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How ‘rational man’
failed mother
earth:

feminist ethics and climate change
Relying on much of the work done by feminist care ethicists such as Carol Gilligan, Virigina Held and Eva F.
Kittay, I work from the presumption that much established, traditionally acclaimed ethical theories have
failed to take that which is connected to the ‘feminine’ into consideration. Due to this exclusion, dominant strands of ethics may have contributed to our now estranged relationship to nature. Effects of this
exclusion have led to theories making presumptions about the human condition; that we are independent,
autonomous, and voluntarily enter into relations with others. In a climate framework, I analyze issues for
ethics in a climate context such as the motivation problem and the coercion/voluntarism dichotomy, and
some alternative solutions provided by feminist care ethics. I argue that a paradigm shift toward feminist
care ethics would be useful in tackling current and upcoming challenges connected to climate change.
By Oda Karoline Storbråten Davanger
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limate change will indubitably come to affect all human beings, some in worse ways than others, and
it is an issue that everyone will at some point or another
come to grapple with. My premise is that we are obligated
to do work to attempt to curtail or prevent a drastic climate change that will impact the world in horrific ways. I
presume that climate change is caused by human actions,
and that we on a large scale are, and have been, aware of
this for several decades already. I will argue that traditional
ethical theories from the philosophical canon are ill-suited
to prevent and tackle challenges related to climate change.
I have gathered these dominant moral theories under an
umbrella, which I dub the ‘Rational Man’ ethics. Climate
change is an ethical issue because of the potential consequences lack of action will have on future generations, but
also on the lives of human beings currently affected by the
early stages of climate change. Several feminist ethicists
and care ethicists have already argued that feminist ethics
provide theories better suited to tackle complex and concrete issues than what I refer to as ‘Rational Man’ ethics.
I rely on these arguments to defend the thesis that feminist care ethics are better suited to tackle climate change
than ‘Rational Man’ ethics. My argument is based on four
points, namely, that feminist care ethics (1) are more concrete and less abstract; (2) are less individualistic and more
adaptable to collective notions of responsibility; (3) operate with a care-ontology that functions as a call for action
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instead of inaction; and (4) adept to tackle global issues. I
conclude that if we look at ways to prevent and tackle the
effects of climate change through a lens of feminist care ethics, then we will be better equipped and more successful
in meeting these challenges. Before I launch my argument,
I will briefly introduce the differentiation between feminist care ethics and most other traditional and dominant
or mainstream ethical theories.
I. A Brief Introduction to Canonical Ethical Theories
and Feminist Care Ethics
Although many may object to my apparent sweeping generalizations, namely, the swift grouping of many various
ethical theories into one concept in such a short paper
– after all, there are definitely substantive differences between them – I cannot take credit for the generalization.
Although I have dubbed these theories ‘Rational Man’ ethics, the distinction between canonical ethical theories on
the one hand – such as contemporary liberal theories, deontology, utilitarianism, and to some extent virtue ethics
– and feminist care ethics on the other hand, is not my
invention and this distinction has already been defended
by many philosophers. Virgina Held, for instance, finds
certain similarities between contemporary liberal theories,
such as those presented by John Rawls and Alan Gewirth
(1993:40–41), and ethical theories such as deontology
and utilitarianism (1993:50), which she contrasts with

feminist care ethics. One of the main objections from feminist care ethicists concerns their valuation of perceived
‘masculine’ qualities such as reason, independence and the
abstract over ‘feminine’ qualities such as emotion, dependence and the concrete. This paper is intended to build on
that distinction, and it is thereby not particularly devoted
to defending it, as this has been done by several ethicists
already. A brief introduction to the discourse may be useful to those who wish to understand my argument in regards to climate change ethics (if such a thing can be said
to exist), climate change politics and political philosophy.
According to Carol Gilligan’s study of morality, there
is a gendered correspondence between contextual and categorical morality, where women generally operate contextually with principles of care, and men operate categorically with abstract principles of justice. The contextual
outlook based on care corresponds to the premise that
humans are relational. It finds that responsibility is more
closely related to responding to a particular need and to
act caringly, instead of focusing on justice as mainly entailing the holding back of aggression toward others. This
view on care stands in contrast to individualistic views
where agents’ actions are limited by principles of ethics in
order to prevent harming others (Gilligan 1982:66–67).
Dominant ‘Rational Man’ models rely on the premise that
people – “assumed to be free, equal, autonomous individuals” – can agree on “certain impartial, abstract, universal principles of justice” (Held 2006:156). In other words,
this is the belief that certain abstract principles will provide the correct guide for moral action in any given real,
lived or particular situation. Whereas moral theories in the
philosophical canon have often focused on applying the
abstract to the particular, by appealing to the “rule of reason” in moral questions (Held 1993:50), Gilligan’s results
indicate that a ‘feminine’ morality makes more room for
context and the consideration of concrete situations that
involve relationships and felt relational obligations. This is
a far cry from the autonomous and independent rational
agent typical of canonical ‘Rational Man’ ethics, who resides in the public domain and who is as involved in an issue
as he has voluntarily agreed to be.
Caring for others is a perceived ‘feminine’ trait, and
is often done in the home or in the private sphere. When
it is institutionalized, it is often a line of work still held
primarily by women. Caring for others is work that is often underpaid – if paid at all, and likewise also devalued
or ignored in most ethical theories (Kittay 1999:41). A
brief clarification may be appropriate here – although I
refer to femininity and masculinity, I in no way hold that
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femininity and masculinity exist in some ontological or metaphysical sense beyond social construction, or that femininity and masculinity are somehow essentially connected to
gendered bodies or ‘womanhood’ or ‘manhood.’ Instead,
I use these concepts to refer to the often implicit – albeit
very pervasive – gendered and hierarchical connotations in
language and philosophy. (The gendering of philosophical
concepts are sometimes very explicit, as is the case with the
Pythagorean table of opposites.) The care/reason distinction is, for instance, aligned with the femininity/masculinity
dichotomy, although it does not necessarily have to be this
way, and it does not follow from that alignment that women are necessarily better carers or that men are better at
reasoning. The tendency, or the grand narrative, however,
is that whatever bears connotation to the ‘feminine,’ such
as care work and the private sphere, is often devalued in
favour of that which bears connotation to the ‘masculine,’
such as independence and the public sphere.
