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The capitalist and patriarchal origins of the exploitation of women by men were 

mapped out well by Friedrich Engels in The Origin of the Family, Private Property and 

the State [1884]. Despite agreeing with their importance, Simone de Beauvoir (2009 

[1949]) explains that neither the creation of private property, the sexual division of labor 

nor the need for an excess of strength for the use of techniques were the causal reasons 

for the oppression of women, but rather the imperialistic way in which man’s 

consciousness was constructed and maintains itself educated: with man perceiving in his 

neighbor the Other and enslaving the Other in the name of his sovereignty. 

Throughout time the Other has not been represented randomly, but by means of 

stereotypes that are conceptually sustained. Aspects associated with reason, culture, 

universalization and neutrality have been considered superior while aspects associated 

with emotion, nature, particularity and sensitivity have been considered inferior and 

caricatured. What was “universal” and what was “neutral” have become, in this way, the 

sources of ontological validity and legitimacy and, not coincidentally, have 

corresponded to those characteristics said to be masculine. Since women  have been and 1

still are associated with values and aspects considered to be inferior in that hierarchy, 

the result is that their image has been limited to immanence, the body, sex, procreation, 

intemperateness and instincts. 

Eco-feminist theories start from this analysis, extending it to the relationship that 

men have historically established with non-human animals.  If the forms of oppression 2

are associated we will have to agree with the basic suppositions of the eco-feminist 

thesis about the existence of conceptual and cultural alliances between androcentrism 

and anthropocentrism. In this context, we seek a moral approach that may serve as a 

 Even though there may be differences among women according to their skin color, social class, sexual 1

orientation and regional identity, this mechanism of antagonization and hierarchization remains. 

 The link between the forms of oppression may legitimize the ironic thesis that the posture assumed by 2

men is that of the dominant male, which means they are closer to the nature of the other animals they 
oppress.



foundation compatible with eco-feminist arrangements, without excluding coalition 

policies that propose to collapse the common origin of such forms of oppression. 

Reason and Neutrality as a Moral Foundation: Are They Truly Universal? 

The Kantian moral theory of universal respect has been adopted by various 

egalitarian political views. However, let us consider the reasons we cannot adopt it to 

support an eco-feminist coalition policy along the lines described above; I will briefly 

summarize here what I have developed more extensively in prior work.  For the 3

purposes of this paper we must remember that the Kantian formulation of universal 

respect takes morality as the expression of a duty and, at the same time, as a product of 

human rationality and autonomy. To be able to function fully Kant argued that the moral 

point of view must be a product of a neutral view. While his goal may have been to save 

the idea of a universal moral duty as a product of human autonomy, the core of his 

theory restricts the moral community, making it less universal than he seems to have 

intended. Why is that? 

The assumption of rationality reveals itself to be exclusionary, for the possibility 

of developing it does not actually apply to everyone,  whether for mental and/or 4

neurological reasons, or for cultural and physical reasons. All persons who do not 

benefit from the full capacity of self-determination for any of the reasons given above 

are forever excluded from the sphere of moral considerations. The criterion of 

rationality not only excludes such human beings but also non-human animals, in 

addition to nature as a whole. 

Now the criterion of neutrality provides that interests and sensitive influences 

may be isolated from the scope of moral considerations, which implies that existing 

asymmetrical forms of treatment may be ignored. Human beings who fall into the 

category of a lower cultural status can survive the filter of rationality, but cannot escape 

from the filter of neutrality, which means that they are therefore outside the scope of 
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universality and neutrality. Such a marking and such exclusion are applied to women, as 

we have seen, but also to black people, indigenous people, individuals who somehow do 

not fit into hetero-normative standards, etc. However, the criteria of rationality and 

neutrality, despite all of these shortcomings, are understood as synonymous with 

egalitarian treatment, which requires us to reexamine our moral point of view, the sine 

qua non condition for us to in fact universalize moral respect, expanding our moral 

community. The moral approach known as the functionings approach (FA) promises to 

be able to advocate such an expansion, which is why it is currently the best proposal to 

serve as a foundation for ethical and political demands which have been silenced. 

