
ABSTRACT The purpose of this text is to bring contributions from the ethics of care to the practices of 
Primary Health Care based on the legacy of Maria de Lourdes Pintasilgo (1930-2004), Prime Minister of 
Portugal, from July 1979 to January 1980. Through the use of narrative record, aspects of the life trajectory 
of the politician are brought through the testimony of an important partner in fights, as well as theoretical 
and documentary contributions, which are part of the Caring for the Future Foundation’s collection, which 
sought sustained improvement of quality of life and the defense of basic rights. The parliamentarian had 
significant political participation in European and the United Nations Organizations Forums proposing 
actions that would combat social inequality and the oppression of women. Inspired by feminist ethics, 
she understood care as the cornerstone of her actions. She valued the unique experiences of people and 
communities as the main parameter for strengthening social participation and the effectiveness of human 
rights. Finally, she expressed a way of doing politics in which ethical commitment and respect for oneself, 
others, and the environment marked her way of being in the world.
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RESUMO A proposta deste texto tem a função de trazer contribuições da ética do cuidado para práticas da 
Atenção Básica em Saúde a partir do legado de Maria de Lourdes Pintasilgo (1930- 2004), Primeira Ministra 
de Portugal, de julho de 1979 a janeiro de 1980. Por meio do registro narrativo, trazem-se aspectos da trajetória 
de vida dessa política por meio do testemunho de uma importante parceira de luta, acrescido de aportes 
teórico-documentais, os quais fazem parte do acervo da Fundação Cuidar o Futuro, a qual buscava a melhoria 
sustentada da qualidade de vida e defesa de direitos básicos. A parlamentar teve expressiva participação 
política em Fóruns Europeus e das Organizações das Nações Unidas propondo ações que combatessem a 
desigualdade social e a opressão das mulheres. Inspirada na ética feminista, compreendia o cuidado como a 
pedra de toque de suas ações. Valorizava as experiências singulares das pessoas e comunidades como principal 
parâmetro de fortalecimento da participação social e efetividade dos direitos humanos. Por fim, expressava 
uma forma de fazer política em que o compromisso ético e o respeito consigo mesma, com o outro e com o 
meio ambiente balizavam seu modo de estar no mundo. 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE Empatia. Ética. Atenção Primária à Saúde. Afeto. Psicologia social. 
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Introduction

This text aims to present reflections on the 
ethics of care, emphasizing some theoretical-
conceptual incursions which contribute to 
the construction of social public policies, es-
pecially in the health area. The triggering of 
these reflections was the development of a 
research on the ethics of care and practices in 
Primary Health Care, called: ‘Ethics of care and 
construction of rights: psychosocial welcom-
ing in family health practices in situations of 
social exclusion’.

 In many years of work in teaching, research 
and extension in a public university, related 
to the practices of the Family Health Strategy 
(FHS), the issue of care production has been an 
important marker of the quality of the bonds 
established in the territory between the dif-
ferent social actors involved, especially among 
health professionals with each other, those 
with the community and with community 
leaderships and service users.

Attention to the bonds happens due to 
the privilege of a look at reality through 
the lens of intersubjectivity, that is, to those 
psychosocial characteristics that outline the 
modes of sociability and health practices. The 
reference of socio-historical psychology has 
contributed to the understanding of subjec-
tivity built from the interaction of subjects 
with their social environment1, in addition 
to deepening the discussion of processes of 
politicization of health practices, especially 
about the apprehension of power relations 
in the territory, and the forms of community 
mobilization, consequently, in facing the con-
sequences of social exclusion2,3, especially in 
those territories of the Santos Coast, where 
the rates of social vulnerability are very high, 
expressed by the increase of violence of all 
kinds and extreme poverty4,5.

The activities we carry out in these territo-
ries focus on the practices of the Community 
Health Worker (CHW) due to its insertion 
in the community, enabling the development 
of researches and teaching and extension 

actions that focused on the community, its 
needs and, then, adaptations to the services 
offered by the FHS6-8.

In this line, the gender bias has been very 
evident, since the vast majority are women 
living in the same locality where they work, as 
it is a prerogative to act as CHW9. The exercise 
of this professional activity often meets the 
search for reconciliation between the tasks 
as housewife and obtaining income for the 
family, in fact, many of them breadwinners and 
examples of emancipation for other women in 
the community10,11. Based on this, we consider 
that the questions about the practices of this 
health professional can be better understood 
by the ethical-political dimension, that is, by 
the attitude towards oneself and the other, 
in the context of welcoming production and 
qualified listening.

