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Care as a promising cure for various crises

Multiple crises — political, security, environmental and social — are forcing an epochal shift
(Spangenberg & Kurz 2023). Resources are becoming more expensive. In Europe — as part of
the rich minority world (Oppong & Dombroski 2024) — disposable incomes and thus private
household consumption spending are expected to decline, except for powerful groups that
are able to defend their privileges. Under current political-economic arrangements,
stagnating economic growth and development will have major implications for social justice
policies, including the welfare state and state-funded provisioning for care. Poverty levels in
the Global South — the majority world — are linked with increased vulnerability to
environmental disasters and a related risk of social instability — particularly if a shift away
from growth policies is not accompanied by social compensation for vulnerable groups and
the provision of essential services for all (Lorek at al. 2023).

In the strive for solutions the development of more caring societies comes up as a promising
opportunity (van Osch 2013, Winker 2015, Chatzidakis 2020, Diski 2022, Charveriat 2024,).
Care is, and has always been, essential for the survival of individuals and societies. Care for
humans and the non-human environment is at the heart of sustainability research focussing
on ‘a good life for all’ where everyone can life well within limits (Millwards-Hopkins et al.
2020).

Care - the need for a wide definition
To achieve this requires a broad definition of care.

‘To care involves a deep empathy for humans, non-humans and nature. It encompasses at
least three dimensions: ethical, emotional and relational. It also entails a wide range of
activities that contribute to human well-being and quality of life, from improving one’s own
living conditions through the well-being of a particular group or its members, to caring for
the local, regional, national or international community. In addition to human well-being,
care activities contribute to the well-being of non-humans and the natural world and to the
quality of materials and the built environment. ‘

(Lorek at al. 2023, p. 8)

This definition, based on literature review and intensive exchanges with practitioners,
politicians and scholars working on care around the world, reaches far beyond a Eurocentric
approach. Even more, a deep search within global perspectives on care reveals a quite broad
spectrum.

Perspectives on global problems and the care solution
Not less than six different perspectives can be identified how different communities of

scholars and practitioners recognise various crises — and how to find solutions through a
caring approach.



The care work perspective is coping with the problems that care work (1) is under pressure
within the current capitalist system to become “more efficient”, (2) often provides informal
and precarious care jobs and (3) still is mainly carried out by the unpaid carers and domestic
workers invisible in national statistics and societal debates (Chatzidakis et al. 2020; Dowling
2022).

The gender inequality perspective is struggling to overcome the socially constructed
assumption that care work is primarily in the responsibility, if not duty, of women - leaving
the care givers in social and economic dependence (Praetorius 2005; Folbre 2006; ILO 2018).
The ecological perspective is concerned with humanity crossing planetary boundaries mainly
due to overconsumption by a global minority (Rockstrom et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015;
IPBES 2019; Lee et al. 2024)

The social and environmental justice perspective is insisting that poverty increases
vulnerability to environmental disasters and that people who contributed the least to
ecological destruction face the worst consequences from the damage it causes (Chancel
2020; Lawson 2020; Olivera et al 2021; Romanello et al. 2021).

The post-colonial perspective is of specific importance when considering polycrisis in a
global context. It is linking the previous perspectives as social and environmental injustice
not least occur between the Global North and the Global South through resource extraction,
burden-shifting and the consequences of the global care chain, which brings (mostly female)
care workers from poorer to richer countries leading to a deficit of care in poorer countries
(Sovacool & Scarpaci 2016; Hickel et al. 2022; Sultana 2022).

The post-anthropocentric perspective, finally, is raising attention that the ecosystem
changes positively related to human wellbeing are made at the expense of other species in
their ecosystems or livestock (Brevik et al. 2020).

Approaches to better value care

In nearly all languages the respective word for to care on first sight relates to caring for
children and elderly as well as health care. The recognised work for these care activities can
be limited to the paid work carried out in professional care system. This perspective,
assuming that only what is paid for counts as work, is challenged by feminist approaches
arguing that care for relatives and friend in a household context are work as well. They even
enlarge the perspective and further include every day house work, social work and e.g.,
neighbourhood engagement as care work.

First political attention for the unpaid care work was provided with the establishment of
time use accounting in the early 1970s in some forerunning countries like Norway leading to
cross national comparison in the UN context since the Beijing Fourth World Conference on
Women in 1995. By now national and UN statistic offices regularly count the time used for
activities like paid and unpaid work, sleep and leisure recognising that in most countries the
time for personal care, housework and shopping, volunteering and other care work
outweighs the time for paid work. This way time-use statistics are explicitly looking beyond
GDP and intend to reshape the way prosperity is measured (Waring 2003).

The 1970s as well saw first research on the explicit link between care for humans and care
for the environment when eco-feminists engaged with the upcoming environmental
movement. They provided evidence that nature and care work are both devalued, often
ignored in policymaking and systematically ignored in economic analysis (Mies & Shiva 1993)



An ongoing controversy, mainly within the care work and gender inequality perspective, is
whether so far unpaid or badly paid care work should be (better) paid or rewarded in other
ways. Arguments to pay for care work include that it would provide caregivers greater
economic choice and power, reduce the gender gap in care, and increase employment
opportunities in care economies. Others argue that paying for care work does not challenge
system’s values and the distribution of care work. They are concerned that further
commodifying care work may lead to further underpayment and exploitation, reinforce
gender imbalances, and perpetuate neo-colonial power dynamics. Instead, the proponents
of this strain suggest commonising care and recognising its value beyond monetary
exchange.

While care and the question how to better share unpaid care seem to be a universal issue all
around the globe the ecological perspective receives some more attention in the global
north while environmental and social justice as well as specifically the post-colonial
perspective is predominantly emphasised in the Global South. Altogether, however, they
unite to a global and holistic approach of care: it calls for deep systemic change to overcome
the exploitative, competitive capitalist system focused on GDP growth and the unequal
distribution of resources between social groups.

Joining forces with existing concepts

Joining forces for more caring societies can build on broad range of existing societal strains.
Care is foundational in various approaches of change. Just to provide some examples: Buen
Vivir and Indigenous Traditional Ecological Knowledge are prominent practice ones
originating from the Global South. Just Transition, Environmental Justice and Commoning
are combining theoretical and practice elements and experiences. Degrowth and Eco-
feminism are of similar prominence but operating mainly on a theoretical side.

The political requirement to arrive in societies where care is the leading target is first of all to
establish sufficiency policies. This includes ensuring that the infrastructure promotes
sustainable ways of living and a fair access to and redistribution of resources within
sustainable limits to production and consumption both within safe planetary boundaries
(Fuchs et al 2021).

On the social side building care and climate alliances is needed strengthening solidarity with
those currently exploited by the system. This calls to increase participation in decision-
making and organisation of societies and institutions through e.g., citizens assemblies or
energy councils providing funded time to enable participation for everyone in creating
change.

Regarding economic policies a shift is required where care grows while socially and
environmentally harmful activities shrink. This includes a stop in the privatisation of care,
energy, transport services etc. Instead move towards socialisation of care and essential
services. Further on it requires to foster solidary support structures, (e.g. UBI, UBS); better
wages and training for exploited care workers (Barnthaler & Gough 2021).



All steps need to be informed by gender 'transformative' budgeting: assessing all policies for
positive and transformative impact on gendered inequalities not least by redefining and
redistributing unpaid care work (Diski 2022).
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