Beyond being a ‘feminine’ trait, Gilligan’s insights teach
us that care, despite being devalued, is also an outlook, perspective or even ontology. If this is correct, as Held maintains it is, “there is more to an adequate morality than can
be seen from the point of view of the autonomous individual agent as such, the rational man of liberal theory”
(1993:40). In other words, an ethical theory is flawed if
it can operate only within one particular perspective or
framework of presumptions, such as the presumed independence and autonomy of human beings. In this manner,
feminist ethics of care is a philosophical position that juxtaposes itself against the dominant strain, because it appears
in response to a common lack that it perceives in those dominant theories, and challenges them. I believe, in line with
feminist ethicist and political philosopher Joan Tronto,
who writes extensively on politics and global conflict, that
we as political beings would benefit greatly on a global scale
if we encouraged a paradigm shift toward feminist ethics of
care (1993:157). Instead of residing within the current paradigm of ‘Rational Man’ ethics, a grand-scale move toward
a feminist ethics of care may prove to be useful and valuable
in preventing and tackling issues related to climate change.
II. Abstract and Concrete: Two Lenses of Ethics
Abstract principles and maxims are not, I find, well suited to tackle climate change as a complex, concrete issue
that stretches across time. A prime example of the valuation of the abstract in ‘Rational Man’ models is perhaps
Kant’s Categorical Imperative, a deontological universal
moral principle “by which rational beings should be guided” (Held 1993:49). Feminist care ethicists have reacted to
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the general reverence of the abstract and the exaggerated
valuation of justice principles in ‘Rational Man’ ethics.
They suggest that this results in an inadequate ethics that
cannot properly deal with the concrete and the particular,
which often involve collaborative work and an analysis of
structures instead of individual moral behaviour. In analysing the generality of dominant ethics, Held identifies
three questionable aspects of what she calls “the bias in the
history of ethics” (1993:49). These biases are the valuation of reason over emotion, the exclusion of the private
and the natural from ethics, and the “masculine concept
of self.” It is by overcoming these aspects that we can hope
to come to a theory of ethics more suitable for many of
our lived, concrete experiences and the challenges we face,
such as the issue of climate change.
In this section, I will discuss how feminist care ethics
is better suited than ‘Rational Man’ ethics to prevent and
tackle climate change. This is because, like Gilligan observed, a care perspective is more sensitive to particular
contexts, structural problems, and concrete realities like
those I presume are of central importance in climate
change issues. Drawing inspiration from Held, I base my
argument on the following counts: Feminist care ethics
(A) account for what has been relegated to the natural and
private sphere in moral theory, thereby making it possible
to explicitly include climate change in ethics; (B) presume
an interrelated and dependent agent instead of an autonomous and independent agent – typical ‘masculine’ qualities – which makes it harder for the agent to be disengaged
and apathetic to climate change; (C) recognize emotion
as an ethical element as well as reason to avoid categorical principles and enhance context sensitivity; and (D)
transcend the divide between voluntarism and coercion,
which highlights our ambiguous moral relation with climate change instead of rendering involvement a personal
choice. Together, I believe that these four characteristics
may provide us with an ethical theory more adept to
grapple with climate change issues based on what, according to Gilligan, is a perspective more sensitive to concrete
realities and complexities.
The Devaluation of the Feminine, the Natural, and the
Private in Ethics and Politics
The philosophical tradition that has valued the abstract
has tied it to masculinity and the public sphere, and correspondingly relegated nature and the concrete to femininity and the private sphere. The connection in this tradition
between nature and the feminine might explain the mismatch between an ethics based on the masculine abstract,
20
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and a complex, contextual, concrete and feminine issue involving ‘Mother Earth’ such as the climate crisis. Climate
change is very much a concrete and complex issue. If also
considered feminine, a connotation that has been rejected
by ‘Rational Man’ theories, it is no wonder that our ethical
paradigm has not succeeded in adequately tackling climate
change challenges. Held quotes Genevieve Lloyd on the
historical connection of woman and Earth:
From the beginnings of philosophical thought, femaleness was symbolically associated with what Reason
supposedly left behind––the dark powers of the earth
goddesses, immersion in unknown forces associated
with mysterious female powers. The early Greeks saw
women’s capacity to conceive as connecting them with
the fertility of Nature. As Plato later expressed the
thought, women ‘imitate the earth.’ (1993:44)
By connecting the feminine to nature, and ethics to reason, whatever is natural is outside the realm of ethics. In
that sense, one could even argue that climate change itself
is not ‘rational’: If nature is connected to the female and
to Unreason, then climate change is in some sense female
and unreasonable, and thereby not of any significance in
‘Rational Man’ ethics or politics. In the dichotomization
of nature and culture, nature is aligned with femaleness,
the private, emotion and the Other while ethics is connected to culture, the public sphere, and masculinity. The
association may to some seem far-fetched – indeed there
are many ‘reasonable’ women and men who not only believe that climate change is real, but who recognize the human causes behind it and acknowledge the responsibility
of humans to prevent it. Nevertheless, climate change is to
some extent shrouded in mystery. Many doubt its validity,
which is made easier to do perhaps in part because nature
is implicitly connected to unreason. In this way, the devaluing of the feminine has grave consequences.
If nature is associated with ‘woman’ and the private, and ‘man’ with the hu-man and the public (Held
1993:44), then it might not be surprising that issues of
nature have somehow been construed as a private matter. According to Held, the theories that I have dubbed
‘Rational Man’ models have often supposed as their foundation the “transcendent, public domain,” while the
“natural” was connected to femaleness and privacy, and
therefore not part of ethics (Held 1993:45). For instance,
politicians have to a large extent relegated climate responsibility to the private sphere. It mostly remains a personal
decision whether or not to recycle, whether or not to use

reusable material, or whether or not to drive an electric
car. The political focus on climate change is often geared
toward the individual responsibility and the goodwill of
citizens. Much more seldom are politics concerned with
the structural changes and paradigm shifts necessary to
prevent and tackle the challenges of climate change. Many
politicians refrain from taking a very strong stance on the
matter and the climate is seen as a peripheral issue in politics. In connecting the public to the masculine, we may
understand tendency of environmental concerns having
lower priority in politics than those in favour of perceived
‘masculine’ qualities such as domination, and overemphasizing the military (Held 2006:161). In other words, according to ‘Rational Man’ models, if nature is connected
to the female and by extension the private, it does not
deserve to be taken seriously in ethics or politics.
