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Expanding the Community of Fate by Expanding the Community of Care[endnoteRef:1]* [1: * I have presented versions of this piece in multiple venues, most recently in June 2024 at the opening convening of the Cohesive Capitalism program at the London School of Economics and at the Berggruen Institute symposium on "What is Universalism" at its Venice facilities.  I want to thank all the participants at those sessions who gave me invaluable feedback.  I am also indebted to Ashley Thomas and Alison Gopnik for their probing questions at our April 2024 meeting of "The Social Science of Caregiving."  Both Zachary Ugolnik and Anne-Marie Slaughter gave me extremely useful suggestions as I revised for publication.   ] 
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abstract: All of us need or give care--or both--over the course of our lives. Thus, care is a widely shared value that can become the basis of an expanded and inclusive community of fate in which people take responsibility for those in need, even if they are strangers or unlikely to be able to reciprocate.  This paper explores this claim and some of the conditions for creating such an expanded and inclusive community of fate.  
A
 value most of us share is the duty of care--for children, the frail elderly, the sick, the mentally or physically challenged.  This is particularly true if they are our relatives or friends, but many of us may also feel obligations towards others in our society in need of care. Alloparenting, that is, the care of non-kin children, has its roots in prehistory but persists to this day.[endnoteRef:2] A reevaluation of the role of both kin and non-kin in the provision of care across the life course is emerging with changes in demography, fertility, and mortality.[endnoteRef:3]  We may disagree intensely on who is deserving of attention personally or societally, and we may diverge on how best to provide and pay for that care.[endnoteRef:4] Nonetheless caring for and about others approximates a universal value.  Certainly, one of the most important relationships we have as individuals and as members of society is that of caring, whether it being taken care of by others or taking care of others.   [2:  Alison Gopnik, "Vulnerable yet vital: The dance of love and lore between grandparent and grandchild is at the centre, not the fringes, of our evolutionary story," Aeon (9 November 2020). https://aeon.co/essays/why-childhood-and-old-age-are-key-to-our-human-capacities; Sara Blaffer Hrdy, Mothers and Others: The Evolutionary Origins of Mutual Understanding (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009).]  [3:  Claire M Growney, Caitlin M Zaloom, and Laura L. Carstensen, "The Human Geography of Care," Daedalus  (2025).]  [4:  Several of the papers in this volume speak to divergences in care-giving across socioeconomic class and gender: Monica E. Ellwood-Lowe et al., "Caring for children in lower-SES contexts: recognizing parents' agency, adaptivity, and resourcefulness," Daedalus winter (2025); Seth D. Pollak and Megan R. Gunnar, "What Developmental Science Has to Say About Caregiving," Daedalus winter (2025); Toni Schmader and Katharina Block, "Why Do Women Care More and Men Couldn’t Care Less?," Daedalus Winter (2025).] 

Is care a value that is mutually shared and could serve as the basis for solidarity and costly actions on behalf of others well outside of our normal circles of interaction? Can caring become the basis of an expanded and inclusive community of fate, those with whom we perceive our destinies to be entwined?  We all have some small community of fate, usually with members of our family and others we hold dear.  But is it possible to develop a broader, more encompassing community of fate among those with whom we are unlikely to ever interact? If we determine that it is, we must then consider how to enable people to learn of and believe in others' needs, and we must develop means for resolving inevitable disagreements about what actions to take and when.  
Community of fate is a concept derived from the old union slogan, "An injury to one is an injury to all"[endnoteRef:5] and elaborated by me and John Ahlquist.[endnoteRef:6] Earlier and often important historical figures have expressed similar ideas. Martin Luther King, for example, claimed, "...we are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny."[endnoteRef:7]    [5:  This was the slogan of the Knights of Labor, Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), and the International Longshore and Warehouse Union (ILWU).]  [6:  John S. Ahlquist and Margaret Levi, In the Interest of Others: Organizations and Social Activism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013). ]  [7:  Martin Luther King, Jr., Why We Can’t Wait (New York: Harper and Row, 1964).] 

