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Abstract:



While commenting on the capability approach, some scholars on ‘development ethics have
indicated differences between Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. This essay further brings out
the implications of their differences with the help of a framework of wel-being assessment that
meakes a distinction between the two aspects of assessment, viz. identification and evauation. While
on identification Sen is somewhat close to an essentidist position, on evauation he takes a more
relativist pogtion. Since Nussbaum does not recognize the possibility of trade- off between human
functionings, the two aspects do not have distinct satus in her view. We argue that while this
difference leaves open the possibility of a non-essentiaist capability gpproach in Sen's version,
Nussbaum’ s version foreclosesiit.
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I ntroduction

In a series of essays, Martha Nussbaum (1988, 1992, 1993, 1995) ams a complementing
Amartya Sen's ideas on ‘ capability ethic' by drawing our attention to the Arigtotelian tradition and
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providing a kind of essentidist foundation to the capability gpproach. At the generd levd, for both
Sen and Nussbaum development means expanson of human capabilities to function. And ther
mord inquiry leads to the evauative gpproach that advocates the space of capabilities and
functionings for assessng well-being. We do not find much difference between them at this very
generd leve. Severa scholars on development ethics, however, have atempted detaled
asessment of contributions of Sen and Nussbaum to capability ethic and brought out the
implications of the variety of their pogtions and foundationa arguments. David Crocker, for
example, in his earlier paper (Crocker, 1992), was more interested in forging their contributions
together to characterize a joint vison rather than bringing out the differences between them. In a
subsequent essay (Crocker, 1995), however, while indicating gaps and possibilities of extensonsin
the works of both, he brought out quite a few important differences between the two thinkers.
Mozaffar Qizlibash (1996) identifies some differences, but feels that Nussbaum's is a better
account because it ams a avoiding “many of the difficulties with Sen’s approach”. Des Gasper
(1997), however, argues that Nussbaum’s gpproach “could perhaps jeopardize gains from Sen’s
deliberately less ambitious verson” (p 281).

In this essay, following the trail of some of these recent writings, we further bring out a few
important points of difference between the two leading thinkers, and argue that the differences are
not trivid as far as development theory-practice is concerned. While we agree with Gasper's
characterization of Sen’s verson of the capability approach as a ddiberately |less ambitious one, the
gpproach that we follow here differs sgnificantly from Gasper’s.

We view the whole exercise of assessing well-being as conssting of severa separable aspects. Part
of the purpose of taking this view isto offer away of thinking about various evaudtive postions.

Three aspects of well-being assessment

We gart from an individud’s wdl-being. Assessment of an individud’s well-being involves at least
three distinct aspects':

1. ldentification of the characteristics or dimensons X;, %,,..., % Which are considered to be
relevant for the individud’ s well-being.

2. Obtaining some measure of the rdevant characterigtics (this will give a vector of numbers
which we cdl, for convenience, the “profile’ of the individud).

3. Spedifying the manner in which the profile is evaluated (i.e issues in vadudion and

aggregetion).

The first aspect refers to the choice of an appropriate space in which the evauative exercise is to
be caried out. Wdl-known dternaives ae utility, income, commodities, commodity
characterigics, Rawldan primary goods, functionings and capabilities. There is a fundamenta
difference between the approaches which are based on income, commodity, or commodity

! Thisisadightly modified way of stating the two cuestions thet Sen asks in the context of an
evdudive exercise (1) What are the objects of value? (2) How valuable are the respective
objects? (Sen, 1993, p 32).



characterigtics as the relevant space and those which advocate utility or functionings and
capabilities. Whereas income, commodities, and ‘characteristics are regarded as ‘inputs to
achieve certain godsthat an individud congders vauable, utility and functionings should be seen as
‘outcomes  (Dasgupta, 1990). Sen and Nussbaum argue for their particular outcome-based
gpproach on ethica ground. In practice, however, atypica multidimensiona measure of well-being
often takes a combination of both types of information in an edectic fashion, Sometimes using one
type of information as a proxy for the other®.