This exclusion of the perceived ‘feminine’ serves to
make any ethical theory that does so inadequate. Examples
of this are found in political and ethical theories such as
those put forth by Kant, Hegel, Rousseau and Hobbes,
where the ‘feminine’ must be overcome if knowledge and
morality are to be achieved (Held 1993:47). The marking of things as either masculine or feminine and then
devaluing femininity is the “nearly uniform reflection in
philosophical and ethical theory of patriarchal attitudes.”
These androcentric terms render ethics ignorant to any
area of life that can be deemed ‘feminine,’ and is therefore
not adequately representational of real, concrete lived experiences. The adequate tackling of climate change challenges will not happen in an ethics and politics that are
anchored in a philosophical tradition that ties nature to
the ‘feminine’ and then valorises the masculine above the
feminine. The female and the private are rendered natural and thereby beyond the scope of traditional ethics. In
the case of climate change I find that we might also see
the reverse. The climate – because it is part of nature – is
rendered private, feminine, and thereby beyond the scope
of traditional ethics and by extension, serious politics. In
this way, the patriarchal attitudes of ‘Rational Man’ ethics
that devalue what is connected to the ‘feminine’ hinder
the capabilities we might have had in preventing climate
change. Another such ‘feminine’ quality that is devalued
in ‘Rational Man’ ethics is dependency.
The Relational Self is Dependent and Interconnected
Care ethics does not presuppose or even require individuals and objects of care to be free, equal or autonomous,
compared to for instance the Hobbesian archetype of
the autonomous agent that spring from the Earth “like
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mushrooms” and come to full maturity, without any prior
relations to others (Held 1993:46). Held argues that this
is not only false, but also misrepresentational of the actual experience of human beings in the world, whose selves
are anchored in relationships with others (1993:47). The
Hobbesian man constructs his identity through opposition to others, whereas an ethics that is more representational and geared toward real life and the concreteness of
the real world must replace the “traditional liberal myth”
of the “self-made man” with the “feminist relational self ”
(Held 2006:47). Tronto argues that the expectation of autonomy in morality leads to perceiving dependency, which
is connoted with relationships and femininity, as weakness
(1993:123). She notes that since dependence implies that
a caretaker wields power over the dependent, it “has been
anathema to liberal notions of individual autonomy,” and
so we do not want to see ourselves as dependent on other
human beings or on the climate (1993:162). These perceived ‘masculine’ qualities of domination and devaluing
interdependency and vulnerability, however, are not suitable methods for tackling climate change – simply because
the magnitude and complexity of the problem demands
cooperation and collective action.
With climate change in mind, it may be wise to
acknowledge and presuppose, in contrast to ‘Rational
Man’theories, that human beings are dependent and interconnected with one another, and also with the climate
itself. I find that if we extend the notion of dependency
and connectedness in feminist care ethics to include nonhuman entities as well as human beings, we will be able
to encompass the interconnectedness between humans and
the climate. In this vein, I find that it is helpful to conceive
of actions that are preventative of climate change as a form
of Eva Kittay’s notion of ‘dependency work.’ Kittay argues
that ‘dependency work,’ the often unequal and unchosen
task of attending to dependents, is characterized by care,
concern, and connection (Kittay 1999:30–31). This relationship between the carer and the dependent, like many
others, is often unequal and unchosen. The carer often has
more power than the dependent, and neither the dependent nor the carer may have chosen voluntarily to engage
this relationship. Rather, it is a necessary relationship. This
means that the dependent has a need, and the carer recognizes that the need must be responded to regardless of
one’s actual volitions. In this relationship, ties of affection
and concern may “bind [the] dependency worker and her
charge” (1999:53). Kittay uses the word “charge” to signify the one receiving care. Kittay’s use of the word ‘charge’
can be very useful in a climate context, because the word
oda k.s. davanger
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does not necessarily refer to something human. Although
Kittay’s definition of a charge is a person (1999:31), I maintain that we can extend the notion to include nonhuman
entities as well, by for instance making the Earth our charge
– that is, the one who receives our care. This would mean
changing the viewpoint of humans as dependent on the
Earth, into one where we see humans and the climate as
interdependent. I argue that feminist ethics holds the possibility for including not only other humans affected by climate change in this interdependency, but also the climate
itself. We are dependent on the climate, and because climate change is connected to human activity, the climate is
also dependent on us. This also suggests that human beings
have some sort of responsibility toward the Earth. I can
maintain this in part due to Kittay’s acknowledgement that
interdependencies of caring relations may be reciprocated
simultaneously, such as in the case of human beings caring
for the climate, and the climate in return providing ‘care’
of sorts for human beings in terms of remaining stable and
suitable for our living conditions. Kittay finds that understanding of the relationship between the dependency worker and the charge “relaxes our own boundaries of self ” in
ways that permit the serious consideration of the needs and
wants of a charge (1999:36), instead of a competitive notion of the self, based on opposition. If we posit the Earth,
or the climate, as a charge, Kittay’s words take on another
dimension and blur the line between the material and the
cogito – that is – between the man/nature and mind/body
dichotomies. If we remove the notion of individual persons
as positioned in the place of charge and dependency worker
and “relax our own boundaries of self ” while retaining the
notions of care as labour, the vulnerability of the charge,
and the intimacy and affectional ties between the parties
(1999:31), we can see that this relates to the relationship
between human beings and the Earth in the circumstances
of climate change. In this way, if we accept feminist care
ethics instead of ‘Rational Man’ ethics, we can open for affection and concern for the climate in a way that allows us
to engage with the concrete issues of climate change, such
as sea-level change, mass migrations, and mass extinctions,
among a long list of other issues, which make us experience the call for action concretely and more urgent than an
abstract, rational argument that one can choose to ignore.
Emotion as an Ethical Element
An important part of relaxing the boundaries of the ‘masculine’ self is the acknowledgement of the role of emotion
in feminist care ethics. It is difficult to approach an ethical
understanding of mutual dependencies and responsibili22
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ties that are, like the mother and the chronically ill child,
neither completely voluntary nor simply obligatory without an analysis of the role of emotion. Having emotion
be a central part of moral theory may seem strange, especially because, as Held says, the notion “of rationality
guiding responsible human action against the blindness
of passion, has a long and influential history” (1993:43).