Ahlquist and I were able to provide a proof of the possible through investigation of certain American and Australian longshore worker unions.[endnoteRef:8]  These are organizations whose primary aims are economistic: improvement of wages, hours, benefits, and working conditions.  Yet, their members choose to engage in costly political actions on behalf of distant others who are unlikely to reciprocate directly.  They express solidarity with those who could not help the union effort; it is solidarity for prosocial ends.  Their motto has become a guiding principle in the form of a commitment to prevent and to mitigate the injuries others experience.   [8:  Ahlquist and Levi.] 

An additional finding concerns the mechanism for deciding whom to help and how.  These are unions that practice a form of participatory democracy that permits discussion of the information that is inspiring the action and that builds loyalty, trust, and respect of difference among the participants. Such governance and decision arrangements also facilitate deliberation and agreement to extend the community of fate to strangers the union members would probably never meet and from whom they could expect little, if anything, in return for their support.  
What reciprocity means and entails in such a community of fate is worth emphasizing.  This is not the one-to-one idea of a direct return for a gift or favor.  Reciprocity here implies community responsibility.  That is one reason why votes or deliberation or some other collective decision process is essential.  A subgroup of the community of fate is defining and then making an investment in others in a larger community.  The expectation is not of direct pay back but a shared understanding that when subgroup members are in need, others from the larger community will step in to help.  It is a sense of community responsibility and morality that motivates those not part of an affected population to march and sacrifice for the civil and human rights of peoples being denied those rights. Those fighting to save the earth from human-made degradations are not expecting thank you notes from the earth.   
There are several additional non-economic benefits from action that can also be motivating. One is "...the pleasure of agency,"[endnoteRef:9] the feeling of efficacy derived from acting.  Another is the empowerment that comes with participation in a collective action or civic duty.[endnoteRef:10] [9:  Elisabeth Jean Wood, "The emotional benefits of insurgency in El Salvador," in Passionate Politics: emotions and social movements, ed. Jeff Goodwin, James M. Jasper, and Francesca Polletta (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). Marshall Ganz elaborates how agency can be achieved and its links to gaining power Marshall Ganz, People, Power, Change: Organizing for Democratic Renewal (New York: Oxford University Press, 18 Jul 2024, 2024).]  [10:  See, e.g., Lawrence Bobo and Franklin D. Gilliam, "Race, Sociopolitical Participation, and Black Empowerment," The American Political Science Review 84,(2) (1990), https://doi.org/10.2307/1963525. Deva R. Woodly, Reckoning: Black Lives Matter and the Democratic Necessity of Social Movements (Oxford University Press, 18 Nov 2021, 2023).] 

In an article written in the early days of Covid,[endnoteRef:11] I expressed my belief that the pandemic would produce an expanded and inclusive community of fate. As with so many predictions by political scientists, I was wrong.  It most certainly did not in the United States or indeed in any country in the world where politicians and other leaders chose to fuel cleavages and misinformation to their individual advantage.[endnoteRef:12]  There were a few notable national exceptions, but in too many locales division and conflict over the nature of the threat and the mandates accompanied governments' efforts to protect their populations.  It is worthwhile trying to sort out the reasons for that variation, but in this piece the aim is to figure out how to create an expanded and inclusive community of fate which should, in principle, encompass almost everyone in a particular society, perhaps even across the whole world.   [11:  Margaret Levi, "An Expanded Community of Fate," Noema (7 July 2020), https://doi.org/https://www.noemamag.com/an-expanded-community-of-fate/. https://www.noemamag.com/an-expanded-community-of-fate/.]  [12:  I am grateful to Nathan Gardels for pointing out this and other related reasons why expanded communities of fate do not develop when expected. He was responding to me presenting an earlier version of this paper at a Berggruen Institute conference on July 21, 2024 in Venice, Italy.] 

