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Abstract

As it nears its half century, the ethics of care continues to break new ground in moral
philosophy. The case is made that care ethics is desirably categorised as a moral theory, placing
it alongside the regnant theories in the Western philosophical tradition: virtue ethics, Kantian
ethics, and consequentialism. The nature of moral theories is explored with both feminist and
anti-theoretic criticisms examined. This foregrounds explication of Nel Noddings’ ethics of
care for which features are identified that are non-detrimentally part of the wider moral
theoretic landscape. In so doing, refinements are posited and receive elaboration in four areas
of the theory. These are: the ground and nature of caring obligations; that moral perception,
motivation, and deliberation are better motivated by sympathy rather than empathy; that at least
some of the needs the one-caring ought to properly consider are a function of the identity of
the one-caring; and that care admits of degrees rather than being a binary, thus resisting
Noddings’ completion requirement. Noddings’ philosophy of education is predicated on her
ethic of care thus allowing the proposal of a caring philosophy of education based on the
refinements heretofore claimed. This novel philosophy of education is explored in conjunction
with details from a piece of English literature.



Impact Statement

This thesis offers an original contribution to the field of care ethics in feminist moral
philosophy and to the philosophy of education. As such within academia, it provides the basis
for further research in both of these areas. Specifically, the relatively young field of care ethics
benefits from having research conducted that elucidates its central claims. By offering a novel
account of care ethics, | hope that other researchers will take the opportunity to themselves
engage with my arguments and offer their own refinements and revisions. For the philosophy
of education, the account of a new approach on philosophy of education should prove to be
fertile ground for those working in this area. The extant accounts all offer insights into one of
the fundamentals of the human condition: that of educating each other. However, my account
hopes to contribute in a way that brings this truism into centre stage. Humans cannot live
without care and all societies must find ways to learn and pass on the accumulated knowledge
of previous generations. By insisting on the connection of the two, a caring philosophy of

education holds promise for powerful approaches to this vital endeavour.

Outside academia, there is the hope that educators of all stripes would find something in this
caring philosophy of education that resonates with their projects large and small in the same
way it has for me. Reorienting the structures of education for care will, I hope, redound to the
benefit of all humankind, attending as it does to the actual people in education, non-fungible
as they are. Policy makers may learn from aspects of theory when issuing directives for formal
education and teacher educators may start to include a caring philosophy of education in their
preparation of entrants to the profession. This is not a call to employ my caring philosophy of
education as simply another strategy in the hope that it will be a panacea where so many others
have fallen short. Rather, a caring philosophy of education might serve to remind all those
involved in educative endeavours just why and for whom these processes exist in the first place;
preoccupied as it is with meeting the needs of the concrete, situated other. Teacher education
thus conceived would stress how teacher and student stand in relation; it is hoped a caring one.
Achieving this not inconsiderable shift away from prevailing mechanistic models of education
to one that attends to the human encounter that is education will require significant changes to
educational structures. However, these are justified to the extent that these moves would, so |

claim, allow teaching to be the caring activity it ought to be.
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Introduction

It is a commonplace observation in contemporary Western moral philosophy that care ethics!
is in its infancy. This is particularly the case when compared to its counterparts: virtue ethics,
Kantian deontology, social contract theory, and utilitarianism. Modern virtue ethics finds much
in Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics from some two and half millennia ago. Social Contract
theory is cognisant of Hobbes’s Leviathan 1651 and Rousseau’s The Social Contract 1762. For
Kant’s ethics The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals 1785 cannot be ignored and for
consequentialism, especially its utilitarian variant, Bentham’s Principles of Morals and
Legislation 1823, Mill’s On Liberty 1864 and of course Utilitarianism 1869.2 Whereas, care
ethics has just entered its fifth decade. It is usually taken to have its origins in the developmental
moral psychology research of Carol Gilligan in the early 1980s. Her In a Different Voice
included work conducted in response to Lawrence Kohlberg’s model of moral development in
children (Gilligan, 1993a [1982]) (Kohlberg, 1963). The ‘different voice’ Gilligan heard in
moral reasoning, she described as the voice of ‘care’, distinguishing it from the voice ‘justice’
that reverberated through Kohlberg’s work (Gilligan, 1993a [1982], p. 73). In the field of
philosophy, Nel Noddings’ Caring appeared at a similar time alongside Sara Ruddick’s
Maternal Thinking (Ruddick, 1980) (Noddings, 2013 [1984]) (Ruddick, 1989).2 Ruddick took
the experience of mothering and proposed an extension of moral lessons found therein to argue

that “maternal thinking and practices are important resources for developing peace politics”

L Or the “ethics of care’.

2 Relatively recent articulations of these theories include Ross’ deontology, Hare’s utilitarianism, Scanlon’s
contractarianism, and Hursthouse’s virtue ethics (Ross, 1930) (Hare, 1963) (Scanlon, 1998) (Hursthouse, 1999).
% In philosophy of education a pertinent work was Jane Gilbert Martin’s Reclaiming a Conversation in which
Martin argues for the place of care, concern, and connection as “over-arching educational goals” (Martin, 1985,
p. 197). Milton Mayeroff’s work on care as seeking to promote the growth of the other anticipates care ethics
‘proper’ (Mayeroff, 1965) (Mayeroff, 1971). His articulation of care has resonances with much of the later work
but significantly, unlike many if not all of the care ethicists, Mayeroff did not appear to take himself to be working
within feminist philosophy.
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(Ruddick, 1989, p. 12). Noddings was convinced that, similarly, paradigmatic caring
relationships such as mother-child, teacher-student, nurse-patient, and so on could be mined
phenomenologically for moral insights; that such relationships would allow a refocusing of
Western moral philosophy from its androcentric motivations, assumptions, and commitments
(Noddings, 2013 [1984], pp. 1-6). A significant feature of these authors’ works and consonant
with much of the contemporary feminist movement, was a determination to bring to the
foreground women’s quotidian existence that for the most part had not featured in Western
philosophical tradition. This is all the more galling and problematic given the latter’s claims to
speak for humankind. Perhaps because of care ethics’ recent appearance on the academic scene,
it “does not easily fit into the framework of traditional Western moral theory, resulting in
struggles over categories, terms, and ultimately, acceptance” (Hamington, 2015, p. 274).* A
lack of fit may of course be unproblematic. It might speak to the disruptive potential for a
refreshingly revisionary moral philosophy. It might suggest that the traditional categories of
Western moral philosophy themselves are no longer fit for purpose; it might query whether
they ever were. This being said, I°> am also moved by Amia Srinivasan’s evocative assertion:
“Ethical theories should not only be judged for their truth or plausibility but also for their
practical significance.” (Srinivasan, 2017, p. 599). This work offers elucidations and
refinements in order to contribute to care ethics’ realising its potential for practical significance,

especially in the field of education.®

In the care ethics literature, both in journal articles and book-length research, there is a well-
trodden formula for exegesis. Usually, there is a discussion of Gilligan and Kohlberg, justice
and care, the ‘feminine’ and feminism, before proceeding to offer the insights an author has
produced. In this thesis, | will be adopting a intentionally self-reflective and self-consciously

different approach, though that does not entail silence on these points of interest. However, like

4 Maurice Hamington is a major contributor to the care ethical literature.

® Throughout this work the first person singular will be employed. As Lorraine Code observed ‘we’ the first person
plural, is a “contestable signifier” (Code, 1998, p. 213). Exclusions and inclusions from ‘we’ are inevitably
problematic, hence my avoidance of its use. Additionally, | will use the ungendered ‘they’ for both singular and
plural subjects with context making clear singularity or plurality. In excerpts from other authors’ work I will not
add (sic) each time the ‘male’ is used to stand in for ‘human’; my thesis includes extensive critique of this and
related androcentric practices throughout.

& Examples that show care ethics is very much in the throes of lively scholarly debate include: Simon van der
Weele who offers insight into the differing ways ‘dependency’ is used in care ethics (van der Weele, 2021), Stacy
Clifford Simplican explores the inherent risks in care ethics, risks due to the necessity of anticipating the people
being cared for will become (Simplican, 2017), and Amy Marvin sets out to connect transgender studies with the
ethics of care (Marvin, 2019).
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many before me | will start from the Gilligan-Kohlberg disparities. From there | set out why 1
take care ethics to be amorphous as it currently stands. Ambivalence within the work of those
who identify as care ethicists prompts me to engage with what might be termed ‘traditional’
moral theoretic concerns. First, where do moral theories come from and, second, the theorist
and anti-theorist debates. All this is kept in conversation with feminist dissatisfaction with
traditional moral theory’s products. By combining the insights of feminist critics with the work
of these who came before, | conclude that care ethics is preferably understood as a moral theory.
From here, taking Noddings’ articulation of care ethics as my organisational device, | make
arguments to the effect that her care ethics is non-detrimentally similar to traditional moral
theory. Care ethics was born of dissatisfaction with traditional moral theory but I, like other
contemporary theorists,” see much potential in bringing care ethics back into a renewed
conversation with earlier work in moral philosophy. Given this, | propose refinements to
Noddings’ ethics of care along four dimensions: obligations, empathy, needs, and completion.
Essentially, | hope to offer a more robust account of care ethics by drawing on insights from
these not-too-disparate areas of inquiry. The final chapter brings these refinements together
and moves the discussions to the philosophy of education. This is justified because for
Noddings, as | demonstrate, care ethics is her philosophy of education. Thus, equipped with
my caring philosophy of education, | end by considering how it ‘shows up’ in an example of

an educator from English literature.

Origins of care ethics

In the world of the psychology of moral development, especially during the latter half the
twentieth century, Lawrence Kohlberg was a leading light (Kohlberg, 1981) (Kohlberg, 1984).
His extensive work involved experiments trying to provide empirical evidence for his
cognitive-developmental model of moral development (Colby, et al., 1983). This model, on
which he collaborated with other researchers, was such that all people, regardless of their
culture or moral norms, go through a series of stages of moral development in a particular order
(Levine, et al., 1985, p. 94). Using ‘moral judgement interviews’, the moral stage at which a
participant was said to have reached was determined by the participant being presented with a
hypothetical moral dilemma, their responses recorded, and then blind scored by researchers.

" For example: (Collins, 2015), (Miller, 2020), (Steyl, 2020a) and (Steyl, 2020b).
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The dilemmas were structured such that the “situations used were ones in which acts of
obedience to legal-social rules or to the commands of authority conflicted with the human
needs or welfare of other individuals.” (Kohlberg, 1963, p. 12). Extending the experiments
longitudinally, Kohlberg found that the subjects followed across a number of years did indeed
move through the ordered stages as predicted by the model. Stages were not skipped, and
positive correlations were found between moral judgement and age, socio-economic status, 1Q,
and education. Further, childhood scores correlated with scores in adulthood (Colby, et al.,
1983 Abstract). Thus, Kohlberg and other researchers, succeeded in demonstrating the power

of the proposed model of moral development.

The moral stages in the developmental model are summarised as follows, from stage 1 (lowest)
to stage 6 (highest): heteronomous morality; individualism; instrumental purpose and
exchange; mutual interpersonal expectations; relationships and interpersonal conformity;
social system and conscience; social contract or utility and individual rights; and finally,
universal ethical principles (Kohlberg, 1986, pp. 4-5 adapted).® The universal ethical principles
at stage 6 were based on Kohlberg’s assumption that “the core of morality and moral
development is deontological, that it is a matter of rights and prescriptions. Furthermore, the
core of mature deontological morality is justice or principles of justice.” (Levine, et al., 1985,
p. 95). Thus, for Kohlberg, the pinnacle of moral reasoning involved the application of justice-
based principles.

Examination of later experimental results indicated that female participants were much less
likely than male counterparts to be scored as reaching the highest levels of Kohlberg’s stages
of moral development. It was this disparity that Carol Gilligan set out to investigate.® It struck
Gilligan that rather than there being something aberrant about the moral development of
women, the problem rather lay in the proposed model of human moral development (Gilligan,
1993a[1982], pp. 1-2). Recall that Kohlberg’s model included the assumption that it would not
be troubled by socio-cultural differences. It purported to be a model for all humankind.

Kohlberg maintained that any differences in levels of moral development as measured by the

8 Kohlberg’s work has been incredibly influential, a flavour of this can be found in (Shrader, 1990) and (Zizek, et
al., 2015).

% In some accounts of the development of care ethics there are claims that Kohlberg was a teacher of Gilligan’s
(Hekman, 1995, p. 1) (Sorell, 2000, p. 127). | should note that Sorell is giving an account of Hekman’s argument
which might be the reason for the incorrect claim about Gilligan’s alleged studentship. However, more to the
point, Gilligan makes it very clear that she was not Kohlberg’s student (Gilligan, 1998, p. 126).
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model are down to characteristics of those being tested against it. However, when constructing
the model, Kohlberg only included male participants. In so doing, ‘male’ was being taken as
identical to ‘human’.’® The reason for the exclusion of female participants in the original
experiments was that gender was seen as an additional variable necessitating an experimental
sample twice the size. The failure to include female participants earlier on in the development
of the model was “regrettable” Kohlberg and colleagues admitted (Colby, et al., 1983 note 5
pp. 16-17).

One remedy for this omission, Gilligan surmised, would be to repeat experiments, this time
including female participants. The major results of this work were published in Gilligan’s
seminal In a Different Voice (Gilligan, 1993a [1982]). It comprises findings from what Gilligan
refers to as the ‘abortion decision study’ and the ‘rights and responsibilities study’ (p. 3). The
former study was limited to female participants, the latter included male and female
participants. As in Kohlberg’s studies, interviews were conducted. It was in these that Gilligan
detected ways of moral reasoning that diverged from the justice orientation that was the focus
of Kohlberg’s endeavours. This ‘different voice’ Gilligan understood as follows:

In this conception, the moral problem arises from conflicting responsibilities
rather than from competing rights and requires for its resolution a mode of
thinking that is contextual and narrative rather than formal and abstract. This
conception of morality as concerned with the activity of care centers moral
development around the understanding of responsibility and relationships, just
as the conception of morality as fairness ties moral development to the
understanding of rights and rules (p. 19).

Further, the “ideal of care is thus an activity of relationship, of seeing and responding to need,
taking care of the world by sustaining the web of connection so that no one is left alone” (p.
62). And so, the “ethics of justice” and ‘ethics of care’ were named and presented as contrasting
modes of moral reasoning (pp. 62-63). The ethics of care emphasises relationships,
responsibilities, and context contraposed to the ethics of justice’s abstract and formal rights

and rules.

It has been observed that, given Gilligan’s abortion study only included female participants in
the situation of deciding whether or not to have an abortion, that it is no surprise that the moral

voices she heard had a different emphasis from participants in Kohlberg’s study (Code, 1988,

10 See (Criado Perez, 2019) for a great many examples of this troubling phenomenon.
12



p. 198). From the methodological point of view, there has been extensive analysis and criticism
both of Gilligan’s experimental work and Kohlberg’s.** Alison Jaggar summarises the concerns
with Gilligan’s empirical findings thus: “other psychologists...alleged Gilligan’s samples to
be nonrepresentative, her methods of interpreting her data suspect, and her claims impossible
to substantiate, especially when the studies were controlled for occupation and class” (Jaggar,
1991, p. 83). However, my interest is not in their empirical work. It would be to fall foul of the
genetic fallacy to be dismissive of Gilligan’s catalysing ideas simply because of disagreements
about methodology. The important point, | think, was the way in which Gilligan’s ideas about
the ethics of care resonated with many of her readers, especially women working in moral
philosophy. There was recognition that there were problems and lacunae in the extant
philosophical accounts of the moral life in which they had been initiated.'? This is the case
whether or not Gilligan’s empirical findings are exactly as they are claimed to be. The spur
towards re-examining Western moral philosophy provided by Gilligan in her dichotomisation
of the ethics of care and the ethics of justice added fuel to “the search for alternative moral
orientations to the utilitarian and Kantian frameworks which had dominated ethical theory
through the 1970s and which still loom large over the field” (Friedman, 2000, p. 207).