Emotion is another perceived ‘feminine’ characteristic, and has also typically been excluded from ‘Rational
Man’models that contrast emotion with reason and favour
rationality. The advocacy of reason controlling “unruly
emotion” and guiding responsible human action is widely
known and accepted. Canonical models do not pay much
heed to particular contexts and situations. This is in order
to ‘protect’ morality from unreliable emotions and passions (1993:50). The reason/emotion dichotomy legitimizes categorical principles, which devalues emotion. Tronto
finds that the rejection of context to exclude emotion
from ethics is seen as strength in ‘Rational Man’ models.
For those who advocate for universal principles in ethics,
maintaining ethics ‘above’ context protects clear notions
of right and wrong from the befuddlement of politics or
culture (Tronto 1993:148). Despite the variety of different conceptions of reason from Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes,
Rousseau, Kant or Hegel, they all share the “common the
habit of ignoring and disparaging the experience or reality
of women” (Held 1993:46). In this way, the cost of this
exclusion is that many concrete, lived experiences are rendered of little importance to ethical theories, particularly
those where emotion play a large role.
Held, however, argues contrarily that emotion is highly
relevant for ethics. She does this by arguing that in mothering – which is perceived as a ‘feminine’ activity much like
feeling and has typically been excluded from ethical questions and rendered private and natural – both reason and
emotion are needed to be successful. She uses mothering
as an example because one cannot engage in mothering by
strictly adhering to abstract principles of justice – emotions
are at least equally relevant. Arguing that morality has its
place in mothering, identifiable as the basis of the relationality of human beings, Held claims that ‘feminine’ qualities
such as emotion and trust have just as much importance
in morality as reason (1993:52). She links the “mutually
disinterested rational individuals of the liberal tradition”
to apathy by asserting that this framework works poorly
in terms of caring enough to take action when it comes
to issues such as the environment and the care of the future people of the world. This is because they are unable
to represent more complex relations such as mothering

(Held 1993:53–54). For Held, mothering is not done by
following universal rules but is motivated and shaped by
reflective feeling and relatedness to the Other, whether it
is a child or the environment (1993:77). Held’s analysis of
mothering demonstrates the relevance of emotion for ethics with a focus on climate change, not instead of reason
but as well as reason, in a complementary way.
Transcending the Voluntarism/Coercion Distinction
The acceptance of our status as interdependent and the
acknowledging burdens that exist regardless of our choosing to accept them impacts another powerful distinction
in much traditional ethical theory, namely, the split between voluntarism and obligation. This means that one is
able to seriously acknowledge calls for action beyond that
which is articulated by reason, principles or categorical
imperatives. According to Held, ethics of care do not presume “as do the dominant moral theories, that moral relations are to be seen as entered into voluntarily by free and
equal individuals,” but find that they can be unequal and
unchosen, much like the relationship between a mother
and their child (2006:156). Because traditional theories
of morality typically understand association as voluntary
and falsely presumes an abstract idea of individual-based
equality (Kittay 1999:72), a feminist ethics of care is better suited for issues that have plural participants, involve
asymmetrical relationships and need moral selves that can
care non-voluntarily and yet also non-coerced (Kittay
1999:53). This means that involvement in a moral issue such as climate change is neither deemed to be one
that one voluntarily engages in, nor an issue that one is
forced to engage in, but rather one where one’s involvement transcends this dichotomous rendition of individual
choice. This engagement is able to transcend the voluntarism/coercion dichotomy in part because the ‘a-relational’
individual is not the starting-point in feminist ethics of
care.
One such very concrete reality about climate change is
that those who cause and have contributed mostly to climate change will not be those to suffer most severely from
its effects. It is often the world’s poorer nations who are
the first to feel and experience first-hand the drastic effects
of climate change. Because climate change will indubitably have local consequences that will drastically affect the
lives of those in local communities and specific societies,
an ethics that is to be successful in guiding action on these
issues will have to account for concrete and lived realities
specific to those contexts. Because feminist ethics of care
refrain from adhering to overarching, abstract principles,
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it can be more sensitive to the particularities and concrete
concerns of different groups of people (Held 2006:164).
In an ethical theory that sees the individual as independent
and removed from relations except those the agent voluntarily engages in, the unlucky fate of poor souls across the
globe are regrettable, but the autonomous agent bears no
responsibility for the impact of climate change on others.
Held argues that theories that place justice and individualism in the centre, instead of care and interrelatedness,
focus more on constraints toward others than obligations.
Here, the central principles are that individuals have rights
to pursue their own interests, but are constrained against
infringing on the rights of others (2006:156). Held notes
that traditional ‘Rational Man’ moral theories assume that
people are motivated by self-interest, and that it is legitimate to satisfy these self-interests within those boundaries
that ensure the equal rights of everyone (1993:84–85).
The problem here is that it seems that as long as you are
not doing anything wrong and constraining the rights of
others, you are doing things right. I do not believe, however, that the second follows from the first. Feminist care
ethicists argue for a different approach to the human condition. According to feminist ethicist Joan Tronto, who
works on the political relevance of feminist care ethics,
“humans are best described as interdependent” because
they are each sometimes autonomous and sometimes dependent on care (1993:162). In care ethics individuals are
presumed already in a state of moral engagement and connectivity with others, which differs from the assumption
that individuals start out in a condition of detachment
(1993:164). Likewise, Kittay writes that humans are connected in a ‘relational web,’ which is a fundamental condition for human survival. Because of this starting point,
instead of thinking of humans as simply autonomous individuals with no prior moral relation to one another, Kittay
recognizes that moral obligations that are placed on us as
a consequence of need and connectedness (1999:68–69).
In other words, we are always already engaged in moral
relationships with others that imply more than constraints
from infringing on their rights, but obligations toward
them as well. A theory that presumes human interrelatedness and dependency may transcend the voluntarism/coercion dichotomy in ways that can be useful in combatting
climate change.
The impediment of thinking of individuals as either on
the one hand freely choosing to engage in a relationship,
or on the other hand being coerced into an engagement
neglects to consider the very common instances of asymmetrical relationships. This asymmetry can refer either to
oda k.s. davanger
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the unequal relationships between people – a consideration often neglected in ethical theories that focus on the
‘public sphere,’ ‘autonomous agents,’ and social contract
theory – or even the unequal relationship between human
beings and the Earth. Much like Gilligan’s position, Kittay
underscores that an ethics of care is better suited to understand the moral subject as relational, and that moral
reasoning is contextual and responsive instead of derived
from abstract principles removed from concrete situations
(1999:53). Dichotomizing coercion and voluntarism like
‘Rational Man’ ethics do, fails to account for the complexities and particularities of moral responsibility. According
to Anita Silvers, who writes about disability in a framework of feminist care ethics, the glorification of “the free
acceptance of moral duty” needs to be traded in for an
acknowledgement of caring responsibilities whether or not
we have chosen to be accountable for them (1998:335).