One possible unifying value is protection from the environmental and climate threat.  Although the issue remains a continuing source of discord and polarization, there is also a growing movement for change.  Young people have led the way, worrying about their futures, yes, but also the future of the earth and all its species.  Climate change and environmental concerns could serve--perhaps are already serving--as the soil for an expanded and inclusive community of fate.
The “social science of care” project headed by Alison Gopnik and forming the basis for this issue of Daedalus, turned my attention in another direction. I’m part of this project as one of the non-psychological social scientists.  And why am I part of it?  One reason is that care is an important aspect of a moral political economy, a large-scale program at CASBS (Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University) from which the Care project evolved.[endnoteRef:13] As significantly, almost all (perhaps all) of my work focuses on relationships.  Some of it considers the conditions and institutional arrangements, i.e. the rules of the game, under which individuals, organizations, and institutions establish their trustworthiness and on how groups of individuals develop forms of solidarity that might lead them to act in the interests of others.  I am also concerned about when those relationships are reciprocated, when they are not, and when it matters or does not matter that they are.     [13:  Federica Carugati and Margaret Levi, A Moral Political Economy: Present, Past, and Future (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), Cambridge University Press, https://www.cambridge.org/core/elements/moral-political-economy/744AF3082B448BF0088462DEF93D7DCF, https://doi.org/DOI: 10.1017/9781108872942; Margaret Levi and Henry Farrell, eds., Creating a New Moral Political Econmy, vol. 152 (1), Daedalus (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2023).] 

As the care project has evolved, I have become increasingly aware of the community of fate that care and caregiving creates.  We have all been babies, and all of us have parents.  Many of us are parents, and some of us will grow old and frail or need health facilities.  We’ll require care and give care.  We rely on each other, on organizations that insure us, and on organizations that provide for us. Like Elizabeth Garlow and Anne-Marie Slaughter,[endnoteRef:14] the assumption, indeed the finding that is the basis of these claims, is that humans are relational beings; while they have individual goals, they also seek and maintain connections, connections that stimulate them to care for and about others.[endnoteRef:15]  Indeed, as Ashley Thomas and her co-authors note in this volume,[endnoteRef:16] infants come to ".. understand care relationships as intimate, altruistic, and asymmetric."  Not only does this affect caregiving in early life, as the authors conclude, it also has implications for the attitudes and behaviors of the adults the infants become. [14:  "A Worldview of Care and a New Economics," Daedalus  (2025). Also, see Anne-Marie Slaughter, Unfinished business: Women men work family (Simon and Schuster, 2015).]  [15:  There are many variants of this argument.  For a few, see Susan T. Fiske, Social Beings: Core Motives in Social Psychology, 2nd ed. (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2010); Danielle S. Allen, Justice by Means of Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2023); Anne-Marie Slaughter, "Care Is a Relationship," Daedalus 152,(1) (2023); Allison J. Pugh, The Last Human Job: The work of connecting in a disconnected world (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2024); Ganz; Hilary Cottam, Welfare 5.0: Why we need a social revolution and how to make it happen, Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose, University College London (London, 2020), https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/public-purpose/sites/public-purpose/files/iipp_welfare-state-5.0-report_hilary-cottam_wp-2020-10_final.pdf; Eric Schwitzgebel, "Imagining Yourself in Another’s Shoes vs. Extending Your Concern: Empirical and Ethical Differences," Daedalus winter (2025).]  [16:  Ashley J. Thomas et al., "How do infants experience caregiving?," Daedalus  (2025).] 