The currents in moral philosophy to which Friedman is referring are dual and connected. The
first current is the claim, usually attributed to Elizabeth Anscombe, that moral philosophy, in
its focus on utilitarianism and Kantian deontology, has over-emphasised the notion of right
action, that is an agent’s obligations to others, at the expense of over-looking the importance
of the virtues (Anscombe, 1958).** The second, and related current, is the rise of anti-theory in
ethics. A renowned example of this movement is Bernard Williams’s Ethics and the Limits of
Philosophy (Williams, 2006 [1985]). For Williams and other anti-theorists, it is again the

1 For example, on Gilligan, many of the papers in (Larrabee, 1993) and on Kohlberg (Schweder, et al., 1987, pp.
9-25). See also (Blum, 1994, pp. 215-268) which offers further discussion of Gilligan and Kohlberg. He argues
that Gilligan’s two voices do not adequately capture moral maturity and asks why it would be limited to two.
Further, I must note that later research by Kohlberg and colleagues remarked that their “emphasis on justice does
not fully reflect all that is recognized as being part of the moral domain. Given this, both he and his colleagues
have broadened their theoretical and research concerns. Their concern with justice reasoning has been
complemented with (a) the study of that reasoning oriented to issues of care and response in real-life moral
dilemmas as well as (b) a concern about the issue of how such dilemmas are resolved in responsible action.”
(Levine, et al., 1985, p. 96) This suggests that Kohlberg also recognised that there might be more to moral
reasoning than adherence to a set of principles.
12 As Jaggar points out, the wholesale dismissal of the inherited discourses by feminists or other groups “would
hardly be conceivable, let alone prudent...to resolve to start from scratch and reinvent everything” (Jaggar, 1991,
p. 87).
13 See also (Stocker, 1976).
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attention paid to obligation that provokes their proposal to look elsewhere for aids to the moral
life.2# It is the person of the moral agent that merits philosophical attention.'® Further, for many
anti-theorists, it is not just that moral theories are not needed for a moral life but that their use
may in fact have a distorting effect, morally speaking. They may render agents acting according
to their preferred theory ethically myopic, so the claim goes.® Both of these currents helped to
lend a new lease of life to theories of virtue ethics, given their attention to the sort of person it

claimed it is good to be, that is, a person’s moral character (Hursthouse, 1999, p. 1).*’

In the same timeframe, there is what might be considered a third current. This third aspect of
moral philosophy is brought into view by recognising that the ethics of care was and is not
pulling in the same direction as modern virtue ethics.!® Care ethics offers another way of
articulating ‘the moral’ but unlike virtue ethics, it does not fall into the standard taxonomy of
moral theories. Ruth Groenhout offers evidence for this de facto categorisation of moral
theories from the way such matters are introduced in textbooks on the subject (Groenhout,
2014, p. 483). The standard taxonomy distinguishes moral theories with consequentialist,
deontological, or virtue commitments but finds no comfortable place for care ethics to sit. This
is due, according to Groenhout, because of the way the standard taxonomy has been
constructed. The organising assumptions of moral theory are individual agents who have
isolable actions for which there are identifiable specific consequences refracted through the
prism of rules or principles (p. 489). While the anti-theorists and nascent modern virtue
ethicists were calling for more attention to the virtues and less to obligation, the contributions
to moral philosophy and theory remained largely within these bounds. Yet, care ethics “begins
with a self who is enmeshed in a network of relations to others, and whose moral deliberations
aims to maintain these relations...voiced through narratives that specify fitting responses to
proximate situations...attuning oneself to the needs and desires...[of] individuals [who] must
always be considered distinctive rather than typical, and decisions must be made responsively

rather than deductively” (Kittay & Meyers, 1987, pp. 10-12). Groenhout acknowledges that, of

14 For example Charles Taylor and Annette Baier (Baier, 1985b) (Taylor, 1995) (Taylor, 2007).

15 | ouden also notes Cora Diamond’s earlier criticism that too much attention was being paid to thought and
action at the expense of the person of the human being. The rise in what is now called virtue ethics is meeting
Diamond’s charge head-on (Louden, 1992, pp. 157-158) (Diamond, 1983).

16 Anti-Theory in Ethics and Moral Conservatism is an important early collection of papers on the anti-theory
debate in ethics (Clarke & Simpson, 1989).

7 Virtue ethics is said to differ from virtue theory. The former is a moral theory, the latter is about possible natures
of the virtues. See also (Crisp, 1998, p. 5) and (Driver, 1998, p. 130).

18 Though I do not think it would be accurate to say that it is orthogonal to virtue ethics either.
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course, it might be the case that the standard taxonomy has got it right and care ethics just
simply cannot be correctly called a moral theory.*® However, she offers three reasons why the
standard taxonomy is at fault. First, there is the burden of proof. Care ethics offers an account
of the moral life for much if not all of humankind. In order to survive infancy, all humans need
to be in receipt of a significant amount of care. Further, at various later stages across the human
lifespan people care and need to be cared for as a function of their dependency at a particular
moment. Dismissing care ethics as just another ‘ethics without principles’ is surely to miss
something of value. Second, by employing obscurantist theoretical categories, the standard
taxonomy occludes more than it reveals. In its simplifying endeavours, it overlooks the messy
complexities of the moral life. Third, in its focus on agents, actions, and consequences, the
standard taxonomy belies its inability to see as ethical reasoning the sort of moral deliberation
that clearly does in fact take place in care ethics (Groenhout, 2014, pp. 497-499). Groenhout
has made at least a prima facie case for there to be good reason for suspicion about the standard

taxonomy.

The three foci for care ethics identified in the previous paragraph are aligned with deep feminist
unease about traditionally salient tenets of moral philosophy. That the history of Western
philosophy is replete with misogyny and devaluation of women, if they were considered at all,
has been well-documented (Lloyd, 2004 [1984]) (Clack, 1999).%° The tradition has long
favoured contrasting pairings. These have included: non-rational/rational, nature/culture,
emotions/intellect, imagination/reason, matter/mind, private/public, responsibilities/rights,
egoism/altruism, partiality/impartiality, reproduction/production, cooperation/competition,
particularity/universality, and so on.?! Women have been usually identified with the first of
each pair, not in a complimentary fashion, and commonly as a way of limiting their moral
standing. It might seem out of place to suggest that an identification with women and emotion
is a way to reduce women’s involvement in moral reasoning. There are a number of responses
to this objection. First, an important question is who is doing the identification? Is it ‘women’,
hardly a homogenous group or is it men in positions of power? Second, in the ascription of

‘emotion’ to women, it becomes easier to dismiss women’s concerns as a ‘merely’ emotional

1% Groenhout also discusses ancient virtue ethics and Confucian ethics as examples of significant theories that do
not appear to fit the standard taxonomy (Groenhout, 2014, p. 496).

20 See also (Mahowald, 1978) (Osborne, 1979) (Grimshaw, 1986, Ch 2) and in political theory (Okin, 2013
[1979)).

2L For example, see (Brabeck, 1989, p. xii).
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response to a moral decision when what is in fact needed is ‘hard-nosed’ intellect. This is
especially the case against a social background structured precisely to valorise reason over
emotion. As Jean Grimshaw observed, it is not just the diminishing of women’s experience that
has been all too common but concurrently the “distortion of values, concerns and priorities that
is of quite general human concern” (Grimshaw, 1986, p. 74).2? The point being that it is not
just women who lose out from being overlooked and unincluded but all of humankind due to
the pernicious effects of not accounting for a wider range of human existence in these theories.
By revisiting the moral concepts above, feminist ethicists sought to theorise, and take steps
towards, ending women’s oppression as well as drawing on women’s moral experience to

develop an account of morality (Brennan, 1999, p. 860).%

The ethics of care takes up both of these feminist goals, using both normative and descriptive
resources. However, it is worth noting that ‘feminist ethics’ and ‘care ethics’ are not synonyms.
Margaret Urban Walker, in the preface to the second edition of her Moral Understandings A
Feminist Study in Ethics states that “‘feminist ethics’ is more like Kantian, or Aristotelian, or
utilitarian ethics than it is like, say, environmental ethics or biomedical ethics. It is not a subject
matter but a method of approach with certain prior convictions about human agency,
knowledge, and society” (Walker, 2007 [1998], p. viii).?*Care ethics is best thought of as a
subfield of the wider feminist project in terms of its approach to moral philosophy. In terms of
the paired contrasts given in the previous paragraph, care ethics made its own contributions to
the field, particularly about conceptions of the self and society. Just as there are variations
within extant moral theories, it would be inaccurate to say that care ethicists are univocal.
However, there are themes common to much scholarship in this area.?® In response to
traditional moral theories, care ethicists sought to reconceive or at least shift emphasis towards
the way in which the agents who are the subject matter of ethics are constituted and interact.
In place of a self that is independent and autonomous, care ethics argues for a relational self.
Seeing emotion as not having had enough of a place in moral deliberation, care ethicists
elevated it alongside reason. They appreciate that impartiality is not the sine qua non of ethical

action though a critical partiality, rather than untrammelled partiality, is likely to be melioristic.

22 Jaggar questions whether it is fruitful to make claims about the masculinity or femininity of philosophy and
whether it is better to attend to instantiations of male bias instead (Jaggar, 1991, p. 88ff).

23 The tension between these two aims, the normative and the descriptive is explored in Samantha Brennan’s
survey article (Brennan, 1999).

24 Some of Walker’s ideas are discussed in Chapter 1 and 3.

%5 | draw on (Keller & Kittay, 2017) for the structure of this paragraph.
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Again, in moral deliberation, there is a focus on context and particularity rather than blunt
application or deduction of principles. Finally, there is the question of whether care and justice
are complementary or contrasting.?® The academic output alone across these and related issues
has been voluminous,?” and that is not to forget that care ethics itself has had its fair share of

criticism.28

Care ethics ‘originated’ at the same time as moral philosophy found itself subject to a
significant dissatisfaction about the latter’s perceived over-emphasis on obligation and right
action. Moreover, care ethics offered a productive arena in which feminist philosophers could
develop a moral philosophy that spoke to many women’s experiences in ways traditional
Western moral philosophy had failed to do s0.?° The detail of care ethics’ contributions to moral
philosophy will be made apparent in subsequent sections. So far, | have presented care ethics’
establishment amidst feminist and anti-theorist developments in moral philosophy. | have
discussed why care ethics does not sit within the standard taxonomy of moral theory and why
this might indicate problems with the taxonomy itself. Further, | have given in outline some of
the commitments of care ethics. However, in the following section | identify a certain
unsteadiness around care ethics as it appears today. Having marked a way through some of

these issues, | will move to a more detailed discussion of moral theory and care ethics’ place.

2% See (Held, 1995), (Held, 2015), and (Engster, 2020).

27 For recent overviews see (Keller & Kittay, 2017, pp. 543-544) and (Vosman, et al., 2020).

28 Useful surveys of these criticisms are (Keller & Kittay, 2017) and (Sander-Staudt, 2021). Care ethics has been
claimed to be: essentialist, parochial, methodologically problematic, theoretically indistinct, exploitative, a slave
morality, and ambiguous. A flavour of these concerns follows. Claudia Card argues that care ethics does not
always give a proper account of the relationships between strangers, that it is insufficient without justice to resist
evil and that there is a significant risk of abusive relationships being valorised (Card, 1990). Is care ethics limited
to the domain of ‘special relations’ (Diller, 1996) (Card, 1990)? Victoria Davion asks about engrossment in the
potentially immoral other and the subsequent moral risk of being obliged to direct one’s energy to immoral tasks
(Davion, 1993). Susan Hoagland raises concerns that the emphasis on who is giving the caring gives weight to
oppressive institutions and that care ethics fails to see the negative in the unidirectionality of much caring
(Hoagland, 1990). In a related vein, Barbara Houston suggests that ambiguity as to whether an ethic of care stands
alone or alongside other moral theories means that the former could abet exploitation (Houston, 1990) See also
(Putman, 1991) and (Hoagland, 1990) on this. Susan Mendus worries about care ethics’ potential for moral
parochialism and whether it ignores the complexities of modern large-societies (Mendus, 1993). See also (Jaggar,
1995). Anita Silvers asks whether the ethics of care, by being particularist over universalist means that those with
disabilities remain marginalised (Silvers, 1995) and relatedly the way in which care ethics does appear to take one
perspective as universal (Thompson, 1998).

2 Since care ethics’ inception there has been widescale societal shift on who could be called a feminist. In the
introduction to her 1991 edited volume Feminist Ethics, Claudia Card writes “Scarcely uniform, still women’s
options defined by legacies of sexual politics differ enough from men’s to warrant different identifying labels for
our reflections and commitments in this area. Thus I apply the term ‘feminist’ only to women, referring to men
who support feminism as ‘profeminist’. When feminists and profeminists confront comparable life choices, there
may no longer be a need for feminism or for feminist ethics” (Card, 1991, pp. 4-5). Some three decades later, even
if life choices are not yet comparable many men are called feminists.
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Diffuse and unsteady, just what is care ethics?

| embark by first illustrating both what care ethics is not and also some of the many ways it has
been conceived. Taking this further, | start to consider care ethics’ status as a moral theory and
the potential desirability of such a claim. This will pick up on the currents given in the previous
section both in terms of anti-theory in ethics and feminist concerns in moral philosophy. By
the end of this section, I will have concluded that it would be preferable for care ethicists to be
a little more amenable to self-definition as to be working on moral theory. Both the ‘care’ in
care ethics and the ‘ethics’ have been the site of scholarly contest. ‘Care’ is a variegated concept
whose definition is somewhat elusive, not least because the word ‘care’ appears in everyday
speech, as well as philosophical discourse. In the latter, concepts such as epimeleia or ‘form of
attention’ in Aristotle, epimeleia heautou or ‘care of the self” in Foucault and Sorge or ‘care’
in Heidegger predate the ethics of care as it is now understood (Aristotle, 1926) (Aristotle,
1944) (Foucault, 2005) (Heidegger, 2010). Although similar in translation, these ideas are not
usually prominent in care ethics. Similarly, the exchange initiated by Harry Frankfurt’s ‘The
Importance of What We Care About’ is of a different tenor again (Frankfurt, 1982) (Baier,
1982) (Maclntyre, 1982). That the word ‘care’ in care ethics is neither an obvious technical
term nor a neologism underscores the need for its careful elaboration. The following is not
intended as an exhaustive catalogue. This being said, care has been understood as: that which
is needed to maintain the world for optimal living (Tronto & Fisher, 1990); properly part of the
public domain (Tronto, 1993); exploited women’s work in meeting the needs of others
(Bubeck, 1995); giving insight into international relations (Robinson, 1999); drawing attention
to illusions of independence (Kittay, 2020 [1999]); both a practice and a value (Held, 2006);
being the basis for a theory of justice (Engster, 2007); coherently driven by empathy (Slote,
2007); indicating duties from dependency relationships (Collins, 2015); the promotion of
conditions for the cared-for’s sake (Lynch, 2016); and as dependence and responsibility in
human life (Laugier, 2020). These selections serve to show just how diffuse the concept of care

is within the literature.
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In a similar vein, the ‘ethics’*® of care ethics has been multiply understood. I interpret this
polyphony to be connected to the question of whether or not care ethics is a moral theory. In
the initial substantive chapter of her book The Ethics of Care, Personal, Political, and Global,
Virginia Held indicates that she sees care ethics as a distinct moral theory (Held, 2006, pp. 9-
28). Michael Slote’s The Ethics of Care and Empathy makes the claim that “a care-ethical
approach can be used to understand all of individual and political morality”, and that it has the
“potential to function in a comprehensive and satisfying way as a truly human morality” (Slote,
2007, pp. 2, 8). In The Core of Care Ethics, Stephanie Collins is explicit: “I want care ethics
to be recognised as a moral theory that applies to everyone, all of the time” and shortly
thereafter “my aim in this book is not to give a complete and bulletproof defence of care ethics.
My aim is instead to establish what care ethics is as a moral theory and to show that it is at least
a prima facie compelling theory” (Collins, 2015, pp. 8-9 emphasis in original).®* In Moral
Boundaries, Joan Tronto does not see care “as a total account of morality” though in care’s
absence, strictures common to moral theory such as ‘do not lie’, ‘do not break promises’ are
lacking if they are not cognisant of the vital place of care (Tronto, 1993, p. 126). She extends
care ethics beyond the caring dyads on which it has commonly focussed to what it means to
have a political theory of care. Tronto’s later book, Caring Democracy, proposes that
“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” (Tronto, 2013, p. 30 emphasis in original). This further reinforces Tronto’s
emphasis on the way in which society ought to be structured so as to ensure care needs are met.
These concerns are echoed in Eva Kittay’s work, which concludes that what is required is a
“view of society as consisting of nested dependencies, so constituted as to provide all with the
means to achieve functioning that respects the freedom and relatedness of all citizens” (Kittay,
2020 [1999], p. 197). Some two decades later, Kittay writes that care “needs to characterize a
certain moral stance we take in the world” (Kittay, 2019, p. 177). This would place her work