Implicit in the choice of space is certain notion of ‘the good'. The capability approach sees the
evauative space in terms of functionings and capabilities to function. Sen has decisvely argued
againg some of the dternative evaduaive spaces like utility, commodities and Rawlsan primary
goods®. Once the choice of the most appropriate space is made, the next step is to identify the
eements— Xy, X,... X, —which are objects of vaue.

It might gppear from what we have just discussed that an individud’s well-being is measured here
by the vector of functioning levels achieved (or ‘chosen’) by the individua, which is a narrower
notion than what Sen suggedts. It is wdl-known that Sen’'s emphasis is on the st of functioning
bundles available to the individud rather than the achieved functioning bundle. It can be shown thet
both the narrower and the broader notions of well-being are conggtent with our framework for
assessment. The identification part d the exercise remains the same in both cases. Whether we
measure an individud’s well-being by the achieved vector or the set of available vectors, we need
to identify first the dementsto beincluded in atypica vector of functionings.

Does the capabilities approach show a naturd (or obvious) way to arive a a common set of

functionings which are consdered vauable across societies? In an attempt to find an answer to this
question we identify quite afew crucid differences between Sen and Nussbaum, which would have
important implications. Before we ded with them we discuss in brief the second and the third

agpects mentioned above. Thiswill be of help later.

The second aspect refers to the measurement issues. Questions about measurement often takethe
form: Is X measurable (where X is some property such as happiness, desire, beauty, “being able to
gopear in public without shame’, and so forth)? According to the dominant conception of
measurement, this question is not very meaningful, because everything is held to be capable of

2 While comparing living standards across countries, Dasgupta and Wesale (1992) takes the
position that neither a resource-based approach nor an outcome-based approach on itsown
adequately captures what we wish to see included in any conception of the sandard of living.
Dasgupta and Wed e seem to be viewing the two gpproaches in terms of what Sen cdls
‘condtitutive pluraity’. But conceptudly speaking, these two approaches should rather be viewed in
terms of ‘comptitive pluraity’, Sen would say. For adigtinction between the two notions of
plurdity, see Sen (1987).

® Sen'scriticiam of Rawlsian primary goods seems |ess decisive than that of utility and
commodities. Rawls's gpproach seems stronger than Sen’s charges of ‘fetishism’ and ‘inflexibility’
suggest. For adetailed discussion, see Chakraborty (1995), which draws on some argument found
in Daniels (1990). A



mesasurement of some sort (Savage and Ehrlich, 1992). By measurement what we mean here is
assignment of numerds to objects or events according to any rule. Then, the relevant question for
uswould rather be: What sort of measurement is X capable of ?

Once the evduative space is decided upon and the measurement issues are adequately dealt with,
we are left with (1) a vector representation of an individud’s ‘profile, if well-being is measured
only by the leves of achieved functioning levels, or (2) a set representation if we take the set of
avalable vectors as the measure of wel-being; or, (3) an ordered pair of a set and avector if well-
being is measured by both the vector of achieved functionings and the set of available vectors of
functionings.

We can qop at this point and assart that the individua’s Sandard of living is given by her profile
(which is a vector or a set or an ordered pair of a vector and a set). Do we have to somehow
combine the elements of her profileinto aunitary index of well-being? Clearly, such aprocedureis
not necessary. We can make interpersona or intertempora comparisons by the logic of vector
dominance. There might be cases where one vector (or an ordered pair of a vector and a set)
dominated — ether weekly or strongly — another. In genera, however, we cannot expect to find
vector dominance to hold in most of the Situations of comparisons. In other words, we end up with
what is cdled a ‘dominance partid order’, instead of an ordering’. Sen suggests that this
dominance ranking often takes us quite adistance. For good reason, heisnot in favor of forcing an
arbitrary aggregation procedure on the vector of functionings. Nevertheless, to aggregate or not to
aggregate remains a questiorr.

