
The single most common sacrifi ce that the majority of us will 
make in our lifetimes is the sacrifi ce of raising children. It is, of 
course, indisputable that the spiritual and psychic rewards of raising 
a child are real, concrete, and incalculable. But it is equally indis-
putable that child raising also entails sacrifi ce. On a practical level, 
raising children involves sacrifi ce of sleep, privacy, space, free time, 
and freedom, and sometimes a degree of one’s sanity—sacrifi ces 
that are, like the rewards, real, concrete, and incalculable. Raising 
children, however, also involves fi nancial sacrifi ces that are actually 
quite calculable.

But the calculable fi nancial sacrifi ce of raising children is not 
borne equally by those of us with children. The calculable fi nancial 
sacrifi ce of raising children is borne, to an overwhelmingly dispro-
portionate degree, by women who are raising children. Here in the 
United States, for those who have never had children, young women 
(between the ages of twenty-seven and thirty-three) make 98 cents 
for every dollar men make.1 In contrast, the wage gap between all 
men and all women—including working mothers this time—is an 
astonishing 59 cents to the dollar. Even if we take out all the women 
who work part time, and compare the wages of men and women 
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working fulltime—and again include working mothers—we still 
fi nd women’s earnings are 77 percent of men’s.2 In contrast, having 
children seems to have no effect, and may even have a positive ef-
fect, on men’s income.3 And that’s just the United States.4

It is a simple, tragic fact that throughout the globe signifi cantly 
more women and children live in poverty than do men. Mary Ann 
Glendon recently reminded the United Nations that

three-quarters of the world’s poverty population today is 
composed of women and children. In the developing world, 
hundreds of millions of women and children lack adequate 
nutrition, sanitation and basic health care. And even in affl u-
ent societies, the faces of the poor are predominantly those 
of women and children, for . . . there is a strong correlation 
between family breakdown and the feminization of poverty. 
The costs of rapid increases in divorce and single-parenthood 
have fallen heavily on women, and most heavily of all on those 
women who have made personal sacrifi ces to care for chil-
dren and other family members.5

Across the globe, without exception, and really without exaggerat-
ing, it is legitimate to say that raising children generally impover-
ishes women fi nancially.

As Catholics, how are we to react to the stark reality of this 
concrete fi nancial sacrifi ce? How can Catholic teachings help us 
sort through the complex and tangled web of the issues involved 
in securing mothers’ access to fi nancial security?  Tackling this is-
sue as a Catholic legal academic requires grappling with two bodies 
of thought that are about as different in perspective from one an-
other as they could conceivably be—the Catholic Church’s teach-
ings on the role of women and the law-journal articles and books 
of feminist legal scholars. The most interesting discovery for me in 
beginning this endeavor has been fi nding surprisingly Catholic ideas 
woven into the feminist arguments, and surprisingly feminist ideas 
woven into the Catholic teachings.
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In this article, I will explain the ways in which I believe these 
two bodies of thought are compatible. I will argue that this com-
patibility suggests a number of ways in which Catholic thought 
could contribute to the development of a theory of justice that is 
compatible with both Catholic and feminist theorist agendas. I will 
also argue that this compatibility suggests a potentially helpful way 
to begin the diffi cult work of translating Church teachings on this 
topic into concrete policy proposals—namely, focusing carefully on 
the precise nature of the “common good” that women’s sacrifi ce of 
child raising is ultimately considered to be fostering.

Over the last couple of decades, feminist theorists have been 
struggling with the inadequacy of the image of the autonomous in-
dividual on which “the liberal theory that dominates contemporary 
American thought” is based.6 The image of the autonomous, inde-
pendent actor refl ects “the social role historically assigned to men 
rather than women, and . . . ignores dependents’ need for care.”7

Feminist theorists such as Martha Fineman, Eva Feder Kittay, Joan 
Tronto, Robin West, and Joan Williams, to name just a few, have ar-
gued for, to borrow from Robin West’s book title, a “re-imagining” 
of our notion of justice to incorporate the “inevitability and normal-
ity of dependency” and the need for dependency care.8 (I will refer 
to these feminist theorists as the “dependency theorists.”) Alasdair 
MacIntyre acknowledged his debt to these feminist pioneers when 
he applied this insight to general systems of moral philosophy in 
Dependent Rational Animals.9

Most of the energy of the dependency theorists has been directed 
toward addressing the practical issue of the increased marginaliza-
tion of the world’s dependency work—primarily raising children, 
but also caring for the old and the infi rm.10 This marginalization is 
refl ected in the statistics I offered earlier about women’s pay and 
poverty, but it is even more directly on display in the formula for 
the world’s basic economic tool for measuring national wealth—the 
gross domestic product. On a global level, the only forms of labor 
we acknowledge as contributing to the wealth of a nation are mon-
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etary transactions.11 The unpaid care work of women in their homes 
simply doesn’t count, economically, because it is not paid labor. The 
work of the dependency theorists can be best understood by situat-
ing it in the larger context of feminist theories about how to address 
this general problem.

