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Caring for the young and the old, the fragile and the ill, is central to human thriving, 
and has played a fundamental role in human evolution. Yet care has been largely in-
visible in political economy and it does not fit the prevailing philosophical, political, 
and economic frameworks. Care typically emerges in the context of close personal 
relationships, and it is not well suited to either utilitarian or Kantian accounts of 
morality, or to “social contract” accounts of cooperation. Markets and states both 
have difficulty providing and supporting care, and as a result, care is overlooked and 
undervalued. I sketch alternative ways of thinking about the morality and politics 
of care and present alternative policies that could help support carers and those they 
care for.

Love and care go together: parents caring for children (and vice versa), hus-
bands and wives, friends and neighbors looking after each other. In fact, in 
her commentary, political scientist Anne-Marie Slaughter argues persua-

sively that care itself should be understood as a relationship rather than an activi-
ty.1 But caregiving doesn’t show up in economic measures like GDP. Instead, it has 
been relegated to the world of the private and personal, and especially the world 
of women, who have historically been responsible for much of the work of care.

Caregiving has also been neglected because it does not fit well into the stan-
dard conceptual frameworks of philosophy, politics, and economics. Traditional 
philosophical approaches to morality, whether they invoke utilitarian or Kantian 
principles, are universalist–they are designed to apply equally to everybody. But 
this is in tension with the characteristically specific and local relationships be-
tween carers and the people they care for.2 In many cases, like caring for a dying or 
severely disabled child, the cost to the carers might seem to outweigh the benefit 
to the cared for, contradicting the utilitarian principle of the greatest good for the 
greatest number. And yet we continue to feel that such caring is morally exem-
plary. You can see this tension vividly, for example, in philosopher Peter Singer’s 
controversial though consistent utilitarian arguments for euthanasia.3 Caregiving 
also does not fit the Kantian view of universally binding categorical moral imper-
atives, like “do not lie.” You feel a moral imperative to care for the people close to 
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you, even at considerable cost to yourself, yet you might not feel that same imper-
ative toward a person who has identical needs but has a different relationship to 
you. 

We might try to stretch utilitarian or Kantian arguments to apply to caregiv-
ing. Perhaps feeling specific obligations to a dying child somehow increases over-
all utilities. Or perhaps we could rephrase the moral imperative to care for those 
you are close to as a universal obligation. But surely there is a philosophical Cin-
derella principle that if you have to stretch an idea that much, maybe you should 
look for a better fit.

Caregiving is also problematic for the “social contract”–the core principle 
that underpins modern political economy. The idea is that individual agents try 
to achieve their goals and, as economists say, “maximize their utilities,” but we 
can get better outcomes for everybody if people trade off their own interests and 
those of others. Philosophers, psychologists, political theorists, and even mathe-
maticians and evolutionary biologists have explained human cooperation, altru-
ism, and morality in this way.4 There is good empirical evidence that this kind of 
reciprocal cooperation and negotiation is an important characteristic of human 
nature, in place even at a very early age.5

Market economics and political democracy were the great inventions of 
liberal political economy, and you can think of them as a kind of soft-
ware for implementing the social contract beyond small groups. In 

small-scale societies, these kinds of contractual negotiation and reciprocity are 
relatively easy to conduct and enforce. But markets and democracies expand the 
logic of individual social contracts to the scale of a city, a nation, or even a planet, 
with important benefits for everyone. 

However, the close attachments that underpin so much care have a very dif-
ferent structure than contractual relationships. They do not demand reciprocity, 
even implicitly. When we care for and about another person, we are no longer just 
one individual agent with one set of values and interests that we can trade off with 
those of others. Instead, a parent or a child or a partner, or even a good friend, is 
a person whose self has been expanded to prioritize the values and interests of 
another. And this is not simply a matter of adding the goals of another to your 
own utilities. Caring means that we recognize the difference, even the conflict, 
between our goals and those of the person we care for, and yet act to help them 
get the resources they need to achieve those goals. This expansion of the self leads 
to more collective good, like the social contract, but it uses very different mecha-
nisms to do so. 

