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1. We think it is very difficult for many people to accept “caring” as a base for a 

moral theory. Could you please elaborate on how the notion of care can be a base 

for a moral theory? 

 

VH: Practices of care are completely essential for human life. No person would 

survive infancy without many years of care. These practices incorporate various 

values: responsiveness to need, sensitivity to others, the building of trust, 

nonviolence. We can understand the way they are moral values, not just 

characteristics of behavior. Care and its values are more fundamental than justice, 

since much human life occurs without justice but it cannot exist without care. The 

focus of care ethics is on the values of caring relations between persons, rather than 

on the justice of individual actions that has been the basis of so much previous moral 

theory. Care ethics understands that at the heart of morality are relations between 

persons, rather than primarily the actions of individuals imagined as free, equal, and 

self-sufficient. 

 

2. As a leading philosopher in the area of care ethics, would you please give us your 

account of ethics of care? 

 

VH:  The ethics of care appreciates the long neglected values reflected in caring 

practices. It advocates that such values be extended and generalized so that we strive for 

caring societies and a caring world. In a caring society, meeting the legitimate needs of 

all would have priority over the accumulation of wealth by a few. Care would be 

provided and received with sensitivity and respect, so that the society would be 



characterized by caring relations between its members. In a caring world, trust between 

groups would be developed and nonviolence would prevail. 

 Care ethics rejects the view that morality should be based only on what reason 

demands. It understands the importance of the emotions for morality, not only in carrying 

out what reason recommends but also for ascertaining what we ought to do. Morality 

requires empathy, for instance, and wanting the well-being of others as well as of 

ourselves. Care seeks to meet the needs of actual, specific persons, rather than to 

construct an ideal theory for a perfect society.  

 

3. How do you think that ethics of care, as a feminist concrete moral theory, can be 

practiced and institutionalized in our everyday lives in family, society and the world? 

 

VH:  The ethics of care is based on experience, experience that every single person has 

had because in order to develop into a grown human person one has experienced care and 

its values. Since the care approach to morality is only a few decades old, we are just 

beginning to explore its many implications for society and the world. We can already see 

that it can provide guidance for political life, social issues, and global problems. It is 

applicable to contexts far beyond those of family and friendship where its values, such as 

responding with sensitivity to the needs of others, and of developing trust, are most 

obvious. Books such as the new collection Care Ethics and Political Theory, edited by 

Daniel Engster and Maurice Hamington, illustrate the kind of work going on to develop 

care ethics for political contexts.  

I have argued that for the internal questions of how to organize legal and political 

structures within societies, more traditional liberal theories of justice can be relatively 

satisfactory, although care ethics should be understood as the wider and more 

fundamental and more comprehensive moral theory within which these limited structures 

would be recommended. In order for legal and political systems to function, the relations 

of civil society must be adequately developed for the society to cohere. These should be 



thought of as caring relations of a weak but necessary kind. People must care enough 

about their fellow members to want their rights respected and to sustain the legal 

institutions to implement this. And care ethics is more promising than the dominant 

theories for dealing with problems in other segments of society than their legal and 

political ones, segments such as their educational and healthcare systems. And care ethics 

has much to offer in dealing with global problems such as ethnic conflict, global poverty, 

and violence between groups and states. In my chapters for such volumes as The 

Routledge Handbook of Global Ethics and Philosophical Foundations of Human 

Rights, I discuss some of the moral guidance that care ethics can provide on global 

issues.                  

 

4. We believe that we have to invest a great deal of efforts into education and schooling 

as a starting point for improving our conditions and lives. We know that you, ethicists of 

care, have theorized moral education based on caring. Would you please give our readers 

an explanation on your ideas and on how care-based moral education can lead to a better 

life? 