30 Some claim the terms ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ are interchangeable (Copp, 2006, p. 4), some that there is no
agreed upon difference between ‘ethical theory” and ‘moral theory’ (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 232), some that ethics
and morality are distinct with the latter’s fixation on obligation being a partial view of the former (Williams, 2006
[1985], p. 6), still others characterise ethics as the “philosophical” (Noddings, 2013 [1984], p. 1) and “scholarly”
(Lindemann, 2019, p. 4) study of morality. My arguments do not rest on whether ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ are best
taken as intersubstitutable or kept as conceptually discrete, and as such, I leave this matter open and treat the terms
synonymously.

3L As part of a sympathetic review of Collins’ book, Maggie FitzGerald queries why Collins does not critically
consider just what is meant by ‘moral theory’ particularly given the way in which care ethics offered a novel
approach to moral philosophy (FitzGerald, 2019, p. 472). It was this observation that led me to thinking about
care ethics and moral theory.
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perhaps closer to Noddings’, which is to be considered shortly. However, later she suggests it
is a sui generis ethics (pp. 196-197), which lends credence to an interpretation that it isa moral

stance rather than a theory like those of Collins and Slote seen above, for example.

Departing from these views is Nel Noddings, though it is not straightforward interpreting what
she takes care ethics to be. In her early work, Caring, care ethics seems to be a moral approach
or attitude (Noddings, 2013 [1984], p. 105).%2 Later, in Starting at Home, she is explicit that
‘care theory’ as she terms it is a moral orientation (Noddings, 2002a, p. 1). The use of ‘care
theory’ continues in The Maternal Factor, though she states that the purpose for continued
interrogation of care ethics is to “establish care ethics (or show that it has been established) as
a major alternative to traditional moral theories” (Noddings, 2010a, p. 9 parenthesis in
original).® Thus, there seems to be at least some ambiguity in how Noddings conceives her
project, that is whether ‘account of the moral life’ is a more appropriate characterisation than
‘moral theory’. In fact, much of her scholarship is devoted to explicating how care ethics
departs from various traditions in moral theory (Noddings, 2013 [1984], pp. 1-6, 28-29, 36-37)
(Noddings, 2002a, pp. 26-27, 29-31) (Noddings, 2010a, pp. 17-22, 68-72, 125-156). Finally,
and more aligned with Noddings, is Hamington who, arguing further against a reduction of
care ethics to principles, contends that “care is a performative way of being” (Hamington, 2015,

p. 274 emphasis in original).

It seems, then, that there is good evidence to indicate that authors working in care ethics are
not of a mind as to whether care ethics is a moral theory. Such dissonance does not necessarily
count against the endeavours of care ethicists. It might be argued that this lack of concord is in
fact right and proper given the vast array of shapes human lives may take and the fact care
ethics takes itself to be continuous with human practices. However, by selecting an illustrative
difficulty with care ethics, |1 will suggest that it behoves those working in the field to be
amenable to greater clarity. | will call this difficulty the description-stipulation problem. That
description and stipulation are not always clearly delineated in care ethics is also discussed in

32 In a paper that is explicitly explicative rather than critically evaluative, Roger Bergman talks about Noddings’
“vision of the moral life” (Bergman, 2004, p. 150) a phrase he uses that I think captures Noddings’ project well.

3 The Maternal Factor’s final chapter concerns itself with points of convergence between care ethics and
traditional ethics. She notes that in “the use of principles, exercise of virtue, possibility of autonomy, and the
moral duty to meet needs—there is some convergence between traditional ethics and the ethics of care. In each
area, the female thinker puts a restraining hand on the philosophical arm of her male companion: Wait! Don’t go
too far. Come back to earth and consider real people in real situations. Above all, recognize the relational nature
of human reality” (Noddings, 2010a, pp. 246-247).
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(Collins, 2015, pp. 11-12), (Kittay, 2019, pp. 168-171) and (Lindemann, 2019, pp. 16-18).
Sometimes the pairings are descriptive-normative or descriptive-prescription, but the concerns
are the same: how much of care ethics is intended as descriptive, and how much is taken to be
stipulative? Perhaps uncertainty about the ethics of care is in fact due to descriptive, stipulative,
and explicative definitions being used.®* A descriptive definition tries to provide the meaning
for a word in its everyday use. A stipulative definition fixes the meaning for a new word or a
new meaning for an old word. And an explicative definition is one which holds on to both an
already existing meaning as well as adding on a newer meaning. As Belnap puts it “the
philosopher neither intends simply to be reporting the existing usage of the community, nor
would his or her purposes be satisfied by substituting some brand new word” (Belnap, 1993,
pp. 116-117). Thus, an explicative definition (Carnap, 1947, pp. 7-10) might have both
descriptive and stipulative elements (Gupta, 2021). I propose that ‘care’ in care ethics is often
explicative but that some authors are not necessarily explicit about defining care in this way.
The main point to take from this is that due care must be taken when making claims about care

ethics; pun very much intended.

A contributing factor to the uncertainty about whether care ethicists are engaged in description,
stipulation, or a combination is that many have offered incredibly rich phenomenological
accounts of caring encounters. Two examples are Kittay’s account of care and the profoundly
disabled (Kittay, 2020 [1999]) (Kittay, 2019), and Peta Bowden’s descriptions of a variety of
caregiving scenarios (Bowden, 1997). Further, there is Noddings whose consideration of caring
dyads is undoubtedly phenomenological (Noddings, 2013 [1984], p. 67) (Noddings, 2002a, p.
2). Yet, as Ann Diller observed in an early review of Noddings’ Caring, “we must be more
careful to distinguish between our assessment of the accuracy of descriptive accounts of the
tacit structures of inferable directives for caring and our assessment of their ethical desirability”
(Diller, 1996, p. 102). This is not to say that accounts of care cannot have both exegetical and
theoretical value.® Much might be gleaned from descriptions of caring actions; for example,
people may discover new ways in which they might approach the caregiving in their own lives.
However, the description-stipulation problem, as | have termed it, stems from not necessarily

being able to discern amidst the descriptions of caring actions just what is being stipulated for

34 In addition to these there are at least ostensive, real, nominal, or dictionary definitions (Gupta, 2021).
% | borrow this phrasing from Annette Baier’s advocacy for the role of trust in moral philosophy (Baier, 1985b,
pp. 57-58).
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an ethics of care. For care ethics to have practical significance requires, | think, it to take a

stance on what and how it prescribes for would-be moral agents. Collins concurs:

unless care ethics has a core normative commitment, we might wonder whether
it is a moral theory in any meaningful sense. As long as care ethics is simply a
collection of statements that have been made by people who happen to call
themselves ‘care ethicists,’ it will be unclear what is in the theory and what is
not. There is no way to know if a new claim made by a self-proclaimed care
ethicist is true to the theory’s guiding commitment, or whether existing claims
should be rejected as not truly care ethical (Collins, 2015, p. 3 emphasis in
original).

It is trivially true that problems of definition and classification abound in philosophy. What
makes it appropriate to call something one thing and not the other? What are the implications?
And so forth. In moral philosophy, this is no less in evidence, than, epistemology for example.
That a difficulty persists in many fields of inquiry is not to try to excuse moral philosophy. In
fact, it may make the situation seem even worse given that philosophy prides itself on its efforts
at precision and clarification. Resources to bring to care ethics’ aid exist in moral philosophy.
Christine Swanton offers a set of preferable ways in which an adequate definition of virtue
ethics might be reached. There are six features that Swanton argues a good definition exhibits.
I will limit for inclusion here those that make sense when trying to clarify care ethics.®® A
definition:
...should illuminate the structure and basic nature of such theories thereby

displaying interesting and deep features which mark them off from major
rivals...

...[1s] a way of identifying and characterizing key features of important
traditions in moral thought...

...should allow us to recognize subtleties and nuances...which are not closed
off by oversimplified, even caricatured conceptions...

...reveal a space for a type of theory which makes a distinctive contribution to
the solution of problems in theoretical and applied ethics.

(Swanton, 2013, pp. 315-318 emphasis in original)
A definition that does all this will have some hope, says Swanton when it tries to “offer a

distinctive genre of moral theorizing, providing new approaches to old problems, such as the
distinction between the moral and the nonmoral, partialism versus impartialism in ethics, the

demandingness of ethics, and objectivity” (Swanton, 2013, p. 337). Is this to put the cart before

3% 1 have omitted Swanton’s third and fifth aspects: “a definition of virtue ethics in particular enables us to
conceptualize and make salient a type of theory which has been neglected, and is now revived...a definition of
virtue ethics should reflect the breadth of virtue ethical concerns from Aristotle to the present day” (Swanton,
2013, pp. 316-318). This is because care ethics does not suffer these problems.
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the horse perhaps? If care ethics were to be defined in such a way, could it shed ‘new light’ on
these seemingly intractable problems. Could care ethics do so without being in possession of
these aspects of definitions that Swanton is proposing? I think that these aspects are best taken
as guidance rather than criteria; I do not propose to work through Swanton’s lists, rather to
keep these issues in mind when offering my argument. Care ethics has spent much of its short
history showing itself to be a reaction to certain ways of ‘doing moral philosophy’. However,
as the paragraphs above unequivocally show, care ethics suffers from not necessarily being
clear about that for which it stands.

Relatedly, I was recently reminded by Christine Swanton’s work on virtue ethics that Rawls
famously distinguished between ‘concepts’ and ‘conceptions’. Whereas ‘concepts’ are taken
to be indicative of some sort of core essence across varying ‘conceptions’, the existence of
different ‘conceptions’ provides different ways of interpreting the concept (Swanton, 2013, p.
319).%” There have been notable efforts towards identifying central aspects of care ethics,
particularly in more recent scholarship. In itself the chronology is comprehensible because
there needed to be multiple contributions to the field before thematic analysis could be
attempted. One such example of this is found in Stephanie Collins’ book The Core of Care
Ethics. Collins’ meticulous engagement with the literature of care ethics suggested the

following claims of care ethics:

that responsibilities derive directly from relationships between particular
people, rather than from abstract rules and principles; that deliberation should
be empathy-based rather than duty- or principle-based;*® that personal
relationships have a moral value that is often overlooked by other theories; that
at least some responsibilities aim at fulfilling the particular needs of vulnerable
persons (including their need for empowerment), rather than the universal rights
of rational agents; and that morality demands not just one-off acts, but certain
ongoing patterns of interactions with others and certain general attitudes and
dispositions. Most importantly, care ethicists claim that morality demands
actions and attitudes of care, in addition to or even more importantly than those
of respect, non-interference, and tit-for-tat reciprocity (which care ethicists
generally see as over-emphasised in other ethical and political theories)
(Collins, 2015, pp. 4-5 emphasis and parenthesis in original)

37 Rawls discusses concepts and conceptions at (Rawls, 1971, p. 5). He is, of course, focussed on ‘justice’.

38 Terms in moral theory might be split into the deontic such as ‘right’, ‘wrong’, ‘duty’, ‘obligation’ or aretaic
such as ‘virtue’, ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘vicious’. Deontic words feature in deontological theories and aretaic in virtue
ethics (Baron, et al., 1997, p. 34). Extending this, perhaps terms in care ethics should be ‘epimeleic’ using the
Greek word epimeleia that can be translated as care. Epimeleic words might include: ‘attention’, ‘receptivity’,
‘situatedness’ and so on.
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Thus, Collins has offered central features of the ‘concept’ care ethics, and the many authors
already cited have offered a range of ‘conceptions’. As I have already stated, I will go on to
advocate, like Collins, that care ethics is properly understood as a moral theory. Despite my
approach differing to Collins’, having a sense of core aspects of care ethics provides something
on which to get theoretical purchase. |1 must tread carefully, however. Fledgling though care
ethics may be, many of its early contributors took it to be a reaction to the way in which moral
philosophy had traditionally developed in the West. | hope that what follows remains in
keeping with the concerns of previous feminist philosophers, some of which have been
presented in ‘Origins of care ethics’ above.*® Paying heed to this, | will shortly turn to an
account in traditional moral philosophy as to the way in which moral theories are in fact
continuous with ordinary life. Before so doing, | will say a little about the connection between
care ethics and education. This is with a view to keeping in mind an aim of this thesis: to offer
an account of care ethics that helps enlarge understanding of educational encountersthrough a
caring philosophy of education. My contribution should be seen from the point of view of
improving understanding of facets of educational encounters, not as a “handbook of strategies’

for educators.

Care ethics and education

The ethics of care has been linked to education previously, most influentially in the work of
Nel Noddings. Noddings makes clear that caring as understood in education is developed
“from the analysis of caring itself and not from the formal requirements of teaching as a
profession” (Noddings, 2013 [1984], p. 17). This is important for reasons of ‘fair comparison’
with the other moral theories. If the ethics of care was parasitic on educational encounters rather
than being applicable to educational encounters, then it would be trivially true that care ethics

accounts for important aspects of said experience.