The social contract picture also assumes that agents are independent, auton-
omous, reciprocal decision-makers exchanging goods. But relationships of care 
are intrinsically asymmetrical. Almost by definition, the carer has capacities or re-
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sources that the cared-for person does not. The morality of being a parent is about 
taking a creature who is not autonomous and cannot make their own decisions 
and turning them into one who can. The same is true, in a milder way, when we 
mentor a student or trainee. Tending the ill or the old also involves fundamental 
asymmetries between the carer and the person they care for. Think about a moth-
er caring for a child with a severe disability, or a husband caring for his wife with 
Alzheimer’s. Relationships like these are the most vivid examples of love, care, 
and commitment, precisely because they are so asymmetrical. And they also re-
quire a similarly delicate and difficult balance between taking responsibility for 
the welfare of another person and preserving their autonomy, a balance that is 
very different from the negotiations of the social contract. Someone who cares for 
a child or a patient or an aging parent has some responsibility for and authority 
over that person. But the carer also must respect the autonomy and independence 
of those they care for.

The contractual picture also assumes that goods are interchangeable. In fact, 
that exchangeability is one of the great secrets of the success of markets and dem-
ocratic states: I can trade off what I want with what you want. But caring and com-
mitment are intrinsically local. We cannot swap out one unit of care or commit-
ment for another. We cannot outsource love or ship it across country.

And although care is local, it includes commitments that go far beyond biolog-
ical kinship. We care for our friends, our students and patients, our colleagues and 
neighbors. 

Even when caregiving is professional rather than personal, it still main-
tains much of this character: a teacher or doctor or therapist is particular-
ly responsible for the people they care for. During the early stages of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the underpaid, overworked, eldercare workers in nursing 
homes often explained their heroism in terms of their relationship to specific peo-
ple: I couldn’t abandon old Mr. Smith. A home health care nurse I know describes 
shopping for food for particular patients and setting rattraps in their rooms– 
actions that were not reimbursed by health insurance but just struck her as the ob-
vious and necessary thing to do.

Professional caregivers also negotiate the balance between care and autonomy. 
A farmer or a carpenter or a writer can simply offer goods to customers, and those 
customers can decide to purchase if those goods fulfill their desires. But part of the 
job of a teacher or therapist is precisely to help the student or patient to formulate 
autonomous desires that may be very different from their own. 

The neglect of caregiving in political economy is particularly striking because, 
from a biological perspective, caregiving is one of the most important and char-
acteristic human activities. Caring for children is one of the most foundational 
kinds of care, and human childhood is twice as long as that of our closest primate 
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relatives. Chimpanzees produce as much food as they consume by the time they 
are seven years old. Even in forager cultures, humans are not self-sufficient until 
they are at least fifteen years old.6 Humans also evolved to use a much wider array 
of caregivers than other great apes to look after these young: from early in human 
history, many people cared for each child. This group includes biological moth-
ers, but also fathers, siblings, grandparents, and “alloparents,” adults who care 
for children to whom they are not biologically related.7 And humans have also ex-
tended this caring beyond children to mates, elders, and others. 

The brain mechanisms that underpin this widespread human caregiving have 
roots in our earlier mammalian evolutionary history. Biologists have contrasted 
the “life histories” of different species.8 Some animals, like fish and insects, pro-
duce many young, and put little effort into caring for them. Mammals and birds, 
in contrast, produce far fewer young, but invest considerable time and energy in 
keeping those young alive and allowing them a more extended time to grow to 
adulthood. This longer and slower life history is associated with longer life spans, 
larger brains, and more reliance on flexibility and learning in general.9 Humans 
are an extreme example of this high-investment/slow-life-history strategy.10 

However, animals with this kind of life history face a caregiving dilemma. 
Mammalian mothers are locked in a profound conflict of utilities with their young: 
calories that go into milk for the baby are lost to the mother. But ensuring the sur-
vival of the young is essential for the ultimate reproductive success of mammals. 
The evolutionary solution to this dilemma involves a complex set of genetic, neu-
ral, and hormonal mechanisms that lead mothers to prioritize their babies’ needs 
over their own, and to extend their own interests to include another’s.11

Once these mechanisms were in place, they could be extended beyond biolog-
ical mothers and babies to underpin other kinds of caring relationships. Prairie 
voles, for example, famously have caregiving “socially monogamous” fathers who 
are attached both to their young and to their mates, and care for them according-
ly. Elegant experiments show that the genes and chemicals, such as oxytocin and 
vasopressin, that underpin this mate-care are very similar to those that underpin 
maternal care.12 And there is evidence that similar mechanisms are involved in 
cooperation, trust, love, and care among social animals like carnivores and pri-
mates, beyond just mothers and mates. There is also evidence that these mecha-
nisms are important in humans, and philosopher Patricia Churchland has argued 
that they underpin human moral intuitions.13

Significantly, although these mechanisms are evolutionarily rooted in biologi-
cal kinship relationships, they are not restricted to those relationships. In humans 
as well as other animals, the very act of care itself engenders the relationships of 
attachment and love that underpin further care. In other animals, alloparents who 
take on care show the same physiological changes as biological mothers, and hu-
man fathers, grandparents, and alloparents show similar physiological changes 
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when they actively care for babies.14 Those changes seem to influence the choice 
to continue as a carer. We don’t care for others because we love them: we love 
them because we care for them.