Expanding the Moral and Political Community with the Functionings Approach 

According to Maria Clara Dias, the Functionings Approach rejects both the 

notion of rationality and the requirement of a capacity for self-determination as 

indispensable moral bases for a universalist approach. Dias even highlights the 

inexorable relationship between our moral convictions and our political commitments, 

and I quote: 
In reality, in a world of scarcity and economic dependency in which we live there are 
enormous contingents of human beings who will never be capable of exercising autonomy. 
If the exclusion of these people causes in us repulsion and indignation, then we must take 
our sentiments seriously and seek something more basic that will bring us closer and liken 
us to all of these beings. (In Portuguese in Dias, 2015, p. 23; in English in Dias, 
Functioning Approach, p. 110) 

Dias recasts the Kantian categorical imperative as a principle of universal 

respect, proposing the expansion of the scope of our moral consideration. The second 

formulation of the imperative takes respect as a moral foundation, disapproving of 

treating as a means beings who are ends in themselves. By assigning equal moral value 

to all functional systems, all would now be included in this moral position, whether or 

not they are capable of rationality or even of self-determination. To include, in the sense 

of considering/respecting morally or integrating, according to this new model, means 

“... promoting the functionings that each individual is capable of exercising and that 

somehow constitute his or her own identity.” (In Portuguese in DIAS, 2015, p. 50, and 

in English in Functioning Approach, p. 29). Thus, Dias assumes that the “inclusion” and 

“equal consideration or respect” are requirements that mark contemporary politics. So 



she advocates in the name of respect the functional integrity of each individual, 

understood as flexible functional systems which are more or less complex. In this way, 

sentient beings as well as many other functional systems would be inserted into our 

moral community. As Dias argues: 

If “to attribute equal normative value to all” or “to consider everyone equally” means to 
recognize each individual’s right to develop his or her own functionings, then ... we should 
ask ourselves, in different contexts, what type of distribution is needed for us to achieve 
this ideal of justice. (In Portuguese in Dias, 2015, p. 50 and in English, in Functioning 
Approach, p. 29). 

In addition, the universal principle of respect formulated through the 

Functionings Approach is actually revealed to be egalitarian and universalist, without 

the political or moral onus of the concept of neutrality. Accepting this discarding of the 

criterion of neutrality imposes on us some initial difficulties, since by a liberal form of 

logic, the abolition of the requirement for neutrality would lead to the adoption of 

different treatment for different people. Far from identifying this issue as a problem, 

Dias supposes she is arguing for a more inclusive approach to justice that values 

differences themselves. According to Dias: 

Those concerned here are not deterritorialized, atemporal agents, whose desires have been 
emptied of any and all content, but instead are human beings with concrete ties that largely 
delimit their demands and accomplishments. Therefore, a universal principle of respect 
requires that we should now equally recognize certain groups’ demands for a form of 
political representation capable of expressing the values with which they identify 
themselves. (In Portuguese in Dias 2014, p. 51, and in English in Functioning Approach, p. 
30). 

This attribution of the same moral value for each and every functional system 

helps us to move toward social justice. That being said, the needs of non-human 

functional systems must be respected as well as certain human needs. Beyond this, by 

eliminating the criterion of neutrality, the needs of those with cultural, intellectual, 

psychological and physical identities, which have been historically excluded, are 

incorporated as equally important. 

I admit, however, that defending the category of gender stricto sensu would not 

need to be undertaken with a functionalist description, because any formulation that 

eliminated the criterion of neutrality would already include it. However, if the logic that 

supports the oppression of women and girls is the same logic that maintains the 



domination and oppressive misuse and abuse of the environment and non-human 

animals, the educational, epistemological, moral and political advantages of the FA are 

complete: it allows us to create a new moral culture and an eco-feminist coalition policy 

in a single normative system. 
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