Similarly, Kittay argues that many moral obligations are
not voluntarily chosen or agreed on, but not necessarily
coercive either (1999:60). Her acknowledgement of the
fundamental human condition of engaging in asymmetrical relationships allows feminist care ethicists to locate
a middle zone between obligation and voluntarism where
care work is situated (1999:72–73). I find that, much
like Kittay’s understanding of the necessity of care work,
the necessity of contributing to the prevention of climate
change is a moral obligation that cannot be ‘merely’ voluntarily chosen, but which is not, on the other extreme, coercive either. A morality that focuses on individual voluntarism versus coercion is not useful for issues such as climate
change. In this way, we can conceive of action to prevent
or tackle climate change as a responsibility we may not
have undertaken completely freely or out of the goodness
of our hearts, but neither is it a duty forced unfairly upon
us. This responsibility is located beyond the voluntarism/
coercion dichotomy, which in many ways is an abstract
discourse, and is helpful to think of in terms of concrete,
particular situations with asymmetrical relations, perhaps
much like a mother’s long term caring for a sick child.
Feminist care ethics, therefore, seems more appropriate for real-world situations and conflicts such as climate
change, where people are not standardly autonomous
agents, which acknowledges interdependency and unequal relationships – fraught with ambiguous issues that are
neither simply voluntary nor obligatory – and emotion as
integral parts of morality. These are elements of an ethics
more fitting and representational of a concrete world with
complex climate challenges, rather than theories that seek
to simplify complexities under abstract principles. In fe24
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minist care ethics, both reason and emotion are combined
in morality to reflect interconnectedness and incite action.
Unlike what we might expect from, say, deontology in particular, emotion plays a central part in moral action and
motivation, which will be discussed in the next section. I
find that by allowing emotion as well as reason in morality, exemplified by ‘reflective feeling’ in Held’s notion of
mothering, the impetus to act is much stronger.
III. Individualism, Collectivism, and the Diffusion
of Responsibility
Because of the dangers we are facing as a result of climate
change, it has become all the more necessary to have at
our disposal an ethics that can motivate action and incite
a feeling of responsibility in those with power to do something to prevent or lessen the effects of climate change.
In my view, what we need is an ethics that is suited for
articulating a collective notion of responsibility, because I
fear that traditional notions of individual responsibility
have not been productive enough in preventing or subduing climate change. I find that feminist ethics of care can
achieve this. Because ‘Rational Man’ theories have conceived the public space as a space for “free, equal, rationally
self-interested beings” (Kittay 1999:41), problems arise
in terms of the diffusion of responsibility. One problem
for ‘Rational Man’ theories occurs when trying to find responsible parties for preventing and tackling the climate
issues we now face; if the answer is ‘everyone’ it is also
no-one. If there are others who are likewise capable of meeting someone’s needs beside myself, in an individualistic
account of morality, it seems suspect that I am obligated
to meet those needs instead of others who are capable as
well (Kittay 1999:56). The sentiment is that I might lose
out or fall behind on the pursuit of my own interests if
I burden myself by acting in the interest of preventing
climate change if others are not. Nor can I be singled
out for not having acted to prevent climate change – it
would be unfair to blame only me. Kittay addresses this
when she brings attention to issues faced by those who
do care work in society, such as raising children, or caring for a sick or disabled family member. As individuals
in the public sphere, these care workers are at an unfair
disadvantage compared to others who do not engage in
care work. They are in a disadvantaged position because
they are committed to spending time and energy on care
work in ways that the others in the public sphere do not
(Kittay 1999:45–47). I find that the same goes for those
who engage in work against climate change. Analogous to
Kittay’s analysis of the problem of the diffusion of respon-
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sibility in liberal philosophy and economic theory, those
who concern themselves with working to prevent or limit
climate change may find themselves falling behind in pursuits of their interests and rendered at an unfair disadvantage compared to others. It is often cheaper and easier, for
instance, to choose whatever non-green option there is,
such as buying diesel car instead of an electric one. It is no
wonder, then, that people might want to avoid accepting
responsibility for the climate.
The problem of diffusion of responsibility is wellknown beyond the scope of its relation to climate change or care work, and well documented by psychologists
(Darley & Latané 1968). One famous example is the
1964 murder of Kitty Genovese in New York City. The
murder was witnessed by many, who all assumed someone
else called for help, and which led to widespread bystander inactivity. Psychologists found that those who do not
report an emergency – unresponsive bystanders – are not
necessarily apathetic or indifferent, as one would initially
think (Darley & Latané 1968:381–382). Rather, they
found that for those who knew that there were others present and who shared the responsibility of calling for help,
“the cost of not helping was reduced” (Darley & Latané
1968:382). This effect, known as the “bystander effect,”
explains that the diffusion of responsibility among several
people reduces the obligation, and motivation, of each individual to act, even though they think it is immoral not
to help. Despite obvious differences between the global
climate change problem and the murder of Genovese, we
can conceive of climate change as harm done to the Earth
with a great mass of individual bystanders. Perhaps this
helps to explain why we have been so slow to respond to
climate change, namely that the cost of not helping is severely reduced by the sheer number of people involved. I
find that the bystander effect sheds light on how the focus
on individual responsibility actually impedes a sense of responsibility for the individual in a group setting and paves
the way for diffusion of responsibility when it comes to
issues with group responsibility, such as climate change.
This could explain why it seems to be so challenging to
incite significant and sufficient action to prevent climate
change.
I understand the current global grand-scale inactivity
toward the climate change crisis as a form of bystander
effect. It is not necessarily that people are apathetic, but
that responsibility is diffused among them, and no one
feels particularly responsible as individual people, or as individual states. To change general response from a form of
bystander effect to something more productive, a change
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in ontology is needed – a paradigm shift. We must think
differently about responsibility and motivation. If diffusion of responsibility is a problem for ‘Rational Man’ theories, an ethics better suited for climate change would have
to address some sort of collective responsibility. I believe
feminist care ethics may have a viable solution to this problem. Motivation to act functions differently if seen from
a ‘Rational Man’ standpoint than from that of an ethics
of care, because I think the risks of responsibility diffusion are greater in ‘Rational Man’ ethics. The motivational
problem inherent to responsibility diffusion can be solved
partly by feminist ethic’s concentration on care.
