elderly people could realize more robust forms of care.

4. Economic Life without the “Market Is Wise” Passes of the 
Bootstrap and Charity

Chapter 5 offered a critique of the market mechanism as a way to distrib-
ute care. Since markets do not begin from equality, there is no reason to 
believe that they will produce more or less equal levels of care, nor is there 
any reason to think that charity will make up this difference. A more se-
rious consequence, though, was also discussed: The assumption that the 
market is free and equal produces the result that, over time, injustices that 
cannot be redressed by the market become invisible.

As has already been clear in thinking about each of the other passes, 
economic inequality produces good care for some and inadequate care 
for others. This is not a condemnation of capitalism or markets per se, but 
it is a critique of markets in which no value is permitted to count except 
increasing the profits of companies and individuals. Market mechanisms 
can be useful in distributing care. Given equal starting points, using a 
market mechanism to distribute some types of health care, provision for 
the elderly, or child care is a good idea, since there is a plurality of views 
about the proper forms for such care. What markets do best is to make 
choice available. But such choices have to be constrained by the needs of a 
democratic society. If the choices of some are made only under conditions 
of domination, then their choices are not free. Using policies such as taxa-
tion and subsidies, it would be possible to allow care markets to flourish 
that would provide variety in forms of care without permitting some to 
have such superior care and others such inferior care.

In order for a market to be regulated in such a way, though, there 
would also need to be political reform of a large magnitude. Who cares 
about the market, at present, except those who stand to benefit from its 
operations? If the market is directed only by those who seek to maximize 
their own profit, they have few incentives to put controls in place. Thus, a 
caring democracy would also need to create mechanisms whereby citizens 
without personal interests in the regulation of markets would become in-
volved in such regulation. Financing campaigns out of funds that cannot 
be traced back to particular donors, for example, might make it less likely 
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for candidates and public officials to accept the views of particular corpo-
rations as the wisest public policy (Ackerman and Ayres 2006).

One final issue needs to be considered here. The argument made here 
flies in the face of neoliberal ideology, not only on the terms of defining 
freedom and democracy as market choice, but in the paean to the global-
ization of the political economy. For neoliberals, the capacity of the eco-
nomic order to transcend the state is one of the ways in which it makes 
us free. But as other scholars have noted, especially those writing about 
“global cities” (Sassen 2001), the advent of globalization produces some 
new opportunities for wealth, but also a demand for many low-paying, 
low-skilled, undesirable jobs. The Australian scholar Ghassan Hage has 
put the point in this provocative way:

The global/transcendental corporation needs the state, but does not 
need the nation. National and sub-national (such as state or provincial) 
governments all over the world are transformed from being primarily 
the managers of a national society to being the managers of the aesthet-
ics of investment space. Among the many questions that guide govern-
ment policy, one becomes increasingly paramount: how are we to make 
ourselves attractive enough to entice this transcendental capital hover-
ing above us to land in our nation?” (2003, 19)

Hage’s point, that in a neoliberal, globalized economy, citizens have 
to make themselves attractive to capital, captures the ways in which 
neoliberal globalization has its ends and means backwards. The goal of 
economic life is not for citizens to comply with capital, but for capital to 
provide for the needs of people. If states compete to be attractive to capi-
tal, then people end up losing the world over. It is not clear that any one 
state can “stand up” to global capital; indeed, economic conditions in the 
past decade suggest the opposite. But if any states have the leverage to 
try to turn this situation around, it has to be those states where capital 
feels rather at home. Making capital caring will not happen until citizens 
begin to demand it. Even then, it is not clear that it will happen. But it is 
certainly so that unless such demands are made, they can never be met.

Whether or not particular policy recommendations above are worthy 
of adoption, it is clear now that making caring a central value in demo-
cratic life will require a rethinking of many existing social institutions, 
political institutions, and practices. Not only will money need to be redis-
tributed and the relationship of work and care rethought, there will also 
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be a need to reconsider how citizens spend their time. The end result of 
such rethinking, though, will be greater levels of equality, freedom, and 
justice, and therefore a more democratic society.