From an evolutionary perspective, elderhood is also a distinctively human 
developmental period, and care for elders may also serve important evolu-
tionary functions. Humans, along with a few cetaceans like orcas, are the 

only animals that systematically outlive their fertility. Female chimps rarely live 
much past fifty. But even in forager cultures, postmenopausal grandmothers can 
consistently survive an additional twenty years or so into their seventies, and old-
er men do as well. The usual measures of life expectancy reflect the fact that, in the 
past, many more children died young. But if you made it past thirty, you could eas-
ily live till your seventies or later.15

This elder phase of our life history may serve a distinctive evolutionary func-
tion: elders are less engaged in finding mates or resources for themselves, but 
they are more involved in caring for others. There is empirical evidence that we 
characteristically become more generous and altruistic as we get older, passing 
on resources to the succeeding generation.16 Grandmothers in particular provide 
a crucial additional source of care for children that allows the extended human 
childhood.17

In addition, humans are a distinctively cultural species, passing on informa-
tion, technologies, and traditions from one generation to the next. Elders appear 
to play a particularly important role in that cultural transmission; they teach as 
well as care. For example, among foragers, the older hunters, who are less phys-
ically able but have more experience, serve as teachers for young children and 
teenagers, even though that means they are less productive themselves. The stron-
ger and more able thirty-year-olds go off on their own and maximize the yield.18 
Interestingly, the orcas, who are one of the rare animals with postmenopausal 
females, also have an exceptional amount of cultural transmission, often led by 
those older grandmothers.19 But relying on cultural transmission involves a trade-
off. While living longer provides elders with more opportunities to accumulate 
wisdom that they can pass on to the next generation, it also means that they are 
more likely to require care themselves.

Of course, the fact that caregiving is biologically important does not guaran-
tee that it should have a place in a moral political economy; aggression, hierarchy, 
and tribalism also have deep evolutionary roots. Thinking about morality in evo-
lutionary terms inevitably raises a tension between causal and normative claims: 
explaining where moral intuitions come from is not the same as endorsing them. 
One way to approach this problem is through “reflective equilibrium.”20 We start 
with evolutionarily given moral intuitions. Those intuitions are themselves likely 
to be adaptive: they evolved to accomplish some functional goals. Both coopera-
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tion and caregiving, for example, appear to have evolved precisely because they 
genuinely help to solve coordination and collective action problems. But we can 
also use reflection to consider and revise those intuitions in the light of our chang-
ing knowledge and circumstances. 

Surely, caring for others is morally admirable and valuable if anything is. But at 
the same time, reflection points to a problem. The intense devotion that fuels our 
care for our own loved ones may translate into indifference or even hostility to the 
needs of people beyond our circle of attachments. This kind of caregiving is diffi-
cult to scale up beyond the proverbial village that it takes to raise a child.

Religious traditions have had more to say about love and care than political 
and economic traditions. The close relationships of care have served as a mod-
el for religious ideals, but those ideals scale up and expand care to a wider circle. 
Thomas Hobbes, the father of the social contract, enjoins us to negotiate a truce 
in the war of all against all, but Christ brings “a new commandment: love one an-
other as I have loved you.”21 The Madonna and child are a focus of meditation in 
Orthodox Christianity, and Islamic traditions emphasize the importance of filial 
piety. In Buddhist “metta” (“loving-kindness”) meditation practice, you begin by 
imagining the way you feel toward someone you love and gradually extend that 
feeling to strangers and even enemies. A Christ or a bodhisattva is supposed to feel 
the same way about everyone that a parent feels about a child.

The problem, of course, is that simply getting everybody to love everybody else 
is not a very realistic prescription for designing a political economy. Interesting-
ly, Asian traditions of political philosophy have paid more attention to this prob-
lem than Western ones. For Confucian philosophers like Mengzi, morality starts 
with our feeling for our parents, siblings, or children, rather than with the recip-
rocal social contract. The philosophical challenge articulated in these traditions is 
how to expand these local feelings to the scale of a polity or an empire in the way 
that markets and states expand the social contract. That remains the problem for 
a modern political economy.