In this sense, the reference of the ethics of 
care has proved to be a fruitful support, as it 
places care as the center of public policies for 
facing health as a commodity12,13. Furthermore, 
the ethics of care, in its feminist component, 
extends the scope beyond care as an eminently 
feminine characteristic, which weakens its 
political character14.

The outline for this complex discussion 
about the ethics of care is based on different 
aspects, highlighting the philosophical per-
spectives of Leonardo Boff12,15 and feminist 
ethics in its search for articulation between 
care and justice16,17. However, the main refer-
ence came with the political proposals of Maria 
de Lourdes Pintasilgo (1930-2004) (MLP), 
focus of this text. The discovery of the thought 
of this politician, the first Portuguese prime 
minister woman from July 1979 to January 
1980, made it possible to instigate referrals 
to the discussion about the politicization of 
care in health practices.

Thus, this text has the main function to 
present and disseminate aspects of MLP’s 
life and work and to raise her contributions 
to the construction of social public policies, 
specifically for the public health area, based 
on the ethics of care.
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Methods 

MLP has left a significant legacy of her ideas 
and policy proposals, which can be found 
in the acquis of the Caring for the Future 
Foundation, institution founded by herself 
in 200113,18. According to MLP,

The Caring for the Future Foundation is born, 
on the one hand, from the logic of my public 
commitments and, on the other, from the dy-
namics of the international Grail movement to 
which I belong18.

However, the common thread for us to 
learn a little about life and work of MLP, as 
well as texts written by her and her com-
mentators/interpreters, was the story of 
a person very close to her, Dr. Margarida 
Santos (MS), currently president of the 
Caring for the Future Foundation, which 
has known her since university studies and 
accompanied her for most of her life trajec-
tory. The purpose of interviewing MS was 
to understand ideals and political actions of 
MLP through aspects of her daily life trajec-
tory, rather than listing her accomplishments 
recorded in academic and/or journalistic 
documents and texts.

In this sense, there were three meetings 
with MH at the Foundation’s headquarters, 
marked by her great sympathy and availability, 
which were recorded in field diaries aiming 
at the production of a narrative about such 
MS experience with MLP. These notes took 
the form of a text that was later returned and 
revised by her own comments, generating the 
final version of this narrative19,20.

The construction of a mosaic of af-
fects and itineraries

The discovery of MLP and her legacy came 
from a research internship at the Center of 
Philosophy of the University of Lisbon under 
the mentorship of Professor Maria Luisa 
Ribeiro Ferreira, through whom it was possible 

to obtain initial contributions on the ethics of 
care, especially by feminist aspect21.

Scholar of Spinoza, the Professor approach-
es the ethics of care through the valuation 
of affects as an important dimension for the 
work of reason itself. Spinoza’s thought helps 
us understand the role of desires in the life 
impulse of subjects and their role in the con-
stitution of reason. The idea is not to establish 
a mechanistic relationship between reason 
and affect, but to understand that desire, as 
Ferreira21(453) states,

reflects everything that happens to the indi-
vidual. It is he/she who allows the relationship 
with things, because in his/her expansionism 
he/she appeals to them. It is the desire that 
underlies sociability.

According to Carrilho22, desire, for MLP, 
gave rise to

[...] endow each person with the ability to feel 
desire as a possibility. In essence, he tried to 
make believe that change is only worthwhile 
if it is to achieve what is desired and to fulfill 
what is promised, in the spoken word22(119).

In the first meetings with Professor Maria 
Luisa, I was pleased to meet Maria Fernanda 
Henriques, professor at the University of 
Évora and a feminist scholar. She brought 
other references about MLP, especially due 
to her involvement with the Caring for the 
Future Foundation and the Grail. This latter 
Catholic institution is born with the proposal 
to defend women’s rights.

In addition, Professor Maria Fernanda has 
organized a special issue of MLP magazine ‘Ex 
aequo’23 which deals with different aspects of 
her life and work. Right at the presentation 
of this magazine issue, she said about MLP:

MLP has established with her intervention 
as a woman and citizen. They are, there-
fore, founding words of a way of inhabiting 
life and of leading the story, through a deep 
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intentionality of those who know how to per-
ceive an inheritance, but at the same time 
want to recognize it through recreation23.

Care, as a cornerstone of MLP practices, 
was the result of changes and refinements 
of her thinking, since, in the 1960s, she ad-
vocated love as the basis for understanding 
the nature of human relationships. The issue 
of care strengthens as a more recent strand 
of her thinking in the 1980s. It catalyzes a 
repertoire in which feminist ethics provides 
the necessary argumentation to ground caring 
as a universal attribute, such as the need for 
all to care and be cared for13,22.