Essentialism, perfectionism, and all that

The brief discusson on the three agpects of assessment of an individua’s living standard indicates
that the foundationa arguments for the capability gpproach at the generd level may require further
gpecification in order to ded with the questions thrown up at the specific levels of identification,
measurement and vauation. One could provide foundationd arguments for a variety of
philosophica positions on each aspect. One could, for example, take an essentidist position while
identifying the ements that condtitute a person’s living sandard, and a relivist postion on the
question of aggregation. By essentidism what we mean here is the belief that there is a core
cross-culturdly invariant set d objects which every human being is supposed to value. A reativist
would deny the existence of such a st.

At this point it would be useful to introduce another kind of binary classfication of different
approaches to the notion of the good. One of the mgor themes in ancient mord and politica
thinking seems to be an ethicad reasoning of the following kind. The starting point is a view about

* An ordering is defined as a binary rlation which is reflexive, transitive and complete. If abinary
relation is reflexive and trangtive but not complete, it is caled a partiad ordering.

® Theseissues are discussed in Chakraborty (1995). For an axiomatic characterization of an
aggregation rule for functionings, see Chakraborty (1996).



human nature. It is generally assumed that human beings, by nature, are endowed with certain
property. The life of a human being is consdered to have atained its best if this property is
exemplified to the highest degree achievable by the species. Not dl politica systems are favorable
to this end. The best poalitical dructure is one in which this property is exemplified to the highest
degree possible by al who participate in it. Since, according to this view, the objective of ethics
and palitics is condgdered to be perfection of human nature, this view is cdled perfectionism. This
ideais to be found in philosophers whose ideas are otherwise diametrically opposed to each other.
For example, both Marx and Aristotle may be interpreted as perfectionigs. Ther different ethical
and political condusions, one might argue, followed from their contrasting views of human nature®.

What does this have to do with assessment of well-being? According to a perfectionist account,
the nature of well-being is determined by the choice of the theory of human nature. Utilitarianism is
a non-perfectionigt theory of the good since it is not grounded on any notion of human nature.
Condderations of human nature within utilitarianism are rlevant only in so far as they contribute to
the production of pleasure or happiness. Can there be a conflict between the two? What happens
if what is good according to human nature does not produce happiness? A utilitarian would go by
happiness (or dedre fulfillment) rather than what is good according to certain notion of human
nature. Sen, however, rejects happiness or desire fulfillment as the appropriate metric for reckoning
wdl-being. Is the dternative Sen proposes perfectionist? It is not clear from Sen’s writings. In his
attempt to provide a foundationd theory of the good, he carefully leaves severa possibilities open.
However, his occasond reference to an Aristotelian connection gpparently brings him close to
perfectioniam, adthough he carefully distances himsdf from Nussbaum’s invocation of ‘Aristotelian
essentidism’, which is unambiguoudy perfectionist.

Perfectionism provides what is commonly understood as an objective account of the good life. A
perfectionist would deny the possibility of any conflict between the well-being of an individud and
her perfectionist vaues. But this might go againgt our intuition about what an adequate concept of
wdl-being should include. Congder a person convicted on the charges of blagphemy in ardigious
dae. A pefectionist postion derived from certain notion of human nature may suggest that it
would be ‘good’ for the person if he spent some ime in prison. But as far as his wel-beng is
concerned, we would hestate to say that he is having a good life. And this seems to be the mgor
weekness of a perfectionist theory of the good. This is so because a perfectionist evauation
imposes on an individua standards derived from the species as a whole. In an attempt to get
around the problems emanating from the subjective nature of welfarism, perfectionism tends to
impose a rigid objective account of well-being which may give rise to troublesome implications”.
With these generd observations let us now turn to the arguments that Nussbaum has advanced in
defense of the capabilities approach.

