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Introduction

The theoretical discourse on care remains, today as in the past, deeply focused on 
medical interaction with human beings and on the ethical values that underlie health 
institutions. Therefore, in several philosophical domains, healthcare ethics have 
acquired increasing importance in the examination of moral values and their role in 
guiding life in society. Controversial issues such as euthanasia emphasize the deci-
sion-making of the actors in the health system and their political counterparts. 
However, the debate engendered by these high-profile cases does not exhaust the 
broad spectrum of the philosophical concept of “care.”

If we start with the fundamental assumption that care practices, however small or 
subtle, encompass vital connections with the world and with ourselves, then care 
must be considered beyond the decision-making processes, particularly through 
non-institutionalized social spheres. Our social life cannot be controlled, replaced, 
or confined by political, judicial, or religious organizations. It also is supported by 
our spontaneous daily ways of helping others, preserving the environment, prevent-
ing unwanted situations, and strengthening social ties and institutions.

This social spontaneity underscores the informal care practices that are provided 
by the community outside of the family context and should be identified and 
acknowledged as valid social responses. Care always must take into account the 
possibilities of extension, integration, and social cohesion that cooperation and 
mutuality are able to foster by decreasing indifference and distance among human 
beings. Outside of formal care, there are spheres of action engaged in self-care and 
the care of others, whose purposeful nature cannot be understood, reduced, or rele-
gated to institutionalized practices. Informal care practices are, above all, everyday 
occurrences in the human and social dimensions that form empathy among people. 
Without this empirical reference, which precedes institutionalized practices, it 
would be difficult to build a broad view of the conditions that must be safeguarded 
in the context of formal care in order to achieve a suitable balance between indi-
vidual rights and the common good.

In this volume, the issue of care is widely explored and debated by 24 authors 
within a wide interdisciplinary spectrum, covering both philosophical and therapeu-
tic studies. The title of the volume – Philosophy of Care – aims to emphasize the 
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historical, philosophical, and interdisciplinary dimensions of care. In an exploratory 
nature of themes, the authors are observing society from a perspective of human 
vulnerability determined by natural and man-made phenomena. The field of care 
encompasses both people and their environment. A perception of social relation-
ships based on care sheds light on the effects of our behaviour in the world that we 
share with each other.

In addition to theoretical purposes, this volume includes the involvement of phi-
losophy in the articulation of emerging social issues as well as the creation of 
bridges among extra-philosophical epistemic domains. Currently, much of the dis-
cussions on care have focused on health systems and ethical guidance for the rela-
tionship between caregivers and care receivers. Although the authors in this volume 
also focus on health, a philosophy of care must include theoretical approaches to the 
concept of care. Therefore, the editors welcomed proposals in scientific fields that 
implicitly and explicitly enter into dialogue with philosophical knowledge. These 
chapters will contribute to forming and expanding the framework of care practices. 
From a strictly theoretical point of view, it is intended to give expression to contexts 
of vulnerability – such as those concerning violence, injustice and illness – and, on 
the other hand, to consider, through the relational nature of the concept of care, the 
possibilities of ethical, political, and social commitment of the Self to the Other.

With these dimensions in mind, this volume on care is divided into five parts: 
vulnerability, economy, otherness, the self, and therapy.

The first part – Care and Vulnerability – portrays various theoretical approaches. 
It acknowledges the vulnerable condition of human beings in the world that they 
inhabit and share with others, which is a fundamental step in reinforcing the need 
and awareness of their preservation. Vulnerability is not a negative anthropological 
condition, riddled with irreparable alienation and elimination of the individual 
sphere of each human being. Instead, vulnerability, in this volume, is conceived as 
a primordial drive of openness to the Other, capable of simultaneously enhancing 
and generating relational attributes at the core of the psychic lives of individuals. 
Therefore, in this sense, “vulnerable” is not synonymous with “weak”, just as “car-
ing” does not mean only “healing”. Through our experience in the world, vulnera-
bility identifies and anticipates care and, thus, creates solidarity through empathy.

The second part of the volume – Care and the Economy – transcends the mere 
domain of trade and markets. It also underlines the importance of examining the 
influences of an economic view of reality on the practice and the idea of caring. The 
pivotal question arises as to the theoretical possibilities of ethical care in relation to 
economic activities. The vast subject matter covers aspects of the political constitu-
tion of societies and those preserving the well-being of individuals and their envi-
ronment. In this part, economics, politics, and ethics are intertwined, enhancing the 
visibility of several problems that affect and concern contemporary life, such as the 
challenge of climate change, the refugee crisis, and the populist drift of political 
parties.

Introduction



vii

The third part – Care and Otherness – covers a broad subject in its manifold 
socio-cultural implications. Without otherness, it would be difficult to understand 
the dialogical nature of caregiving practices and to assess effective convergence 
with care requests. Care of others acknowledges the needs and vulnerability of the 
individual. However, it also gives empirical expression in the relational sphere. The 
main referenced thinkers in this part – Plato, Marcus Aurelius, the neo-Scholastic 
theologian Francisco de Vitoria, and Enlightenment philosopher Denis Diderot – 
write from the premise of the role of feelings shaping the Self and the Self’s rela-
tionship to the Other, even, for instance, in the specific case of Buddhism. A 
historical-philosophical line of articulation and distinction can be drawn between 
the ethics of virtue and the ethics of care.

The fourth part – Care and the Self – accepts in its multiple theoretical, social, 
and cultural formulations that the philosophical idea of “individuation” cannot be 
dissociated from that ancient Greek precept coined epimeleia heautou. Both are, to 
some extent, parallel anthropological processes that intersect and interpenetrate – 
sometimes intensifying themselves, sometimes weakening themselves – forming a 
broader and clearer view of the development process of the subjective possibilities 
of each human being. From the individual sphere of care and from the relational 
sphere of the Other, in general, we find symmetrical behaviour. Although care of the 
Self has been explored deeply, partly because of its relevance in the work of French 
philosopher Michel Foucault, the chapters in this part add new and provocative 
historical and philosophical elements for its understanding and research.

Finally, the fifth part – Care and Therapy – examines issues relevant to medical 
care. This volume would be remiss if it did not take therapeutic care into account. 
Practical and theoretical knowledge mutually influence each other. This highly spe-
cialized domain imparts a significant amount of the status that care is given in our 
daily lives. Thus, in this last part, the previous themes of otherness and ipseity con-
verge systematically. Through the theoretical emphasis that is placed on the issue of 
suffering – whether it concerns physical illnesses or those of the psychological and 
psychiatric realm – the authors of these chapters show us the urgency of thinking 
about therapeutic care practices in the light of a theory of intersubjectivity, where 
the disease itself and its cure are understood within the communication processes 
and not only as exclusively technical-scientific processes.

Readers of this volume will be given new ways to reflect systematically on many 
of the current challenges facing our society. It can be said that the philosophical 
questions expressed here already bear an effective link to the phenomena that soci-
ety tends to characterize as “problems” – which often remain buried in the immense 
information flow and can no longer be upraised to a permanent reflective and critical 
level. The subject of care allows us, conversely, to show how such phenomena that 
express and enhance inhumanity can be concomitantly articulated in order to chal-
lenge and engage ethics and politics, as well as educational systems. Turning prob-
lems into questions is, in this sense, one of the ways to solve them, that is, one of the 
roads to care.
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