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Care and Capitalism: Why Affective Equality Matters for Social 
Justice – Key themes 

▪Capitalism has an Internal Logic and Morality: It valorises and normalises competitive self-interest thereby
jettisoning social justice values, including value of love, care and solidarity.

▪But capitalism is neither invincible nor inevitable. While people are self-interested, they are not purely self-
interested: they are bound affectively and morally to others, even to unknown others.

▪Affective Relations of Love, Care and Solidarity constitute cultural residuals of hope that stand ready to
move humanity beyond a narrow capitalism-centric set of values.

▪This book sets out to reclaim the language of love, care and solidarity both intellectually and politically; to
provide a framework for an alternative ethics

▪. The goal is to help unseat capitalism at the gravitational centre of meaning making and value, thereby
helping to create care, love and solidarity-led logics and ethical priorities for politics.



Outline of the talk
•Care as Abject - long gendered and racialised history

•Liberalism and Care – Dominant Narratives about Social Justice ignoring Care

•Neoliberal Capitalist understanding of care builds on Liberalism

•Affective Relations, love, care and solidarity –Why  Affective equality matters

•Logics and Morality of Capitalism undermining Care

•Moving Beyond Capitalocentric Thinking  to Carecentric Thinking

•Residual Values and politics  of love, care and solidarity being named and claimed

•Many sites of resistance globally – Implications of recognising the centrality of care ethics



Care as Abject – long history 
▪Defining Care as low-grade work is neither new nor unique to capitalism

▪Care work is made abject by the deep cultural assumption that it is not citizenship-defining 
labour; it is not the kind of work that those who are fully human (part of Society rather than
Nature) undertake*

▪To justify making care cheap historically it had first to be defined as worthless, part of Nature
rather than Society. This was achieved through the equation of care labour with women especially 
but also with slaves, or indigenous people, that is, with those who were seen as part of exploitable 
Nature

▪False binary between Society and Nature  (René Descartes, Francis Bacon) provided a 
justification for exploiting care as Natural work (especially for women)

▪*Patel and Moore 2018 – The History of the World in Seven Cheap Things
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Liberalism, Care and Neoliberalism
▪Respect for care work and for carers was not part of the liberal ideal, as care 
was not seen as productive work 

▪Care was and is regarded  a private ethical matter in the liberal tradition

▪ Community and public dimensions of care work, including in care-related 
services, were often seen as optional, hence provided by charities

▪Under Capitalism, neoliberal politics builds on this prior disregard for care in the 
liberal tradition

▪Under neoliberalism care work has been classified as commodifiable 
exemplified in the concept of ‘care packages’ , ‘home care markets’, ‘time-
defined units of care’



Dominant Liberal Theories of Justice: ontological assumptions about the 
human condition

▪Dominant Liberal theories of justice share much in common with Neo-Marxist and Marxist scholars; both  are 
also based on similar ontological assumptions about the person: 

▪Cartesian Rationalism – cognitive rational view of the person (homo sapiens) disregards rationality 
of caring/feeling (homo curans ) and related morality (moralis)

 (b) the autonomous view of the person (little attention given to the vulnerability of the 
embodied human subject)

 (c) the person is presumed to be non-relational in making decisions - assumes that social 
actions are driven primarily by self-referential interests (power, status, money) rather than 
other-centred interests (Becker’s rational economic actor model of the person)

 (d) the citizen that counts is a public adult citizen – the citizen who can enter into contract*(See 
Slide Appendix 1 – how needs matter as well as rights in thinking about equality)
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Care under neoliberal Capitalism 
▪Capitalist societies are driven by the demands of the accumulation 
process, where production is oriented to exchange, not use or 
provisioning, hence the disregard for care as a use value

▪Care work is not defined as real work (not counted in GDP) if 
undertaken outside the market economy 

▪While capitalism benefits from the use value of unpaid family-care 
and community and voluntary care labour, it does not see itself as 
having any obligation to support it as it is not defined as real work 
(seen as coming naturally to people (women), part of Nature)



Affective Equality – a feminist challenge to mainstream 
theories of justice

Affective equality is about recognising: 