What Will Caring Democratic Citizens Do?

So, let’s take seriously the idea that democratic citizens care. What is it 
that they do, precisely, while engaged in practices of caring with? In the 
first instance, they promote care. This means that they try to find ways to 
value care work in society. One way to accomplish this end is to use the 
market incentives that exist to convince more people to enter care work. 
Caring democratic citizens would support higher wages and salaries for 
necessary care workers.

In a recent book about the care workforce, Claire Cameron and Peter 
Moss (2007) describe their views of how to improve care work and to 
attract more men to it. Their solutions, though, include creating more 
managerial care work and reducing the amount of “low-skill” care work. 
While their logic matches perfectly the current logic of the market, they 
miss entirely that much of the care work that is done through the market 
is, by its very nature, “low skill” if we use current economic measures. 
Care-giving is irreducibly personal. Nonetheless, care workers, like every-
one else, can benefit from better training and education, and in a caring 
society, not only would workers be better paid, they would also be better 
trained at the expense of their companies. More importantly, though, care 
workers would have, as part of their jobs, the opportunities necessary to 
reflect upon their practices as caregivers. Home health aides in the Neth-
erlands, for example, used to have a part of their work week set aside for 
them to meet, discuss their work, compare notes, and decompress. Ray 
Oldenburg (1989) has argued that everyone needs a “third place,” separate 
from work and home, where they can make meaning in their lives; in a 
democratic society, we might use the market and regulation of work to try 
to ensure that care workers have such options.

Finally, those concerned with care would notice how the market pro-
vides unequal access now to the benefits of support for people’s private 
caring. As a result, they would provide family-friendly workforce policies 
so that family members can do much of the care work required by chil-
dren, adolescents, infirm people, and the elderly, as well as the care work 
that they require for themselves.

In the second instance, citizens promote democratic forms of care. The 
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basic keys to making care practices more democratic will require that 
people think about the democratic ends of their caring practices. To this 
end, for example, people should think about the diversity of caring needs 
and practices and try to create social institutions congruent with that di-
versity. Here again, the market is an aid. One of the qualities of the mar-
ket is that it does produce new goods to meet newly perceived demands. 
Not everyone wishes to be cared for in the same way. Using markets to 
provide a myriad of ways, for example, to organize care for the elderly, 
will make it more likely that everyone finds a kind of care that is suitable 
to him or her.

Third, democratic citizens care enough about care to organize and to 
act on their commitments to freedom, equality, and justice. Heroic acts 
of care occur everyday all over the globe. Here is one remarkable case: 
In April 2008, dockworkers in Durban, South Africa, refused to unload 
cargo from an approaching Chinese ship. The ship carried ammunition  
—  seventy-seven tons  —  for the government of Zimbabwe, described by 
Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Jiang Yu as “perfectly normal 
trade in military goods between China and Zimbabwe.” Given the unwill-
ingness of the Mugabe government to release weeks-old election results, 
though, the labor federation and dockworkers in South Africa did not see 
this cargo as simply a part of international trade, but as a deliberate threat 
to the human rights of neighboring Zimbabweans. Despite Chinese ap-
peals not to “politicize” this normal trade, these dockworkers and, later, 
other dockworkers supported by their governments throughout East Af-
rica, refused to unload the ship. The An Yue Jiang carried the cargo back 
to China (Baldauf and Ford 2008; Dugger 2008). The solidarity with Zim-
babweans that these dockworkers acted upon requires the existence of 
knowledge about the circumstances of others, a willingness to act, and the 
capacity to act without doing too much harm to oneself. If such acts are 
praiseworthy, then in a caring democracy citizens would engage in such 
actions themselves. Furthermore, they would seek to organize their own 
polity, and the world, so that such actions become more possible. The ca-
pacity of workers and citizens to organize in their own best interests, and 
to understand the centrality of care within those interests, will make the 
world a considerably safer and more caring place.

