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and connection shared across a lifespan. We argue that recognizing the essential 
nature of care and connection for our well-being underpins a relational paradigm 
that transforms how we measure value in our economy and society more broadly.

All around us, alarms are sounding on the devastating consequences of growing 
disconnection in our society, and the way it is bound up with an economics rooted 
in market fundamentalism. We draw on the �ndings of our colleagues about the 
science of caregiving, using their insights to �esh out a stylized mode of human 
nature, sapiens integra, that places equal weight on individual and relational needs.2 
We also describe and re�ect on current economic proposals and experiments that 
offer an alternative to the status quo. These proposals display commonalities that 
anchor relationships of care between humans in a larger context of human and 
planetary connection. We work inductively to identify these strands and weave 
them together with scienti�c insights to generate a worldview of care. 

We suggest that this worldview can undergird reforms needed to uphold 
healthy and ful�lling connections to past, present, and future generations of peo-
ple, to other-than-human beings of all kinds, to our living planet, and perhaps 
even to a larger transcendental presence that many call the divine.3 

I n our current industrial-digital economy, which measures value in terms of the 
quantity, price, and consumption of goods and services, care is de�ned as a ser-
vice. It is a service, in the sense that it is something one human being does for 

another, as opposed to a “good,” which is an object that can be bought and sold. But 
this de�nition captures only the physical activities of care such as feeding, bathing, 
dressing, accompanying. It ignores or denies the emotional dimension that arises 
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trust.8 In their essay, Elizabeth Fetterolf, Andrew Elder, Margaret Levi, and Ranak 
B. Trivedi explore the extent to which robots might substitute for human carers in 
caring for seniors, re�ecting on the vital importance of “interactions and dyadic  
human relationships to patient well-being.” Interestingly, they suggest that it may 
be the inevitable ups and downs of a human-to-human relationship–the “unpre-
dictability, mistakes, and emotional risks taken by caregivers”–that cements the 
necessary emotional bond, as contrasted with the invariant programmed reactions 
of a robot.9 We argue a similar dynamic could be present in long-term care, particu-
larly in instances of caring for those with disabilities and chronic illness.

Somewhat paradoxically, however, the best care recognizes dependence while 
encouraging independence. According to Ashley J. Thomas, Christina M. Steele,  
Alison Gopnik, and Rebecca R. Saxe, “The goal in caregiving is not to pool indi-
vidual capabilities but often to increase the capabilities of the cared-for.”10 To the 
extent possible, carers should enable autonomy, encouraging growth and devel-
opment in children or any care recipients who can still expand their capabilities.11 
Physician Atul Gawande has described this autonomy as “the freedom . . . to be 
authors of our own lives.”12 A carer should still be able to provide an elderly per-
son with what he calls their “best day possible,” however they de�ne it.13 
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“Belongingness is crucial to human thriving . . . ‘almost as compelling a need as 
food.’” 17 Psychologist Abraham Maslow recognized this need long ago in his fa-
mous “hierarchy of needs,” in which “love and belongingness needs” sit above 
“safety needs” and below “esteem needs” as motivators of human behavior (Fig-
ure 1).18

Maslow’s hierarchy places the need to connect and belong at a lower level than 
the need to self-actualize or reach our individual potential. Suppose instead we 
posit that these dual needs–to connect to others and to separate from them–are 
equally important, not only in early life, but throughout life; a partial account of 
fundamental human needs could look like Figure 2.

Ongoing work in the natural and social sciences will develop more nuanced 
and empirically grounded models of human development and motivation. For our 
purposes, this conception of needs underpins the abstraction of what Anne-Marie 
Slaughter and Hilary Cottam have called sapiens integra, who “seeks to develop her 
unique self and to develop strong relationships with others.”19 Sapiens integra is no 
less and likely far more grounded in science than the Enlightenment abstraction 
of human nature described as homo economicus and in law as “the reasonable man.” 
Alison Gopnik characterizes these assumed beings, which underlie a contractual 
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Figure 1
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Source: Figure by the authors based on Abraham Maslow’s theory.

Figure 2
An Account of Coexisting Human Needs

Source: Figure by the authors.
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macy described by activist Mia Birdsong: “We exist, not as wholly singular, autono-
mous beings, nor completely merged, but in a �uctuating space in between.”24 

This spectrum can easily include the kind of social care that Gonsalves and 
Kapczynski call for “among intimates, but also in public.”25 Indeed, these are the 
“activities of provisioning, care-giving, and interaction that produce and main-
tain social bonds.”26 Care re�ects and responds to the vital need for human con-
nection, whether at the family, friend, community, or society level. 

Where this spectrum cannot reach is, by very de�nition, to the “arms-length 
transactions” that characterize commodi�ed market activities. The phrase “arms-
length transaction” implies suf�cient distance between two humans that any deal-
ings between them will not be colored by an intimate relationship. In legal and 
�nancial contexts, the term is used to indicate parties to an agreement or deal 
who are independent and on equal footing. Anthropologist and economist David 
Graeber has argued that our economic system actively requires the breakdown 
of nonmonetary forms of exchange, which are often seen in caring relationships, 
thereby making us “strangers” so that we’ll use money to manage our economic 
transactions.27 

An economy that recognizes the critical role of connection in human 
well-being would value caring relationships of many different kinds. It 
would deliver support through adequate wages and bene�ts for paid care-

givers, and new economic and social supports for unpaid caregivers. It would also 
point to the long-term value of healthy, sustaining connections to nature and the 
planet as well as to other human beings. 