The various feminist theorists’ approaches to the issue of the 
marginalization of care work can be crudely sorted out into two 
camps. One camp says we should change the fact that women do 
most of this unpaid care work. The other camp says we should 
change the fact that this care work is not accorded any economic 
value. For those who fall within the fi rst camp, the solution lies in 
either encouraging men to do more unpaid care work or in discour-
aging women from doing unpaid care work.12 If men and women 
equally shared the burden of unpaid labor—or if neither men nor 
women engaged in it at all—then all we would need to do to en-
sure fi nancial equality between men and women is to ensure for-
mal equality for men and women in the paid labor force, enacting 
laws making it illegal to discriminate in any way between men and 
women.

This fi rst camp is rapidly losing ground, both practically and 
theoretically. Some writers, like Eva Feder Kittay, argue that it isn’t 
getting anywhere because women are refusing to give up the care 
work—recognizing the value of dependency care and the sterility 
of the male world that doesn’t recognize this value—even when it 
costs them. Kittay writes, 

The call for sexual equality has been with us for a long time. 
But until relatively recently, the demands of even the most 
foresightful women have assumed very traditional and gen-
dered arrangements of dependency work. Radical visions 
in which dependency work is taken out of the family have 
left many women cold—largely, I suggest, because they have 
failed to respect the importance of the dependency relation-
ship. A view of society as consisting of nested dependencies, 
so constituted as to provide all with the means to achieve 
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functioning that respects the freedom and relatedness of all 
citizens, is a view that can only emerge now, as women taste 
the fruits of an equality fashioned by men—and fi nd it want-
ing. This equality has not left room for love’s labor and love’s 
laborers. It is time to shape a new vision by creating new legal 
theories and forging the requisite political will. We need to 
revise our social and political commitment to ourselves as de-
pendents and as dependency workers. Only through these ef-
forts may we come to see what it means for men and women 
to share the world in equality.13

Other writers argue convincingly that the feminist theorists who 
argue against “repronormativity”—that is, the feminists who argue 
for policies aimed at discouraging women from bearing and rear-
ing children—are essentially elitist, racist, and cruel.14  They end 
up having to propose things like purposely impoverishing women 
who choose to have children (and, necessarily, their children), or 
importing immigrants to do our nation’s care work.15 And almost 
everyone who thinks about this seriously is forced to concede that, 
practically, in the real world in which we live, women do, in fact, 
do most of the parenting: “the traditions of femininity have proven 
remarkably persistent.”16

The camp that is gaining ground, I think, is the camp of the femi-
nist theorists who accept—either reluctantly or not—that women 
do, in fact, do most of the dependency work and seek to accord 
this kind of work its proper economic value. This camp advocates 
for changes to public structures to refl ect the value of care work. 
The specifi c proposals run the gamut of the things that the Catholic 
Church calls for, consistently and insistently, in its teachings.17 In 
Laborem Exercens, the Church offers three prescriptions for society’s 
devaluation of care work. First, it calls for economic compensation 
for this important work, either in the form of a family wage suf-
fi cient to support the needs of the entire family or other forms of 
fi nancial support for mothers who devote themselves exclusively 
to their families. Second, it calls for a reevaluation of the work of 



logos20

mothers in preserving families, to ensure that women who do not 
work outside the home are not penalized for dedicating their ener-
gy to a function so vital for social development. Third, the Church 
calls for a restructuring of the workplace to ensure that women are 
not penalized on the job market for the work they do within the 
family.18

In this respect, it seems to me that the Church sounds re-
markably feminist and some of the feminist theorists sound re-
markably Catholic. Many of the specifi c proposals espoused by 
the feminist theorists are consistent with these demands of our 
Church—changes to our welfare policies and our tax policies to 
directly subsidize unpaid child-care work by mothers, paid mater-
nity leaves and guarantees of job protection while on maternity 
leave, and more radical proposals to restructure the workplace it-
self to permit mothers (and, incidentally, also fathers) to spend 
signifi cant time caring for their families without undue penalties 
in career advancement.19 What every one of these proposals has in 
common is that each shifts some of the cost—and thus some of the 
sacrifi ce—of child raising from individual parents to society as a 
whole. Interestingly, the feminist theorists making these proposals 
seem to struggle the hardest with a point that the Church has the 
least trouble with—articulating a convincing rationale for making 
everyone in society share the cost of raising children, regardless of 
whether they themselves need such support in raising their chil-
dren, or whether they have children.