I find that the problem of motivation in ethics is
fundamentally and implicitly addressed in feminist care
ethics because care presumes action. Joan Tronto claims
that there are two main parts pertaining to care. First,
care reaches out beyond the self – addressed in the previous section, which Kittay calls a relaxing of the boundaries of the self – and second, care suggests action (Tronto
1993:102). Dependency implies care – it necessitates care.
Care implies work. Care is already action, and successful
care involves recognizing the particularities and localities
relevant to complex and concrete issues, such as climate
change. A care-ontology, in this way, may provide a solution to the problems that impede action against climate
change, occurring from the voluntarism/coercion distinction and motivation issue that arises from the diffusion
of responsibility. In this vein, Tronto finds that inattentiveness toward or ignoring others can be understood as a
form of moral evil (1993:127). In this way, attentiveness
is an important ethical element. We are not ‘neutral’ if we
refrain from taking a stance on climate change, but rather,
we are committing a moral evil by choosing to ignore or
be inattentive to an important need. In order to be attentive to others, Tronto points out, a sort of absence of
will is needed. One must “suspend one’s own goals, ambitions, plans of life, and concerns” in order to focus one’s
attention on someone else’s needs (1993:128). One can
no longer think of the self as first and foremost pursuing
own interests within the limits of not infringing upon the
rights of others. One may say that feminist ethics is more
‘active’ than the ethics of the ‘Rational Man’, which concentrates on inaction toward others as a form of respecting
their rights and freedoms. In care ethics, one is not seen as
responsible solely for oneself, but a more wholly responsible self who perhaps bears unchosen moral obligations
toward others. This ontology – care ontology – renders
the self aware of its fundamental interdependency and
more inclined to accept responsibility and involvement,

which lessens responsibility diffusion. This means that
one is more open to accept responsibility for things less
attached or attributable to you specifically, such as climate
change. Instead of rendering this responsibility something
you have placed on yourself voluntarily or something that
has been coercively placed on you, it entails recognizing
that one’s responsibility merely exists as a matter of fact,
and that this responsibility calls you to action.
In addition to attentiveness, I find that feminist care
ethic’s recognition of fundamental mutual dependency,
or interdependency much like Kittay’s ‘relational web,’
may be useful in confronting the problem of responsibility diffusion in regards to the climate change crisis.
Interdependency means, among other things, that one is
not simply in relation to different individuals, but that
one can interact with a group over time. In the web of
relations, one might not be reciprocated to from the same
party with which one interacted with (Kittay 1999:67).
Instead, having previously provided care for instance, the
care one receives in return may be given from a completely
different party. One relinquishes the guarantee of equal
reciprocation found in a trade, and instead trusts that
when the need arises, others will recognize that need as a
call for action to care. Kittay here describes a specific notion of reciprocity; rather than an exchange, connectionbased reciprocity is built on a more encompassing social
cooperation (1999:67–68). Connection-based reciprocity
invokes “nested obligations,” which describes the chain of
obligations that links members of a community together
in a way that places responsibility on those able to care
to do so and likewise when one is in need of care that
those who can, will respond. Kittay’s notion of reciprocity is not simply a form of altruism, but is based on a
notion of equality grounded in connectivity and obligations that arise from being situated in a web of relations
(1999:68). Instead of thinking of reciprocity as an event,
such as where one good is traded for another of equal value, Kittay’s theory sees reciprocity as an ongoing process
over time. This is very suitable for a climate context, where
we might not be able to expect that the work we do will be
reciprocated directly and instantaneously. These notions of
connection-based reciprocity and nested obligations have
the potential to change how we regard reciprocity and
connectivity in the public sphere.
A ‘Rational Man’ ethics that operates with an ontology that presumes self-interested individuals engaged in
a public competition for success is ill-equipped to handle
collective responsibilities. This often leads to the problem
of not having a responsible party if there is no culpable
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party, exemplified in bystander effect in the murder of
Genovese. Instead, by recognizing our nested obligations
toward the climate and those most vulnerable to it, and
trusting in connection-based reciprocity, feminist ethics of
care provides a strong alternative to the handling of collective responsibility that could be successful in prevention and management of climate change. This alternative
involves the recognition of care as action, and an ontology
of moral attentiveness and reciprocity. The fundamental
assumption of human beings as interdependent creatures
reinforces the moral relevance of care, attentiveness and
reciprocity, which functions as a deterrent to the diffusion
of responsibility – a problem that the climate crisis is especially vulnerable to.
IV. Care and Action: Acknowledging One’s Burdens
In a way that ‘Rational Man’ models might not, a careontology transforms moral ideals into action because care
itself implies action (Tronto 1993:154). Tronto points out
that care semantically signifies an acceptance of a burden,
and in so far as care is central, so the burden is central –
not the self, which is typical of ‘Rational Man’ ethics. I
find that we can view climate change as a form of acceptance of a burden. Tronto claims placing care acts in the
centre of morality leads to “human (and other) survival”
(1993:154). In this case, the ‘and other’ would aptly refer
to natural processes currently threatened by climate change, and in a climate context ‘survival’ quite literally takes
on the meaning of the survival of species or ecosystems as
well as human beings. Tronto emphasises that care is more
than an emotion or viewpoint, but that it entails practice
and involves taking the needs of an Other as a starting
point for action (1993:104–105). In a climate context,
this means that one needs to stop thinking that one is saving the planet for one’s own sake, which can be hard to
do if one is living a relatively comfortable and carefree life.
Therefore, I think Tronto’s emphasis on care as a practice
and a general “habit of mind” (1993:127) suits the climate
change context.
Not all forms of care ethics, however, are as easily applied in a climate context. Sara Ruddick’s model of care ethics, for instance, is not sufficiently inclusive of nonhuman
entities. Two of her features of maternal practice, namely
preservative love and fostering growth could however, be
translatable in a climate sense, but her focus on social acceptance is less transferable (Ruddick 1989:17). Many
other versions of care ethics are more easily applied in a climate context. Kittay, for instance, approaches socialization
and suggests that in some circumstances it is more producoda k.s. davanger
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tive to work to change elements of society itself (1999:70).