In the contemporary world, caregiving occurs over the life course, and even after death,[endnoteRef:17] and it comes in multiple forms.  The carers may be family members, groups designed to provide help, religious organizations,[endnoteRef:18] or governments; they may volunteer their services or be paid. They can be human or technological.[endnoteRef:19] Caring often combines many of these forms, as illustrated in the piece in this volume on the frail elderly.[endnoteRef:20]  As the importance of public subsidy and services increases, it is increasingly important how to measure care and its provision, as well as to figure out what it is likely to cost and how to cover those costs.[endnoteRef:21]  [17:  And sometimes beyond.  See, e.g., Phil Ford, Jacob G. Foster, and J.F. Martel, "Care of the Dead: Ancestors, traditions, and the life of cultures," Daedalus  (2025).]  [18:  Zachary Ugolnick, "Divine Care: Care as Religious Practice," Daedalus  (2025).]  [19:  Brian Christian, "Computational Frameworks for Care and Caregiving Frameworks for Computing," Daedalus Winter (2025).]  [20:  Elizabeth  Fetterolf et al., "Technology and the Dynamics of Care for Older People," Daedalus  (2025).]  [21:  Professor Misty L. Heggeness is developing measures with the support of the Sloan Foundation.  See the Care Board: https://thecareboard.ku.edu/  Others involved in thinking about measurements and costs include Nancy Folbre, Shawn Fremstad, and Pilar Gonalons-Pons, Measuring Care Provision in the United States: Resources, Shortfalls, and Possible Improvements CEPR (Center for Economic Policy Research) & PERI (Political Economy Research Institute) (Washington, DC, June 7, 2023 2023); Robert H. Frank, "Paying for Expanded Care Provision," Daedalus winter (2025). ] 

It is also worth exploring how the state can be a means for expanding and making more inclusive the community of fate.  What does it mean to incorporate care into the role of the state?  One possible meaning is that the government has an obligation not only to safeguard its population from external threats but also to provide for their needs throughout the life course and given differential resources and capacities to secure non-state care—be it familial, organizational (e.g, religious), or market. Of course, this varies over time and place.[endnoteRef:22]  A more minimal strategy is that government provides backdrop conditions by setting standards for the facilities and providers of care.  Both of these approaches assume that care is limited to the servicing of needs of those the state accepts as its responsibility.  Yet, the word “care” also connotes an emotional attachment, the carer wants what is in the best of the interest of the cared for, even if it requires some self-sacrifice on the part of the carer.  It has the additional connotation of listening and responding, that is caring about what those with whom you are interacting think about you.  It requires relationships between those receiving care and state actors, relationships that involve mutual trust or at least beliefs that the one who has hierarchical power has the interests at heart of the more dependent partner in the relationship.   Thus, state agents are to provide care but also care about the responses and reactions of those for whom they have responsibility. [22:  Peter A. Hall and David Soskice, eds., Varieties of Capitalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); Julia Lynch, Age in the Welfare State : The Origins of Social Spending on Pensioners, Workers, and Children (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Isabela  Mares and Matthew Carnes, "Social Policy in Developing Countries," Annual Review of Political Science 12,(1) (2009); Prerna Singh, How Solidarity Works for Welfare (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017).] 

Long ago I wrote about a kind of social contract between the government and its population when governments demand extractions such as taxes or military service.[endnoteRef:23]  The individuals affected are willing to engage in quasi-voluntary compliance, complying because they think they should but with a backdrop of coercion given that the behavior was legally mandated.  Such a social contract requires promises from both sides.  The population has to believe and find credible government promises that they will receive certain benefits in return for their compliance:  public goods, security, etc.  Their compliance further depends on a belief that government is not only competent to provide those benefits and services but also that it keeps its promises as best it can.  In addition, the people expect that government will provide benefits according to the standards of fairness of the day.  Finally, government has to give its population confidence that it can identify and punish free riders so that those complying don’t feel like suckers.  [23:  Margaret Levi, Of Rule and Revenue (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1988); Margaret Levi, Consent, Dissent and Patriotism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997).] 

