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Contemporary society is in the grip of contractual thinking. Realities are interpreted in 
contractual terms, and goals are formulated in terms of rational contracts. The leading current 
conceptions of rationality begin with assumptions that human beings are independent, self-
interested or mutually disinterested, individuals; they then typically argue that it is often 
rational for human beings to enter into contractual relationships with each other. […] 
 To see contractual relations between self-interested or mutually disinterested 
individuals as constituting a paradigm of human relations is to take a certain historically 
specific conception of “economic man” as representative of humanity. And it is, many feminists 
are beginning to agree, to overlook or to discount in very fundamental ways the experience of 
women. 
 I will try in this paper to look at society from a thoroughly different point of view than 
that of economic man. I will take the point of view of woman, and especially of mothers, as the 
basis for trying to rethink society and its possible goals. Certainly there is no single point of 
view of women; the perspectives of women are potentially as diverse as those of men. But since 
the perspectives of women have all been to a large extent discounted, across the spectrum, I will 
not try to deal here with diversity among such views, but rather to give voice to one possible 
feminist outlook. […] 
 
Women and Family 
A first point to note in trying to imagine society from the point of view of women is that the 
contractual model was hardly ever applied, as either description or ideal, to women or to 
relations within the family. The family was imagined to be “outside” the polis and “outside” the 
market in a “private” domain. This private domain was contrasted with the public domain, and 
with what, by the time of Hobbes and Locke, was thought of as the contractual domain of 
citizen and state and tradesman and market. Although women have always worked, and 
although both women and children were later pressed into work in factories, they were still 
thought of as outside the domain in which the contractual models of “equal men” were 
developed. Women were not expected to demand equal rights either in the public domain or at 
home. Women were not expected to be “economic men.” And children were simply excluded 
from the realm of what was being interpreted in contractual terms as distinctively human. 
 Women have… been thought to be closer to nature than men, to be enmeshed in a 
biological function involving processes more like those in which other animals are involved 
than like the rational contracting of distinctively human “economic man.” The total or relative 
exclusion of women from the domain of voluntary contracting has then been thought to be 
either inevitable or appropriate. 
 The view that women are more governed by biology than are men is still prevalent. It is 
as questionable as many other traditional misinterpretations of women’s experience. Human 
mothering is an extremely different activity from the mothering engaged in by other animals. It 
is as different from the mothering of other animals as is the work and speech of men different 
from the “work” and “speech” of other animals. Since humans are also animals, one should not 
exaggerate the differences between humans and other animals. But to whatever extent it is 
appropriate to recognize a difference between “man” and other animals, so would it be 
appropriate to recognize a comparable difference between human mothering and the mothering 
of other animals. 
 Human mothering shapes language and culture, and forms human social personhood. 
Human mothering develops morality, it does not merely transmit techniques of survival; 
impressive as the latter can be, they do not have built into them the aims of morality. Human 
mothering teaches consideration for others based on moral concern; it does not merely follow 
and bring the child to follow instinctive tendency. Human mothering creates autonomous 
persons; it does not merely propagate a species. It can be fully as creative an activity as most 
other human activities; to create new persons, and new types of persons, is surely as creative as 
to make new objects, products, or institutions. Human mothering is no more “natural” than any 
other human activity. It may include many dull and repetitive tasks, as does farming, industrial 
production, banking, and work in a laboratory. But degree of dullness has nothing to do with 
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degree of “naturalness.” In sum, human mothering is as different from animal mothering as 
humans are from animals. […] 
 
Family and Society 
In recent years, many feminists have demanded that the principles of justice and freedom and 
equality on which it is claimed that democracy rests be extended to women and the family. 
They have demanded that women be treated as equals in the polity, in the workplace, and, 
finally, at home. They have demanded, in short, to be accorded full rights to enter freely the 
contractual relations of modern society. They have asked that these be extended to take in the 
family. 
 But some feminists are now considering whether the arguments should perhaps, 
instead, run the other way. Instead of importing into the household principles derived from the 
marketplace, perhaps we should export to the wider society the relations suitable for mothering 
persons and children. This approach suggests that just as relations between persons within the 
family should be based on concern and caring, rather than on contracts based on self-interest, so 
various relations in the wider society should be characterized by more care and concern and 
openness and trust and human feeling than are the contractual bargains that have developed so 
far in political and economic life, or even than are aspired to in contractarian prescriptions. 
Then the household instead of the marketplace might provide a model for society. Of course 
what we would mean by the household would not be the patriarchal household which was, 
before the rise of contractual thinking, also thought of as a model of society. We would now 
mean the relations between children and mothering persons without the patriarch. We would 
take our conception of the post-patriarchal family as a model. […] 
 