The relational character of human beings, that humans  live in profound states of 
inter/dependence- affective relationality frames social dispositions and choices 

 Human vulnerability – all people are at some time in life deeply dependent

 Humans are sentient, emotional and moral beings: feelings inform judgements  

Relationality (dependence and interdependence) brings a normative dimension to decision-
making 

 The person is a carer/care recipient in both the public and private domains

Affective relations exercise the same structural role with respect to relational life that 
economic relations exercise in market life
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Why affective care relations matter politically, culturally  
and educationally

Affective relations of love, care and solidarity matter because: 

◦ They Involve Work -– physical, mental and emotional work that requires  attentiveness, responsibility, commitment, 
responsiveness;  

◦ They are Productive  - they produce people in their humanness (they are visible in their absence);  

◦ Lack of care/poor care/lack of solidarity produces negative outcomes- at the personal and political levels: a sense of 
being unloved and unwanted, anxiety; poor health, including poor mental health, poor public health, fear, and poverty 
and inequality  see Wilkinson and Pickett’s work, The Spirit Level, 2009, The Inner Level 2018

◦ Affective Inequality intersects with Economic, Political and Cultural Inequalities (see Slide Appendix 2)

◦ Women are the default carers in all societies, both in terms of primary and secondary care 
especially, but also in many civil society movements for solidarity- by not recognising affective 
inequalities society,  women are being trivialised



Affective relations of care
Primary care relations are love relations. 
These refer to relations of high interdependency where there is greatest attachment, intimacy 

and responsibility over time. Love labouring is the work undertaken to create, maintain and 
enhance primary care relations- it is non-substitutable, inalienable and non-commodifiable

Secondary care relations are lower order inter/dependency relations 

While they involve care responsibilities and attachments, they do not carry the same depth of 
moral obligation in terms of meeting dependency needs, especially long-term dependency 
needs – relations involving care in the community, in professional work, among colleagues

Tertiary care relations refer to relations of solidarity and do not involve intimacy
Solidarity is the social and political expression of care and love for generally unknown others
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Why Affective Relations are central to theories of equality and social 
justice and the politics of change

◦ Relational work (Love, care and solidarity) produces people mentally, emotionally, socially and politically and 
economically – foundational to humanity

◦ Loss of love/care/solidarity is a social injustice as it seriously injures people’s ability to survive and/or 
develop/flourish

◦ The urgency and immanence of love and care labouring limits the ability of lovers/carers, and those who are 
highly care-dependent physically and mentally, to take care and love issues into the public domain, to make 
care a political issue

◦ Those whose do most primary care work ( mostly women) are excluded from political (and academic) framing 
– they are denied parity of political representation, as are those who depend on them

◦ Intersectionality of All Social Injustices: Love, care and solidarity relations are deeply interwoven with each 
other and with economic, political, and cultural relations: economic, political and cultural inequalities 
undermine the capacities and resources to do love, care and solidarity work and vice versa 

_________________________
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Logics and morality of Capitalism 
 Capitalism contributes to a corrosion of democracy and community- the super-rich, collectively 

and individually, can manipulate politics, the media and public opinion; the rising inequality that 
follows fuels discontent within nation states generating suspicion, anger and resentment, and 
propelling the rise of new-right politics 

 In a world of nation states, capitalism fuels war, conflict, militarism and imperialism as ways of 
consolidating monopolies and power in geopolitical forms

 It encourages consumerism through the proliferation of goods, including environmentally 
destructive patterns of consumption, a throw-away culture

 Capitalism builds on and exploits pre-existing inequalities of race, gender, age, disability etc. 
thereby producing and reproducing many unnecessary forms of human suffering. 
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Culture of Carelessness

 At a personal level capitalism creates new subjectivities: A new ‘social nature’ is 
created that is hardwired to the myth of merit –individuals believe they ‘own’ their 
personal success

 It validates ambition and competition as virtues leading to a highly competitive and 
self-referential sense of value, an indifference and deep carelessness about the 
suffering of much of humanity and other non-human species

 In cultural terms, especially within in education, it encourages an intense competitive 
individualism