Nussbaum’s norn-metaphysical essentialism

® Whether or not Marx consistently maintained aview on human nature throughout hislifeisa
matter of intense debate. See Geras (1983) for references to various positions and defense of a
particular posgition on this.

’ For more on the contrast between perfectionism and wefarism, see Sumner (1992).



As we noted earlier, the crucid question is: To evauate an individud’s wdl-being, how does one
arive a aset of relevant functionings or capailities? Sen clearly rgjects the view that his gpproach
requires that there is just one list of functionings (Sen, 1993, p 47). Although an interpersona

comparison of wdl-being requires there be a common set of functionings which dl the individuads
within a group share, there is no unique way of arriving a this common set. And thisseemsto bea
matter of strength of Sen’s approach for reasons we discuss later in this paper. Ironically, Qizilbash
(1996) criticizes Sen precisdly on this ground. He says “[Sen| falls to give alist of capabilities, or
functionings, asxociated with human flourishing, a complete account of interpersond
comparisons...” (p1212).

Nussbaum too is not in favor of leaving it where Sen does. In her atempt to ‘close’ the open ends
of Sen's gpproach she puts forward a perfectionist kind of defense of the functionings and
capabilities agpproach by invoking what she cdls *Arigotelian essentidism’. She urges that “ Sen
needs to be more radicd than he has been so far...by introducing an objective normative account of
human functioning and by describing a procedure of objective evauation by which functionings can
be assessed for their contribution to the good human life (Nussbaum, 1988, p 176)”.

Essentiaism, in the sense Nusshaum uses the word, refers to the “view that human life has certain
centra defining features (Nussbaum, 1992, p 205)”. The standard attack on this form of
essentidism runs in terms of an ignorance of history, lack of senstivity to diversity of culturd
practices, lack of sengtivity to the voices of women and minorities, and so on. Nusshaum argues
that “the legitimate criticiams of essentidiam 4ill leave room for essentidism d a kind: for a
historically sensitive account of the most basic human needs and human functions (Nussbaum 1992,
p 205)”. Thus she makes a distinction between two kinds of essentidism —“metephysica-redig”
and “interndig” -- and argues that the latter can survive through some of the attacks usudly leveled
againg the former. According to her, it is possble to think about a more or less determinate
acocount of the human being which might emerge from an examinaion of human history and human
cognition. Such an examinaion, she argues, need not presuppose an externd metaphysica
foundation. And she proposes averson of such a*“historically grounded essentiaism’”.

Nussbaum (1992) makes an atempt to congtruct a list of the mogt important functions of the
human being in terms of which humean life is defined. For our purpose it is not necessary to
reproduce the list here. We rather make a few observations on the notion of human being that
Nussbaum seems to hold. She writes

All animas nourish themselves, use ther senses, move about, and so forth; what is
distinctive and digtinctively vauable to us about the human way of doing al thisisthat each
and every one of these functionsiis, first of dl, planned and organized by practical reason
and, second, done with and to others. Human nourishing is not like anima nourishing, nor
human sex like anima sex, because human beings can choose to regulate their nutrition and
their sexua activity by their very own practicad reason; aso because they do so not as
solitary Cyclopes (who would eat anything at dl, even their own guests) but as beings who
are bound to other human beings by ties of mutua attention and concern (Nussbaum 1992,
pp 222-3).



Essentialism of Aristotle or Marx?

At a superficid levd one can notice very broad similarities between the account quoted above and
that found in the early works of Marx. But at a deeper leve the two accounts direct us to distinctly
different implications. We briefly discuss how Marx disanced himself from the earlier philosophica
tradition as far as the concept of human nature is concerned®. The critical word in the passage
quoted above is ‘reason’. According to Aridtotle, ‘life according to reason’ is the defining
characterigic of human beings. Marx’s notion of *free conscious activity’, however, can be viewed
as agenerdization of ‘reason’ or ‘practica reason’. The centrd point that Marx makes isthat it is
through productive activity that human beings actudize themselves as human beings. In other
words, it is not thought per se or a contemplative life that condtitutes the good for human beings.
Rather, it is our ability to structure the materia world in accordance with our own purposes thet is
digtinctive about human beings. Thought or ‘reason’ is considered to be one of the elements of such
df-redization’.