The Mother/Child Relation 
Let us examine in more detail the relation between mothering person and child. A first aspect of 
the relation that we can note is the extent to which it is not voluntary and, for this reason among 
others, not contractual. The ties that bind child and mothering persons are affectional and 
solicitous on the one hand, and emotional and dependent on the other. The degree to which 
bearing and caring for children has been voluntary for most mothers throughout most of 
history has been extremely limited; it is still quite limited for most mothering persons. The 
relation should be voluntary for the mothering person but it cannot possibly be voluntary for the 
young child, and it can only become, gradually, slightly more voluntary. 
 A woman can have decided voluntarily to have a child, but once that decision has been 
made, she will never again be unaffected by the fact that she has brought this particular child 
into existence. And even if the decision to have a child is voluntary, the decision to have this 
particular child, for either parent, cannot be. Technological developments can continue to 
reduce the uncertainties of childbirth, but unpredictable aspects are likely to remain great for 
most parents. Unlike that contract where buyer and seller an know what is being exchanged, 
and which is void if the participants cannot know what the yare agreeing to, a parent cannot 
know what a particular child will be like. And children are totally unable to choose their 
parents and, for many years, any of their caretakers. 
 The recognition of how limited are the aspects of voluntariness in the relation between 
child and mothering person may help us to gain a closer approximation to reality in our 
understanding of most human relations, especially at a global level, than we can gain from 
imagining the purely voluntary trades entered into by rational economic contractors to be 
characteristic of human relations in other domains. 
 Society may impose certain reciprocal obligations: on parents to care for children when 
the children are young, and on children to care for parents when the parents are old. But if there 
is any element of a bargain in the relation between mothering person and child, it is very 
different from the bargain supposedly characteristic of the marketplace. If a parent thinks, “I’ll 
take care of you now so you’ll take care of me when I’m old,” it must be based, unlike the 
contracts of political and economic bargains, on enormous trust and on a virtual absence of 
enforcement. And few mothering persons have any such exchange in mind when they engage 
in the activities of mothering. At least the bargain would only be resorted to when the 
callousness or poverty of the society made the plight of the old person desperate. This is 
demonstrated in survey after survey: old persons certainly hope not to have to be a burden on 
their children. And they prefer social arrangements that will allow them to refuse to cash in on 



