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RELATIONAL AUTONOMY

Self-determination is one of the highest ideals of our time. But what does it
actually mean?

The Western notion of autonomy assumes that a person is fundamentally
independent. Whoever manages to provide for themselves, make their own
decisions, and need no one – is free. Whoever needs help is weak.

The concept of relational autonomy fundamentally contradicts this idea. It
says: true self-determination does not take place apart from social
relationships, but within them.

// What Autonomy Really Needs

A child can only become a self-determined person because others have cared for,
supported, and taught them for years. An adult can only make clear decisions
when others listen, think along, and sometimes disagree. An elderly person
retains their dignity when others help them without patronising them.

Self-determination is therefore not a solo endeavour. It is a practice that can
only thrive in supportive relationships.

Behind this lies an insight that seems unremarkable, but changes everything: We
are all mutually dependent. Not because something is wrong with us – but
because this is the fundamental condition of human life.

// The Fiction of the Independent Individual

Why do ideas of the autonomous, independent individual persist so stubbornly?

Because they are politically useful. A society that wants to shift
responsibility from itself onto individuals needs the narrative of the self-
made person. "Make it on your own. Don't complain. Others have done it too."
Those who fail are to blame. Those who need help haven't tried hard enough.

This logic obscures the fact that behind the scenes, someone is always working
– usually female-socialised people who care for children, look after parents,
maintain relationships, run households. The masculinist fantasy of autonomy
only works because others do the care work that is its prerequisite.

// A City That Cares

This is exactly where the idea of the Caring City begins – a city that takes
care.

It understands itself as a project of social change and rejects two one-sided
approaches.

It is not collectivist: The wellbeing of the group should not automatically
take precedence over the self-determination of individuals. And it is not
individualist: It rejects the ideal of a person who gets through life
completely independently.
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Instead, it assumes that self-determination and mutual dependence belong
together. A city that takes this insight seriously organises care work
differently.

Care work – care, support, assistance – should no longer be a private matter.
Today it is mostly invisibly performed within families or imposed on certain
groups. The Caring City rethinks care: as a right for all, enabled by social
structures – public infrastructures, shared facilities, reliable spaces for
care.

Key reference: Mackenzie & Stoljar (eds.), Relational Autonomy: Feminist Essays
on Autonomy, Agency and the Social Self (2000)

In this foundation:

/1 Solidarity as Care Practice /2 Ableism & Critique of Vulnerabilisation

/1 SOLIDARITY AS CARE PRACTICE
Solidarity is more than a good feeling. When someone says "solidarity", they
often mean something diffuse – a warm sense of belonging, an impulse to help,
perhaps pity for people in a difficult situation.

But solidarity is something else. It is a concrete practice: people consciously
come together to achieve something together.

// What Characterises Solidarity

Philosopher Andrea Sangiovanni has pointed out that solidarity differs from
related concepts. It is not charity – that is directed at individual people. It
is not justice – that asks about general rules. It is not compassion – that
remains an inner attitude. Solidarity is a distinct practice that gains
traction precisely in uncertain times.

Two forms can be distinguished. Social solidarity is based on commonalities –
on shared identities, shared experiences, shared origins. Political solidarity,
by contrast, arises through conscious engagement against injustice, oppression,
or vulnerability. It does not require prior belonging; it is produced through
joint action.

Our focus for the caring city is on political solidarity. Because social
solidarity alone – without a political claim – remains stuck in one's own
community. It only benefits those who already belong. Whoever shares
emancipatory goals and struggles in solidarity for a good life for everyone,
however, simultaneously creates a better social coexistence – but one that is
not tied to belonging.

The crucial point: what connects those in solidarity is not a prerequisite, but
the result of their actions. As Stephan Lessenich, Michael Reder and Dietmar
Süß put it: solidarity only exists "practically, that is, in shared doing".

// Two Important Dimensions

Two aspects of emancipatory-political solidary practice deserve special
attention.
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Solidarity arises from shared vulnerability. It is not an abstract rule written
down somewhere. It grows from the concrete experience that we are all
vulnerable – and that this creates a responsibility for one another. Solidarity
thus develops in relationships, not in following general principles.

Solidarity connects reason and emotion. It dissolves the classic opposition
between rational politics and emotional experience. It is not just about
economic structures and political mechanisms – but also and above all about how
we relate to one another. Bini Adamczak has pointed out that feelings such as
anger, hope, desires and dreams are the real basis of solidary action. From
them grows what goes beyond one's own life and can bring about social change.

// What This Means for the Caring City

Care structures cannot be imposed from above. Nor can they be implemented
purely technically – through better administration or more staff alone.

They must be understood as lived solidarity: as standing up for one another,
which requires neither belonging to a specific group nor similarity. Solidarity
arises where we do not suppress the shared experience of vulnerability and
dependence – but make it the starting point of our common action.

Key references: Bini Adamczak, Beziehungsweise Revolution (2017); Andrea
Sangiovanni, Solidarity: Nature, Grounds, and Value (2023); Stephan Lessenich,
Michael Reder & Dietmar Süß, Zwischen sozialem Zusammenhalt und politischer
Praxis (2020)

/2 ABLEISM & CRITIQUE OF VULNERABILISATION
Disability is not the problem of individual people. It is a consequence of how
society is built.

A person in a wheelchair is not "disabled" by their body – but by stairs,
missing lifts, narrow doors. A deaf person is not "disabled" by their hearing –
but by information offered without sign language or subtitles. A neurodivergent
person is not "disabled" by their perception – but by work environments that
only recognise one single mode of concentration and communication.

A transformative understanding of disability therefore sees it as a
relationship: between people and a society that is only designed for certain
bodies and abilities.

// What Ableism Means

Ableism denotes the devaluation of people who do not conform to an ideal of the
"fully functional" body or mind. It manifests at many levels.

In physical barriers – stairs without alternatives, pavements without curbs,
public spaces without seating. In information only available in complicated
language. In interpersonal overreach – for example, when help is offered
without being asked for, or physical proximity is established without consent.
And in internalised shame: the feeling of having to apologise for one's own
needs, one's own limits, one's own difference.
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The problem does not lie in disability itself, but in a world that leaves
little room for different bodies and abilities.

// The Logic of Performance

In our society, a simple equation often applies: whoever performs well is worth
a lot.

This logic permeates not only the economy and schools. It is also embedded in
political movements – often unconsciously. Those who want to be committed
should "always give 120%". Those who do less are seen as less reliable, less
serious, less political.

We do not consider this emancipatory – i.e., not an approach that serves a good
life for all. On the contrary. What should count is not the performance
capacity of individuals, but the performance capacity of a collective.

That people can contribute to different degrees is normal. It must not be held
against anyone. Our principle, in the tradition of Marx, is: "From each
according to their abilities, to each according to their needs."

// What This Means in Practice

This has several practical consequences: people have different amounts of
energy. They participate in different ways. This is the rule, not the
exception.

No one needs to present a medical diagnosis to receive support. It is enough
for people to describe for themselves what they need. The compulsion to get a
diagnosis shifts the power of definition to a medical authority – instead of
leaving it with those affected.

The question must also change. Not: "Why can't you do that?" But: "What do you
need to make it work?"

Political engagement is not a competition. No one has to prove themselves or
compete with others.

And: a group becomes strong not despite its differences, but because of them.
Provided it takes these differences seriously – and does not dismiss them as
"personal" or "illness".

// What This Means for the Caring City

True self-determination only exists when everyone can participate – regardless
of physical or cognitive differences. No one may be excluded.

The Caring City must be conceived and built from the start so that
vulnerability is part of it. It is not a reason for exclusion – but something
that connects us all.
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