In this sense, Ramos24 emphasizes that one 
of the action axes of MLP referred to women, 
equality and parity democracy. This axis repre-
sents a fruitful starting point for MLP as, while 
valuing a female culture, even unintentionally 
matching the male model, she brings, in this 
discussion, the importance of care inspired 
by a female model.

In this line, she expands the form of human 
action, regardless of gender. As a result, 
she forges new ways of doing politics and 
governance.

Right at the beginning of her report on 
the life trajectory of MLP, MS highlighted 
two guiding factors in her practices: one 
refers to the struggle for women’s rights; 
and another, the fight against social in-
equality. In turn, this feminist reference 
was initially recalled by the impasses ex-
perienced by MLP as a chemical engineer, 
graduated in 1953 by the Higher Technical 
Institute, a place where she had a predomi-
nantly convivial relationship with men.

MLP worked in an industry as an engineer, a 
place far from Lisbon that required her to stay 
there. Common situation if not for the fact 
that she was the only woman among so many 
men. In addition to this courage and willing-
ness, MLP, when arriving at the factory, first 
greeted the workers and, then, her colleagues 
and leaders, generating certain conflicts and/

or embarrassment with the latter. (Excerpt 
from the narrative of MS).

This resourcefulness accompanied the 
trajectory of MLP in other spaces of power, 
predominantly male. In 1975, through Decree-
Law nº 47/75 of February 1st, she implements, 
as Minister of Social Affairs, the Commission 
for the Feminine Condition, according to 
report of MLP25:

When I was Minister for Social Affairs, over 
twenty years ago [...] I decided to intervene in 
all matters. Even those who did not concern 
me directly and who were, markedly, male-
dominated, such as Justice, Defense, Decolo-
nization, Foreign Affairs. For many people this 
was seen as me wanting to encompass more 
than I was supposed to. In fact, what I wanted, 
and I got, was to talk about the things that 
men talked about and then they listened to 
me about what I had to say: the need to intro-
duce social pensions, the need for a minimum 
wage, the extension of health coverage to ru-
ral people etc25.

In the 1990s, MLP chaired the Independent 
Commission on Population and Quality of 
Life (ICPQL), under the aegis of the United 
Nations, with the main objective of devel-
oping a new vision on international issues 
of populations based on the human rights 
framework and socioeconomic conditions. 
In 1998, ICPQL published the ‘Caring for the 
Future’ report, which expressed concerns 
about the relationship between preserving 
the environment and improving the living 
conditions of people in socially vulnerable 
situations. They are still current questions 
regarding sustainable development related 
to poverty eradication26.

The pioneering spirit of this work is reflected 
in the concerns that underlie the United Na-
tions Resolution: Transforming our World: 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment, in force since January 1st, 201626.
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Rego27 highlights with much esteem 
and some nostalgia the role of MLP in the 
International Committee of Experts to discuss 
structural changes in Europe from the per-
spective of the role of women. Human rights 
were expected to be problematized as to how 
they benefit people, especially women, that 
is, it was sought to rearticulate civil, social 
and political and economic rights, and these 
meanings are associated with changes in the 
world of work.

The obstacles to the innovations proposed 
in this line refer to injustices and differen-
tiations between male and female, includ-
ing differences in remuneration, as well as 
the social roles of both. This  Committee of 
Experts report, of 1991, points out the perver-
sity of part-time work approval for women, as 
many made such an option to try to reconcile 
family and home-care functions, creating more 
burdens. It also refers to the need for a discus-
sion of the life plans of families. Rego27 recalls 
MLP expression of the fundamental right to 
care: caring is the basis of social action, as it 
seeks attention to the concrete needs of indi-
viduals and groups.

According to MS, her friend was never 
intimidated by the different types of oppres-
sion, especially because she held positions 
traditionally held by men: it is important to 
note MS’s emphasis on the main strategy that 
MLP used to obtain subsidies for the develop-
ment of her projects, that is, to consult people 
where they lived directly through what she 
called public hearings. The proposal for public 
hearings was described in the project docu-
ment entitled: Listening to the present, caring 
for the future: honoring Maria de Lourdes 
Pintasilgo; event commemorating the 40th 
anniversary of the institutionalization of the 
Commission for Women’s Condition – cur-
rently the Commission for Citizenship and 
Gender Equality. According to the MS report, 
hearings took place as follows:

It is important to highlight aspects of her work 
methodology. MS clearly said that in coordinating 

this ‘Independent Commission on quality of life’, 
MLP organized a group composed equally of men 
and women, including other types of representa-
tions, such as from countries in the North and 
South, seeking a more egalitarian group. In addi-
tion, she preferred to consult people directly rath-
er than rely only on previous reports, because she 
wanted to hear people directly who experienced 
situations related to social exclusion. (Excerpt 
from the narrative of MS).