These conditions equally apply to the provision of care, in which there must be cooperation between cared for, carers, family members, and government. Governments also have a role in establishing the trustworthiness of those providing care, given that the cared for are generally vulnerable due to age (young or old) and capabilities (mental or physical).  Trustworthiness of government agents depends on at least two features.  The first is that the agents are competent to provide the care.  The second is that the cared for and their families believe that the government and their paid caregivers have the cared for’s interests at heart.  For both, institutional safeguards and resources are essential for ensuring these conditions are met. 
This is not to imply that paid caregivers are incapable of finding and securing the training they need.  Nor does it imply that caregivers never develop an emotional attachment and commitment to the person being cared for; many do and should.  But personal efforts and attachments neither can nor should be counted on.  It is essential to have governmental and institutional safeguards to protect the cared for as well as to ensure that the carers are safe and have what they need to do their jobs. Are both the carers and cared for free from abuse, verbal and physical?  Do they have the diapers, playpens, walkers, pills, instructions, and other tools they need?  
But there is another set of conditions.  There have to be ways to incorporate the voices and concerns of those to whom care services are provided as well as their families and others implicated in their well-being.  This is not to suggest directly asking small children or the extremely frail elderly or others who lack or have lost their capacity to self-advocate.  But it does require recognizing that most of those needing care are embedded in their own personalized community of fate, that their destinies are entwined with those of others who are concerned about and affected by the person(s) requiring care.  These can be family members, but the circle could also include friends, physicians, social workers, teachers, paid workers, pastoral counselors.  
Here it is worth attending to the approach Hilary Cottam takes in Radical Help.[endnoteRef:24] Her work is grounded not on randomized controlled trials (RCTs) but on real world experiments, what I have come to label RWEs.[endnoteRef:25] They are proofs of the possible.  Cottam advocates recognizing the complexity of the problem and all the relevant actors, listening to what they think they want and need, and then both reconciling their objectives and coordinating their actions.  Sometimes this involves simply listening but sometimes it also requires providing a menu of opportunities that had not previously been understood.  This may mean new services or coordination and reduction of redundancies among those already offering help. [24:  Hilary Cottam, Radical help: how we can remake the relationships between us and revolutionise the welfare state (London: Virago, 2019).]  [25:  For other examples of RWEs in caregiving, see Garlow and Slaughter; Maisha T Winn and Nim Tottenham, "Looking back to look forward: Leveraging historical models for future-oriented caregiving," Daedalus  (2025).] 

The role of the state in generating an expanded and inclusive community of fate around care and caregiving goes beyond regulation and consultation of the affected.  It implies active engagement in creating and enabling the interconnections and awareness of others on which a community of fate depends; it involves helping to produce that community and/or taking advantage of pre-existing communities. Governments across the globe have helped construct neighborhoods that are intergenerational and diverse in ways that facilitate caring in all stages of life and with the added advantage of multiple cultural resources.[endnoteRef:26]  All communities are networks of individuals who are somehow related to each other through one node or another,[endnoteRef:27] but they could also be virtual communities.[endnoteRef:28]   Digital tools allow connections among a much wider array of people across a country and even nations, but the trick is to find a means to create a collective identity that both translates into collective action and contributes to societal welfare.   [26:  These are all loosely based on the principles of Jane Jacobs The death and life of great American cities (New York: Random House, 1961). Also see Growney, Zaloom, and Carstensen.]  [27:  Raul P. Lejano, Caring, Empathy, and the Commons: A Relational Theory of Collective Action (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023).]  [28:  Lucy Bernholz, Helene Landemore, and Rob Reich, eds., Digital Technology and Democratic Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021).] 

The form and quality of social cohesion can reinforce existing attitudes and values or transform them.  An emphasis on personal attainment or on exclusivity tends to exacerbate the divergence between the interests of the individual and society as a whole.  Free riding, violation of norms governing common pool resources, and other self-serving acts take dominance over actions that uphold a common good. When citizens find their comfortable social identities and ways of life under challenge, they may well retreat to the comfort of insular and exclusionary communities of fate. Particularly affected are those who remain rooted in their traditional homeland and whose reliance is on family, neighbors and church rather than on government or the corporation, the worlds Elinor Ostrom,[endnoteRef:29] Arlie Hochschild,[endnoteRef:30] and Katherine Cramer[endnoteRef:31] portray.  [29:  Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990).]  [30:  Strangers in their own land: anger and mourning on the American right (New York: New Press, 2016).]  [31:  The politics of resentment: rural consciousness in Wisconsin and the rise of Scott Walker (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016).] 