•Political ‘coldness’ is no longer just the preserve of the bourgeoise (as Adorno had suggested); 
coldness and carelessness are universalised and morally sanctified; An actuarial spirit of 
calculation is normalized for all classes, in a way that was unthinkable a generation or two ago
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Moving beyond capitalocentric thinking 
about social change
▪Capitalocentric thinking puts capitalism at the centre of all meaning-making (Gibson-
Graham)

▪Even alternatives to capitalism are thought of in terms of capital-labour relations and in 
pure economic terms

▪ Resistance to injustices are framed primarily in terms of changing market relations- focus is purely on the 
political-economic areas of human life

▪Meaning-making, and life itself are not only produced on the market; they are also 
produced and reproduced through affective relational life

▪Caring is an ever-ongoing social process, involving caring for oneself, for others, for 
non-human animals and other species, and for the Earth itself 

▪Sites of care (our affective relational lives) are also sites of politics, and sites of 
resistance to injustice 
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Human lives are grounded in moral 
frameworks embedded in their relationality
▪While what care means is highly variable in cultural terms, ‘…care remains a central trope around 
which moral conceptions of personhood, social relationships and societies are anchored’ across 
many cultures* 

▪People have a Care Consciousness as well as an economic and political consciousness (Crean 
2018) 

▪People’s care consciousness lives as a residual cultural practice, mostly silenced: but it can be 
enabled, resourced and endorsed to actively contest the values and practices of neoliberal 
capitalism

▪People can be hard-wired to move beyond capitalocentric thinking if their care lives and concerns 
are allowed to move from being dishonoured to being named and claimed as political and public 
issues

*Nguyen, M. T. N., Zavoretti, R. and Tronto, J. 2017. Beyond the global care chain: Boundaries, institutions and ethics of 
care. Ethics and Social Welfare, 11 (3): 199-212
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The importance of residual values in politics:
Care 
▪Residual values were defined by Raymond Williams as those experiences, meanings and values 
that cannot be expressed in terms of the dominant culture* Williams, R. 1973. Base and 
superstructure in Marxist cultural theory. New Left Review, 82: 3-16. 

▪They exist in the cultural and political underground but are sites for generating changes in 
political culture that can be articulated and resourced as they have a long history

▪Care (and Social Justice and Equality) are residual values in many respects- they are defined  as 
soft politics (feminine) and silenced politically. Yet, most people’s lives are centred around their 
love and care relations, and solidarity is central to sustainable living and politics.

▪ Affective relations of care can be politicised and activated to challenge the logics of capitalism –
not least because we are all either carers or being cared for at a given time, sometimes both

▪Creating new ways of seeing the world through an ethics of care and social justice lens would 
greatly help alter what we see and what we recognise  politically  
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Many counter capitalist, anti-racist & anti-
patriarchal movements
▪Occupy movement 2011-2, Black Lives Matter movement began 2013 , #MeToo" movement, 2017

▪South American mobilisations probably the largest in the world - Resistances to enclosures of the 
commons (water and forests) and extraction of minerals: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Mexico Peru and Venezuela see Veltmeyer, H. 2019 The Journal of Peasant Studies, 46 (6): 1264-
85.

▪Cooperative and commons-based campaigns throughout Africa by women farmers fighting for their 
communal lands (Federici, S. 2019. Re-Enchanting the World: Feminism and the Politics of the 
Commons. Oakland. PM Press. Pages 116-33)

▪Maya women in Ciapas, Mexico, within the Zapatista movement,  fighting for indigenous rights, 
gender rights, control over land and control over their bodies

▪Ecovillage networks -https://ecovillage.org/gen-20-summit/     https://www.thevillage.ie/

▪Vegan movements, Various environmental protests, including over urban spaces, e.g. Taksim Square, 
Istanbul, 2013; Community gardens – Dublin, Toronto, Vermont etc.
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Care-specific movements and co-operatives as 
resistances

▪Initiatives such as the Società della Cura (Caring Society) movement in Italy, 
(https://societadellacura.blogspot.com), 

▪The movement for democratizing work (https://democratizingwork.org), both of which have been challenging the 
neoliberal narrative 

▪ Several Cooperative movements and initiatives throughout the world – see Roelants, B., Eum, H., Eşim, S., 
Novkovic, S., and Katajamäki, W. (eds.). 2019. Cooperatives and the World of Work. London: Routledge.