A final point needs to be made: the process of evaluating how well 
society meets its caring responsibilities is not a one-time decision. As a 
reiterative process in which citizens will need to monitor and to revisit 
their decisions, we can expect that, just as people become more adept at 
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caring once they have become attentive to needs, citizens will become 
more adept in thinking about the consequences of their collective actions 
and decisions. Because “government” will be closer to the kinds of issues 
that motivate and concern real citizens every day, the gap between gov-
ernment and citizens will diminish. As citizens with different views strug-
gle to express themselves, no one will be the winner. As politics comes 
closer to the bone, as the stakes become more clear, citizens will be able to 
appreciate their interdependence at the same time that they pursue their 
own interests. In such a setting, it is possible that citizens will become, as 
Aristotle once described them, those who rule and are ruled in turn, and, 
as a result, will be moderate and thoughtful about the effects that their ac-
tions have on others.

Conclusion

I began this book by arguing, perhaps counter-intuitively, that the care 
deficit and the democratic deficit were two sides of the same coin. What I 
hope is now more clear is my claim that by turning in this deficient coin 
and taking instead one that begins with adequate levels of care, it will be 
possible to arrive at more adequate levels of democratic participation 
and life.

This is a real choice, perhaps the most important choice that contem-
porary societies face. Up until now, as Robert Lane has observed, market 
democracies have been able to generate a great deal of economic wealth, 
which has produced abundance. But Lane’s careful reading of the signs 
of human satisfaction show that citizens in industrialized countries have 
now reached a point where future economic gain does not produce more 
happiness, and that what humans crave instead is what he calls “compan-
ionship,” and what I have called here “care”: that is, an understanding of 
the irreducibly relational nature of human existence. As Lane warned,

[T]he belief that more money and goods will make us happy is a prod-
uct of cultural lag. Like other successful societies, market democra-
cies must, by the logic of their own success, continue to emphasize the 
themes that have brought them to their current eminent positions. In 
these circumstances, individuals are not, in any practical sense, free to 
go against the culture that nurtures them. . . . Market economies pres-
ent the kind of learning situation familiar to all learning theorists: the 
immediate rewards (reinforcements) of more income are persuasive, 
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even captivating, so much so that they discourage a peek over the wall 
of the maze to see what else is there. (2000, 60).

What we see if we peek over the wall is the possibility of a world in 
which our capacities to care for ourselves and others will increase only 
if we have the courage to admit that we need, and will benefit from, rec-
ognizing the large web of caring relationships within which our lives 
gain meaning.

There is a way to turn our world around. It requires us to recommit to 
caring for ourselves and others by accepting and rethinking our caring re-
sponsibilities and providing sufficient resources for care. If we are able to 
do this, then we will be able to enhance levels of trust, reduce levels of in-
equality, and provide real freedom for all. In such a society, we would have 
to conclude, with Giambattista Vico (1990 [1709], 67): “What is justice? It 
is the constant care for the common good.”
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Notes

Notes to the Introduction
1. It is difficult to know if Bush was being sincere or cynical in this call for 

an “ownership society” at a time when economic inequality had grown to 
pre–  New Deal levels. Drawing upon the Federal Reserve Bank’s Survey of 
Consumer Finances data, Zhu Xiao Di (2007) pointed out that “in 2004, the 
top quartile of the household net wealth distribution held the lion’s share  —  87
percent (or $43. 6 trillion) while the bottom quartile of households had noth-
ing. The upper and lower middle quartiles combined held $6. 5 trillion, or 13 
percent of total household net wealth.”

2. The idea that care can be cultivated will be discussed in Chapter 1. See also 
Mann 2010; Ruddick 1989.

Notes to Chapter 1
1. One reason why the public/private split seemed to be an important target of 

early feminists was that it not only created the divide that kept women out of 
political life, but also provided a rationale for that division: someone had to 
“take care” at home. In dividing up the realms of life, thinkers from Aristotle 
through Rousseau justified this strict separation in the ways that they charac-
terized the two realms differently.

