INTRODUCTION

the most part on moral reasoning. Much current work, for exam-

ple, focuses on the status of moral predicates and, in education,
the dominant model presents a hierarchical picture of moral reasoning.
This emphasis gives ethics a contemporary, mathematical appearance,
but it also moves discussion beyond the sphere of actual human activity
and the feeling that pervades such activity. Even though careful philoso-
phers have recognized the difference between ‘“‘pure’’ or logical reason
and “‘practical’’ or moral reason, ethical argumentation has frequently
proceeded as if it were governed by the logical necessity characteristic of
geometry. It has concentrated on the establishment of principles and that
which can be logically derived from them. One might say that ethics has
been discussed largely in the language of the father: in principles and
propositions, in terms such as justification, fairness, justice. The moth-
er’s voice has been silent. Human caring and the memory of caring and
being cared for, which I shall argue form the foundation of ethical re-
sponse, have not received attention except as outcomes of ethical behav-
ior. One is tempted to say that ethics has so far been guided by Logos, the
masculine spirit, whereas the more natural and, perhaps, stronger
approach would be through Eros, the feminine spirit. I hesitate to give
way to this temptation, in part because the terms carry with them a Jung-
ian baggage that I am unwilling to claim in its totality. In one sense,
“Eros’’ does capture the flavor and spirit of what I am attempting here;
the notion of psychic relatedness lies at the heart of the ethic I shall pro-
pose. In another sense, however, even “‘Eros’’ is masculine in its roots
and fails to capture the receptive rationality of caring that is characteris-
tic of the feminine approach.

When we look clear-eyed at the world today, we see it wracked with
fighting, killing, vandalism, and psychic pain of all sorts. One of the sad-
dest features of this picture of violence is that the deeds are so often done
in the name of principle. When we establish a principle forbidding kill-
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ing, we also establish principles describing the exceptions to the first prin-
ciple. Supposing, then, that we are moral (we are principled, are we
not?), we may tear into others whose beliefs or behaviors differ from
ours with the promise of ultimate vindication.

This approach through law and principle is not, I suggest, the ap-
proach of the mother. It is the approach of the detached one, of the
father. The view to be expressed here is a feminine view. This does not
imply that all women will accept it or that men will reject it; indeed, there
is no reason why men should not embrace it. It is feminine in the deep
classical sense—rooted in receptivity, relatedness, and responsiveness. It
does not imply either that logic is to be discarded or that logic is alien to
women. It represents an alternative to present views, one that begins with
the moral attitude or longing for goodness and not with moral reasoning.
It may indeed be the case that such an approach is more typical of women
than of men, but this is an empirical question I shall not attempt to
answer.

It seems to me that the view I shall try to present would be badly dis-
torted if it were presented in what I have referred to as the ‘‘language of
the father.’’ Several theorists in education—among them, William Pinar,
Madeleine Grumet, Dwayne Huebner, Elliot Eisner—have suggested that
our pictures of the world are unduly cramped and narrowed by reliance
on a restricted domain of language. Pinar and Grumet, in particular,
have looked at this problem in the context of gender studies. I agree with
their assessment. But we must realize, also, that one writing on philo-
sophical/educational problems may be handicapped and even rejected in
the attempt to bring a new voice to an old domain, particularly when
entrance to that domain is gained by uttering the appropriate passwords.
Whatever language is chosen, it must not be used as a cloak for sloppy
thinking; that much is certain. This part of what I am doing, then, is not
without risk.

Women, in general, face a similar problem when they enter the practi-
cal domain of moral action. They enter the domain through a different
door, so to speak. It is not the case, certainly, that women cannot arrange
principles hierarchically and derive conclusions logically. It is more likely
that we see this process as peripheral to, or even alien to, many problems
of moral action. Faced with a hypothetical moral dilemma, women often
ask for more information. We want to know more, I think, in order to
form a picture more nearly resembling real moral situations. Ideally, we
need to talk to the participants, to see their eyes and facial expressions, to
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receive what they are feeling. Moral decisions are, after all, made in real
situations; they are qualitatively different from the solution of geometry
problems. Women can and do give reasons for their acts, but the reasons
often point to feelings, needs, impressions, and a sense of personal ideal
rather than to universal principles and their application. We shall see
that, as a result of this ‘‘odd’’ approach, women have often been judged
inferior to men in the moral domain.

