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WHAT is “care”? The term has become popular due to the pan-
demic, and in the past few years literary scholars have become

interested in using care as a methodology to transform our critical
work.1 The action of caregiving and the feeling of caring are not the
same thing, although they tend to produce each other. Care refers to
deeds; we might define it as “meeting another’s need.”2

Drawing on feminist and disability theory, we can use care not just to
explore the social relations of our Victorian subjects but also to think
about our own work. Care theory might be a particular kind of theoret-
ical lens. It can act like a telescope to bring those faraway, long-ago
Victorian social interactions into focus, but, like all telescopes, it uses a
mirror, reflecting back ourselves and making us consider how we read
and what we read for.

To understand the promise of ethics of care, we need to acknowl-
edge its origins in feminist and disability theory.3 Care ethicists have
established that care is inherently interrelational, involving a complex
mutual interplay between carer and cared-for. Crucially, everyone is
dependent, because everyone needs care to survive. Recent theorists
often focus on mutual aid, small voluntary collectives fostering political
action and local networks.4 We increasingly recognize that our social
lives, our relationships, our mutual work, depend on our abilities to intuit
and meet one another’s needs in fluid, responsive, and ongoing ways. In
centering dependency and contingency, care ethics radically departs
from traditional philosophical ethicists’ assumption of an autonomous
individual whose agential decisions are based on universally applicable
logical principles.

This perspective allows literary critics to benefit from practices and
theories that have not always informed our work, learning from lived
social formations including African American other-mothering, queer
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families of choice, global kinship structures, and Indigenous relations to
the natural world. Disability studies contributes serious thinking about
caregiving and mutual dependence. Moreover, since care has historically
been feminized as part of women’s mission, it has been part of an explic-
itly feminist philosophy from the beginning, and much of its most influen-
tial work addressed maternal care as the basis for all social interactivity.5

By foregrounding the experiences of historically underrepresented
people, ethics of care allows us to address the Victorian novel from per-
spectives that have not traditionally powered what we think of as “theory.”
Indeed, as an embodied practice endemic to human flourishing and
often practiced by marginalized and precarious populations, care offers
a very different perspective from the abstract critiques offered by high
theory. Care ethicists, who often are not academics, bring their lived
experience with disability and political activism and diverse cultural
expectations of care to enrich this shared knowledge. Like a telescope,
then, it brings in phenomena that might initially seem quite far away.

Care is also a historically appropriate metric to use for the Victorian
era, when an older practice of local, amateur caregiving began to give way
to an emerging practice of institutional, public health carework. Many
mid-Victorian texts think through this shift, mourning or commemorat-
ing a vanishing world of local care communities. Victorian texts often
continue to record intimate experiences of social interdependency, an
experience of enmeshment that is particularly attuned to Victorian wom-
en’s lives. We can think of the paradigmatic mutual aid communities in
Dickens’s novels, featuring neighbors, ex-servants, retired military men,
friends, shopkeepers, fellow travelers, clerks, all joining to meet someone’s
need. But such small groups of relations, friends, neighbors, and servants
show up everywhere: the domestic groups of Gaskell’s novels, the large
families of Yonge’s fiction, the clerical and parliamentary cohorts in
Trollope’s chronicles, the rural townspeople of Hardy’s novels, indeed
all the work, school, and home ensemble casts of the Victorian imagina-
tion. By studying these intimate representations of care communities, we
can learn a great deal about how care communities work and what goes
wrong when they fail.

In studying caregiving in Victorian texts, we can draw on sociological
studies of caregivers to understand the kinds of stressors that make
caregivers feel invisible, mechanized, or inauthentic due to emotional
labor—an insight into what it feels like to be, say, Grace Poole,
Mrs. General, or Mrs. Sparsit, and a way of making their experiences
more central. But we can also think about carers and caregivers as meeting
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the needs of the story itself. Instead of Alex Woloch’s theory that charac-
ters are isolated agents engaged in an agonistic fight for narrative space,
we can try to see them as mutually engaged in co-shaping their shared
story.6

Finally, we can turn care theory toward ourselves, using that mirror.
Are we enmeshed in a care relation with the texts that we study? Are we
giving care by writing or teaching about the text, and if so, whose needs
are we meeting? What is the relationship between criticism and care, and
what would it look like if we consciously tried to make our writing into
acts of care?

If care is a telescope and a mirror, it can also function as a fish-eye
lens: a mode of seeing more widely than we could otherwise. For reading
with care means trying to focus the edges of the frame—the experiences
of servants, caregivers, the minor characters of the Victorian novel.
It helps us foreground characters who are female, disabled, racially
marked, queer, those whose situations produce the social dynamics
that we want to explore. We look through that lens to see a distant
era—but we also might see ourselves mirrored back, indebted to diverse
global cultures and the needs of precarious populations, watching, sym-
pathetically, how care causes us to reflect on the relation between
Victorians and ourselves.
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