2. Within feminist theory, there was an early discussion about whether “mater-
nal thinking” should play a role in public life. While some drew analogies 
between feminine thinking and appropriate political behavior  —  see, for 
example, Jean Elshtain in her essay “Antigone’s Daughters” (1982)  —  others 
argued that since politics was a distinctive realm of political life, it required 
a different set of values, rationalities, and practices (see, e.g., Dietz 1985). 
While for some readers, the compelling arguments against Elshtain’s position 
seemed to make any political argument for care a nonstarter, later thinkers 
showed how one could take Dietz’s critique seriously and still argue for care’s 
role in politics. For a good account of the development of this discussion, see 
Hankivsky 2004.

3. See, among others, Raghuram, Madge, and Noxolo 2009; M. Robinson 
2007; Sander-Staudt 2006; Di Marco 2005; Paperman and Laugier 2005; 
Engster 2004, 2005, 2007; Gould 2004; Hankivsky 2004, 2006; Verkerk et 
al. 2004; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Lareau 2003; Kittay and Feder 2002; 
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Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Cancian and Oliker 2000; Glenn 2000; Koziak 
2000; Meyer 2000; Stone 2000; Harrington 1999; Kittay 1999; Moore 1999; 
F. Robinson 1999; Verkerk 1999; Koehn 1998; Koggel 1998; Sevenhuijsen 1998; 
Knijn and Kremer 1997; Clement 1996; Schwarzenbach 1996; Bubeck 1995; 
Van Parijs 1995; Folbre 1994, 2001; Glenn, Chang, and Forcey 1994; Held 1993, 
1995, 2006; Larrabee 1993; Manning 1992; Romero 1992; Sarvasy 1992; Collins 
1990; Hochschild 1989; Ruddick 1989; Cannon 1988; Tronto 1987, 1993, 1995, 
2001, 2006; Noddings 1984, 2002b; Gilligan 1982.

4. One prominent account of contemporary democratic theory retells the old 
public/private split in terms of various forms of recognition (Honneth 1996). 
But recognition is not a solution to problems of inequality; it is simply an 
attempt after the fact to mitigate such inequality.

5. Those who have not followed the debate closely may be surprised that I have 
not referenced the care-justice debate and that I am using the language of 
justice to discuss public care. Does that mean that justice “won” that debate?

There are two responses to that question. First, care theorists no longer 
argue that there is no need for a concept of justice that also informs care 
practices (see, e.g., Engster 2007; Noddings 2002b; Held 1995, 1996, 2006). 
So-called justice theorists, on the other hand, have not been as ecumenical in 
observing that there is a realm of care whose goods need also to be consid-
ered in any form of social justice.

Second, some care theorists and others argue that the critical issue between 
care theory and justice theory is now more a methodological one: no one 
discusses care from the standpoint of ideal theory, and there are now more 
theorists of justice who work from non-ideal theory and are more likely 
to include elements of care. But for some care theorists, including me, the 
distinction goes further still, to a different ontology and epistemology. To 
view care as part of the “relational revolution” is to move it further away from 
standard theories of justice, which start from the premise of competing sepa-
rate parties. The claims made about the nature of a feminist democratic ethic 
of care later in this chapter spell out these differences.

6. As Anita Allen succinctly put it: “Modes of privacy and private choice make 
us all  —  male and female  —  morally and psychologically more fit for respon-
sible social participation” (2003, 39).

7. See, among others, Vazquez-Arroyo 2008; Brown 2005; Harvey 2005.

Notes to Chapter 2
1. Rights to care are considered in chapter 6.
2. Ethan J. Leib (2006) suggests “four central grounds” of responsibility: what 

an agent causes, what she chooses, what she identifies with, what sort of 
character she has. Reader’s (2007) account might fall into category three, 
but not all of Reader’s identifications are voluntary. Or, consider William 
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Rowe’s view: “There are logical connections among the three concepts: moral 
responsibility, agent-causation, and freedom. The logical connections are 
centered in the concept of a person’s actions. If you are morally responsible 
for your action then you must have played a role in causing your action and 
the action must have been done freely. I take this claim to be widely accepted, 
if not self-evident” (Rowe 1991, 237).