Noddings’ contribution to scholarship considering the ethics of care and education has been

extensive.*C It is for this reason that this thesis is largely concerned with her articulation of care

3 Yet another way of understanding ‘care’ might be as a ‘family resemblance’ term, following Wittgenstein.
Collins (Collins, 2015, p. 3) makes this interpretation of Gheaus (Gheaus, 2009, p. 64) and Bowden (Bowden,
1997, pp. 2-6). Frans Vosman wonders whether the resemblance holds given the wide range of scholarship
(Vosman, 2020, p. 18).
40 Including (Noddings, 1986) (1999a) (1999b) (2005a [1992]) (2005b) (2006) (2007) (Noddings, 2012a) (2012b)
(2015).
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ethics.*! Although Noddings fully theorised an ethic of care in education, others have made
important contributions. Milton Mayeroff’s paper, which was extended into a short book On
Caring, aimed at finding commonalities in caring relations between parents and children,
teachers and pupils, people and things or ideas. For Mayeroff caring concerns helping the other
to grow (Mayeroff, 1965) (Mayeroff, 1971). Hult used Mayeroff’s work as a starting point for
examining the notion of care in schooling. He anticipates the work of later care ethicists such
as Noddings when he observes that the way care instantiates in schools, matters, the means of
care are important, just as are the ends (Hult Jr, 1979). More recently, Michael Slote has
continued his project of empathy-based care. He directs his attention to how such an approach

might affect both moral and rational education (Slote, 2013).42

Looking outside philosophy of education, the work of care ethicists has been the focus of much
empirical research. Surveys of these efforts include Owens and Ennis, and Velasquez et al. The
former pair of authors make the case for the inclusion of the ethics of care in the pedagogical
content knowledge with which teachers should be familiar (Owens & Ennis, 2005). The latter’s
extensive survey of caring and nurturing pedagogical research suggests avenues for further
research which would merit philosophy’s input (Velasquez, et al., 2013). Perhaps because of
the practical focus of the research surveyed in these articles, philosophical critique of care
ethics is somewhat lacking. My work seeks to offer at least tentative improvements to the way
that educational encounters are understood through the ethics of care.

Moral theory’s origins

This section discusses an account offered by Tom Sorell of the way in which the (dominant)
moral theories have emerged in moral philosophy. I will posit that the account is plausible but

reflects the social-identities of those crafting these theories. | conclude by suggesting that there

1 Noddings’ impact is such that a considerable body of secondary literature has built up. In the philosophy of
education examples include: (Vandenberg, 1996) (Nelson, 2009) (Stengal, 2009) (Verducci, 2013) (Currie-
Knight, 2014) (Nolan, 2014) (Bergman, 2004) (Nguyen, 2016) (Lussier, 2020) (Kutner, 2020).

42 Furthermore, Thompson offers a critique of the ethics of care in educational contexts arguing that the aim for
colour-blindness of white liberal feminists working in this field means other illuminating perspectives are lost
(Thompson, 1998). Smeyers contributes the recognition of the importance of the personal element in teaching
along with the idea of integrity helping guide the teacher to realise that which the community endorses (Smeyers,
1999). Wilde explores care in education partly through a Heideggerian lens though it should be acknowledged
that Heidegger’s Sorge, although translated as ‘care’, markedly departs from the other conceptualisations
presented here (Wilde, 2013).
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are good grounds for care ethics to be understood as consonant with the account, though, as a
moral theory, it draws on everyday practice in different ways to the dominant or traditional
moral theories. Writing at the end of the last century in his Moral Theory and Anomaly, Sorell
offers a defence of the major moral theories of utilitarianism, Kantianism, and neo-
Avrisotelianism.*® The ‘anomaly’ of the book’s title draws on Thomas Kuhn’s use in the latter’s
discussion of scientific revolutions (Sorell, 2000, pp. 41-42) (Kuhn, 2012 [1962], Ch. 6). Kuhn

describes anomaly in science:

Discovery commences with the awareness of anomaly, i.e., with the recognition
that nature has somehow violated the paradigm-induced expectations that
govern normal science. It then continues with a more or less extended
exploration of the area of anomaly. And it closes only when the paradigm theory
has been adjusted so that the anomalous has become the expected. Assimilating
a new sort of fact demands a more than additive adjustment of theory, and until
that adjustment is completed—until the scientist has learned to see nature in a
different way—the new fact is not quite a scientific fact at all. (Kuhn, 2012
[1962], pp. 52-53)

Transferring the idea of anomaly to moral philosophy,** Sorell states “there is nothing wrong
with the very idea of identifying higher-order justifications for whole classes of action and
omission, though there are striking difficulties for the major normative ethical theories in
accommodating some of these classes of action and omission” (Sorell, 2000, pp. 14-15 my
emphasis). It is these difficulties that Sorell names ‘anomalies’. His goal is to show that “such
large-scale problems that are supposed to defeat all of the standard normative theories do not
in fact do so: versions of one or other standard theory, and some[t]imes more than one, can
usually cope” (p. 58). The exploration he offers is across chapter-length studies of a variety of
areas of human action: business, politics, feminism, and environmentalism. It is only the latter,
according to Sorell, that might constitute a need to thoroughly rework the dominant moral
theories. The problems encountered in the other three areas do not need such widescale
attention, though this is not say that there are not smaller areas of disquiet within them. Having
said this, Sorell seems sanguine that it is refinements, rather than starting de novo, that is
required (p. 175).

43 Sorell’s project includes an account of what he takes the claims of anti-theorists to be along with his responses.
At this point | will not recount these objections and replies as they will be given in more detail below.

4 It is with some trepidation that | refer to Kuhn, scientific theory and moral philosophy. Moral theories and
scientific theories have been the source of much comparison, not least by anti-theorists such as Williams who
devotes a whole chapter to the subject (Williams, 2006 [1985], Ch. 8). | am very sympathetic to the arguments
put forward by anti-theorists about the dissimlarity between theories in science and morality and do not propose
to spend much time here restating the differences. Some attention is paid to theories in general in ‘Shape’.
Pertinently, neither my work nor Sorell’s entails acceptance of a positive relation between ethical theories and
scientific theories.
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In the chapter entitled ‘Feminism and Moral Theory’, Sorell attends to arguments made by
Carol Gilligan about the ethics of care and Sarah Hoagland’s Leshian Ethics: Toward New
Value (Hoagland, 1988). The discussion of Hoagland is interesting in that it exemplifies a very
different strain of feminist ethics than does the ethics of care. However, although he alludes to
Nel Noddings in passing (Sorell, 2000, pp. 131-132) he does not engage with her work on care
ethics. This is even more surprising given Gilligan, his chosen representative of care ethics, is
a psychologist whose account, though catalysing care ethics’ development is significantly less
philosophical than Noddings’, and Sorell is very much a philosopher. However, this surprising
decision will be put to one side. In the discussion of Gilligan, he makes uses of Susan Hekman’s
claims about Gilligan’s contribution (Sorell, 2000, pp. 126-128) (Hekman, 1995). It is Sorell’s
reaction to Hekman’s criticisms of much traditional philosophy that bears repeating: “As for
the supposed failure of even the enlightened moral philosophers to take account of the relation
of power, hegemony and subjectivity to moral discourse, this is to complain of moral
philosophers staying within discipline boundaries rather than doing the sociology of morals.”
(Sorell, 2000, p. 129). Sorell was writing at the turn of the last millennium when Western
societies were in the throes of second if not third wave feminism, so it is eyebrow-raising that
he be so dismissive of power, hegemony, and subjectivity in moral discourse. This is because
Sorell does take himself to be engaging with feminist thought, an approach to moral philosophy
that undoubtedly takes matters of power, hegemony, and subjectivity to be of the utmost

importance.

So, why | have spent the last two paragraphs with this lengthy introduction only to damn Sorell
for more than slightly missing the mark? It is because of claims he makes earlier in the

monograph about where moral theories come from. These merit quoting at length:

a moral theory operates to begin with on the familiar prohibitions and
prescriptions handed down to us in ordinary moral training. It identifies a value
or principle that unifies the prescriptions and prohibitions, perhaps after they
have been revised in the light of counterexamples, and it justifies adherence to
those prohibitions and prescriptions by reference to that value or principle. On
this account, moral theories are not free-standing philosophical constructions.
They take as raw material a shared lore about right and wrong, a lore that is not
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timeless and unchanging, and that is often developed for ever day [sic] life; and
domestic life at that (Sorell, 2000, pp. 13-14).%

The ‘ordinary moral training’ to which Sorell refers is the pre-theoretical morality gained by
infants as they take their place in the moral community and learn its norms.*® He is not
suggesting that everyone eventually learns moral theory, rather, his point is that moral theory
IS in an important sense contiguous with the society in which it is developed. If Sorell’s account
has any plausibility, and I think it does for reasons that will be made apparent, then surely there
is all the more reason to consider the context in which moral theories emerge; that will include

at least the issues of power, hegemony, and subjectivity about which he was so dismissive.

In Hobbes’ state of nature, he asks us to “look at men as if they had just emerged from the earth
like mushrooms and grown up without any obligation to each other” (Hobbes, 1998, p. 102).
This image has generated much feminist criticism (Benhabib, 1992, pp. 154-158), not least
because it seems to overlook the way in which a man, for Hobbes was very clearly limiting
himself to men, survives to the adulthood where they are positioned to freely contract with each
other. The jarring note struck by Hobbes’ mushroom-men is not heard, | think, in terms of
Sorell’s account of moral theory.*” Or at least, if it is heard, it is not deafening. Sorell says “the
general welfare and respect for persons are the overarching values that in Mill and Kant
respectively, justify following the ordinary precepts. Similarly, according to Aristotle, one is
supposed to be justified in acquiring the virtues, because one cannot flourish without them”
(Sorell, 2000, p. 6). Sorell’s point, I think, is that there are or are at least likely to be pre-
theoretical precepts akin to ‘Look after each other’, “We care about the members of our tribe
because they are members of our tribe’, ‘In order to do well here, cultivate such and such in

yourself*.*® It is pre-theoretical or ‘common sense’ precepts such as these that make fertile soil

45 Sorell continues: “The norms taken for granted in ordinary moral training sometimes pass unnoticed in moral
theories as background assumptions, and when they are unsettled or lapse, theories, too can fall into disarray”
(Sorell, 2000, p. 14). All the more reason, then, to question background norms.

46 Sorell speaks of the way ‘mere socialisation’ can be said to add nothing to moral knowledge as it can simply be
a case of ensuring members of a community act in concord with the community’s ways of life without proper
comprehension of any supporting reasons for this way of life as opposed to another (Sorell, 2000, p. 24).

47 See below in ‘Coda’ for references to non-Western moral theory that also seem to have underlying connections
to the societies in which they originally developed. I follow African philosopher Thaddeus Metz in his use of
Western (and African). He says of geographic labels that they “refer to features that are salient in a locale, at least
over a substantial amount of time. They pick out properties that have for a long while been recurrent in a place in
a way they have tended not to be elsewhere” (Metz, 2015, p. 1176 emphasis in original).

48 | should note these are my attempts at such pre-theoretical precepts, Sorell, does not, it appears, offer any such
constructions.
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for take-up of the theory, specifically the major moral theories of utilitarianism, Kantianism,

and neo-Aristotelianism.

Taken at face value, Sorell is making a number of reasonable points. The sorts of pre-theoretical
concepts he avers are commonplace have the ring of plausibility. The major moral theories
undoubtedly pick out certain aspects of human experience that again seem like the sorts of
things to which many groups of humans subscribe. But does Sorell not need an explanation of
how certain ideas will have themselves contributed to what he has called pre-theoretical
precepts resulting in a circularity that does not offer the justificatory weight he needs of it? An
example of this problem can be seen in the following: “It is not as if the very significant
differences between western democracies now and the Athenian polis...mean that Aristotle’s
ethics or Plato’s ethics have no intuitive appeal to Americans or British people twenty-odd
centuries later” (p. 38). | suggest that some or even much of the attraction to some
contemporary societies of certain moral theories is precisely due to the significant influence
Ancient Greek thought had on those same democracies. What Sorell has not shown is that there
is no possibility of cultural or temporal transfer of pre-theoretical or theoretical precepts. It is

perhaps a large-scale question about social causation.

The problem of social reproduction noted at the culmination of the last paragraph points to a
greater difficulty with Sorell’s account. It speaks to what Sorell himself dismissed: power. For
the sake of argument | will accept that indeed moral theories do find generative continuity with
a society’s pre-theoretical precepts. The gaping lacuna for Sorell is an answer to why certain
rather than other pre-theoretical precepts find they are constitutive of a moral theory. Might it
not be the case that certain features of pre-theoretical morality are picked out rather than others
because of those people who are doing the picking? In Western democracies, these ‘pickers’
or more accurately, moral philosophers, shared specific elements of social identity. They were
all male, white, well-educated, and of relatively high socio-economic status.*® These privileged
men quite possibly did draw on ‘common sense’ morality, but it was their particular experience
of this morality. They saw a sharp delineation between the private realm of home and the public
world of the rest of society. In the private realm, meals are cooked, clothes are washed, children

are raised by women and servants. These care needs are thus met, meaning that in the public

49 At least publicly heterosexual and able-bodied could be added but I think the point is clear.
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realm, the agent is free: free to contract with others just like him, free from extensive
government interference to the extent that it does not harm others like him, free to legislate
about how to act, and so on. | have intentionally avoided the technical language of autonomy,
impartiality, universality, for example, as the point has been made and there is plenty of time
for that. These theories that Sorell argues are simply extensions of pre-theoretical morality, are
only extensions for a limited group of men, even though the theories they produced purport to
legislate for humankind. Lindeman expresses the problem that the standard moral theories have

offered an:

idealized picture of independent, unattached, powerful agents seeking to
promote their own interests, plan for themselves and others, or enhance their
autonomy through voluntary and impersonal interactions misrepresents
many women’s lives. Which people get to live the kind of life these theories
depict depends on their gender, race, age, class, and other factors on which the
uneven distribution of social privilege is based. (Lindemann, 2019, p. 90
emphasis in original)

Interestingly though, in Sorell’s account of moral theory above, there are subtle, probably
unintended hints, towards another sort of moral theory. | am referring to Sorell’s recognition
that pre-theoretical precepts are to be found in quotidian domestic life. Now, as | have already
noted, Sorell does not seem to countenance the ethics of care. However, by his own argument
there seems to be a case for looking to what goes on in caring encounters and constructing a
moral theory as an extension of this. In various ways, this is precisely what care ethicists have
done, regardless of whether they describe their endeavours as constitutive of a moral theory.
They have offered another way of picking out salient aspects of pre-theoretical morality, ones

overlooked by their philosophical predecessors. However, as Walker warns:
For a novel moral notion to amount to more than a slogan, however, it too must
become socially embodied, even if in fragmentary ways, or in subcultural or
marginal practices. Actual moral communities are constantly reshaped by many
forces, among which deliberate movements for moral change are just some and

dependent for their success on fortuitous circumstances (Walker, 2007 [1998],
p. 265).

Now, caregiving is uncontroversially not novel; it is arguably constitutive of the survival of the
species. However, ‘care ethics’ is novel, and my hope is that the socio-cultural-academic
climate is such that it continues to break new ground and take root. Elaboration is clearly

needed then, on features of moral theories. | now turn to this.
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Chapter 1 What is a moral theory?