 

VH:  Education is an area of society where values of care are often exemplified, as 

teachers seek to meet the needs of students for knowledge and understanding. To do so 

effectively, empathy and trust are clearly needed. This context illustrates the importance 

of relations of care between teachers and students, and how it is not enough to consider 

only the actions of individuals. Students and teachers must work together cooperatively 

to achieve the goals of education. Similarly, elsewhere, people must work cooperatively 

and with determination to achieve the social improvements called for by morality.    

 

  

5. Many critics of care ethics, especially feminist ones, think that ethics of care is a 

“dangerous ethics” because it solidifies and intensifies the subordination of women. 

Some feminist activists in Iran, which still suffers from many traditions, customs, and 



rules against women, share the same idea. How do you think that ethics of care can 

answer these criticisms? 

 

VH: The view that care ethics reinforces the subordination of women is based on a 

serious misunderstanding. The ethics of care is a feminist ethic that seeks to overthrow 

traditional gender hierarchies not only in how previous moral and political and other 

theories have been applied, but also in the construction of the theories themselves. Yes, 

traditional theories such as those recommending, for instance, a right to own property 

should be applied to women and not limited to men. But we need also to consider the 

possible bias in the theories themselves. Dominant theories have elevated values of 

justice evident for men in public life into moral theories and have neglected the values 

evident in the caring practices traditionally associated with women and the family.  

 Traditional political and moral and other theories have reflected the dominance of 

male points of view and experience, and have denigrated the values of care of which 

women have had so much experience. Men can reflect on the values of care in the care 

they received as children or when ill, or in the care in which they increasingly participate, 

but few have done so until recently. Men can engage in caring practices such as 

childcare, nursing, and elementary school teaching, but men in the past have usually 

failed to appreciate the values involved in these practices where women have done most 

of the work. The ethics of care seeks to remedy this bias, to understand these neglected 

values, and to see their importance not only in practices where women have 

predominated, but anywhere and everywhere. The extent to which care ethics is now 

being developed by men as well as by women is highly encouraging.  

 Like feminism itself, the ethics of care has revolutionary aims. It seeks to 

restructure our thinking and our societies so that the traditional hierarchy of gender is 

overcome.  

 



 

6. Care ethics theory has been developed in western countries but non-western countries 

have been interested in it also. We think that practices of ethics of care may differ from 

country to country due to cultural differences. Do you agree? If so, what are the ideas and 

features of care ethics that can be practiced globally and that are not influenced by 

culture? 

 

VH:  One of the great strengths of the ethics of care is that it is based on experience, and 

experience that truly is universal. Everyone has received care, at least as a child, and can 

reflect on the values involved. If they were poorly cared for, they can understand how 

actual care practices ought to be improved. Most people have engaged in providing at 

least some care, and can also reflect on and understand the values incorporated into such 

practices. Care ethics has no need for the divisive religious foundations of many 

moralities. Cultural differences between practices of childcare and other care are minimal 

compared to the core values of care. Whatever the culture, the needs of children must be 

met or the culture will not survive. And for such care to be successful, sensitivity is 

required and relations of trust must be developed.  Nonviolence must in general prevail in 

contexts of care, where persons of very unequal power are in relations that are often 

unchosen. The values of care are more relevant to the actual world of states and groups 

and persons, where some are dominant and others exploited, than are theories of justice 

based on abstract principles for rational individuals assumed to be equal and autonomous.      

 

7. What is your future outlook of care ethics? 

 

VH:  Interest in the ethics of care seems to me to be growing remarkably. I started 

studying philosophy before there was much interest in human rights, either within the 

fields of philosophy and political theory, or in the wider culture. But in the last quarter of 



the 20
th

 century, interest in human rights, and the influence of this concern, grew 

enormously, and they remain strong. I think something similar is happening with the 

ethics of care in the first quarter of the 21
st
 century, and is continuing. The future of care 

ethics seems to me very promising. I thought I had written my last book with the one 

after The Ethics of Care, on political violence, but I am considering another one to be 

called The Future of Care Ethics.   