3. One example she uses is of a stranger who falls right in front of another  
—  presence creates a relationship. Now, whether presence does create a rela-
tionship in this situation is actually a political question, too. In places where 
presence on the street marks being a member of a community, the resolution 
of this point might be different than those in which the “street” is an expected 
site of danger.

4. For example, liberals often place confidence in an independent judiciary to 
interpret laws so that “the rule of law” and appropriate legal protections are 
in place (see, e.g., Dworkin 2000; Nussbaum 2000, 2004, 2007).

5. Ruth Groenhout (2004) has also recognized in a somewhat different way that 
the moral quality of responsibility is, in some ways, the most public quality of 
care. Groenhout does not use the language of responsibility, but her descrip-
tion of “finitude and interdependence” as elements of care that determine “all 
those who are capable of responsible action” (46–  47) is parallel..

6. See also Adam Hochschild 2005.
7. Peter French (1992) described a different “Responsibility Barter Game.” I am 

indebted to Walker (2007, 101) for this reference.
8. Charles Mills writes in The Racial Contract (1997) about an old African 

American saying, “When white people say ‘justice,’ they mean ‘just us.’ ”

Notes to Chapter 3
1. On intersectionality, see, among others: Duffy 2011; Mattis et al. 2008; 

Hancock 2007, 2011; Simien 2007; White 2007; Weldon 2006; Collins 2005; 
McCall 2005; Hankivsky 2004; Roberts 1997; Glenn 1992, 2000.

2. Some critics have read my claim in earlier work that caring is a concern that 
goes beyond “women’s morality” as an incapacity to understand that there is 
a “linkage between caring and women.” As I argue in this chapter, this linkage 
is more complex. Women still do most of the work that people in contem-
porary Western societies label as care. Yet men care, and the intersections 
of race/ethnicity and class influence how men and women care. Men care, 
though their practices are hardly ever labeled as such, and understandings 
about the social categories of “care” change with men’s changing roles. For 
one such critic, see Williams (2000, 197f). My position is actually closer to 
Williams’s, and I draw upon her account of domesticity later in this chapter.

3. Consider, for a moment, the class dynamic at work in Ma Vie en Rose.
Ludovic’s father is fired from his upper-middle-class job because the son is 
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an embarrassment. It seems a disaster for the family; they lose their income, 
status, and even their house. When they move to a working-class neighbor-
hood, the neighbors turn out to be much more accepting of Ludovic; that’s 
just the way he is. The film is thus not only about a boy who imagines himself 
in pink, but of the differential policing of gender across class lines. Perhaps 
boys who like pink will not find this an accurate account of the relationship 
between gender and the class dynamic, but the film shows how class and 
conceptions of masculinity cannot be separated.

4. To quote R. W. Connell: “Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the 
configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted 
answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is 
taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of 
women” (2005, 77). Connell also emphasizes the importance of understand-
ing different types of masculinities and, more importantly, the relationship 
among them (37). She mentions, as an example: “Black sports stars become 
exemplars of masculine toughness; while the fantasy figure of the black 
rapist plays an important role in sexual politics among whites, a role much 
exploited by right-wing politics in the United States. Conversely, hegemonic 
masculinity among whites sustains the institutional oppression and physical 
terror that have framed the making of masculinities in black communities” 
(80). On the status of black males, see also bell hooks: “Sadly, the real truth, 
which is a taboo to speak, is that this is a culture that does not love black 
males, that they are not loved by white men, white women, black women, or 
girls and boys. And that especially most black men do not love themselves. 
How could they, how could they be expected to love surrounded by so much 
envy, desire, hate? Black males in the culture of imperialist white suprema-
cist capitalist patriarchy are feared but they are not loved. Of course part of 
the brainwashing that takes place in the cultural domination is the confu-
sion of the two. Thriving on sadomasochistic bonds, cultures of domination 
make desire for that which is despised take on the appearance of care, of 
love. If black males were loved they could hope for more than a life locked 
down, caged, confined; they could imagine themselves beyond containment” 
(2004, ix).