This section uplifts economic proposals that are enacting transformative  
visions for the economy through relational principles and processes.28 These, like 

Figure 3
A Spectrum of Human Connection 

Source: Figure by the authors.



212 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

A Worldview of Care & a New Economics

many other models, originated or gained traction during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when our current system’s failures were acutely visible and a con�uence of �ex-
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The AAEF coalition initiated an extensive, open participatory engagement 
process to develop concrete proposals re�ected in a policy playbook and self- 
assessment tool. These proposals have sparked policy reforms including a farm-
to-school bill mandating that public schools throughout the state source at least 
30 percent of school meal ingredients from local producers by 2030; and detailed 
resolutions for county governments to support a circular economy as a criterion 
for future policy decisions.39 With growing input from the community, the coali-
tion also developed the Huliau Action Agenda, which calls for the development of 
supports that foster family well-being, such as “longer paid maternity and pater-
nity leave, programs that nurture strong and engaged parenting, anger manage-
ment training, and access to affordable child and senior care centers.”40 

These proposals are inspired by a practice of economics through intimate, 
place-based relationships developed over generations. This practice includes, 
for example, looking to historical closed-loop agriculture and aquaculture sys-
tems, which continue to be maintained today, and using ongoing observation and  
experimental learning in nature as our teacher on how to build a regenerative so-
cial and economic fabric. 

In light of recent natural disasters, the coalition drafted a declaration outlin-
ing a set of values to guide state economic planning, pointing to the role of human 
beings as hosts of the earth and its limited resources.41 The declaration invites a 
long-term view, calling for government to embrace “integrative ways to balance 
power and bene�t.” 

These emerging economic models illustrate dissatisfaction with status quo ap-
proaches, even as GDP is rising and of�cial measures of unemployment are falling. 
Ef�cient progress across these typical indicators neither guarantees equitable out-
comes nor meets deeper needs expressed around care and connection.

The emergent practices described above �esh out what an economy and so-
ciety might look like with care at the core. If we combine that practice with 
the scienti�c �ndings set forth in this volume of Dædalus, building on de-

cades of work in evolutionary biology, psychology, anthropology, neuroscience, 
and other related disciplines, we can articulate a worldview of care that can be 
used as both a lens on the world and a foundation for reform. Such a worldview 
rests on the following propositions:

1.	 Strong connections are essential to human health and well-being; disconnection or mis-
connection can be fatal. Care is a human being’s �rst experience of positive con-
nection to another human, a connection that is necessary for food, safety, 
and healthy development. Over the course of a lifetime, those connections 
correlate strongly with mental and physical health. In contrast, to be discon-
nected or misconnected (connected to those who abuse, neglect, or exploit 
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you) is devastating to human health and well-being. As Fetterolf, Elder, Levi, 
and Trivedi highlight in their essay, today’s epidemic of loneliness is especial-
ly pronounced among the “�fty-three million family caregivers who shoul-
der signi�cant responsibilities of managing chronic and serious health con-
ditions among adults.”42 In August 2024, the U.S. Surgeon General issued 
an advisory on the mental health and well-being of parents, remarking on 
the tremendous pressures they face.43 What often goes unquestioned are the 
structural causes that contribute to the burdens on these caregivers, includ-
ing growing economic precarity and a lack of time and support, alongside the 
widespread forces of “status anxiety, and disconnection from meaningful 
work that af�icts Americans in the age of neoliberalism.”44 

2.	 The human experience must be understood through both an individual and a relation-
al lens. Understanding care as a relationship invites us to move from neoclas-
sical theory’s abstraction of homo economicus, which Margaret Levi argues 
we should have rejected long ago, to sapiens integra, -
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	• Formally recognize varying forms of commitments to caring relationships. Policies 
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tions in which a change grounded in one vital condition strengthens �ve or 
more vital conditions.”57 A worldview of care also elevates the importance 
of more robust measures such as a national housing loss rate, and those that 
help us understand Americans’ relational lives, embeddedness in communi-
ties, and access to time to care and spend on what feels important.58

	• Design working lives aligned to social and ecological well-being, and offer time and 
the ability to use time in ways that are meaningful. Examples in this essay point 
to the need not only for jobs to offer �nancial security and predictable and 
stable working lives, but also to align to the needs of a society in transition. 
This includes both the “how” and “what” of our working lives. For exam-
ple, the AAEF policy playbook proposes “green workforce” jobs and support 
for regenerative systems and businesses (through which we give as much 
or more than we take), particularly in the areas of conservation, agricul-
ture, and tourism.59 A lens of care also invites consideration of how we de-
sign working lives with �exible time to contribute to volunteerism and oth-
er nonmonetized ways of connecting with and providing for one another. 

There is an ache today for something better, for ways of living full lives root-
ed in what matters to us. From our perspective, this ache points to some-
thing quite profound: a longing to experience care and connection more 

fully with one another, the places we call home, and our planet. We are swimming 
and often sinking in an economic system that has failed to ascribe value to so 
much of what helps us �ourish. 

This essay lifts up the vitality of care and connection in human development, 
and explores alternative economics in practice. However, these emergent efforts 
lack a coherent framework that would support a shift to durable economic sys-
tems change. A worldview of care that emerges from a richer conception of hu-
man nature encompassing our individual and relational dimensions is one possi-
ble framing to help move us toward an economics that fully embraces the caring 
relationships that hold our lives together.
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