Marx' s theory, on this interpretation, is clearly in contrast with the sandard approach to economic
welfare. The models of economic activity treat al human activities as consumptive, where leisure is
treated as pleasure. Although Nussbaum’s Aristotelianism clearly departs from a consumptive view
of human essence, one might argue that her *thick vague conception’ could possibly be enriched by
an explicit recognition of the centrdity of ‘free conscious labor’ as put forward by Marx. Jon Elster
(1986) too has attempted to defend ‘ active saf-redization’ as‘the Marxist conception of the good
life' both on welfarist and nonwelfarist grounds.

At this point, it may appear to the reader that we are arguing in favor of one kind of essentidismin
opposition to another. On the contrary, what we are trying to show is that, without the help of a
metatheoretica argument, there is no way to settle on one kind of essentidism vis-a-vis another.
Besdes, essentidism of different forms share some common problems, and any attempt to get
around those problems would eventually take us to a pogition which can no longer be meaningfully
cdled essentidist. This point will be further daborated in the next section.

Nusshaum'’s Arigtotelian essentidism is undoubtedly an important intervention in the development
discourse. One is, however, troubled by the fact that Aristotle sanctions a vast array of invidious
socid, racid, and sexua prejudices too. How des one then ded with this anachronism that
pervades Arigtotle’ s thought? This question should rather be left to the scholars of Aristotle who
have b%en debating on whether or not Arigtotle's entire family of thought should be trested as a
totality .

For us what is relevant is that in modern societies we encounter a plurdism of individud lifestyles

® Opinions, however, differ on whether Marx continued to hold his view about human naturein his
later work. The belief that Marx’ s historical materidism entailed adenia of the concept of human
natureished by some prominent Marxists like Althusser (1969). We need not enter into that
controversy here. See Geras (1983), Wartenberg (1982) for ‘ pro-human nature  positions.

® Thisline of argument has been drawn from Wartenberg (1982).

19 See Wallach (1992) for an overview of various ‘ Arigtotdianisms .



and collective forms of life and a corresponding multiplicity of ideas of the good life. Does
Nussbaum’ s norn-metgphysica essentidism help us find away to ded with this plurd conception of
good life? Faced with this plurdity, one can think of two possble postions. One posshility is
supporting the clam of classca philosophy that it is possible to place competing ways of lifein a
hierarchy and establish a its top one privileged way of life over againg dl others. Alternatively,
one has to accept the principle of tolerance according to which one view of life is as good as any
other, or at least has equal right to exist and be recognized. Although Nussbaum has chosen the
first route, she is not insengtive to diversities. To make her approach sendtive to diversties, what
she proposes is that one should work one's way through a proliferating multiplicity of practices,
traditions, and biographicd patterns of life in order to reach a single privileged complex of
diginguishing characteristics of good life. Rdaiviss would argue that such a cross-culturaly
common set of characterigtics hardly exigts. Both Sen and Nussbaum, however, are optimigtic
about the possibility of an agreement on acommon set. Where do they differ, then?

OneKkind of difference and what it implies

Although Sen bdlieves in the possbility of an objective theory of the good, he does not seem to
extend his objectivity as far as the question of vauation. By vauation we mean a rule which would
endble us to atach reative weights to the diverse array of “doings’ and “beings’ that an individud
is able to achieve. The question of vauation arises from the fact that relaive vauation of different
functionings might be different. In other words, Sen dlows the possibility of trade-off between
functionings.