If care ethics is to be considered a moral theory, then clarity is needed about what sort of things
moral theories are. This section will start by considering the disagreement between advocates
for moral theory and anti-theorists, that is, those who oppose the moral theoretical endeavour.
Touchpoints between feminist philosophers and anti-theorist criticisms of moral theory will be
noted before a more detailed analysis of certain themes is undertaken. As a starting point, | will
use Hilde Lindemann’s articulation of what a moral theory is from her An Invitation to Feminist
Ethics:

Moral theories are formal, systematic attempts to organize our thinking about

how we ought to live or what we ought to do. They seek to explain why certain

ways of living or acting are better than others. But they also prescribe certain

courses of conduct and provide ways of justifying actions, based on one account

or another of what’s morally valuable. (Lindemann, 2019, p. 75 emphasis in

original)
The source of this account matters in that Lindemann is not offering an extended defence of
moral theories in ethics. Her purpose in the chapter to which it serves as an introduction is to
offer a critique of traditional moral theories through the lens of feminism.>® However, the
sentiments expressed in Lindemann’s account capture much of what moral theories at least
strive to offer. The emphasised words ‘explain’, ‘prescribe’ and ‘justify’ could be cashed-out
in any number of ways. There is a presumption that this latitude leaves enough open to
accommodate most, if not all, accounts of the moral life. Though historically, as | argued in the
previous section, these articulations have been limited to extensions of pre-theoretical morality
as experienced by a group of privileged men. It is the line “formal, systematic attempts to

organize our thinking about how we ought to live or what we ought to do” that is usually more

%0 | briefly discussed some of these problems above in ‘Moral theory’s origins’. As a reminder, Lindemann’s
concerns revolve around the pictures of the person, of society and of reason that feature in these moral theories
(Lindemann, 2019, pp. 88-99).
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troubling for some. It has certainly been a source of consternation for the aforementioned anti-
theorists and, arguably, to some feminist philosophers who also have also offered detailed

expositions of the androcentric bias found in the major moral theories.

Feminists and anti-theorists are not always completely aligned. Feminist philosopher Margaret
Walker sees the distinction between anti-theorist projects and feminist projects as being a case
of questioning different aspects of moral philosophy. While, Walker says, anti-theorists find
moral theory to be built on unstable foundations, feminist philosophers see “instead that
philosophical and cultural figurations of moral agency, knowledge, and judgement portray the
actual social positions and relations, or view from specific social locations, of some of us, but
in abstract and idealized form” (Walker, 2007 [1998], p. 60). A certain neutrality is claimed to
be the product of these figurations when, in fact, it represents a very particular subset of human
society. Thus, anything that appears to deviate from the ‘neutral” position is aberrant, defective,
problematic, inexplicable, disvalued. Social privilege acts to reproduce itself under the guise
of this neutrality such that it can be very difficult to break free from this particular lifeworld
(p. 60ff). Feminist philosophers seek to show that there are many valuable contributions to
moral philosophy from ‘social locations’, as Walker puts it, that have long been dismissed, if
they have even had the opportunity to offer their disparate and sometimes, against the

traditional background, discordant, voices.

Being deaf to these voices has already been seen above. In ‘Origins of care ethics’, | remarked
that the conclusions drawn from the experiments separately conducted by Kohlberg and
Gilligan were to be expected given their methodologies, presuppositions, and assumptions. A
mark of much feminist philosophy is that it exults in its emergence from particular experiences.
Feminist philosophy’s self-conscious recognition of contributing factors to its construction and
development stands in contrast, possibly stark, with the centuries of philosophy produced by
men. As Mary Midgely perspicaciously notes, it “is notorious that ambitious ideas claiming to
mirror the whole human condition have turned out to describe chiefly the condition of the group
doing the theorising” (Midgley, 1988, pp. 29-30). In the history of Western philosophy, those
producing the vast majority of ideas were men of a certain class and race. It is not surprising
then that philosophy produced by this social group reflects their experiences. This is not to
claim that throughout this time that the experiences of all men and all conceptions of

masculinity have been static or unitary; varying as they do by time, place, race, class, ability,
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and so on. However “much they vary, the symbolic division of the world by gender seems to
be a constant and fundamental way of articulating experience. Therefore, the experience of
women will vary systematically over time, place and circumstance, in step with, but different
from, the experience of men...one should be wary of reducing women’s experiences (plural)
to women’s experience (singular)” (Griffiths & Whitford, 1988, p. 6).>! Circumspection is
therefore vital, but that does not mean refraining from pressing difficult questions. Despite the
differing emphases of anti-theorists and feminists, there remain important points of overlap.
Thus, by exploring via the critique of these two groups, | hope to elucidate what is meant by

moral theory. Further, | will start to consider the implications for care ethics.

Earlier in ‘Origins of care ethics’, | drew attention to anti-theory currents in moral philosophy.
Bernard Williams has already been mentioned but he was not alone. Other philosophers, who
are taken to be anti-theorists, would include Annette Baier, Alasdair Maclntyre, and Charles
Taylor.5? These writers produced sophisticated arguments prompting proponents of theory to
return in kind. Coming to the defence of theory in ethics were names such Martha Nussbaum,
Robert Louden, and more recently, Bradley Hooker, and Nick Fotion.>® Nussbaum offers six
criteria that she takes to be necessary and jointly sufficient for a moral theory, it: gives
recommendations about practical problems, shows how to test correctness of beliefs, rules, and
principles, systematises and extends beliefs, has some degree of abstractness and generality, is
universalisable and is explicit (Nussbaum, 2000, pp. 234-236).%* A similar list is the result of
Fotion’s research into the features of moral theories: a way of generating norms, have a
procedure for how answers to ethical questions are gained, must be rigorous but not necessarily
deductive, be complete in that they can account for the whole gamut of ethical problems,

account for its justification either internally or externally, have some way of organising or

51 Early care ethicists were criticised for claiming to speak for all women rather than acknowledging that they
were privileged by being white, middle-class women in societies in which those aspects of identity are valorised.
Barbara Houston warns about the universalisation of the experience of women in a similar fashion to earlier
philosophers taking ‘humankind’ and ‘men’ to be one and the same (Houston, 1987, p. 259). Thompson offers a
critique of the ethics of care in educational contexts arguing that the aim for colour-blindness of white liberal
feminists working in this field means other illuminating perspectives are lost (Thompson, 1998). As care ethics
developed, consonant with wider feminist currents, more sensitivity to the demands of intersectionality has been
readily apparent. Take, for example, Hamington’s account of embodied care (Hamington, 2015b).
52 For example (Baier, 1985a) (Maclntyre, 1981) (Taylor, 1995).
%3 For example (Louden, 1992) (Nussbaum, 2000) (Hooker, 2012) (Fotion, 2014).
54 Both Nussbaum and Fotion refer to Robert Louden’s work in this area of moral philosophy. Louden’s list of
criteria is twice the length of Nussbaum’s (Louden, 1990, pp. 101-108). Fotion takes his work to bring Louden’s
earlier book length treatment (Louden, 1992), especially from its historical approach, up to date (Fotion, 2014, p.
10).
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systematising itself, be universalisable such that its applications are consistent in similar
circumstances, be irreplaceable in that theory cannot be dispensed with, and finally be
privileged, that is better than other available theories (Fotion, 2014, pp. 51-53). Unlike
Nussbaum, Fotion is not providing necessary and sufficient conditions for something to be

correctly called a moral theory. For him, the list is a composite (p. 47).%

On the other hand, the anti-theorists tend not to produce such lists. This is of course in keeping
with their critical project. It has meant that theory’s proponents have looked across the anti-
theorist literature and drawn their own conclusions about the complaints of the anti-theorists.
Because their lists do not overlap, | will present Nussbaum’s and Sorell’s understanding of the
anti-theorist camp. Each theorist offers further explanation and rebuttal in varying degrees of
detail. I am limiting myself to their lists as details will emerge later. First, Nussbaum. She takes
anti-theorists to be claiming that theories: diminish or discount an agent’s particular projects,
pay no heed to moral psychology or emotions, claim moral dilemmas are impossible, fail to
recognise the multiplicity of goods, offer blunt action-guidance, ask for seemingly limitless
deliberation, and will not in fact persuade bad people (Nussbaum, 2000, pp. 242-248). Now for
Sorell’s list. Moral theories: are inferior to actual practices for action guidance, produce
relativists, are overdemanding and hold the wrong people up as exemplars, are unrealisably
idealistic given the real-world as well as using problematic thought experiments, involve
precepts that are too general, and inappropriately try to reproduce the methods of natural
science (Sorell, 2000, pp. 16-19).

The four lists above disclose a difficulty in the debate between theorists and anti-theorists
relating to generality. In the effort to characterise each other’s claims, there is a tendency to

‘retreat’ into abstraction or at least depart from the specific details in their context. This

55 Fotion’s thesis is that that both theorists and anti-theorists are in error. This is due to what he calls ‘strong’
theorists and ‘strong’ anti-theorists insisting that a moral theory must satisfy the stringent criteria above. He thinks
it is possible to have a workable ethical theory that does not have all of the features of strong theory. This leads
Fotion to make his case for what he terms weak theory: “according to weak theory, a theory does not have to claim
to explain everything and it does not have to make claims that it is the correct theory” (Fotion, 2014, p. 4 emphasis
in original). In other words, Fotion has dispensed with privileging and completeness (Fotion, 2014, pp. 296-297).
As Fotion goes to some lengths to demonstrate, there are a preponderance of what he terms ‘local’ theories that
amount to what he has designated ‘weak theory’, that can be considered for how they might fit into the weak
theorist’s “pattern of ethical thought™ (Fotion, 2014, p. 313). His point is that once privileging and completeness
criteria have been rejected, the weak theorist may work with various of these while remaining tolerant to other
theorists by taking their claims seriously. Fotion’s argument is compelling but weakened by his seeming
reluctance to discuss specific ‘strong’ theorists/’strong’ theories. This relates to my concern about a drift towards
generality above.
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problem suits illustration with a brief foray into mathematics. In the two-dimensional geometry
of the plane, two straight lines are either parallel or will eventually intersect. However, in the
three-dimensional geometry of space, there is a third option. Two straight lines may also be
‘skew’; they are neither parallel nor intersecting. I use this image because in philosophy there
is an all-too-common occurrence of people ‘talking past each other’. Further, in three-
dimensional geometry it is possible to calculate the shortest distance between two skew lines,
namely it is the line segment perpendicular to both skew lines. Were this distance found to be
zero, then the lines would not be skew but in fact intersecting. | am not suggesting that there is
a direct analogue between skew lines and the theory and anti-theory camps, but perhaps there

are ideas approximating to them, so too the shortest distance between skew lines.

The reason that | see the theorists and anti-theorists as being represented by skew lines is
because of the way the debate seems to have unfolded. Theorists complain that anti-theorists
make claims about moral theory in general when they should be directing, so the theorists
claim, their criticisms to particular theories (Sorell, 2000, p. ix). For their part, anti-theorists
might wonder why theorists would ever take their complaints as being of one voice (Louden,
1992, p. 9). Further, at times it seems that the two camps do not have a gaping chasm between
them. For the purposes of organisation, the discussion will revolve around some of the work of
anti-theorist Annette Baier. My reasons are twofold. First, Baier is, by her own account, a
feminist (Baier, 2009, pp. 252-268). Thus, it is in keeping with the feminist project of which
this work is part. Second, Baier is not a care ethicist. This second reason might seem surprising.
It served to motivate my choice precisely because she is at once an anti-theorist but not a
proponent of care ethics.*® If she had been, 1 might be seen as tipping the scales in favour of
care ethics in advance of a full and proper discussion. Naturally, where appropriate, | will draw

on other anti-theorists and theorists who have responded to her arguments.

Across a number of papers originally published around the same time as care ethics and anti-
theory were gaining traction in the academic sphere, Annette Baier put forward both her
criticisms of moral theory as theory and its implicit androcentrism.®’ Rather than go through

each paper individually, I will draw out what | take to be the pertinent claims with respect to

% Even if her ethics of trust might be read as being on similar lines to care ethics (Baier, 1986).

57 The papers are ‘Theory and Reflective Practices’, ‘What Do Women Want in a Moral Theory’, ‘Doing without
Moral Theory’, ‘The Need for more than Justice’ and ‘Hume, the Women’s Moral Theorist?” (Baier, 1985a)
(Baier, 1985b) (Baier, 1985c) (Baier, 1987) (Baier, 1995).
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both anti-theory and feminist concerns. Although Baier is generally taken to be an anti-theorist
about ethics, her work suggests a certain ambiguous relationship with theory. This is due to the
sense that Baier’s dissatisfaction comes from the way in which moral theory had been
conducted in Anglophone philosophy up to the point at which she was writing, the mid 1980s.
Further, Baier is in no way a moral nihilist, rather she seems to be arguing for what she takes
to be a preferable way of understanding the moral life; one in which ‘theory’ is perhaps
understood very differently from the way in which it has been in the history of Western moral
philosophy. I discern five related criticisms about moral theory in Baier’s work, the first | have
already offered, namely the shape of contemporary moral theory. Second, that these theories
overemphasise obligation. Third, these theories’ affinity for codification is not promising or
realistic. Fourth, moral theories stand too far from actual moral practice and, fifth that
ultimately these moral theories propound and promulgate a moral vision that is suited only to
their male designers, that is, the charge of androcentrism. I will now take these criticisms in

turn.

Shape

Moral philosophy has long included myriad moral theories and variants of these theories even
if some have taken the limelight over others.*® For Baier, this proliferation highlights a number
of problems. It is not clear, first, if only one theory could be employed at a time, that is, how
theory X would be selected over theory Y. Further, it is not as if there is one theory that receives
even close to unanimous consent. If it were the case that any of these problems had conclusive
answers which attracted the assent of all concerned, there would still be the question who
comprised this ‘all’. Thus, Baier observes that moral theory’s pointful existence might still be
otiose (Baier, 1985a, p. 209). That is, it is worth asking whether having moral theory is
preferable to not having it. To open up this claim, there needs to be a sense of what a theory is.
Generally speaking, Baier says that a theory “is an outcome of contemplation of some world
or independently existing reality, a way of representing what it is, how it works, how its various
different parts are connected, how its different aspects hang together.” (pp. 209-210). But,
when considering the realm of moral philosophy, Baier contests that normative theories do “not

describe an existent world, at best it guides the conduct of one species of living things within

58 Examples include: act consequentialism, rule consequentialism, Aristotelian virtue ethics, and Neo-Aristotelian
virtue ethics.
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that world” (p. 210). The validity of Baier’s claim seems to pull in two directions. Undoubtedly,
any normative theory is trying to say something about how humans are to live in the world,
this much is uncontested. However, there is a line of argument in moral philosophy that moral
theory is trying to describe the world. This was seen above in Sorell’s account of the way moral
theory is produced by extension of pre-theoretical precepts. A weakness to Sorell’s argument,
recall, was that he dismissed the way in which social-identities might affect who was in a
position to give accounts of theory and just what they might pick out from pre-theoretical
precepts. For most of the history of moral philosophy, any attack or defence of moral theory
has been conducted by a group of people who are remarkably homogeneous, something | have
alluded to a number of times already. The fabrication of ever more elaborate theory “turns
academic moral philosophy into the intellectual construction business—one attempts to outbid
one's competitor constructors in erecting a theory that rationalizes the moral opinion of some
group within which there is approximation to moral consensus” (Baier, 1985c, p. 230). But au
fond the constructors share so many social characteristics that the range of theories produced

is narrower than it might otherwise have been.