The predisposition of MLP to being to-
gether and listening to each other is noto-
rious. This attitude brings us rich elements 
about processes of social participation as a 
tool for building citizenship, based as a pa-
rameter of modes of socialization and citizen 
coexistence27.

In this sense, the report of MS, as well as of 
others, revealed MLP’s concern with maintain-
ing ties with people despite the tribulations 
of public life. She struggled to be present in 
the lives of those close to her, especially at 
the most difficult times. She reported, deeply 
moved, the companionship of MLP at some 
of these moments.

MLP had this purpose of staying close to the 
people she loved and who needed her, or rath-
er, who she was a partner with. MS expressed 
this with the word fidelity, that is, despite 
commitments of public life and many of them 
of international projection they did not pre-
vent her from remaining close to the people in 
her life. MS proudly says that MLP went to her 
mother’s funeral in a small town in the coun-
tryside of Portugal and went to her father’s 
funeral. She also clearly remembers the period 
when she helped MLP to care for his mother 
who had suffered a stroke. They took turns, 
with the collaboration of other people in this 
care to the sick. (Excerpt from the narrative 
of MS).

According to Rocha-Cunha28, the idea 
of politics advocated by MLP is associ-
ated with the issue of people’s well-being, 
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including with a view to caring for new 
generations. Politics proves to be a field 
for facing challenges that encompass 
deep discussions, highlighting this idea 
of changing the world of life. There is a 
bolder perspective of change that encom-
passes the senses and meanings that govern 
people’s way of life.

We note that there is an experience of 
emptying politics in the postmodern era in 
which the protagonists of politics, including 
social organizations, come in the wake of 
a crisis of State legitimacy, expressed by 
representative politics, for which people 
no longer feel represented30. There is also 
an exacerbation of a financial capitalism 
in which people become the objects of a 
perverse mechanism of devaluation of life. 
Rocha-Cunha speaks of an anguish gener-
ated in a crazy routine29. In paraphrasing 
H. Arendt, man is thrown back on himself  
as in a soliloquy that isolates him from his 
achievements as a human race, resulting in 
a heightened sense of powerlessness29,30.

The promotion of good encounters 
enables the strengthening of social partici-
pation, and its weakening is associated with 
the predominance of sad affects, accord-
ing to the referential of Spinoza1; This is 
so because the spaces of social movements 
should be places of cultivation of friend-
ship and exchange of experiences among 
people31, because the social movement, 
seen as a place of seeking justice, implies 
that people worry about each other. The 
absence of affection would be the basis of 
indifference among people regarding pain. 
The turning to the human has on affection 
its basis, since changing life means valuing 
compassion and complicity among men. 
This affection immediately gives rise to a 
transformative action, since giving voice and 
listening to another opens new paths15,32-34.

MLP, since she was 14 years old, ac-
cording to MS, when she was in Secondary 
school, was involved with groups of stu-
dents; and at the university, also with the 

student’s guild. In 1956, she participated 
in the Catholic University Youth and was 
vice president of the International Grail 
Foundation, from 1963 to 1968. MLP faced 
several obstacles with more conservative 
church wings, yet it is an entity that main-
tains an identity of its own.

From the perspective of the defense of 
human rights, MLP, according to Ramos24, 
asked about the relevance between what is 
provided for by law and the possibilities of 
its realization. She perceived the issue of 
human rights as an often abstract refer-
ence to people, that is, it reflected little on 
people’s daily lives, especially those who 
suffer from prejudice and discrimination.

In this discussion, the issue of power has 
become an important axis for the material-
ization of rights, especially with regard to 
the power over things and people, inaugu-
rating, in this perspective, the relationship 
between men and nature. Furthermore, the 
issue of the environment enters into the 
perspective of a compromised citizenship, 
which also implies duties, using the notion 
of responsibility of Hans Jonas35.

In this line, quality of life was an impor-
tant theme for MLP and brought together re-
flections and criticism of a neoliberal way of 
life that aroused individualism and the com-
modification of life. According to Ramos24, 
there was concern about the importance of 
science and technology as a form of media-
tion of human relations and ethical-moral 
values. Mediation by technique would bring 
a difference between knowing and ‘knowing 
how to do’, including the need for scientific 
and technological literacy.