Individuals in relatively narrow communities of fate can become increasingly alienated from the society at large, especially as their livelihoods and homes become less secure due to the kinds of demographic, climatic, economic, and technological pressures felt today.  Digital tools and social media can contribute to alienation and polarization, and it often does.  But it can also be—under the right conditions—a means for expanding a positive, productive, and progressive community of fate.  We know something about those conditions in traditional (past?) spaces of work, neighborhood, and politics.  We are just beginning to learn what works in the new spaces created by the digital world.  
Several pathways exist for making people aware of their social connections and enabling them to act.  One is through socialization.[endnoteRef:32] The other is organizational. Organizations that are structured in ways that bring people together and foster their commonalities can evoke both empathy and respect for differences. Hahrie Han documents the making of such bonds and connections in explaining how participants embedded in a multi-racial evangelical organization were able to change their attitudes to each other and to prejudiced members of their larger society as they acted to create support for a universal preschool program.[endnoteRef:33]  Marshall Ganz[endnoteRef:34] makes a similar point with his examples of how the relationships developed in civic associations can become commitments to larger social causes when conscious organizing involves relationship building, storytelling, strategy, and developmental leadership committed to democratic structures and practice.  [32:  Schmader and Block.]  [33:  Hahrie Han, Matthew  Baggetta, and Jennifer Oser, "Organizing and Democracy: Understanding the Possibilities for Transformative Collective Action," Annual Review of Political Science 27 (2024); Hahrie Han, Undivided: The Quest for Racial Solidarity in an American Church (New York: Penguin Books, 2024).]  [34:  Ganz.] 

In the view presented here, the state can help provide care, but it should also be expected to contribute to the creation of an expanded and inclusive community of fate around the value of care. Everyone is likely to be a provider and a recipient of care over the life course; all are dependent on other individuals as well as government at some point. Government has a potential role in both revealing the interdependencies of the various actors in the care network and making those relationships productive and viable.  This means reducing the frictions and the costs, both monetary and cultural. How to improve the capacity of national and local governments in building a community of care deserves further exploration.  So, too, does consideration of how international governance and philanthropic organizations can work to do the same across national boundaries. 
Crucial is the creation of an expanded and inclusive community of fate with its recognition of mutual interdependence, social connectedness, and the creation of empathy for all those brought into this broad and caring community. A healthy society requires provision for the common good but also for the needs each as an individual. Reciprocity is key, but it is not one-to-one or symmetric. As in the labor unions studied by Ahlquist and Levi, reciprocity is a community-level responsibility. Building on preexisting bonds, the organization--be it neighborhood, religious institution, government, or another source of connection--nourishes the responsibility of that community to its own members but also to strangers, often distant strangers, who deserve recognition as members of the larger human community. It is far less about reciprocity between individuals than about a community responsibility to take care of and stand up for those in need.  
The claim here is that the best way of achieving an expanded and inclusive community of fate around care and caring is to develop relationships of mutual understanding and some degree of trust and empathy through a process that engages the community members in determining the kinds of policies and practices most suited to their needs.  But this cannot be a simple expression of preferences; it requires deliberation and debate, learning and unlearning.  It requires giving people the tools of agency that will enable them to work collectively to identify and then mobilize for their common good. This in turn requires organizations and leadership that enable individuals to develop their voices and autonomy.  This paper and others in this volume argue that the provision of care services is only part of the story; also essential is caring about and listening to those requiring help.  Despite considerable progress as reflected in these pages, there is so much more to learn about how to achieve care in all its senses. That is the next step. 

Endnotes