This problem of moral philosophy having been a closed shop for most of its existence rubs up
against other accounts of moral theory that Baier distinguishes elsewhere. She suggests that
there are wider and narrower senses of moral theory. In the wide sense, moral theory is “an
internally consistent fairly comprehensive account of what morality is and when and why it
merits our acceptance and support”; in the narrow sense moral theory is simply a “coherent
near-comprehensive account” (Baier, 1985b, pp. 54-55). The relevance of this distinction, for
Baier, is in considering whether women had in fact constructed any moral theories at the time
she was writing; the 1980s. On the wide meaning of theory, women had certainly done much
moral philosophy, but not moral theory construction. Yet, she says, most extant moral theories
are incomplete and thus only theories on the narrow meaning of theory. The reason for this is
because many theories fail to include anything more than ad hoc accounts of special
relationships such as parent-child, or for that matter, the proper treatment of animals and the
environment.®® Theories that do claim otherwise, that is, to completeness, tend towards a ‘broad
brush’ approach across a wide area (p. 55). Such theories offer a “fairly tightly systematic

account of a fairly large area of morality, with a key stone supporting all the rest” (p. 55). As

59 Or the inevitable dependency found in human lives (Kittay, 2020 [1999], p. 33).
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shall be seen again in ‘Obligation’ below, Baier interprets the keystone for the dominant moral
theories to be obligation.®® However, although not seemingly Baier’s aim, she does describe a
way of approaching moral philosophy that has its attractions. She observes that it is perfectly
possible to “build up a coherent total account by a mosaic method, assembling a lot of smaller
scale works until one had built up a complete account” (pp. 54-55).%* She points out that “The
examined life may be a sustainable goal, but only if the mode of examination does not destroy
the life” (Baier, 1985c, p. 241). It is this, Baier claims, in the form of the dominant theories,
that moral theory is at risk from doing. There will be more on this in ‘Codification and

principles’ when | discuss codification and its purported effects on the moral life.5?

Finally, for this section about the shape of extant theories, Nussbaum criticises Baier and fellow
non-theorists for a lack of specificity about what criteria constitute a moral theory: “Baier
mentions explicitness, universality, systematicity, and hierarchical ordering, but offers no
general definition of theory that would show which of these items she views as necessary and/or
sufficient for it.” (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 232). It is clear from the foregoing that Baier is not in
the business of offering that sort of account of theory nor a critique along those lines.®® There
is more detail to her criticisms as will be encountered in subsequent sections, but the general
idea of theory remains just that for Baier; general. This disagreement rather resists satisfactory
resolution. On the one hand, Nussbaum’s point that to properly engage with moral theory both
the opponent and the proponent need to have conditions that the moral theory is said to fulfil
or not, is plausible. This is the case because it means that the discussants know that they are in
fact talking about the same thing. However, conversely, if the whole idea of theory is
problematic, as it seems to be for Baier, then taking aim at a more amorphous sense of theory
also resonates. An anti-theorist might claim that there are certain features of moral theory that

contribute to the way in which moral theory distorts the moral life but not be overly concerned

%0 Baier has her own “guiding motif” in the form of trust that she thinks could serve to produce a more
comprehensive account of morality (Baier, 1985b, p. 55).

81 This resembles Fotion’s later suggestion for local theories building up a complete picture of the moral life.

52 The suggestion that the way in which a phenomenon is observed, measured, or even described as having
implications for that very phenomenon is well documented across diverse fields of scholarship including quantum
mechanics (Phillips, 2003, p. 10ff), hospital readmissions (Muller, 2018, p. 120ff), and even the choice of
metaphors employed (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p. 10ff).

8 And it should be noted that Baier is not denying moral agents’ need for theories about the world from a natural
and social scientific point of view, just not normative theories on top of those (Baier, 1985c, p. 233). | contest
whether it is possible to delineate theories so easily. Values are bound unavoidably into the fabric of human life
thus all theories have normative implications. I discuss the presence of value ‘all the way down’ in more detail in
‘Practices and moral perception’.
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as to whether any particular theory has all or only some of these features. But does this mean
that an anti-theorist, rather than a moral nihilist say, could be persuaded that there might be
ways of structuring a moral theory to which they could give support? I plan to expand on this
last point very shortly, but first, what about an anti-theorist whose target is more clearly

defined?

Bernard Williams does indeed give a precise definition for theory. He states: “An ethical theory
is a theoretical account of what ethical thought and practice are, which account either implies
a general test for the correctness of basic ethical beliefs and principles or else implies that there
cannot be such a test.” (Williams, 2006 [1985], p. 72). Williams is not advocating for either of
these positions, rather he says that there is a third option, one he endorses that calls for “a theory
about the nature of ethical thought that leaves open the question of whether there could be such
tests” (p. 74 emphasis in original).®* Thus, in committing to an ethical theory, so Williams
claims, the agent is committed to having a way of assessing the rightness or wrongness of
accompanying beliefs and principles, or holding that there is not one. While Nussbaum may be
accurate in saying that Baier is perhaps leaving too much unsaid, is Williams to be faulted for
being too limited in his criteria for what a moral theory is? Recall, Williams’ targets were
Kantian deontology, utilitarianism, and contractualism (Chs. 4 and 5). These theories do indeed
offer such tests for correctness of ethical beliefs, namely is the act such that it could be
universally willed, does an act maximise the overall welfare, or is the act such that uncoerced
rational agents would agree to it? It perhaps does not do justice to Williams to interpret him as
saying that the existence of such a test in a moral theory is all there is to said theory. However,
that is at least part of his argument. Could Williams and other anti-theorists be appeased with
a test for ethical correctness that focussed less on an agent’s supposed obligation and more on
something else? It is this change in structure that | gestured towards at the end of the previous

paragraph.

In utilitarianism and Kantian deontology, there is an agential focus. The theories ask what is
the right action for a particular agent to do. Namely, trying to determine what obligations are

rightly attributed to the agent. This emphasis is arguably found in social contract theories too.

84 Cheryl Noble foreshadows Williams in an earlier paper: “The criticisms of the idea of normative ethical theory
offered here are not intended as criticisms of the idea of normative ethics. Rather they are aimed at a particular
conception of what normative ethics should be” (Noble, 1979, p. 508).
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Amongst the criticisms anti-theorists made of these theories, as | have indicated, the undue
attention given to obligation is a frequent target. There is more to say about the way in which
obligation has commonly been conceived in moral theory, the subject-matter of the next
section. | will put further discussion of that to one side for the moment. Alongside concerns
about obligation, the anti-theorists commonly suggested that there should be at least some focus
on the virtues and the good for a preferable view of what might be the moral life.®® The claim
is that in so doing, the moral landscape does not suffer the imprecations and distortions that it
does under other moral theories. | want to suggest that the anti-theorists spurred important lines
of thought in moral philosophy but, like the theorists before them, their attachment to the
seemingly isolated individual agent still leaves something crucial out of an account of the moral
life.

This phenomenon has been observed by other writers who have also started to break new
ground in moral philosophy. As I shall be discussing her work in much detail below in ‘Error! R
eference source not found.’, here is Soran Reader’s assessment: “A moral theory may start
with the agent, as virtue ethical theories do, or it may start with the action, as deontological
theories do, or it may start with the valuable goals the agent seeks, as consequentialist theories
do” (Reader, 2007, p. 4). Reader’s argument involves attending to the moral patient and their
needs. This might sound like it is a very similar approach to that taken by care ethicists.
However, as I will demonstrate when critically evaluating Reader’s account of needs, | think
some rehabilitation is necessary before its adoption by care ethicists. In the meantime, it is
Reader’s insight that moral theory has typically not included the moral patient that is of interest.
It would be an overcorrection to only consider moral patients in a moral theory as this might
then result in the charge of self-abnegation of which care ethics falls foul. Such that an agent
never considers their own needs, always looking outwards at what others might need. Rather,
it is the fact of relation between moral agents and patients to which I will draw attention. A
moral theory so shaped in order to give prominence to this unavoidable human reality would,
so | claim, be an improvement in moral philosophy. There is more to be said about relational
moral theory and it will feature throughout this thesis. For now, | will move to the next element

of anti-theorist criticism, obligation in moral theory.

% (Baier, 1985b, p. 59ff) (Williams, 2006 [1985], p. 8ff) (Taylor, 1995, p. 134ff) (Taylor, 2007, p. 71ff). These
sentiments may be connected to the resurgence of Aristotelian virtue ethics and the emergence of Neo-Avristotelian
virtue ethics.
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Obligation

At the outset | would like to anticipate potential worries that anti-theorists, feminists, or care
ethicists may appear to be dispensing with the notion of obligation tout court. The problem for
these groups is not that there are moral obligations but it is the way they are characterised and
the role they seem to play in certain moral theories.®® I shall, first, say a little about how Baier
characterises the role played by obligation in traditional moral theories. As Baier sees it,
traditional moral theorists have sought answers to how justification can be found when
“treating a person as morally bound or obliged to do a particular thing, Since to be bound is to
be unfree, by making obligation central one at the same time makes central the question of the
justification of coercion, of forcing or trying to force someone to act in a particular way” (Baier,
1985b, p. 56). To its credit, obligation has proved to be a concept that serves to mark out the
moral field in different spheres along with providing unity and coherence between these arenas
and their justification (p. 56). But, according to Baier, while obligation has risen to the occasion
for those areas of morality that it covers, it does not extend to the whole of morality (p. 56).
Recall above, in ‘Shape’ Baier was shown to criticise certain moral theories for offering no
more than handwaves towards the way in which special relationships, for example, are
accommodated. This is an example of what Baier means when she says that obligation, for all
its merits, does not offer a complete account of the moral life. Baier argues, in the papers being
considered and elsewhere, that “trust’®” could serve to connect obligation and those areas of

moral life in which obligation falters.®

In Baier’s view, the appeal of an appropriate sort of trust is to offer a common feature of human
experience such that it provides something that “mediates between reason and feeling...since
to trust is neither quite to believe something about the trusted, nor necessarily to feel any
emotion towards them — but to have a belief-informed and action-influencing attitude” (p. 57).
Trust connects with obligation in terms of what might be called ‘trusting to coerce’.®® Such

trusting coercion might be understood as admitting of degrees. A high amount of trusting

% For example (Williams, 2006 [1985], p. 180ff).

57 See (Baier, 1986) (Baier, 1992a) (Baier, 1992b). For extended criticism see (Koehn, 1998, pp. 80-99).

8 Similarly in Taylor on the limits of much moral philosophy: “The focus is on obligatory action, which means
that it turns away from questions in which obligation is not really the issue, as well as those where not just actions
but ways of life or ways of being is what we have to weigh” (Taylor, 2007, p. 57).

8 This is my gloss on Baier’s account.
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coercion is required as “to recognize a set of obligations is to trust some group of persons to
instill (sic) them, to demand that they be met, possibly to levy sanctions if they are not” (p. 58).
Much less trusting coercion, but not negligible, “is possessed by those shaping our conceptions
of the virtues, expecting us to display them, approving when we do, disapproving...when we
do not” (Baier, 1985b, p. 58). Baier’s point is that anyone in these positions of coercive control
must be trusted to do so appropriately, that is morally. However, where certain moral theories
have taken a misstep, is to model morality on “cases where more trust is placed in enforcers of
obligations than is placed in ordinary moral agents, the bearers of the obligations” (p. 59). But
obligations in this coercive environment not only do not exhaust all the obligations people may
have, but risks devolving into a situation where those applying sanctions cannot be trusted or
that those self-same people fear other sanctions sufficiently to render their taking advantage of
their situation moot. All this, Baier posits, may be accompanied by some agents driven to be

sycophants as a coping mechanism amidst this culture of fear of sanction (pp. 59-60).

Fear of sanctions or a resort to toadying is hardly the recipe for a flourishing life if that is the
sum total of morality, even if it is accepted that both are an adjunct to maintaining the moral
life, at times. This prompts Baier to rhetorically pose a series of questions about a moral theory
whose central concept was trust. This is of interest as mutatis mutandis these questions are in
need of response from an ethics of care; the questions revolve around “Who should trust whom
with what, and why?” (p. 60). It is in this spirit that | have reworded Baier’s questions to be a

set suitable for care ethics.

when to respond to [care] with [not caring for others], when and when not to
invite [care], as well as when to give and refuse [care]. We should not assume
that promiscuous [care] is any more a virtue than is undiscriminating
[withholding of care]. It is appropriate [caring for others], appropriate
[expectation of care from others], appropriate encouragement to [care], which
will be virtues, as will be judicious [not caring for others], selective refusal to
[care], discriminating discouragement to [care] (p. 61 my adaptation).”®

None of these admit of ready answers. As more is said about care ethics, | hope that at least a
sketch of some responses will emerge. | include these here in part to show that Baier is not

completely against moral theory, rather, as a reminder that it seems to be that it is a different

0 The original reads: “when to respond to trust with untrustworthiness, when and when not to invite trust, as well
as when to give and refuse trust. We should not assume that promiscuous trustworthiness is any more a virtue
than is undiscriminating distrust. It is appropriate trustworthiness, appropriate trustingness, appropriate
encouragement to trust, which will be virtues, as will be judicious untrustworthiness, selective refusal to trust,
discriminating discouragement to trust.” (Baier, 1985b, p. 61 emphasis in original)

42



sort of guiding motif that she seeks to bind moral thinking together (p. 55). If trust, or as I claim
care, might warrant inclusion in a moral theory, is there anything else to take from the anti-

theorists before saying a word about care ethics and obligation?

The claim that there is more to the moral life than obligation is also found in both Williams
and Taylor. For Williams, while moral philosophy is to be understood as the ‘ethical’, this
contrasts with ‘morality’, which is narrower and is concerned with obligation (Williams, 2006
[1985] p. 6, Ch. 10). Charles Taylor is sympathetic to Williams’ project but avers that his
thinking is not identical (Taylor, 1995, p. 133). In Taylor’s estimation, moral philosophy has
emphasised accounts of obligatory action; the right at the expense of a full account of the good:
“morals concern what we ought to do; excluding both what it is good to do, even though we
are not obliged (which is why supererogation is such a problem for some contemporary moral
philosophy) and also what it may be good (or even obligatory) to be or love, as irrelevant to
ethics” (pp. 134-135 emphasis and parenthesis in original). In later work, Taylor summarises
his stance as follows: “philosophy tended to restrict itself to the right, at the expense of the
good. If issues of the good life were allowed, independently of the issue of what is right, they
were seen as a second zone of practical consideration, lacking the urgency and high priority of
the moral” (Taylor, 2007, p. 57). All this leads to a number of pressing considerations that do
not necessarily lead in the same direction, from the point of view of care ethics at any rate.
First, critics of theory seem to be of a mind about the attention being paid to obligation: it looms
larger than is warranted and misses crucial aspects of the moral life. Second, at the least moral
philosophy needs to say something about the sort of people good moral agents ought to aspire
to be. Third, a different account of morality might look to a shift in guiding motif in order to
keep its disparate moving parts bound together.

| suggested before delineating the three points above that from a care ethical perspective, the
issues raised did not necessarily work together. | shall say some more about this claim now,
taking the points in turn. For care ethicists, there is an appreciation of the role of obligation in
the ethical life, it is simply envisaged differently. In care ethics, in an important sense,

obligations are seen to issue or be generated by the uncomplicated fact that people exist in
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relation to each other (Collins, 2015, p. 7).”* This is contrasted with the long influential account
of voluntary, self-assumed obligations.’>" The act of freely making a promise is paradigmatic
because it necessarily involves a particular promiser, a particular promise, and it has particular
content. Formally, X promises Y that Z. For example, ‘I (X) promise you (Y) that I will take
you to the airport (Z)’. In my promising, you now rely on me to in fact take you to the airport.
The promise is broken if 1 do not. This does not mean the promise is necessarily culpably
broken, perhaps my car has broken down that day, but it would be culpably broken if I did not
get out of bed in time. Taking promising as the archetypal ground of obligation, voluntarists
use this to consider other ways in which obligations are generated. The further from promising
a situation is taken to be, the less weighty the obligations generated. One step from promising
is consent. This is where an agent confers decision-making power on someone else such that
this other may legitimately take actions with respect to the agent that were previously limited
in the absence of consent. For example, | might consent to the surgeon carrying out a certain
invasive operation; one person cutting open another not being common practice otherwise. The
next step is mutual restriction. Here, agents have entered into some rule-bound scheme with
other agents that entails each agent has the right to expect other agents so-entered to abide by
said rules (Hart, 1955, pp. 183-187). The step furthest from promising is the parent-child
relationship. Rights herein “arise out of the special relationship of the parties (though it is in
this case a natural relationship) and not out of the character of the actions to the performance
of which there is a right” (Hart, 1955, p. 187). The upshot, for voluntarists, is that obligations

are generated through previous voluntary action.