These questions bring us back to the im-
portance she gave to the responsibility of 
people for the world they are creating and 
leaving for the new generations. According 
to MLP, this responsibility would paradoxi-
cally lead us to freedom. In the ethics of 
responsibility, would be the root of freedom. 
MLP criticized the excess of technologiza-
tion of our modern society which, combined 
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with the neoliberal model, makes people 
more individualistic and less concerned 
with others and the environment. Based 
on Hans Jonas35, she advocated for co-
responsibility by establishing a two-way 
relationship in which people should care about 
the legacy they leave for new generations.

In the report of MS, while MLP proved to be 
an extraordinary figure, determined and sure of 
her ideals, there were also moments of greater 
fragility in which she had to protect herself. 
Especially when working at the Secretariat 
of the International Grail Movement, from 
1964 to 1969, (at that time vice president) in 
Paris, she returned to Portugal to take care of 
her health. In those moments, MLP enjoyed 
visiting the outskirts of Lisbon enjoying nature, 
especially the pine forests, and crocheting.

Embroidery, according to MS, was also a 
way for MLP to energize for her struggles. 
MS says that, in a tribute to our character in 
the city of Fafe, there was an exhibition of 
her personal belongings. In it, they exposed 
her embroideries that, for MS, represented 
much of her personality due to the concen-
tration, firmness and precision that such 
activity required. This metaphor can reveal 
an intimacy, that, at the same time human-
izes, regarding the need for self-care and, at 
the same time, strengthens the principles of 
a plot for an ethical-political commitment 
to collective well-being.

MS reported MLP’s skills in cross-stitching. This 
activity that helped her to relax, illustrated her 
vigor in the activities she developed, since, the re-
sult of this embroidery required a lot of precision 
and vigor in the lashings. Thus, both sides, the 
one shown to the others should be as well done 
as the opposite side, where the stitches were tied 
up. (Excerpt from the narrative of MS).

This reminder of MS about embroidery 
gives rise to a rich image of a typical female 
universe activity, while reinforcing an impor-
tant human characteristic for the exercise of 
attentive and sensitive care. Moreover, this 

activity of embroidery reveals the need to 
make firm and precise lashings to produce 
a strong web.

In this sense, we give ourselves the 
freedom to paraphrase the proposal of 
Ferreira31 when in her text ‘The webs of 
affections’ mentions Spinoza regarding the 
situation of women in politics. For Spinoza, 
ethics, being the warp for understanding the 
constitution of the first substance, would 
provide an understanding of the modes of 
existence of beings. As the author puts it: 
“Deciphering the infinite web of modes 
is an arduous task. It is achieved by those 
who have penetrated the fullness of the 
substance”31(194). To conclude, leaving an 
image of the maxim that guided the prac-
tices of MLP, we evoke Ferreira’s speech 
about this articulation between Spinoza 
and the female condition:

The connections that women establish do not 
dispense with the protagonism of concrete 
human beings, personal interaction, the affec-
tive dominant. It is precisely this network of 
affections that we will highlight, showing that 
it corresponds, as in Spinoza, to the search 
for meaning. And for this reason it values the 
singular, in what it has of irreplaceable. It is 
through the processing of affective relation-
ships that the web of the world gains ineligi-
bility and justification31(167).

Final considerations

The perspective of practices in primary 
care, especially in the FHS, places us more 
intensely in people’s daily experiences. Even 
in territories marked by social exclusion, the 
health issue is much more complex because 
social determinations raise a broader un-
derstanding of health and its relationship to 
people’s way of life.

A better understanding of the meanings 
and senses of care provides us with clues 
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to the problematization of a professional 
attitude based on welcoming and sensitive 
listening. Thus, in addition to a normative, 
technical guidelines, we consider that the 
ethical-political dimension gives rise to the 
problematization of care, as far as, by socio-
historically contextualizing health actions, it 
denaturalizes them.

Into this perspective, we consider it ap-
propriate to value and disseminate the public 
policy proposals referenced in the thinking 
and life trajectory of MLP. The former prime 
minister of Portugal built an important legacy 
based on actions that combat social inequality, 
raising the flag of human rights, specifically in 
defense of women. More than the struggle for 
equal rights, she had the vision that the female 
universe could bring new answers to questions 
from a society undermined by the fraying of 
human relations, exacerbated competitiveness 
and consumerism.
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