Because I am entering the domain through a linguistic back door of
sorts, much of what I say cannot be labeled ‘‘empirical’’ or “‘logical.”
(Some of it, of course, can be so labeled.) Well, what is it then? It is lan-
guage that attempts to capture what Wittgenstein advised we ‘‘must pass
over in silence.’’ But if our language is extended to the expressive—and,
after all, it is beautifully capable of such extension—perhaps we can say
something in the realm of ethical feeling, and that something may at least
achieve the status of conceptual aid or tool if not that of conceptual
truth. We may present a coherent and enlightening picture without prov-
ing anything and, indeed, without claiming to present or to seek moral
knowledge or moral truth. The hand that steadied us as we learned to
ride our first bicycle did not provide propositional knowledge, but it
guided and supported us all the same, and we finished up ‘‘knowing
how.”’

This is an essay in practical ethics from the feminine view. It is very dif-
ferent from the utilitarian practical ethics of, say, Peter Singer. While
both of us would treat animals kindly and sensitively, for example, we
give very different reasons for our consideration. I must resist his charge
that we are guilty of “‘speciesism’’ in our failure to accord rights to ani-
mals, because I shall locate the very wellspring of ethical behavior in
human affective response. Throughout our discussion of ethicality we
shall remain in touch with the affect that gives rise to it. This does not
mean that our discussion will bog down in sentiment, but it is necessary
to give appropriate attention and credit to the affective foundation of
existence. Indeed, one who attempts to ignore or to climb above the
human affect at the heart of ethicality may well be guilty of romantic
rationalism. What is recommended in such a framework simply cannot
be broadly applied in the actual world.

I shall begin with a discussion of caring. What does it mean to care and
to be cared for? The analysis will occupy us at length, since relation will
be taken as ontologically basic and the caring relation as ethically basic.
For our purposes, ‘‘relation’’ may be thought of as a set of ordered pairs
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generated by some rule that describes the affect—or subjective experi-
ence—of the members.

In order to establish a firm conceptual foundation that will be free of
equivocation, I have given names to the two parties of the relation: the
first member is the ‘‘one-caring’’ and the second is the ‘‘cared-for.”’
Regular readers of ‘‘existentialist’’ literature will recognize the need for
such terminology—bothersome as it is. One may recall Sartre’s use of
for-itself and in-itself, Heidegger’s being-in-the-world, and Buber’s
I-Thou and I-It. There are at least two good reasons for invoking this
mechanism. First, it allows us to speak about our basic entities without
explaining the entire conceptual apparatus repeatedly; second, it prevents
us from smuggling in meanings through the use of synonyms. Hence,
even though hyphenated entities offend the stylist, they represent in this
case an attempt to achieve both economy and rigor. Another matter of
style in connection with ‘‘one-caring’’ and ‘‘cared-for’’ should be men-
tioned here. In order to maintain balance and avoid confusion, I have
consistently associated the generic ‘‘one-caring’’ with the universal femi-
nine, ‘‘she,”’ and ‘‘cared-for’’ with the masculine, ‘‘he.”’ Clearly, how-
ever, when actual persons are substituted for ‘‘one-caring’’ and ‘‘cared-
for’’ in the basic relation, they may be both male, both female, female-
male, or male-female. Taking relation as ontologically basic simply
means that we recognize human encounter and affective response as a
basic fact of human existence. As we examine what it means to care and
to be cared for, we shall see that both parties contribute to the relation;
my caring must be somehow completed in the other if the relation is to be
described as caring.

This suggests that the ethic to be developed is one of reciprocity, but
our view of reciprocity will be different from that of ‘‘contract’’ theorists
such as Plato and John Rawls. What the cared-for gives to the caring
relation is not a promise to behave as the one-caring does, nor is it a form
of ‘‘consideration.’’ The problem of reciprocity will be, possibly, the
most important problem we shall discuss, and facets of the problem will
appear in a spiral design throughout the book. When we see what it is
that the cared-for contributes to the relation, we shall find it possible to
separate human infants from nonhuman animals (a great problem for
those who insist on some form of rationality in those we should treat
ethically), and we shall do this without recourse to notions of God or
some other external source of ‘‘sanctity’’ in human life,

The focus of our attention will be upon how to meet the other morally.
Ethical caring, the relation in which we do meet the other morally, will be
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described as arising out of natural caring—that relation in which we
respond as one-caring out of love or natural inclination. The relation of
natural caring will be identified as the human condition that we, con-
sciously or unconsciously, perceive as ‘‘good.”” It is that condition
toward which we long and strive, and it is our longing for caring—to be
in that special relation—that provides the motivation for us to be moral.
We want to be moral in order to remain in the caring relation and to
enhance the ideal of ourselves as one-caring.