Two rationales have been offered by the feminist theorists. The 
fi rst is that children are a “public good.” The unpaid work of raising 
children benefi ts the whole of society, by ensuring new genera-
tions of capable workers, citizens, and taxpayers. Under the cur-
rent situation in which mothers pay the disproportionate cost of 
this benefi t, our market institutions, as well as men in general and 
even childless women, “are ‘free-riders,’ appropriating the labor of 
the caretaker for their own purposes.”20 But the problem with this 
rationale is that it only supports half of the reform agenda outlined 
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above. It only provides a rationale for subsidizing child raising. It 
does not support any sort of accommodations for mothers in the 
workplace. Under this rationale, employers could arguably fulfi ll 
their social responsibilities to properly value child raising by en-
couraging women with children to quit work and providing bo-
nuses to men with children; the government could arguably fulfi ll 
its social responsibilities by increasing direct and indirect subsidies 
for child-care work in the home.

Such positions are only reinforced by a dedication to “formal 
equality” in the workplace and a refusal to accept any gender-based 
differences that might be relevant to job performance in any way. 
If the best argument we can present for workplace restructuring 
is based on equality, it is hard to make any sort of “business case” 
for the costs associated with such restructuring. Why not just pay 
women who become pregnant to stay home? Why pay more, why 
restructure the workplace dramatically, to keep mothers on the 
job, if all they offer the workplace is exactly the same as what men 
 offer?

I suggest that this might be the reason some feminist theorists 
have embarked on the more ambitious project of reimagining jus-
tice, of replacing the traditional equality-based notion of justice. 
This alternative notion of justice incorporates the imperative that 
society properly value the services of caregivers, but instead of har-
nessing that notion with the demand of strict equality of treatment, 
it attempts to place that idea into a construct that accommodates 
generosity in treatment of people based on the needs of their de-
pendents.21 That would permit us, as a society, to say to an em-
ployer that it does have a more compelling reason to accommodate 
a request for a fl exible work schedule from a mother raising young 
children than, to borrow an example from one of the “anti-repro-
normativity” feminists, a request for a fl exible work schedule from 
a woman who wants to spend more time engaging in the “study of 
the history of feminism.”22 Under a dependency-based theory of 
justice, the rationale for treating the two requests differently would 
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be our consensus, as a society, fi rst, that child raising is a public 
good and second, that we are justifi ed in making accommodations 
that recognize the reality that “children are human beings in need 
who are not capable of supporting themselves.”23

Let me now turn to the intellectual resources of the Catholic 
Church, and the ways in which I believe the Church could con-
tribute to the debate of the feminists in furthering some common 
goals. The Church supports its calls for changing policies and work-
places to accommodate motherhood with two somewhat paradoxi-
cal arguments, refl ecting some real tension. One argument is that 
the preservation of the family is crucial to solving many of con-
temporary society’s most critical problems, and that the work of 
preserving the family—primarily the work of mothers—needs to 
be properly valued by society. For the Church, the family plays a 
vital role in preserving and transmitting the truth about the human 
person—that all are created in the image and likeness of God. That 
truth is the “main thread and . . . the guiding principle of . . . all of the 
Church’s social doctrine.”24 The Church understands the preservation 
of the family to be key to the development of society. In Familiaris 
Consortio, the family is identifi ed as having “vital and organic links 
with society, since it is its foundation and nourishes it continually. 
. . . It is from the family that citizens come to birth and it is within 
the family that they fi nd the fi rst school of the social virtues that are 
the animating principle of the existence and the development of 
society itself.” 25society itself.” 25society itself.”  The Church notes that

faced with a society that is running the risk of becoming more 
and more depersonalized and standardized and therefore in-
human and dehumanizing, with the negative results of many 
forms of escapism—such as alcoholism, drugs and even ter-
rorism—the family possesses and continues still to release 
formidable energies capable of taking man out of his anonym-
ity, keeping him conscious of his personal dignity, enriching 
him with deep humanity and actively placing him, in his 
uniqueness and unrepeatability, within the fabric of society.26
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That is an argument that Catholic scholars like Mary Ann Glendon 
and Helen Alvaré are developing with research and scholarship on 
the effi cacy of the traditional family structure in addressing hosts of 
social problems. 27 This is one concrete way in which Catholic teach-
ings and Catholic scholars can contribute to this debate, support-
ing the feminist theorists’ arguments that child raising is, indeed, a 
public good.