Care ethics in a climate context will most assuredly have to involve changes to society – both structural and institutional as
well as addressing “hearts and minds.” Furthermore, Tronto’s
definition of care directly includes mention of the environment and can be read in a climate context:
…a species activity that includes everything that we do
to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we
can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our
bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which
we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.
(1993:103)
Although the use of ‘world’ here could pertain to the immediate social environments, cultures and situations of individual
people, ‘world’ and the use of environment in the definition
can also be taken in the literal sense to mean our planet Earth
and ecosystems, in which care is directly relevant to climate
change. Because Tronto’s definition of care opens for relations
between human beings and nonhuman entities, climate change issues can be included in her ethical framework on a much
larger scale. I believe that feminist care ethics in particular can
be successfully applied to the climate change crisis because of
its explicit and fundamental willingness to accept the burdens
we are brought into, for reasons other than a competitive selfinterest, and because this ontology has the potential to change
structural elements of society. Feminist care ethics operate
with a mode of morality that goes beyond interpersonal relations, and may therefore be easily adaptable to global issues
such as climate change.
V. Feminist Care Ethics: Well Suited for Global Issues
Thus far, I have argued that an ethics of care is better suited for
issues related to climate change than canonical ethics of justice. I hold, furthermore, that an ethics of care is indispensable
for successfully working with issues related to climate change.
With that in mind, post-colonial feminist philosopher Uma
Narayan contributes to the discourse on care ethics in a refreshing and cautious way. In an article on colonialism and care
discourses, she reminds us how a narrative of care can be used
not only for good. It is not too hard to imagine a new form of
colonialism rise up under the name of environmentalism; one
that forcibly conserves the environment in poorer states, forbids development in the name of protecting the climate, while
also defending its own rights for less environmentally friendly
development. This could be a new form of the paternalistic
caring indicative of the “white man’s burden” (1995:135).
Therefore, she claims that a consideration of justice may be
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necessary for adequate caring policies (1995:140). For
Narayan, who refers to Gilligan’s care-justice distinction,
a well-working ethics cannot advocate care or justice, but
must incorporate the two (1995:139–140). Held, too,
concedes that care ethics must be attentive to neo-colonial
insensitivities and be attuned to the actual effectiveness
of specific care acts (2006:165). Care ethics will benefit
from justice as a check-and-balance system for the care
narrative. This is necessary to protect against paternalism,
and because there is something to be said for the rights of
human beings to live in a peaceful world, where natural
resources are distributed on the assumption that individuals (should) enjoy basic equality.
An ethics that can mobilize, incite proactive action on
collective terms and include nature in its scope would, I
hold, improve the ways in which we are currently grappling with climate change on a global level. Tronto argues
that we must place an ethic of care in a full moral and political context in order for it to take full shape (1993:125).
For Tronto it is a waste of time trying to decide between
an ethics of care or one of justice because it results in a
battle over an epistemological position (1993:148). It is a
problem well known that overly focusing on theory unintentionally impedes action. This is why she, not unlike
Narayan, advocates an ethics that considers justice as well
as care, and holds that the justice-care dichotomy is false
(1993:166). Tronto believes that the world “will look different” if care was central and not peripheral to human
life, and that a shift in moral boundaries toward care will
lead to a shift in political theory as well (1993:101). Like
Tronto, Held believes that ‘Rational Man’ models are unequipped to address realities and the values of relations in
a global context (2006:157). Additionally, ‘Rational Man’
models are too limited in scope and fail to fully recognize
relations with distant and nonhuman others on a global
scale. For these models, acting on others’ needs that are
distant from the self is a greater challenge. Nevertheless,
the problem of partiality, Tronto concedes, will always be
present in either form of ethic (1993:146). Therefore, it
is of great importance to recognize that we are all interdependently connected – whether or not we want to be. This
is crucial for an ethics to be able to tackle climate change
on a global level and to avoid diffusion of responsibility.
Held quotes Carol Gould:
…care translates into a responsiveness to the particular
needs and interests of individuals or groups at the social level. It also has a political parallel in the concern
for providing the economic and social means for the

development of individuals and not only in refraining
from impeding their choices. (2006:160)
This means that, far from simply constraining individuals
from harming one another, ethics of care places responsibility on people and societies in terms of collective care for
one another in ways that acknowledge the inequalities we
are thrown into. It places responsibility on everyone to become aware of their relative position in the world as members of a society and the global community, and to act in
ways that acknowledges how others are directly, and also
indirectly, affected. Instead of focusing on limiting free actions, ethics of care places expectations on people in terms
of caring. As Tronto states, it is not enough merely to have
good intentions. Furthermore, any action is not necessarily care; care acts are going to have to work in order to be
care (1993:136). This underscores the importance of measuring the effectiveness of our care work on the climate, to
evaluate whether or not our care work is actually care and
actually working. In the same vein, Held argues that an
ethics of care incites society to hold itself responsible to the
future and others who are dependent on it (2006:159). I
think the future is reflected in Held’s ethics because of her
mothering perspective, and can include both human beings
and the environment. It is precisely the future, not only
the present, which is what is at stake in climate change:
being responsible for and providing for future generations
that are now dependent on us, and the climate itself. Like
the role of reflective feeling in mothering, our emotional
impulse to act when we care is excellent for motivation,
but it is the reflective element of emotion that guides what
kinds of actions we should take. Our care acts must be
constantly evaluated in terms of what the needs are, with
regards to the climate itself and the people affected by its
changes, and the actions to prevent and tackle it. I believe,
therefore, that further research should be done in order to
accommodate justice in any global care ontology in order
to incorporate defences against socio-political elements of
paternalism, colonialism and co-optation of green policies
into other less ethically sound agendas.