How could we fulfill Mengzi’s vision and expand the caring impulse to the large 
scale of a modern society? How could we integrate caregiving into a modern mor-
al political economy without losing its distinctive character? Markets and states 
do not provide natural mechanisms for supporting care and encouraging love. In 
fact, we have a strong sense that it is morally wrong to treat close relationships 
like market commodities. But in a market-driven world, this means that instead, 
they are hidden away as part of a private, domestic sphere that is hard to measure 
or support. In a small-scale forager society, close personal ties helped ensure that 
resources would flow to caregivers. But in a big postindustrial society, getting re-
sources becomes the business of each individual worker. Using those resources to 
support children, or elderly parents or a sick spouse or a friend, becomes simply 
one more kind of consumer spending. So, either parents and other carers must 
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forgo work, which means forgoing exactly the resources that you need to care for 
others, or else somehow find enough money out of their own salary to pay other 
people to take care of their dependents. Either way, this inevitably means that that 
care is undervalued. The pandemic made this invisible crisis of care into a vivid 
disaster.

But if the market does not naturally support care, neither does the state. There 
are many valuable goods, from security to health and education, that we do not 
leave to markets. Instead, democratic states pay trained professionals–soldiers 
or doctors or teachers–to provide these services equally to all their citizens. But 
this picture also does not apply well to many of the most important kinds of care. 
If caring for children were just a job, another kind of work, we might feel that ex-
perts ought to do it, rather than parents themselves. But there is something special 
about the relationship between parents and children, carers and those they care 
for. Parents have a special authority over, interest in, and responsibility for what 
happens to their children, and grown children have a special responsibility for el-
derly parents. And the same is true for partners and friends.

Of course, markets and states can and should contribute to caregiving. The 
United States in particular relies on private for-profit nursing homes and child-
care centers. Arguably, those functions would be better served by state institu-
tions: there is a strong case to be made for state supported universal childcare and 
eldercare. Notably, however, even when state institutions support care, we pre-
tend they do not. We treat social security as if it was an insurance program indi-
viduals invest in rather than a program intrinsically designed to care for elders. 
Often, we treat care as an extension of medicine or education. Medicare will only 
cover long-term care for the elderly if there is a specific medical justification for 
that care. It is easier to get support for publicly financed childcare if you call it pre-
school or early childhood education. This reflects a tension between the idea that 
care itself (as opposed to medicine or education) should be provided by the state, 
and a sense that large impersonal state institutions should not replace the more 
personal relationships of care, though they may certainly supplement them.

We can imagine an alternative policy agenda that would explicitly sup-
port, pay for, and encourage local caring relationships: an agenda to 
let love flourish. Caring for children is one area in which this agenda 

is currently being formulated and debated, often in ways that elide the usual left 
versus right distinctions.22 One good way to help support care is to provide state- 
supported professionalized preschools or childcare centers. But another, and in 
some ways better, policy mechanism is to provide direct support to parents or oth-
er caregivers through family allowances or tax credits. These policies help chil-
dren not only by providing more resources, but also by giving carers the option to 
cut down on paid work or forgo it altogether in favor of care. There is also consid-
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erable evidence that these programs have long-lasting and wide-ranging positive 
effects on adult development, although you might also argue that providing care 
for children is an intrinsic good independent of its later effects.23

Moreover, although publicly supported childcare is often justified as an educa-
tional project–the very words preschool and early childhood education suggest 
as much–its long-term positive effects may have more to do with care itself than 
education. Interventions that provide early care often seems to have “sleeper ef-
fects.” Effects on purely educational outcomes like school test scores may fade af-
ter a few years, but there are longer lasting effects on such things as mental and 
physical health or incarceration. There is also considerable evidence that a lack 
of early care or nurturance has long-term negative effects on mental and physical 
health, and also that it alters life history, shortening the period of childhood.24 
Early care may provide a protected environment that allows a prolonged period 
of childhood learning and flexibility, rather than being a form of education that 
instills particular kinds of knowledge or skill.