5. In identifying the protection and production passes, I do not mean to suggest 
that there are no other forms of passes out of caring responsibilities that men 
disproportionately receive. In some religious communities, men serving as 
religious leaders receive such passes out of daily caring work so that they can 
attend to the spiritual needs of others (a different kind of care); in other reli-
gious communities (e.g., a monastery), sharing all caring duties is a part of 
the religious practice. Once again, the account here is not meant to be defini-
tive or inclusive, but rather illustrative of the way in which thinking about 
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caring responsibilities allows new insights into inequality and constraints on 
freedom in democratic societies.

6. This passage would read differently if the crime under discussion were rape 
rather than robbery.

7. For a parallel argument about the recipient of welfare assistance, see Barbara 
Nelson (1986), who distinguished mother’s aid grants from workman’s com-
pensation grants.

8. It is important to recall that the ideological construction of separate spheres, 
in which women were only at work nurturing their domestic homes, never 
matched the reality of most migrants, women of color, and working-class 
women. Indeed, such women often worked away from their own families 
providing what Mignon Duffy called “nonnurturant care”  —  clean clothing 
and homes, edible food, and so on  —  for those in the middle-class women’s 
homes, constructing their domestic worlds. See Duffy 2011.

9. The legal scholar Joan Williams (2000) has called this person the “ideal 
worker.”

10. For example, after women’s suffrage was achieved in the United States, a 
struggle continued until 1934 for a woman’s citizenship status not to be 
affected by marriage. See Bredbenner 1998.

11. There is a huge and burgeoning literature on this topic of citizenship. See, 
among others, the journal Citizenship Studies, launched in 1997; and Lister 
1997; Turner 1997; Vogel 1994.

12. For some early discussions of public/private distinctions, see, e.g., Pateman 
1988; Elshtain 1981; Okin 1979. This category remains fundamental to feminist 
readings of political theory until the present.

13. This is one reason why the “opt-out” revolution and other discussions, pri-
marily among upper-middle-class women, about the need for care givers and 
women who choose to assume that role distract our attention from the real 
debate in care. The real debate is not about whether women should have the 
“choice” to become stay-at-home mothers. The real choice is to resist a social 
structure that creates these alternatives in the first place.

14. Here I draw upon the work I did with my colleague, Stephen Leonard (Leon-
ard and Tronto 2007).

Notes to Chapter 4
1. Heymann’s example that government agencies have been slow to respond to 

the different temporal needs of citizens who engage in care is a powerful one. 
In Italy, feminists have worked to reform local governments so that tempi 
della città (urban time policies) are sensitive to the needs of care; see Mareggi 
2002. This topic is discussed again in chapters 6 and 7.

2. Arlie Hochschild (2005) has called this phenomenon “the empathy squeeze.”
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3. Incidentally, as Shapiro notes, Adam Smith (1981) had noted a similar 
tendency and worried about its consequences for republican virtues in The 
Theory of Moral Sentiments.

4. I prefer not to use the language of “global care chain” because this language 
restricts and naturalizes our views of the women and men in the “chain” as 
mothers.

5. It would be possible to create a long list of examples of such marking. Con-
sider, for example, the stigma among American teenagers in working with 
food (D. Johnson 2001). This pattern of marking and its consequences may 
be more severe for the least qualified care workers, but it also affects doctors 
and nurses. One in six British health-care workers reported being bullied, 
especially by immediate supervisors, but among ethnic minorities the num-
ber increased to three in ten (International Centre for Human Resources in 
Nursing 2008).