But the other argument the Church makes with respect to wom-
en is equally important, and I think is sometimes neglected—cer-
tainly by popular accounts of the Church’s stand on women, but 
I think also sometimes by Catholics, perhaps because people are 
uncomfortable with the way in which it does stand in tension with 
the fi rst argument. That is the argument that women have unique 
contributions to make in solving many of contemporary society’s 
most critical problems and that women must have access to the 
public sphere in order to make these contributions. In Mulieris Dig-
nitatem, Pope John Paul the Great’s apostolic letter “On the Dignity 
and Vocation of Women,” the Church sets out a powerful argument 
for the need to ensure women’s participation in the full panoply 
of endeavors that constitute humanity’s task to “fi ll the earth and 
subdue it.” 28subdue it.” 28subdue it.”  The Church argues that women have a capacity for 
developing a special sensitivity to the fact that humans exist to be 
loved, a special awareness that each and every human is entrusted to 
each and every other human being. This “feminine genius” consists 
of a special ability to appreciate each human being’s obligation to 
love each other human being, arising out of the truth that we are 
all loved by God, that we are all created in the image and likeness 
of God. And that is no small thing. Remember, that is the truth that 
is the “main thread and . . . the guiding principle of . . . all of the 
Church’s social doctrine”—the same truth that the Church maintains Church’s social doctrine”—the same truth that the Church maintains Church’s social doctrine”
the family structure is so good at preserving and transmitting. 29

Nevertheless, as is powerfully illustrated in Mulieris Dignitatem’s 
discussion of Jesus Christ’s relationships with the women in his life, 
this feminine genius has applications outside of the family, as well 
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as within it. And this genius has to be respected as an intellectual as 
well as an emotional capacity; it cannot be reduced to the idea that 
women are better than men at physical nurturing. Remember, as 
Pope John Paul the Great pointed out, Jesus rebuked Martha for her 
“preoccupation with domestic matters,” saying that her sister, Mary, 
who was listening to Jesus’s teachings rather than helping out with 
the physical nurturing of the guests, “. . . has chosen the better por-
tion and she shall not be deprived of it” (Lk 10:38–41). 30  This spe-
cial genius is what allowed the women in Jesus’s life—Mary, Mary 
Magdalene, Martha—to understand and accept (in some cases be-
fore the male apostles understood or accepted) some of the most 
profound religious truths of his ministry.31 It is also what gave them 
the courage to act on these truths—to act in the public sphere, 
through acts of witness and proclamation outside of their families.

Mulieris Dignitatem reminds us, “Women were in the forefront at the 
foot of the Cross . . . John was the only Apostle who remained faith-
ful, but there were many faithful women. . . . In this most ardu-
ous test of faith and fi delity the women proved stronger than the 
Apostles. In this moment of danger, those who love much succeed 
in overcoming their fear.”32 And women were the “fi rst witnesses 
of the resurrection.” “The women are the fi rst at the tomb. They are 
the fi rst to fi nd it empty. They are the fi rst to hear: ‘He is not here. 
He has risen, as he said.’ . . . They are the fi rst to embrace his feet. 
. . . They are also the fi rst to be called to announce this truth to the 
Apostles.”33

The Church calls upon contemporary women to do the same 
thing—to apply their genius to the most pressing contemporary 
social issues—in myriad ways. From his Letter to Women (1990), 
Pope John Paul II writes, 

Women will increasingly play a part in the solution of the 
serious problems of the future: . . . euthanasia, drugs, health 
care, the ecology, etc. In all these areas a greater presence of 
women in society will prove most valuable, for it will help to 



should bearing the child mean bearing all the cost? 25

manifest the contradictions present when society is organized 
solely according to the criteria of effi ciency and productivity, 
and it will force systems to be redesigned in a way which fa-
vors the processes of humanization which mark the “civiliza-
tion of love.” 34