We could support care for children both through state institutions and by di-
rectly supporting carers. But we could also extend the model of direct payments 
to other kinds of care. Caring for the ill or the elderly presents some of the same 
dilemmas as childcare but adds other complexities, particularly in contemporary 
societies. Elders have always both provided and required care. But the great im-
provements in health over the past few centuries mean that many more people 
survive into elderhood than in the past, and they may live into their nineties. For 
some elders, this is an extension of the care and teaching niche, but for others it 
becomes a time of increasing debility. Most people would prefer that elders could 
be looked after by family or friends at home rather than being placed in institu-
tional care. This approach would also give elders a chance to provide care and 
teaching, as well as requiring care themselves. But, as in the case of childcare, po-
tential carers must often choose between giving up paid work or somehow finding 
a way to pay others for care. We might extend family allowances and tax credits 
to other kinds of care, including care for elders, spouses, and even friends. These 
allowances would give carers the flexibility to cut down on work themselves or to 
put together combinations of private, public, and paid care.

Extending the institution of marriage is another possibility. Marriage is one of 
the few examples of a legal recognition of love and commitment, conferring both 
benefits and responsibilities and supporting care. Marriage is often justified by 
the way it supports commitments to children. It makes sense that children would 
do better with two committed caregivers than one, and the empirical literature 
suggests that children often do better with married parents. In the childcare de-
bates, conservatives have regularly advocated encouraging marriage.25 

But, in many ways, marriage is a strange way to ensure care for children. It is 
historically grounded in the sexual and romantic ties between men and women–
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not exactly the most reliable or permanent form of commitment. The result is that 
severing those ties, in divorce, for example, makes caring for children problemat-
ic. Traditional marriage also assumes that biological mothers and fathers are the 
only people who are committed to caring for children. The success of gay mar-
riages and families emphasizes the fact that commitments to children do not de-
pend on biological conception. But, for humans, that has always been true–many 
adults, biologically related or not, help care for children. 

The model of marriage could be extended to include both other carers and oth-
er kinds of care. Instead of assuming that commitments to a sexual partner will 
extend to a commitment to children, we could explicitly make the commitment 
to children the focus of a marriage-like institution. Committing yourself to a child 
could be both ritualized and legalized in a public ceremony, as marriage is. Such a 
commitment would continue until a child was independent, regardless of divorce 
or remarriage. It might be shared by future partners, or by other related or unre-
lated carers, as in the classic religious example of godparents. 

Just as we might extend the model of marriage to other people who care for 
children, we might also extend it to other people who need care. Among sib-
lings, one in particular often ends up taking responsibility for aging parents, and 
we could formally recognize and economically support that commitment. Or we 
could even just allow one friend to be officially committed to caring for another– 
an increasing number of people face illness or elderhood without family to help. 
In all these cases, the official caregiver commitment could come with both re-
sponsibilities and resources, and could be a kind of celebration too.

Finally, we could work to alter the physical environment to better support 
care. Close relationships of care are intrinsically local: they depend on being in 
the same place. But in contemporary life, people work in one place, children go 
to school in another, and elders are even further away, with long commutes in be-
tween. Once again, the pandemic exaggerated problems that were already there. 
But the pandemic also let us see that care and other kinds of work could happen 
in the same place, as they did for most of human history. If the industrial econo-
my separated work and family, neighbors and friends, the postindustrial economy 
could allow us to bring them together again. Multigenerational housing is making 
a comeback, and it is no coincidence that the accessory dwelling units that are 
the focus of YIMBY housing reforms are more commonly known as granny flats.26 
Granny flats are an example of how we might design housing that both encourag-
es close, local care and preserves autonomy. Innovative programs have also placed 
childcare and eldercare in close physical proximity, with benefits to both groups.27

In addition to these general principles, there are more specific examples of 
how we could encourage and support care. To take just one case, universal pre-
school programs require lots of caregivers. Some of those caregivers would be 
professionally trained teachers, but they could also include older people in the 



152 (1) Winter 2023 67

Alison Gopnik

community. You might have a designated “grandparent” for each classroom, an 
older person who could receive the equivalent of a Walmart salary. The grand-
parent would not be a teacher so much as a source of care and a keeper of cultural 
values and tradition, transmitting songs and stories. Putting together particular 
elders with a specific group of children would encourage the close local ties that 
underpin care in both directions. 

Caregiving is complicated–philosophically, psychologically, and politically. 
But surely, care and commitment, love and loyalty are morally valuable if anything 
is. And they really do increase the collective good, even if they do it in a very dif-
ferent way than the social contract. Care has been overlooked and undervalued for 
far too long. It should instead be a centerpiece of a new moral political economy. 
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