	   3 

any such bargain. So the intention and goal of mothering is to give of one’s care without 
obtaining a return of a self-interested kind. The emotional satisfaction of a mothering person is a 
satisfaction in the well-being and happiness of another human being, and a satisfaction in the 
health of the relation between the two persons, not the gain that results from an egoistic 
bargain. The motive behind the activity of mothering is thus entirely different from that behind 
a market transaction. And so is, perhaps even more clearly, the motive behind the child’s 
project of growth and development. 
 A second aspect of the contrast between market relations and relations between 
mothering person and child is found in the qualities of permanence and non-replaceability. The 
market makes of everything, even human labor and artistic expression and sexual desire, a 
commodity to be bought and solid, with one unit of economic value replaceable by any other of 
equivalent value. To the extent that political life reflects these aspects of the market, politicians 
are replaceable and political influence is bought and sold. Though rights may be thought of as 
outside the economic market, in contractual thinking they are seen as inside the wider market of 
the social contract, and can be traded against each other. But the ties between parents and 
children are permanent ties, however strained or slack they become at times. And no person 
within a family should be a commodity to any other. Although various persons may participate 
in mothering a given child, and a given person may mother many children, still no child and no 
mothering person is to the other a merely replaceable commodity. The extent to which more of 
our attitudes, for instance toward our society’s cultural productions, should be thought of in 
these terms rather than in the terms of the marketplace, should be considered. 
 A third aspect of the relation between mothering person and child that may be of 
interest is the insight it provides for our notions of equality. It shows us unmistakably that 
equality is not equivalent to having equal legal rights. All feminists are committed to equality 
and to equal rights in contexts where rights are what are appropriately at issue. But in many 
contexts, concerns other than rights are more salient and appropriate. And the equality that is at 
issue in the relation between child and mothering person is the equal consideration of persons, 
not a legal or contractual notion of equal rights. 
 Parents and children should not have equal rights in the sense that what they are 
entitled to decide or to do or to have should be the same. A family of several small children, an 
adult or two, and an aged parent should not, for instance, make its decisions by majority vote in 
most cases. But every member of a family is worthy of equal respect and consideration. Each 
person in a family is as important as a person as every other. 
 Sometimes the interests of children have been thought in some sense to count for more, 
justifying “sacrificing for the children.” Certainly, the interest of mothers have often counted for 
less than those of either fathers or children. Increasingly, we may come to think that the 
interests of all should count equally, but we should recognize that this claim is appropriately 
invoked only if the issue should be thought of as one of interest. Often, it should not. Much of 
the time we can see that calculations of interest, and of equal interests, are as out of place as are 
determinations o equal rights. Both the rights and the interests of individuals seen as separate 
entities, and equality between them all, should not exhaust our moral concerns. The flourishing 
of shared joy, of mutual affection, of bonds of trust and hope between mothering persons and 
children can illustrate this as clearly as anything can. Harmony, love, and cooperation cannot be 
broken down into individual benefits or burdens. They are goals we ought to share and 
relations between persons. And although the degree of their intensity may be different, many 
and various relations between persons are important also at the level of communities or societies. 
We can consider, of a society, whether the relations between its members are trusting and 
mutually supportive, or suspicious and hostile. To focus only on contractual relations and the 
gains and losses of individuals obscures these often more important relational aspects of 
societies. 
 A fourth important feature of the relation between child and mothering person is that 
we obviously do not fulfil our obligations by merely leaving people alone. If one leaves an 
infant alone he will starve. If one leaves a two-year old alone she will rapidly harm herself. The 
whole tradition that sees respecting others as constituted by non-interference with them is most 
effectively shown up as inadequate. It assumes that people can fend for themselves and provide 
through their own initiatives and efforts what they need. This Robison Crusoe image of 
“economic man” is false for almost everyone, but it is totally and obviously false in the case of 
infants and children, and recognizing this can be salutary. It can lead us to see very vividly how 