And in his earlier apostolic letter Mulieris Dignitatem, he states, 

In our own time, the successes of science and technology 
make it possible to attain material well-being to a degree 
hitherto unknown. While this favors some, it pushes others 
to the margins of society. In this way, unilateral progress can 
also lead to a gradual loss of sensitivity for man, that is, for 
what is essentially human. In this sense, our time in particu-
lar awaits the manifestation of that “genius” which belongs to 
women, and which can ensure sensitivity for human beings in 
every circumstance: because they are human!—and because 
“the greatest of these is love.”35

Of course, the exercise of that genius in the service of the vital task 
of preserving the family is clearly of paramount importance. The 
Church constantly challenges society to recognize the value of that constantly challenges society to recognize the value of that constantly
particular exercise of the feminine genius. But that is not the only 
way that the Church envisions the feminine genius contributing to 
the progress of civilization. Nowhere in its numerous and consis-
tent calls to women to express their feminine genius in the pub-
lic sphere does the Church make exceptions for women who are 
mothers. I think the Church would desperately like to provide such 
an exception. But just as the Church clearly accepts that there are 
many mothers who have no choice but to work to fi nancially sup-
port their families, I think it also recognizes that for some mothers, 
who economically have the choice to stay home, the “public sphere” 
might place a compelling claim on them as well. If there were no so-
cial evils left to be addressed in this world, clearly, the preference of 
the Church would be that every mother would choose to dedicate 
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herself fulltime to child raising, because no call to make the world 
a better place in any other way would ever be as compelling. But 
we are not there yet, and the Church recognizes that. And I think 
that is why our Church consistently calls upon society to make it 
more feasible for women who are mothers to fully respond to all of 
the aspects of their “complicated calling,” both with respect to their 
families and in the public sphere. 36

This is the aspect of Catholic thought that should compel us as 
Catholics to advocate for restructuring the workplace to accom-
modate mothering, not just to subsidize mothering in the home. 
And I also think it suggests to us, as Catholic scholars, a way to help 
develop the richer, dependency-based notion of justice that is being 
articulated by so many of the feminist theorists. After seeing what 
happened to Lawrence Summers, the former president of Harvard 
University, when he suggested the possibility of gender-based dis-
tinctions in capabilities, I am a bit nervous about this suggestion. 
But, in the spirit of “Be not afraid!”—I persist.37 Perhaps the de-
pendency-based theory of justice does open the door to discussion 
of gender-based distinctions in capabilities that are relevant to the 
structure of the workplace, but do not inevitably lead to exclusion 
from the workplace for mothers. Maybe, if we’re just not as clumsy 
about it as Lawrence Summers was, we could contribute positively 
to a richer theory of justice with our Catholic convictions about the 
unique capabilities that mothers can bring to the workplace.

Which brings me, fi nally, to the notion of the common good. 
What exactly is the common good served by the sacrifi ces made by 
mothers? To reduce the Church’s teachings to the position that child 
raising per se is the common good that women are called to sacri-
fi ce for—to, in essence, equate the Church’s entire position with 
the secular arguments of child raising as a “public good”— would 
risk falling into the same quandary as the feminist theorists without 
the broader notion of justice. But to do that would be to also ignore 
half the Church’s teachings. Preserving the family isn’t the good 
per se, it is a means to a greater common good—the fl ourishing of 
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society, the realization of the kingdom of God here on earth. And 
enabling mothers to contribute their feminine genius to the public 
sphere is another means to that same, greater common good. That 
broader conception of the common good more honestly acknowl-
edges the real tensions in the Church’s teachings on this issue, and is 
consistent with the intellectual agenda of developing a richer notion 
of justice. Alasdair MacIntyre recognized this in Dependent Rational 
Animals, when, he argued for

a form of political society in which it is taken for granted that 
disability and dependence on others are something that all of 
us experience at certain times in our lives and this to unpre-
dictable degrees, and that consequently our interest in how 
the needs of the disabled [and, I would add, dependent chil-
dren] are adequately voiced and met is not a special interest, 
the interest of one particular group rather than of others, but 
rather the interest of the whole political society, an interest 
that is integral to their conception of their common good.38

I believe that a focus on this broader conception of the common 
good, richly understood, should help us to recognize that child raising 
demands sacrifi ce of all—men and women, those with children and 
without—not merely the sacrifi ce of women with children.39 And 
this, in turn, should compel us to strive for the radical restructuring 
of our public policies and our workplaces in ways that very well might 
entail some sacrifi ce by all, not just by working mothers.
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