Nussbaum, on the contrary, notes that “(t)he Aristotelian is profoundly opposed to thisidea (that is,
the idea that a trade-off between various functionings is possible)”’. Sheingds that each item in the
st of basc human functionings be represented in a fully human life. Thus she ignores the question
of placing a relative vaue on each functioning and the problems involved in ariving a a set of
relative weights which would reflect the relative vauation of each functioning vis-a-vis others. We
illustrate this point by consdering the following two items from her lis of “basc human functiona
capabilities’ (Nussbaum 1995, p 84):

6. Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critica reflection about the
planning of one's own life.

7. Being adle to live for and with others, to recognize and show concern for other human
beings, to engage in various forms of familid and socid interaction; to be able to imagine
the stuation of another and to have compassion for that Stuation; to have the capability for
both justice and friendship.

Wheress the firg refers to an individua’s autonomy, the second indicates socigbility. The
conditions for strong autonomy might well on occason conflict with those for strong sociability.
Even if there was no conflict, two societies, which vaued them differently, might differ sgnificantly
in terms of outcome. For example, consder the fact that a variety of family structures exist across
societies. Take two societies, A and B. Suppose in society A most of the people live in extended
joint families, and in society B, the nuclear family is the most common form. One could expect to
see people in society B attach higher rlative vaue to (6) compared to their counterpart in society
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A, dthough both (6) and (7) are valued functionings in both societies. This possibility finds no place
in Nussbaum’ s Arigtotdlian essentidism.

Having listed dl the ten basc human functiond capabilities, Nussbaum notes, “[m]y clam isthat a
life that lacksany one of these capabilities, no matter what eseit has, will fal short of being a good
human life’ [emphasisourg. A little reflection revedsthat it is not generdly the case thet alife ether
lacks or does not lack any of these functiona capabilities. The answer to the question “does a
person lack the ability to have good hedth?’, for example, is not clearly ‘yes or ‘no’, evenif there
is agreement on the meaning of ‘good hedth’. More often than not a functiona capability of this
typeispartially present in alife, and the ‘ degree’ of its presence varies from person to person.

While criticizing culturd relativists Nussbaum rather overreacts to her colleagues on the other side
who question binary oppositions. In her sharp indictment she seems to have conflated two different
things — binaryness in defining concepts and categories, and belongingness of actua objects to
categories. Even if categories are defined in binary ways, different objects belong to these
categories with different degrees of belongingness. Thisis somewhat smilar to the concept of fuzzy
set that generdizes the binary membership function of the ‘crisp sat’™. Thus, even if one agrees
with her position that, at the conceptud level, freedom is opposed to davery or desth is opposed
to life in a very binary way, one feds uncomfortable if she asserts that one can either be a ‘free
person or a‘dave’ — nothing in between is possble. Besides, the defense of binary opposition need
not be extended to such alength as to argue that the vauation function that assigns different vaues
to the objects of value takes only two vaues — zero and unity. This is where Sen clearly mantains
his difference with Nussbaum.

While evauaing the wel-being of an individua, Sen asks the question “Is the rdlevant vauation
function that of the person whose standard of living is being assessed, or is it some generd
vauaion function reflecting accepted ‘standards (e.g. those widely shared in the society)”? (Sen
1987, p 30). Accordingly, Sen makes a digtinction between what he calls the ‘ self-evauation’
approach and the ‘standard evaluation’ approach, and argues that both have some relevance of
their own. Furthermore, he notes that the use of accepted socid standards has both subjective and
objective features. Presumably he is holding on to certain essentidist notion of human being while
referring to the ‘objective’ features. Invocation of Aristotle serves the purpose of persuasion at this
point. But when he refers to the subjective features of the ‘standard-evauation’ approach, by the
word ‘subjective’ he means “the building blocks of judgement are the opinions held in a particular
community (Sen 1987, p 30)”. And here Arigtotelian defense does not seem to have the same
degree of relevance. Thus Sen appears to dlow a bit of relaivism as far as the evduative aspect is
concerned. This point perhaps requires further elaboration.