▪Success of worker-owner cooperative businesses for over 70 years– Mondragon in the Basque region; worker 
owner financial institutions, such as Desjardins in Canada 

▪Many cooperative businesses  now run by women, in Rwanda, Brazil and India (Roelants,  et al. 2019). 

▪International Domestic Workers Federation  has half a million members across fifty-four countries – resisting 
exploitation of domestic workers

▪Cooperative Home Care Associates in the Bronx, USA, a large worker-owner carer cooperative 
https://www.chcany.org/about

▪Migrant Rights Centre Ireland – home carers cooperative https://www.mrci.ie/great-care-co-op/
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Some implications for Education: 
To have a caring and socially just world, where equality and social justice prevail, we need to think 
about how we educate people in practice not just in theory

▪As the economist Nancy Folbre says ‘Altruism does not emanate from our genes or fall from the sky. It 
is socially and culturally constructed, economically and politically reinforced.’

▪Belief that the primary goal of education is to produce human capital is deeply integrated into nation 
state policy-making and the lexicon of global education

▪Need for a Radical re-think in Education – need to move beyond naïve intellectualism by enabling 
critical acting not just critical thinking 

▪Learning to think and work in other-centred ways only comes through practice and reinforcement – this 
requires rewarding collaborations, cooperative work and achievements; it means changing how we 
assess work in education .

▪Learning to THINK-WITH-CARE* Learning to think relationally and work cooperatively is crucial too in 
moving beyond naïve intellectualism about social and political change   

▪Puig de la Bellacasa, Maria 2012. ‘Nothing comes without its world’: Thinking with care. The Sociological 
Review, 60 (2): 197-216

KATHLEEN LYNCH UNIVERSITY COLLEGE DUBLIN 22



Enormity of the Challenge – recovering the residuals
Developing ‘oppositional discourses’ and ‘counterhegemonic publics’ that 
politicize what has been silent hitherto is one way of beginning the process of 
resistance to capitalocentric thinking 

It is about recentering care, equality and social justice as political values

Altering the coda through which cultures and communities know the world, their 
epistemic perceptions, bodily and moral dispositions and imaginations, and the 
structural conditions that generate these modes of thinking and being … is an 
enormous challenge. (Care and Capitalism 2022)  

The fact that it is difficult does not mean that it should not be addressed. 
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Appendix 1. Implications Thinking about Equality: 
Care- based concept of justice (affective equality) presumes people have needs as 
well as rights

▪A justice or equality perspective, based on rights alone is not sufficient; the presumed 
universality of rights is challenged by the reality of the inaccessibility of rights to many.  

▪Rights have to be asserted and claimed, and in most contexts, those who are most vulnerable 
have neither the resources nor the time to do this. 

▪e.g. Primary carers cannot dispense with care to organise politically, to claim their rights &  they 
have needs for care themselves as well as being caring

▪ Care  politics, as  currently formulated, often assume that  only some people have needs. This is 
a flawed because needs are not particular to the most vulnerable. The need for care is 
universal as is the need to recognise rights.  

▪ See  White, Julie and Tronto, Joan (2004) ‘Political Practices of Care: Needs and Rights’ Ratio Juris. Vol. 
17 No. 4 (425–53) for a good discussion on this. 



APPENDIX 2 THE INTERSECTIONALITY OF INJUSTICE – GENERATIVE SITES OF INJUSTICE VARY

ACROSS SOCIAL GROUPS
4 KEY SYSTEMS WHERE EQUALITY/INEQUALITY IS GENERATED MAPPED WITH 4 KEY DIMENSIONS OF EQUALITY/INEQUALITY SOURCE: ADAPTED FROM EQUALITY: FROM THEORY TO ACTION

(2004) AND AFFECTIVE EQUALITY: LOVE, CARE AND INJUSTICE 2009.
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