Notes to Chapter 5
1. The classic critique of such approaches in political science is Green and 

Shapiro 1996.
2. “The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most revolutionary part. . . . The 

bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, 
patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal 
ties that bound man to his ‘natural superiors,’ and has left no other nexus 
between people than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment.’ It has 
drowned out the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrous 
enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calcu-
lation. It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the 
numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, uncon-
scionable freedom  —  Free Trade.” Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto,
in Tucker 1977, 337.

3. Feminist scholars have explored the dimensions of this topic; see, among 
others, Folbre and Bittman 2004; Bittman et al. 2003; Tronto 2003; Phipps, 
Burton, and Osberg 2001; Hochschild 1997, 2005; Daly 1996; Adam 1995; 
Bonfiglioli 1990; Kristeva 1982).

4. This more relational account of development also helps us to make sense out 
of the “wounded attachments” associated with identity politics (Brown 1995). 
If people think of an “identity” as a thing, then they are likely to miss the loci 
of responsibility for its formation and what is needed to undo its harms.

5. Market thinking may so assume, though market practice does not. Juliet 
Schor (2004) ha shown that infants can be drawn to the market, and the 
existence of child labor, from the nineteenth century until today, shows that 
children’s choice to join the workforce happens before their maturity. See, 
e.g., Bales 2007.
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6. Here is the longer quotation: “Who is society? There is no such thing! There 
are individual men and women and there are families and no government can 
do anything except through people and people look to themselves first. . . . If 
children have a problem, it is society that is at fault. There is no such thing as 
society.” Corey Robin (2011), in his blog, points out that in returning to the 
family, Thatcher reveals that her neoliberal market politics rest upon a hier-
archical institution. Even if other neoliberals have a different view of family, 
Thatcher’s is clearly one about families that teach children personal responsi-
bility. I am grateful to Robin for this insight into this famous passage.

7. “Struggles around the wages-share and state mechanisms of distribution have 
been conceived within an economic discourse that privileges a centered con-
ception of the economic totality. One key flow of surplus value, that which is 
ultimately distributed toward increasing the stock of productive capital . . . 
is privileged with greater influence over economic futures than others” 
(Gibson-Graham 1996, 180).

Notes to Chapter 6
1. Hans Agné (2006) argues that the condition “nothing about us without us,” 

i.e., full participation, is too demanding and unrealistic. This critique is an 
important one. The suggestion to use empirical evidence as an alternative 
is not quite so clear cut. How can one guarantee that the evidence collected 
represents the complexity of the relationships considered, and that bias has 
not entered into these data?

2. This notion is parallel in some ways with Nancy Hirschmann’s (2002) view of 
equality within her feminist theory of freedom; her account of equality also 
requires that the particular context of people’s lives be a part of the ongoing 
judgments about freedom and equality. See the discussion above in Chapter 3.

3. There is a voluminous literature on this subject; see, among others, Pulk-
ingham, Fuller, and Kershaw 2010; Monnat and Bunyan 2008; Smith 2007; 
McCluskey 2003; Weaver 2000; Seccombe 1999; Gault and Hartmann 1998; 
Mink 1998.

4. For a different and useful account of the nature of caring rights, see Kershaw 
2005.

5. This list of scholars who have proposed thoughtful schemes for care giving 
is immense; consider only a few: Stacey 2011; Engster 2007; Hankivsky 2004; 
Eriksen 2003; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Folbre 2001; Goodin 2001; Gerstel 
2000; White 2000; J. Williams 2000; Kittay 1999; Uttal 1999, 2006; F. Wil-
liams 1999, 2001; Sevenhuijsen 1998, 2000, 2003; Fineman 1995.

6. I am indebted to Christel Eckart, Universität Gesamthochschule Kassel, for 
introducing me to this concept and to the work of Sandra Bonfiglioli. For 
the theoretical work behind the reconsideration of time in Italy, see Bon-
figlioli 1990.
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7. Furthermore, the brunt of such incongruities are borne by the less well off. 
Lower-income people are less likely to have jobs that provide them with 
time flexibility, paid vacation, and sick or personal days. See Heymann 2000, 
chaps. 2–3).
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