	   4 

unsatisfactory are those prevalent political views according to which we fulfil our obligations 
merely by refraining from interference. We ought to acknowledge that our fellow citizens, and 
fellow inhabitants of the globe, have moral rights to what they need to live—to the food, shelter, 
and medical care that are the necessary conditions of living and growing—and that when the 
resources exist for honoring such rights there are few excuses for not doing so. Such rights are 
not rights to be left to starve unimpeded. Seeing how unsatisfactory rights merely to be left 
alone are as an interpretation of the rights of children may help us to recognize a similar truth 
about other persons. And the arguments—though appropriately in a different form—can be 
repeated for interest as distinct from rights. 
 A fifth interesting feature of the relation between mothering person and child is the very 
different view it provides of privacy. We come to see that to be in a position where others are 
not making demands on us is a rare luxury, not a normal state. To be a mothering person is to 
be subjected to the continual demands and needs of others. And to be a child is to be subjected 
to the continual demands and expectations of others. Both mothering persons and children need 
to extricate themselves from the thick and heavy social fabric in which they are entwined in 
order to enjoy any pockets of privacy at all. 
 Here the picture we form of our individuality and the concept we form of a “self” is 
entirely different from the one we get if we start with the self-sufficient individual of the “state 
of nature.” If we begin with the picture of rational contractor entering into agreements with 
others, the “natural” condition is seen as one of individuality and privacy, and the problem is 
the building of society and government. From the point of view of the relation between 
mothering person and child, on the other hand, the problem is the reverse. The starting 
condition is an enveloping tie, and the problem is individuating oneself. The task is to carve out 
a gradually increasing measure of privacy in ways appropriate to constantly shifting 
independency. For the child, the problem is to become gradually more interdependent. For the 
mothering person, the problem is to free oneself from an all-consuming involvement. For both, 
the progression is from society to greater individuality rather than from self-sufficient 
individuality to contractual ties. […] 
 A sixth aspect of the relation between child and mothering person which is noteworthy 
is the very different view of power it provides. We are accustomed to thinking of power as 
something that can be wielded by one person over another, as a means by which one person can 
bend another to his will. An ideal has been to equalize power so that agreements can be forged 
and conflicts defused. But consider now the very different view of power in the relation 
between mothering person and child. The superior power of the mothering person over the 
child is relatively useless for most of what the mothering person aims to achieve in bringing up 
the child. The mothering person seeks to empower the child to act responsibly, she neither wants 
to “wield” power nor to defend herself against the power “wielded” by the child. The relative 
powerlessness of the child is largely irrelevant to most of the project of growing up. When the 
child is physically weakest, as in infancy and illness, the child can “command” the greatest 
amount of attention and care from the mothering person because of the seriousness of the 
child’s needs. 
 The mothering person’s stance is characteristically one of caring, of being vulnerable to 
the needs and pains of the child, and of fearing the loss of the child before the child is ready for 
independence. It is not characteristically a stance of domination. The child’s project is one of 
developing, of gaining ever greater control over his or her own life, of relying on the mothering 
person rather than of submitting to superior strength. OF course the relation may in a 
degenerate form be one of domination and submission, but this only indicates that the relation 
is not what it should be. […] The power of a mothering person to empower others, to foster 
transformative growth, is a different sort of power than that of a stronger sword or dominant 
will. And the power of a child to call forth tenderness and care is perhaps more different still. 
 
Models for Society 
The relation between child and mothering person seems especially worth exploring to see what 
implications and insights it might suggest for a transformed society. 
 There are good reasons to believe that society resting on no more than bargains between 
self-interested or mutually disinterested individuals will not be able to withstand the forces of 
egoism and dissolution pulling such societies apart. Although there may be some limited 
domains in which rational contracts are the appropriate form of social relations, as a foundation 
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for the fundamental ties which ought to bind human beings together, they are clearly 
inadequate. Perhaps we can learn from a non-patriarchal household better than from further 
searching in the marketplace what the sources might be for justifiable trust, cooperation, and 
caring. 
 Many persons can imagine human society on the model of “economic man,” society 
built on a contract between rationally self-interested persons, because these are the theories they 
have been brought up with. But they cannot imagine society resembling a group of persons tied 
together by on-going relations of caring and trust between persons in positions such as those of 
mothers and children where, as adults, we would sometimes be one and sometimes the other. 
Suppose now we ask: in the relation between mothering person and child, who are the 
contractors? Where is the rational self-interest? The model of “economic man” makes no sense 
in this context. Anyone in the social contract tradition who has noticed the relation of child and 
mothering person at all has supposed it to belong to some domain outside the realm of the “free 
market” and outside the “public” realm of politics and law. Such theorists have supposed the 
context of mothering to be of much less significance for human history and of much less 
relevance for moral theory than the realms of trade and government, or they have imagined 
mothers and children as somehow outside human society altogether in a region labeled 
“nature,” and engaged wholly in “reproduction.” But mothering is at the heart of human 
society. 
 If the dynamic relation between child and mothering person is taken as the primarily 
social relation, then it is the model of “economic man” that can be seen to be deficient as a 
model for society and morality, and unsuitable for all but a special context. A domain such as 
law, if built on no more than contractual foundations, can then be recognized as one limited 
domain among others; law protects some moral rights when people are too immoral or weak to 
respect them without the force of law. But it is hardly a majestic edifice that can serve as a 
model for morality. Neither can the domain of politics, if built on no more than self-interest or 
mutual disinterest, provide us with a model with which to understand and improve society and 
morality. And neither, even more clearly, can the market itself. 
 When we explore the implications of these speculations we may come to realize that 
instead of seeing the family as an anomalous island in a sea of rational contracts composing 
economic and political and social life, perhaps it is instead “economic man” who belongs on a 
relatively small island surrounded by social ties of a less hostile, cold, and precarious kind. 
 
 