We noted earlier that different vectors of functionings representing different individuas profiles

' Fuzzy set theory replaces the characteristic function of a crisp set by a function that can take
any value between zero and one. In the crigp set case, an eement is either amember or anon
member of asa, i.e. the characteritic function takes only two vaues, zero and one. Chigppero
Martinetti (2000) has discussed the usefulness of fuzzy set theoretic concept in the context of
functioning- based conceptudization of well-being. 10



would yied a partid order, and Sen is not in favor of making it complete by applying certain
aggregation procedure. Sen's preference for partial order is presumably dueto his senstivity to the
complexities involved in discovering a Sngle vauation function across societies. He divides the
problem of assessing an individud’ s living standard into two digtinct exercises, namely, identification
of the rdlevant functionings and evauation. He then argues that while identification can be done on
the bass of some common sat of vaues, on the question of evauaion we must dlow for the
possibility of both “objective’ and “subjective’ factors. In other words, like Nussbaum, Sentoo is
taking an essentidist pogdtion as far as the question of identification is concerned, but unlike
Nussbaum, he is taking a reldivigt position on the question of evauation. Sen's attempt to defend
such a combination seemsto be very much in line with his overal project. At the broadest leve, the
underlying philosophy of Sen’s entire corpus of work in moral philosophy can be interpreted as the
philosophy of the middle ground (Chakraborty, 1998). At one leve, his contributions can be seen
as his attempts to seek a conceptua space between a purdly objective account of human well-
being and the subjectivism of welfariam. At another level, he seeks to question the dichotomy that
separates those who give priority to the right over the good (deontologists) and those who do its
opposite (consequentidist). | am not sure if Sen himsdf would like to endorse this attribution.

Towards a non-essentialist capability approach

One interesting implication of this paticular sdective entry of rdaivism into an otherwise
essentidist conceptudization isthat if one pushes the logic of rdativism to its limits one ends up with
a postion that no longer looks essentididt. | shdl argue that this posshility is implicit in Sen's
conceptudization, and Nusshaum’'s attempt to ‘close the open-endedness of the capability
gpproach may deprive us of the possibility of a non-essentialist conceptua deve opment taking off

from the capability approach.

Earlier we presented the two aspects viz. dentification and evaudtion as diginctly different. In a
sense, however, they are not. [dentification of valued functionings is equivalent to asserting that the
identified functionings have postive weights. Evauation, on the other hand, requires a st of
numbers indicating specific weights or the specific form of the evauation function. If we dlow for a
wide range of relative weights then in the limit Some societies may be seen attaching zero weight to
some functionings. Sen would perhaps say that if we were so unlucky, then the functionings to
which some societies would attach zero weight would naturdly not be in the lig of common
functionings. Thus the set shrinks, and there is a possibility that we end up with an empty set. Sen,
however, rules out this posshbility on historico-empirical ground. He arrives a this podtion by
‘digging’ from within human experience and engaging himsdlf in an evauative inquiry about what
things are vauable in our lives. The problem with this kind of argument seems to have reveded
itsdf in the difference between Sen and Nussbaum. Although both of them are appeding to a
amilar combination of intuition and empirica observation over along period in history and across
societies, they conclude differently. Whereas Nussbaum arives a a lig of inviolable functionings
among which no trade-off is possible, Sen recognizes the possibility of trade-off.