It is this ethical ideal, this realistic picture of ourselves as one-caring,
that guides us as we strive to meet the other morally. Everything depends
upon the nature and strength of this ideal, for we shall not have absolute
principles to guide us. Indeed, I shall reject ethics of principle as ambigu-
ous and unstable. Wherever there is a principle, there is implied its excep-
tion and, too often, principles function to separate us from each other.
We may become dangerously self-righteous when we perceive ourselves
as holding a precious principle not held by the other. The other may then
be devalued and treated ‘‘differently.’’ Our ethic of caring will not per-
mit this to happen. We recognize that in fear, anger, or hatred we will
treat the other differently, but this treatment is never conducted ethi-
cally. Hence, when we must use violence or strategies on the other, we are
already diminished ethically. Our efforts must, then, be directed to the
maintenance of conditions that will permit caring to flourish. Along with
the rejection of principles and rules as the major guide to ethical behav-
ior, I shall also reject the notion of universalizability. Many of those
writing and thinking about ethics insist that any ethical judgment—by
virtue of its being an ethical judgment—must be universalizable; that is,
it must be the case that, if under conditions X you are required to do A,
then under sufficiently similar conditions, I too am required to do A. I
shall reject this emphatically. First, my attention is not on judgment and
not on the particular acts we perform but on how we meet the other
morally. Second, in recognition of the feminine approach to meeting the
other morally—our insistence on caring for the other—I shall want to
preserve the uniqueness of human encounters. Since so much depends on
the subjective experience of those involved in ethical encounters, condi-
tions are rarely ‘‘sufficiently similar’’ for me to declare that you must do
what I must do. There is, however, a fundamental universality in our
ethic, as there must be to escape relativism. The caring attitude, that atti-
tude which expresses our earliest memories of being cared for and our
growing store of memories of both caring and being cared for, is univer-
sally accessible. Since caring and the commitment to sustain it form the



6 INTRODUCTION

universal heart of the ethic, we must establish a convincing and compre-
hensive picture of caring at the outset.

Another outcome of our dependence on an ethical ideal is the emphasis
upon moral education. Since we are dependent upon the strength and
sensitivity of the ethical ideal—both our own and that of others—we
must nurture that ideal in all of our educational encounters. I shall claim
that we are dependent on each other even in the quest for personal good-
ness. How good I can be is partly a function of how you—the other—
receive and respond to me. Whatever virtue I exercise is completed, ful-
filled, in you. The primary aim of all education must be nurturance of
the ethical ideal.

To accomplish the purposes set out above, I shall strike many contrasts
between masculine and feminine approaches to ethics and education and,
indeed, to living. These are not intended to divide men and women into
opposing camps. They are meant, rather, to show how great the chasm is
that already divides the masculine and feminine in each of us and to sug-
gest that we enter a dialogue of genuine dialectical nature in order to
achieve an ultimate transcendence of the masculine and feminine in
moral matters. The reader must keep in mind, then, that I shall use the
language of both father and mother; I shall have to argue for the posi-
tions I set out expressively.

An important difference between an ethic of caring and other ethics
that give subjectivity its proper place is its foundation in relation. The
philosopher who begins with a supremely free consciousness—an alone-
ness and emptiness at the heart of existence—identifies anguish as the
basic human affect. But our view, rooted as it is in relation, identifies joy
as a basic human affect. When I look at my child—even one of my grown
children—and recognize the fundamental relation in which we are each
defined, I often experience a deep and overwhelming joy. It is the recog-
nition of and longing for relatedness that form the foundation of our
ethic, and the joy that accompanies fulfillment of our caring enhances
our commitment to the ethical ideal that sustains us as one-caring.

In the final chapter on moral education, we shall explore how all this
may be brought to bear on recommendations for the reorganization of
schooling. The specific suggestions made there are not intended as fully
developed plans for action but, rather, as illustrations of an approach, of
a mode of thinking and feeling about education. They are an invitation
to dialogue and not a challenge to enter battle.