Conclusion
The point of ethics and moral theory is to guide human
decisions and their actions. This is something sorely
needed in the climate context – on global, structural and
local levels. Climate change is also a very concrete and real
issue, and is in need of an ethics capable of recognizing
necessary collective efforts. I have attempted to show that
an ethics of care, mostly in line with points presented by
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Virginia Held, Joan Tronto and Eva Kittay, would be more
successful than ‘Rational Man’ models on four accounts: (1)
it would be better suited to grapple with concrete and contextual situations demanded by the complexities of climate
change, because (a) it includes the private and the natural in
moral theory, (b) it presumes an interrelated and dependent
agent, (c) it recognizes emotion as an ethical element and
(d) it transcends the voluntarism/coercion distinction; (2)
it provides a defence against the diffusion of responsibility,
while also providing non-coercive and non-voluntary obligations to act; (3) it can allow for distant and nonhuman others
in its scope; and (4) it is an ethics which may incorporate
global perspectives and guide collective action on a global
scale. Finally, my argument is based on an assumption that I
share with Held, namely, that human beings can
…and do care––and are capable of caring far more than
most do at present––about the suffering of children quite
distant from them, about the prospects for future generations, and about the well-being of the globe. (1993:53)
My stance is partly based on the psychological observation
that unresponsive bystanders are not necessarily apathetic
or indifferent. Even though there will always be some who
will be privileged and detached enough to be indifferent to
climate change, the expectation to care and the interconnectedness, commitment and responsibility that care ethics
demands makes it harder to turn one’s back on the climate
crisis. I believe, in line with Tronto (1993:157), that we
would benefit greatly on a global scale if we were to engage
in a paradigm shift away from the presumptions of independence and disengagement of ‘Rational Man’ ethics, and
toward a feminist ethics of care. If we move from a paradigm
of ‘Rational Man’ ethics toward a feminist ethics of care, we
will be better equipped to prevent and tackle issues related
to climate change.
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NOTES
There are at least two ways of thinking of climate change as an ethical
issue, either because climate change will affect humanity as a whole and
that large numbers of people in the world will suffer. Another option is
to think of the climate as something that holds value and is worth protecting in itself, and that exerting violence on the climate is wrong.
2
I will refer to and use some examples of information related to climate
change that I do not cite, on the basis that this is general knowledge
readily available in newspapers, social media, and media in addition to
the academic journals and platforms of the scientific community.
3
Granted, there are many differences between mainstream and traditional ethical theories and many disagreements among them. This
paper, however, builds on generalities and the similarities between these
theories that distinguishes feminist care ethics. Undoubtedly, there will
be many useful solutions to climate change issues proposed by these
traditional ethics and ‘Rational Man’ theories that will not be discussed
in this paper. Instead, I argue that they are ill-suited compared with
feminist care ethics to tackle climate change issues, based on general
shared presumptions in these theories, such as the independence and
autonomy of human beings. For a more comprehensive discussion
on these generalities, see for instance Held (1996) or Gilligan’s In a
Different Voice (1982).
4
This nomenclature is inspired by the perceived ‘masculine’ traits such
as rationality and independence of the autonomous agent typically featured in ethical and political theories in the philosophical canon. These
include theories connected to for instance Hobbes, Kant, Rousseau,
utilitarianism, contemporary liberal theory, and to some extent virtue
ethics.
5
See for instance Noddings (1984), Held (1993 & 2006), Kittay
(1999), Ruddick (1989), Tronto (1993), Pettersen (2008).
6
Exceptions include ethics presented by D. Hume and A. Smith.
7
One need only consult some of US President Donald Trump’s claims
that the climate change is a hoax to find examples of this.
8
The 2016 Paris Climate Accord is perhaps the best example of politicians taking the climate crisis seriously. It is the largest collaborative
initiative against climate change, but the scope and goals of the Accord
will not be sufficient to stay below the 2°C temperature rise necessary to
prevent drastic climate change. Besides, many scientists believe that it is
too little too late (Schleussner, Carl-Friedrich., et al. 2016).
9
Teigen and Eggebø (2017) have written an article on the parallels
between gender equality and climate protective policy in politics. Both
issues are acknowledged in the political sphere, but the tendency to
prioritize other issues such as securing the oil industry above gender or
climate policies is pervasive.
10
In this essay I argue as if I presume that change in climate and ecosystems and the extinction of species is harmful to the Earth. It could
1
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also not be, seeing as the planet will continue spinning and the sun will
continue to rise every morning no matter the changes of the climate.
The planet, in this way, isn’t dependent on human beings at all. It is,
however, dependent on our actions if it is to continue with its current
environmental functions in ways in which we know the Earth to be and
in ways that contribute to the thriving of animals, plants, and human
beings.
11
Think only of Pacific Island nations that have bought land elsewhere
for ‘dignified migration,’ the crisis in Syria that has been fueled by decline in agriculture and overflowing cities, or Bangladesh, which faces
perhaps one of the largest migration challenges in history, because of
rising sea-levels and the effects it will have on Bangladeshi land.
12
One need only watch documentaries like Al Gore’s “An Inconvenient
Truth” or Leonardo DiCaprio’s “Before the Flood,” a title all the more
unnerving in Norwegian: “Før Syndefloden,” which translates to something like “Before the Flood of Sin,” referring to the Deluge in the
biblical story of Noah’s arch.
13
A now infamous story on this issue, which has sparked much research
on the problem of responsibility diffusion, is the murder of Kitty
Genovese. She was brutally murdered outside her apartment building
in 1964 while 38 people witnessed the attack from their apartment
windows. The story of Genovese’s bystanders has been contested several
times, but the exact circumstances of her murder are not relevant to
this paper. The relevance rather lies in the psychological experiments
conducted on diffusion of responsibility as an effect of the event of her
death.
14
Tronto identifies four ethical elements for care: 1) attentiveness; 2)
responsibility; 3) competence; and 4) responsiveness (1993:127–136).
15
Held refers to Annette Baier several times in her writings, and finds
that hers is a crucial observation – that trust is “the fundamental concept of morality.” According to Held, “[i]f we only go so far as to think
with her [Baier] that trust is a central concept of morality, consider
how it is overlooked by the reasoning of the autonomous agent as such”
(1993:37–38).
16
In her discussion on institutionalized care and nested obligations,
Kittay opens for the possibility that care work can be done without
emotional investment, even though care ethicists generally argue for the
relevance of emotion in morality. I argue that Kittay is opening for the
possibility of structural care, something which would be very relevant
in a climate context. The institutionalization of care can function as a
guard against the fallibility of individualistic ethics.
17
There is an aspect of parochialism in care, (Tronto 1993:146) but it
is a greater challenge for an ethics of the ‘Rational Man’ if it fails to
recognize inequality and interdependency. Tronto finds that parochialism functions as a way to “excuse the inattention of the privileged”
(1993:146). This may explain the propensity in the West to ignore
climate change.
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