Hart only included the parent-child relationship in his analysis because he was aware that other
theorists had used the relationship as an analogy when discussing the nature of political
obligation (Hart, 1955, p. 187). There is a further clue as to the limited regard Hart holds the
parent-child relation when he only speaks about the parent’s right to obedience from the child
(p. 187). He does not appear to countenance the child’s having any rights as against the parent.
Hart is clear, as seen in the quotation at the end of the previous paragraph, that any rights and

obligations in the parent-child relationship arise not from previous voluntary action, though he

L Collins summarises this view as follows: “To the extent that they have value to individuals in the relationship,
relationships ought to be (a) treated as moral paradigms, (b) valued, preserved, or promoted (as appropriate to the
circumstance at hand), and (c) acknowledged as giving rise to weighty duties” (Collins, 2015, p. 47). | will have
more to say about this idea of the source of obligation in relationships in due course.

2 See (Hart, 1955) (Hart, 1966) for accounts that contributed to the influence of the voluntarist approach.

3 | am indebted to the criticism of voluntarism in (Goodin, 1985, pp. 28-41).
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seems almost grudging in this acceptance.”® Later, in ‘Androcentrism’, 1 offer Code’s
comments about how the choice of starting point matters for the construction of moral theory.
In that analysis, it is whether autonomy or community is the focal point. Here, | observe that
Goodin makes a similar point about voluntarism: “The model of self-assumed obligations starts
from the premise that you should keep your promises. With that principle as its central tenet,
however, the model is ill equipped to account for the intuition, which is every bit as compelling,
that we owe something special to our own children” (Goodin, 1985, p. 33). Goodin’s proposal,
his ‘vulnerability model’, is his response to voluntarism, one that takes the parent-child

relationship as its starting point.

Goodin’s approach, by looking to a fundamental human experience, of parent and child, bears
a very strong resemblance to care ethicists such as Noddings and Ruddick who similarly took
this to be their starting point.” I should stress that Goodin is not a care ethicist, and he is very
much working within the mode of traditional moral philosophy. However, there is a great deal
of value in his account of vulnerability. For the time being, | will only give the model in outline
as it will be discussed in much more detail in ‘Chapter 3 What are caring obligations?” when |
work towards marrying it with Noddings’ care ethics. Simply put, it is that agents are
responsible to others precisely to the extent that these others are vulnerable to them. In his
project, Goodin argues that while agents may have obligations generated by their special
relationships, their families, friends, communities, and nations, this is not because of the
agent’s voluntaristic self-assumption of responsibility, it is a function of the extent those closest
to an agent are vulnerable to that agent’s actions and choices. Understanding responsibility in
this way explains how obligations arise beyond the ‘conventional catalogue’’® to more distant
others. The extent of the responsibility is determined by the level of vulnerability to the agent’s
choices and actions (pp. 205-207).”7 It would constitute too much of a digression to pursue
Goodin’s ideas further at this point, thus I will put them on hold for the time being. The point
to take forward is that the voluntaristic account of obligation, in its failure to include those

74 See (Stearns, 2016) for a history of children’s rights.

5 See “Introduction’.

6 Goodin notes that the ‘conventional catalogue' has included “special duties toward family, friends, clients,
compatriots, and so forth” (Goodin, 1985, p. 205).

" Goodin’s ‘vulnerability’ model has been held up for inspection by various care ethicists (Tronto, 1993, pp. 135,
153) (Clement, 1996, pp. 73-75) (Kittay, 2020 [1999], pp. 61-71) (Engster, 2005, pp. 57-65) (though see a
different view in (Engster, 2019)) (Pettersen, 2008, pp. 161-165) (Collins, 2015, p. 100). I am more hopeful for
the model’s inclusion in care ethics than these authors appear to be.
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obligations generated by special relationships without ‘hand waving’ is inferior to an account

that takes seriously special relationships and attendant obligations.

The second issue | suggested that stems from anti-theorist criticisms about obligation is their
assertion that the person of the moral agent is of such moral importance that moral theories
which eschew its focus have a misplaced confidence in the extent of the moral life that their
theories purport to cover.”® A renewed focus on the virtues stemming in part from these anti-
theorist complaints undoubtedly contributed to the rise in the latter part of the last century of
both virtue theory and virtue ethics. The former explores what virtues might be and imply for
the agent while not necessarily requiring any commitment to the place of virtue in a normative
theory. The latter usually takes up this challenge. Now, care ethics has a great deal to say about
the sorts of people it exhorts caring agents to be. However, in contradistinction to virtue ethics,
it has a lot to say about caring patients too.”® And here is where the previously identified issues
diverge from the point of view of care ethics. Care ethicists agree that something must be said
beyond obligation, but they do not limit that analysis to the moral agent. On account of their
taking the caring relationship as central, care ethicists take up with vigour the role, contribution,
and for want of a better word, virtue, of both caring agents and caring patients. Thus, care
ethics takes a wider view of the moral, which is, | think, in its favour. Later in ‘Coda’, | will
briefly discuss that despite their best efforts virtue ethicists do not succeed in subsuming care
ethics into their endeavours. For the moment, | will remark on the third point, what might be

the guiding motif of a different sort of moral theory.

My final thread at this stage is the recognition, common to anti-theorists and care ethicists
alike, that moral theories that take obligation as their guide struggle to be properly
comprehensive. Is a commitment to some sort of guiding motif a commitment to a teleological
ethics in line with Aristotle?® | suggest that no such thing is entailed. A teleological ethics
makes a claim about the ends towards which that ethics is directed. Additional claims are
needed in order to make clear the way in which such a theory works towards those ends. For
example, consequentialist theories, teleological par excellence, might hold to the maximisation

of overall welfare. The difference with taking some concept as a guide rather than end is that a

8 Recall that a common distinction in moral philosophy is between the ‘good’ for people to be and aim at and the
‘right’ for actions.

S For example, Noddings devotes a chapter to each in her Caring (Noddings, 2013 [1984] Chs. 2 and 3).

8 | interpret Taylor as heading in this direction (Taylor, 1995, p. 135).

46



guide serves both to structure and organise the moral theory but need only make loose claims
about the ends of the theory. This was seen above in ‘Obligation” where a set of questions were
posited for a theory guided by care. Thus, the third departure for the ethics of care from the
foregoing points is clarified: it serves to organise a moral theory in a way that is not readily
apparent in the teleology that is proposed by Taylor, for example. Talk of ‘structure’ and
‘organisation’ in moral theory might conjure all sorts of images, a common one being a set of
rules or principles. Though popular in moral theory, this organising approach is another target
found in the work of anti-theorists. | attend to this in the following section.

Codification and principles

Across Baier’s work on anti-theory, it seems that it is the codification and associated
systemisation found in certain moral theories that exercises her most. For example, “Today’s
moral theorists are all Kantians in their prejudice in favor of formulated general rules.” (Baier,
1985¢, p. 235) or her oft-quoted: “By a normative theory I mean a system of moral principles
in which the less general are derived from the more general, | want to attack the whole idea of
a moral ‘theory’ which systematizes and extends a body of moral judgements” (p. 232). Based
on this, Baier says that Kant and Aquinas offered normative theories, but Aristotle and Hume
did not. Something vital is lost, according to Baier, in the effort to codify morality. She avers
“A significant fact about moral conscience is that its deliverances need not come in verbal
form, that it is often a difficult task to articulate what it is we are certain is wrong in an action,
let alone what universal rule we think it breaks.” (Baier, 1985a, p. 213). And shortly thereafter:
“A parent has not failed to give a child some sense of right and wrong simply because neither
parent nor child can tell us what rules the child has been taught to obey, nor even which virtues
the child has been encouraged to cultivate.” (p. 214).8* It is a mistake to assume that anything
connected to the moral can take on the sort of form found in the legal and scientific, ordered
domains. Organised, that is, by a set of laws. While virtues do not admit of easy formulation,

they are, says Baier, commonly recognisable and from the point of view of parents, easily

81 Hooker’s comments on Williams’ related criticism is pertinent here: “Even if these people cannot themselves
articulate a structure in their commitments, we must not assume that there is none to be unearthed. And we should
at least conduct a thorough investigation to see whether there is such a deep structure before we conclude that
there is not.” (Hooker, 2012, p. 32)
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encouraged (p. 220). The morality learnt from one’s parents shows a persistence across familial

generations that is not in evidence with many moral theories.®? Which latter also

are entirely untested as respects their transferability to new members of a
community at the age when such learning is still possible, the age of innocence,
early childhood. Whatever else an acceptable morality must be, it must be in
some sense “teachable"™ to young children, and understandable by
nonintellectuals. Understanding is not the ability to verbalize, let alone to
systematize, any more than acceptance of a morality is lip service to its slogans.
(p. 219)

All this is in comparison to law-like morality whose costs during inculcation can be pernicious,
unlike virtues (p. 223). Baier goes as far to say that codification is likely to increase moral
disagreement because if each agent has their own moral code, then a clash of each against all

remains likely (pp. 211-212). The moral code approach fails to recognise that

to cope with scarcity, vulnerability, and powerlessness, we need the cooperation
and help of the very ones who also pose the threat. The good and hopeful
aspects of our condition, as much as the evils, stem from the fact of
interdependence. Moral feelings control by positively reinforcing our responses
to the good of cooperation, trust, mutual aid, friendship, love, as well as
regulating responses to the risk of evil. (p. 218)

Thus, for Baier, the way in which people typically have any moral sense is through the
exhortations and modelling of behaviour by their caregivers.®® The precepts favoured by their
caregivers are not necessarily articulable and are none the worse for that. As will be seen in
‘Practices and moral perception’, moral behaviour is gained not from the imposition of explicit
moral rules but from the practices in which humans are inevitably immersed. The resistance to
seeking moral guidance somewhere external to practice links to Williams’ concern that “We
must reject any model of personal practical thought according to which all my projects,
purposes, and needs should be made, discursively and at once, considerations for me. | must
deliberate from what I am.” (Williams, 2006 [1985], p. 200 emphasis in original). This calls
for the centrality of the person of ethics, one who must find within themselves the appropriate
moral judgement rather than having their moral life and general projects legislated for from
without. Systems of moral rules, according to Taylor, exhibit shortcomings as moral theories
in “their attempt to develop high-definition decision procedures, denying the need for
phronésis; and their foreshortening of the moral domain” (Taylor, 2007, p. 75). Taylor’s

82 Baier discusses Christianity’s fortunes over the centuries. I do not propose to weigh in on discussion of the
relationships between secular and religious moral theories. For some discussion see (Shafer-Landau, 2020, pp.
63-74).
8 Along with expressions of approbation and opprobrium, amongst others.
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concerns are threefold. First, that moral theories of this sort try to suggest that given enough
detail, a system could be constructed that directs the moral agent towards how they ought to
act. Linked to this is the second concern, that such a system renders practical wisdom or moral
judgement superfluous to the situation at hand. Third, that the attention to acts, or the right, that
is the preoccupation of theories of obligation is an enervated view of morality. Similarly,
returning toWilliams, who targets the generality of these rules rather than, in his view, the
preferable particularity. In opting for the former, much traditional moral theory seeks to
envelop more of the moral domain as it deems itself not so hamstrung by, what Williams takes
to be desirable attention to, specificities. Further, there ought to be no separation between
theory and practice as the agent has to go about their lives amidst all the ethical decision-
making that emerges (Williams, 2006 [1985], pp. 116-117). The agent cannot extricate

themselves from their lives in order to make decisions; this happens ‘inside’ their lives.

Drawing these threads together, there is the concern from Baier and other anti-theorists that
morality as a codified set of moral rules is not only unrealistic from the point of view of raising
new members of a society to be moral but limits the moral person by claiming to offer a shortcut
through the complexities of moral judgement. Rules tend towards a continued separation of
would-be moral agents rather than focussing on what might keep agents together.®* What
responses might be made to these criticisms of the way certain moral theories produce codified
sets of rules? First, there is commonly slippage between use of the terms ‘rules’ and
‘principles’. This difference is important as feminist philosopher Jean Grimshaw explains. On
the one hand are rules. These proscribe or prescribe but tend towards excising the need for
reflection in all but the most complex cases. On the other hand, are principles. These are such
that they nudge the agent towards reflection, towards accounting for the particulars of the
situation when determining what it is the agent ought to do (Grimshaw, 1986, pp. 207-208).
Again, there is the reminder that the ethical life is different in kind to the mathematical or

natural scientific. The vast majority of mathematical activity is in accordance with a single set

8 Feminist philosopher Margaret Walker characterises the dominant theories thus: “The regnant type of moral
theory in contemporary ethics is a codifiable (and usually compact) set of moral formulas (or procedures for
selecting formulas) that can be applied by any agent to a situation to yield a justified and determinate action-
guiding judgment. The formulas or procedures (if there are more than one) are typically seen as rules or principles
at a high level of generality. Application of these formulas is typically seen as something like deduction or
instantiation. The formulas and their applications yield the same for all agents indifferently. These formulas model
what the morally competent agent or ideal moral judge does or should know, however implicitly” (Walker, 2007
[1998], pp. 58-59 emphasis in original).
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of rules. To ignore the rules is to produce nonsensical scribblings.®> The same is not true for
moral theory, or at least so the anti-theorists seem to claim. In reply Nussbaum retorts “Nor is
there any major ethical theory that claims to have provided an algorithm that makes tough
moral reflection about particular cases otiose” (Nussbaum, 2000, pp. 245-246).2° She concedes
that it is possible to find areas in which only limited guidance is offered by the major ethical
theories. This makes it imperative for theories to remain in meaningful contact with practice,
“consulting” is the term Nussbaum employs (p. 246). Here then is an example of where theorists
and anti-theorists seem to have common ground after all. Both groups hold that it is human
practices that must be linked to moral theory for theorists and the ethical life for anti-theorists
respectively. It seems that the issue of rule-principle is unresolved. Anti-theorists claim that
certain moral theories promote the retreat from difficult decision making, while theorists aver
that they make no such claim.

In fact, Nussbaum goes further and says “it was systems of rules that ethical theory came on
the scene to displace” (p. 236). Theory provides more elaboration than blunt sets of rules. This
can be seen in the way ethical theory offers reasons for following a particular rule; something
that is especially important when remonstrating with a reluctant rule-follower. Further, theory
does not simply impose, like rules, on an agent, rather it recognises that robust arguments are
required to persuade the reasoning agent about the merits of the theory. Relatedly, theory can
speak to the motivation and character of agents in ways that rules cannot. Finally, an ethical
theory can show when there may be legitimate exceptions to rules (Nussbaum, 2000, pp. 236-
240). This is not to say that Nussbaum thinks rules should be dispatched from moral thought
wholesale. Actually, ethical theories “regard it as in general a point in favour of a theoretical
account if it can preserve at least those general judgements that we regard as especially sound”
(Nussbaum, 2000, p. 240). This echoes Sorell’s account of moral theory development presented
in the section ‘Moral theory’s origins’ where | suggested that there was undoubtedly something

to the idea that moral theory is contiguous with pre-theoretical morality, even if there remains

8 This is not to say that mathematics is static, rather that any new maths must in some way link to the extant body
of knowledge. An accessible example of this can be found in Simon Singh’s account of Andrew Wiles’ success
at proving Fermat’s Last Theorem, prevailing where the mathematical community had failed for 300 years (Singh,
2005).