Sen has al adong been seeking a conceptual space between the kind of perfectionism that is based
on a metaphysica notion of human nature and the subjectivism of welfarism. The problemsthet this
attempt poses are less serious when one looks at ‘basic cagpabilities only. In the matter of most
basc human functionings and capabilities there is less ambiguity about the common set. But
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functionings and capabilities refer to human flourishing and well-being rather than mere survivd in
the biologica sense. Thus the objectivity bias in the conceptudization may lead to the devel opment
practice where complex functionings (such as achieving sdf-respect, being socidly integrated, or
participating in some mgjor aspects of life) are likely to be systematically ignored. For in the case of
such a functioning subjective fedings are practicaly indistinguishable from the ‘objective’ accounts
of living standard. The gtate of Keradain Indiais a case in point. For arather long time Kerda has
been bathing in the glory of exceptiond achievements on certain objective dimensons of socid

development, such as longevity, literacy, and the absence of gender gap dong these dimensions. In
the recent years, however, there has been a growing concern among the scholars and social

activigs in Kerda about certain dimensions of living, particularly the issue of the hidden gender
inequalities under the veil of much-discussed ‘high status of womer!?. The objectivity bias in
conceptudization and measurement had till recently ignored this sde of Kerala s development.

This complexity has presumably forced Sen to leave his verson of the capability gpproach
deliberately incomplete. Our reading of Sen's ‘incomplete’ version of the capability gpproach thus
goes againgt what some of the criticisms (such as Qizilbash's) suggest. Sen should be commended
for ressting the temptation to give an exhaudtive list of cgpabilities. Sabina Alkire has liged the
following points that have been advanced by Sen to judtify why he has not been more specific on
the lig of functionings and cgpabilities: a unique list ‘may be tremendoudy overspecified'; the
capability approach does not require taking that route; such a list would require ‘a great ded of
extension as a theory for practica evaduation’; such alis may not have wide relevance; there is a
podtive vaue in an incomplete theory which is *consgtent and combinable with severa different
substantive theories' and which may befilled in by reasoned public debate (Alkire 2002, p29).

Ironicaly, to some extent, Sen himsdf may be held responsible for creating the wrong impression
that a few indicators, such as life expectancy at birth and adult literacy rate, are what capabilities
should be dl about. His enthusiastic endorsement of UNDP's Human Development Index has
largely contributed to this confusion. Even though the Human Development Reports clearly state
that there is no generd theory that would tell us what should or should not be included in the index,
little attempt has so far been made to explore various other possibilities. If the capability gpproach
isamed at highlighting the importance of freedom in human well-being, then various ways must be
sought to capture different quantitative aspects of freedom. Unfreedom in the world comes in many
different forms. We illugtrate this point here with a striking piece of evidence. Materna mortaity
rate is now consdered to be an important indicator to express the condition of women in the
developing world. Higtorical evidence from the United States, however, shows that the mortdity
rate in childbearing was higher for southern white women than for daves (Barzd, 1977).
Unfreedom indeed comes in different forms, and a list of capabilities derived from an essentidist
(Arigtotelian or otherwise) foundation may lead to unwarranted implications.

Clearly, a issue here is the appropriate basis of interpersona comparison. The same kind of
moativation is behind the human development index at the level of countries. The strong requirement
of interpersond (or inter-country) comparability conflicts with the need for a nonessentidist
conceptudization of well-being. At various places Sen has expressed his coyness about forcing any

12 See Egpen and Kodoth (2002), for example,
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kind of completeness on comparability by means of either invoking an objective list conception of
wdl-being or goplying any arbitrary vauation function for aggregetion. Even on this, one can think
of the possibility of a middle ground — between full comparability that requires a common list and
full norcomparability that results from an extreme form of reaivism. And agan Nussbaum's
binary way of looking at things does not seem to be very promising in making any progress in this
direction. If we ask the question: 1s wdll-being interpersonally comparable according to a particular
conceptuaization? The answer would not be a clear ‘yes or ‘no’. Mogt of the notions of well-
being can be shown to conform to some form of partid comparability®. Senis dlearly reluctant to
ensure full comparability, neither does he endorse complete impossibility of comparability. His
position is somewhere in between, but deliberately unspecified. It seems that according to Sen’'s

schemeit is not known beforehand where exactly the baance between the two extremes will be
sruck in any concrete evauative context.
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