
Caring Ecology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A caring ecology is a very inclusive network of reciprocity and mutualism. These networks 
include  
more than humans, though humans are mainly the ones who write about them and decide 
how to think about it all. The following is a short summary of what some humans have said 
about caring ecology. 
 
 
When we make care a central concept to our understanding of how we’re all connected, we 
foreground a part of human life that is hidden by most conceptual frameworks that most 
humans have been using for the last several centuries.  

Dengler and Lang (2022) have outlined how human economic systems have made 
care work invisible by relegating that work to unpaid labor (performed mostly by women) [see 
also Bauhardt & Harcourt (2019)]. Since no money is exchanged for caregivers’ labor in the 
home, these activities are imperceptible to anyone who’s mostly paying attention to 
money—so that’s pretty much all of mainstream economics, politics, and whatnot. 

At the same time, more-than-human support for the whole system is also erased. So 
that’s most of the ecosystem. This has been acknowledged by some economists who try to 
monetize “ecosystem services”, but this approach seems inadequate for understanding the 
cost of burning the world alive. 

Dengler and Lang go on to connect caring ecology to the post-development framework 
of ‘degrowth’, suggesting that the bulk of the economy as it’s currently measured should 
shrink dramatically, while acknowledging that we should encourage growth in those parts of 
the economy our society pays little attention to, such as care-giving. Bauhardt & Harcourt 
similarly link femenist political ecology and economics of care to post-development, 
anti-capitalist, and degrowth frameworks like buen vivir. 

 
Ecological care 

 
Bruce Jennings discusses ‘ecological care’ as a practice of ‘caring about and for the health 
and integrity of the ecosystemic condition of life,’ that seeks a ‘natural ecology well cared for 
and a cultural ecology in which care is well done.’ 

He connects ecological care to Aldo Leopold’s land ethic (A Sand County Almanac, 
1949) that brought the more-than-human world into the moral community and suggested that 
humans should experience moral obligations to nature that would limit their behavior in the 
way that we do with other humans. Leopold doesn’t entirely address the fact that some 
humans appear to have little moral limitation in their interaction with other humans, but in any 
case, ecological care seeks to bestow upon the whole ecosystem that degree of relation or 
rapport that most humans these days reserve for other homo sapiens. 
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Cultural transformation 
 
Pursuing a similar line to Dengler and Lane, Brigham (2017) connects caring ecology with the 
‘caring economy’ that Riane Eisler proposed with The Chalice and the Blade (1987). Drawing 
on Eisler's cultural transformation theory, Brigham suggests that a society based on 
partnership and care rather than domination and control would usher in a new epoch: they 
propose the Apprenticene as a name for this epoch in counternarrative to the common 
Anthropocene framework. Brigham proposes that in this epoch, humans acknowledge their 
mistakes with the attitude of the humbled apprentice in Goethe's poem (“The Sorceror's 
Apprentice”, 1797—played more recently by Mickey Mouse) as he returns to wiping up the 
floor after animating the army of brooms that flooded his master’s house when he meddled 
with magic he did not understand.  
 

 
These explorations of caring ecology share a sense of shifting paradigms—a transformation 
in cultural values such that society begins to recognize—and even emphasize—the 
more-than-human activities and caregiving labor that make life possible.  
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