% Slote offers his own warning about a potential drawback to making moral decisions more straightforward: “Any
ethical theory that makes it too easy always to know what to do or feel will seem to that extent flawed or even
useless because untrue to our soberer sense of the wrenching complexity of moral phenomena.” (Baron, et al.,
1997, p. 232)
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disagreement about which aspects are highlighted. It would be unusual, for example, if a moral

theory took prohibitions on killing people to be morally acceptable as caprice takes the agent.

There is, also, a positive side to rules that Nussbaum explains (pp. 240-241). Sometimes rules
are the result of extensive deliberation by those whom the agent has good warrant to believe
are better-positioned to reach sensible conclusions. Rules might serve to limit the way in which
agents may easily give into the temptation to unjustified partiality. They might save time, given
the “need to summarize, classify, subsume — even when we admit this is not always the best
way of doing justice to all features of the particular” (p. 241). Perhaps “when we are faced with
a complex particular situation, rules refresh our memory, shape and inform our vision, and
focus our attention on aspects of the situation that we might otherwise have missed” (p. 241).8"
If it is granted that there might be some use to having rules, with the caveat that their form is
interrogated because of the likely relationship between rules and their benefiting those in
positions of social power, and further that they are understood to be revisable, where does the

ethics of care stand with respect to rules and principles?

The first thing to say is that care ethicists do not always distinguish between rules and
principles. In her critique of care’s critique of principles, Ornaith O’Dowd posits that in the
absence of care ethical commitment to some sort of definition, that care ethicists are likely
using ‘rule’ and ‘principle’ in their ordinary language senses (O'Dowd, 2012, p. 408). This
interpretation is consonant with the distinctive uses given by Grimshaw above where, generally
speaking, rules preclude much reflection but principles invite it. The difficulty, when
investigating care ethics’ relationship with rules and/or principles, is that some authors seem
to use both terms and to do so interchangeably. Arguably, it is Nel Noddings who argues most
strenuously against principles. In her Caring, Noddings says that the caring agent “is wary of
rules and principles. She formulates and holds them loosely, tentatively, as economies of a sort,
but she insists upon holding closely to the concrete. She wants to maintain and to exercise her
receptivity” (Noddings, 2013 [1984], p. 55) and that for the agent “principles are guides to
behavior, and she sees clearly that their function is largely to simplify situations, to prevent
hundreds of similar questions from arising. She sees, also, that they may be of little use if a

serious question actually arises” (p. 56). There are more and less controversial views of

87 For more on principles and abstraction see (O'Neill, 2018).
51



principles contained in these excerpts. Noddings is suggesting that while an agent might indeed
adhere to principles, they are unlikely, if caring, to do so without proper attention to the
situation at hand. Such an agent is aware that principles, just as was seen above from
Nussbaum, might in fact help the agent rather than acting to circumvent moral deliberation.
Similarly, the idea that agents tend not to dwell on principles in exigent situations fits with
common intuitions: a person will probably, if they are able, stop a child from running into the
road. They are unlikely to think much about it. However, the inclusion of “formulates” requires
analysis. Is Noddings suggesting that agents commonly go about designing their own
principles? There are few Kants in the world, for example. A better characterisation, | think, is
the idea that throughout a person’s life they absorb some principles and reject others. | return

to the internalisation of principles shortly.

The story does not end there. At the outset of Caring, Noddings is adamant: “I shall reject
ethics of principle as ambiguous and unstable. Wherever there is a principle, there is implied
its exception 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” (p. 5). | suggest that, here, principles are being described more like rules.
Principles, especially as has been distinguished by Grimshaw, welcome the displacement of
one principle for another as contingencies reveal themselves. It is much more difficult to take
oneself to be separated by principles if they are understood to admit of reflection than rules
which typically resist it. However, of particular interest, is the inclusion in the preface to

Caring’s second edition of the following:

Critics have sometimes objected to my view of principles by saying that the
ethic of care itself stands on a principle: always act so as to establish, maintain,
or enhance caring relations. But this claim is a confusion in types of principle.
The principle as stated is a good descriptive principle; it tells us what an
observer sees in watching caring relations. But carers do not normally consult
this principle before acting; it is not a dependable prescriptive principle. People
who care usually do so naturally and directly because they want to respond
positively to those addressing them (p. xxiii emphasis in original).

How plausible is the distinction Noddings is making between a descriptive and prescriptive
principle? An observer of a caring encounter might plausibly agree that what they are seeing is
accurately described as the caring agent acting “to establish, maintain, or enhance caring
relations”. For example, a teacher in dialogue with a young student about the latter having
admitted to having cheated on a test. The teacher might praise the admission so as to promote

the likelihood of more trustworthy behaviour in the future. This does not entail that teacher
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refrains from getting the student to re-sit the test. It might be couched in terms that allay fears
from the student that their future will be damned by a poor performance. The teacher might
stress the formative elements of properly undertaking the test, and so on. The teacher might be
described as maintaining the caring relation with their student. But is Noddings right about the
prescriptive reading of the principle? I agree that in the moment, the teacher, or other caring
agent, is unlikely to “consult this principle before acting”. This is for the reason that the
prescription, that is, its normative weight, has already been internalised by the caring agent.
Above in ‘Diffuse and unsteady, just what is care ethics?’, I discussed issues around alleged
distinctions between description and prescription. This will be revisited below in ‘Practices and
moral perception’ when a related issue about moral and nonmoral matters is considered. For
now, it will suffice to say that when understood as distinct from rules, principles are not
necessarily problematic and that though care ethics may resist taking on many principles, it has

no reason to avoid them completely.

A second view of the relationship between care ethicists and principles has been identified by
Cynthia Stark.28 She argues that care ethicists blur the distinction between the involvement of
principles on at least at two levels: that of deliberation, and that of justification.®® The way in
which principles are justified need not impinge on their employ (Stark, 2010, p. 826). It is the
difference between saying what agents are doing when they are deliberating, and why the
principles have the status that they do. This actually aligns with care ethics unexpectedly well.
Care ethicists want the caring agent to respond to the particularities of the situation. This is
against the background principle, in line with Noddings, of establishing, maintaining, and
enhancing caring relations. Why is this principle justified? This principle is justified because
Noddings takes being in relation with others as ontologically basic and being in caring relations
with others as ethically basic (Noddings, 2013 [1984], p. 3). The latter is due to Noddings’
claim that “To receive and to be received, to care and be cared-for: these are the basic realities
of human being and its basic aims.” (p. 173). For Noddings, and arguably all care ethicists,
caring relations are self-justifying because of the way in which human life would not continue
in their absence. Infants need care for a great number of years before they have any hope of

being able to care for themselves. The human body and mind are such that being dependent on

8 See also (Collins, 2015 Ch. 2). Collins says her view is close to Stark’s but that “Stark opposes deliberation to
the justification of standards of rightness, not to standards of rightness themselves” (Collins, 2015, p. 172
emphasis in original).
8 A third level is how rightness is identified as a standard (Stark, 2010, p. 827).
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others is an inevitable feature of human existence. Thus, care ethics might claim that, at the
level of justification, further reasons for maintaining caring relations need not be adduced. The
unavoidable reality of human dependency supports this to some extent. However, because care
ethicists have not usually distinguished between principles used in deliberation and principles
used in justification, it seems that more must be said for the former. An immediate response
might be that the distinction is obscured in care ethics because the reasons, namely human
dependency, are the justificatory force for both justification ad deliberation. I think care ethics
can do better than this and | will have more to say on this in ‘Chapter 3 What are caring

obligations?” when I start to offer refinements to Noddings’ ethics of care.

This section has considered Baier’s contention that moral theories’ inclusion of codified rules
is detrimental to the ethical project. Principles were distinguished from rules, and the
implication that the former does not preclude reflection was found in their favour and suggested
that at least some of the wind was taken out of the anti-theorists’ sails. Rules were not found to
be entirely wanting, especially given their possibility, at appropriate times, to improve moral
reasoning. In any case, care ethical use of rules and principles as if they were synonyms is
somewhat indicative of care ethicists’ broad dissatisfaction with principles. Finally, and the
crux of the issue, is that of the difference between finding arguments to justify principles and
the use of principles in moral deliberation. Having conceded that principles are not necessarily
distortive when deliberating, care ethicists will need to say more about how they propose to
justify even their minimal principles and whether moral agents ever really act in the absence
of principles, which may turn out to be implicit. It seems that the anti-theorist claims about
codification and principles were somewhat overblown, and that an important feature of the
ethical life, taken forward in the next section, concerns moral precepts and behaviours

immanent in human practices and societies.

Practices and moral perception

The previous section suggested that the anti-theorists and theorists were almost of the same
mind when it came to the importance of practices in the ethical life.®® | am not suggesting that

they envisage the role of practices in the same way, but it is a positive sign that there is some

% (Lynch, 2016) discusses care and various conceptions of practice.
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overlap in their commitments, no matter how minimal. | venture to say that the focus on
practices is actually quite significant. This can be seen by my first explaining how anti-theorists
draw on practices to support their case. An initial problem for Baier is the way in which moral
theorists have used utopian idealisations detached from the real world. She says that theorists’
constructions may very well offer case studies in the solution of moral problems in that ideal
world but fail to do so in the nonideal world (Baier, 1985a, p. 210). It is acknowledged by Baier
that even if the ideal is only meant to be something towards which approximations are made,
that theorists still owe an account of the means by which ordinary, messy, complex moral
agents approach this ideal.®* There is no claim from Baier that what currently exists is good or
best, rather that it is the currently existing that must be the starting point for examination and
improvement of moral practices. Rather, the abstractions that comprise utopian ideals, wanting
the means for their realisation is “a renunciation of morality. The unreal, the Utopian vision, is
at best morally irrelevant, at worst morally destructive” (p. 225). Any proposed moral
principles need to be tested by actual communities. Baier’s pertinent reminder is that logical
consequences may be anticipated but “real life attempts to apply an abstract theory or principle

lead to results richer and messier than those foreseen from an armchair.” (p. 242).

To some extent, Baier’s concern has plausibility. There can be significant gaps between what
theorists foresee and what happens in reality. However, Baier’s claim that communities need
to test moral principles seems to overlook the way in which this does already occur. The shift
from theocracy to monarchy to democracy in many Western nations is testament to this fact.
Modern governments will commonly use consequentialist principles to determine the design
and implementation of policy. International human rights frameworks owe much of their
content to Kant’s insistence of the ultimate dignity of human beings. This is not to suggest that
any, or even most, application of moral principles is optimal, however that is understood, but
it is to say that moral principles are enacted in current societies. Baier urges moral philosophers

to seek out the work of historians, economists, sociologists and to use all this and more with

% Another parsing of ideals is offered by Philip Kitcher in his recent contribution to the philosophy of education
(Kitcher, 2022). Kitcher offers: “Ideals don’t single out definite goals, to be realized or at least approximated.
Rather, they are diagnostic tools for identifying the problems of the present and the lines along which they might
be overcome” (Kitcher, 2022, p. 44). This might supply a way forward from Baier’s criticisms about proponents
of idealised moral theory failing to give an account of how this ideal might be moved towards. Also, Kitcher’s
pragmatic, non-teleological progress might have a bearing. This is the notion that when working towards some
goal or end (telos) rather than taking progress to be a function of the extent that telos has been realised, the agent
might find a sufficient, or good enough state amongst competing ideals (Kitcher, 2022, p. 44 fn 84). See also
(Kitcher, 2015) (Kitcher, 2017).
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the imagination of novelists to have any hope of predicting how novel moral principles might
instantiate once out in the world (p. 242). | do not deny that there can be significant friction
between theory and practice, but just how novel are these moral principles? If the arguments
in ‘Moral theory’s origins’ have merit, then moral theory is not starting ab initio. It seeks out
features of social experience and tries to distil, to articulate, to expand, on these in a certain
form. It is these features of social experience, that is, human practices, that are taken as having
a role for both theorists and anti-theorists. The previous section argued that codification and
principles in themselves did not entail pernicious distortion of the moral life. Thus, as long as
any proposed principles are accessible, there is a reasonable expectation that they would in fact
be close enough to human life to be comprehensible as such. Baier’s concern about novel

principles is, | think, unfounded.

Having said all this, Baier does see a route forward in the work of Hume, and, | suggest, her
view is close to that given in the preceding paragraph. Hume’s insight, according to Baier is
that people should not look to moral theory for moral guides “but in human active capacities
for cooperation.” (Baier, 1985c, p. 231). Baier says of Hume’s account of morality “the
important aspects of the latter are its nonrationalism, and its version of the relation between
moral philosophy and the actual human practices in which appeals to moral judgements are
made and in which morality makes a difference to what is done, thought, and felt” (p. 236).%
So too, the moral reflection argued for by Hume leans on the empirical, the real world in which
this reflection takes place (p. 238). Baier’s point seems to be that there are other approaches to
morality than intellectual reason. It is the latter, | think that she sees as warranting the problems
just explored where she castigated those moral theorists whose utopian visions and
accompanying theories were only suitable for each other but of no use to the agent situated in
reality. It is the lack of real situatedness and need for the multifarious details of moral problems
that Baier sees as limiting in Kohlberg’s fictional scenarios seen in ‘Origins of care ethics’. It
was not only that the characters in the dilemmas were fictive, but that they had been stripped
of the trappings of actual lives. Baier goes further in another paper. Even in well-written and

detailed characterisations in novels, Baier questions whether or not someone asked about what

92 Baier’s preference is a Humean reading of society with sentiments and reason developing moral capacity. But
the role of sentiment, emotion, the passions are not limited to Hume. As Nussbaum points out, there “is no major
ethical theory that considers only an agent's reasoning processes important in arriving at correct choices. All have
a very deep interest in the passions, and all have accounts of how institutions and moral education can shape the
passions so that they are more likely to support good action” (Nussbaum, 2000, p. 243).
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they would do in the fictional situation would in fact be what the agent would do if they actually
experienced the events described. She contests whether this can even be called ‘moral practice’
because moral responses are never “harmless”, unlike, Baier seems to be implying, the
consideration of fictional scenarios, no matter how detailed. For all that such efforts at practice
in the reading of novels, watching plays and so on might render the agent more aware of the
sorts of things that contribute to the complexity of moral response they still do not offer

predictive power in the often harsh reality of the moment (Baier, 1995, pp. 66-67).

There are a number of reasons, according to Baier, why fictional scenarios are not, contrary to
what some have claimed of them, actual moral practice. If what is wanted is some sort of
window into a person’s moral behaviour, then this is not furnished by thought experiments.
This is because of the way in which people have a tendency towards self-deception about both
their own past choices and hypothetical ones, for we “glaze our own pasts over with the pale-
cast of self-excusing or, in some cases self-accusing, self-denigrating, self-dramatizing
thought” (p. 67). At this stage in her paper, Baier does not draw on empirical work in
psychology but perhaps that is not problematic. She recognises that even though thought
experiments have their own shortcomings, it is not as if “emotion and motive experiments” are
problem-free; namely that safety is difficult to guarantee (p. 66). By this I read Baier as saying
that putting people in ‘real to them’ situations to investigate their behaviour is morally
problematic. This latter consideration constitutes a second issue arising from Baier’s
discussion. Her paper was originally published in 1987 when technologies such as virtual
reality were not as immersive as they are today, nor what they might come to be. The quest in
this field for the “Ultimate Display” is the striving towards a “mode of media that is an essential
copy and allows the user to transcend physical limits” (Bown, et al., 2017, pp. 239-240
emph