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ABSTRACT

Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach to Equality:
Is It Capable of Accgmmodating Human Diversity?

Bonni Ellis

The development of Amartya Sen’s capability approach to equality was
motivated (at least in part) by the shortcomings which he perceived in the
egalitarian models presented by his predecessors; namely, John Rawls
and utilitarians. Sen’s greatest criticism of these theories was that they
failed to recognize the pervasiveness of human diversity and, as a resuilt,
were unable to accommodate the distinct needs created by such
differences. These deficiencies, according to Sen, suggested that both
projects had misidentified the appropriate space in which to evaluate
human flourishing and advantage. Rather than measuring relative
equality through an index of our stock of primary goods (Rawls) or by
relying solely on the accuracy of subjective evaluations of our conditions
(utilitarianism), Sen proposed that we should instead focus on what people
could succeed at doing and being with the commodities at their disposal.
To this end, he recommended a framework which evaluated people’s
ability to access the valuable “characteristics” of these commodities. Due
to his essentialist definition of characteristics, however, I will argue that
Sen’s own egalitarian project fails to answer the very criticism which
provided the impetus for his work: like the models provided by Rawls and
utilitarians, Sen’s own theory fails to fully accommodate the spectrum of

needs created by human diversity.
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Introduction

When Amartya Sen first presented Equality of What? in 1979, two
types of answers to the question which formed the title of this seminal
paper! dominated the literature on egalitarianism. In the first category
were welfarist conceptions of equality and, of particular interest, utilitarian
interpretations of welfarism. The second interpretation of equality was
provided by John Rawls's conception of “justice as fairness” as outlined in
his 1971 book A Theory of Justice. In Sen’s opinion, both projects were
deficient because neither conception of equality could accommodate the
“fundamental diversity of human beings"—a shortcoming which
suggested that both projects had misidentified the appropriate space in
which to measure human flourishing and advantage.

Utilitarianism, according to Sen, not only ignored the extent to
which people’s expectations could be influenced by their living conditions,
but was further misguided by its emphasis on subjective evaluations of
well-being. Under the guidelines of utilitarianism, an unequal distribution
of resources could be justified by appealing to an individual’s personal
evaluation of their situation—an evaluation which would reflect what was
reasonable to expect given their circumstances. A person with an
objectively lower standard of living, therefore, might be more easily

satisfied and, as a result, entitled to less resources than a person

1“Equality of What?" was initially presented as part of the Tanner Lecture series held at
Stanford University in May of 1979. It was later published in the Tanner Lectures on
Human Values in 1980.



accustomed to luxury. Utilitarian distribution schemes, Sen.concluded.
ran the risk of actually compounding the effects of existent inequalities
instead of mitigating their influence.

Rawls’s “primary goods” approach was also criticized by Sen for its
failure to recognize the implications of human diversity. Different people,
Sen argued, could have very different needs depending on a variety of
both external and internal factors. A simple enumeration of their stock of
primary goods, therefore, would not necessarily provide an accurate
reflection of their well-being. Nor, for that matter, would an equal
distribution of these resources necessarily ensure equality of the most
fundamental aspects of human existence. While command over primary
goods might indicate how well-gff a person was, it would not necessarily
provide an accurate indication of Aow well that individu;'ﬂ was actually
doing which, in Sen’s opinion, provided an answer to a sufficiently
distinct question.

Under Sen’s analysis, both conceptions of equality failed to provide
accurate measures of relative well-being; a consideration which, in his
estimation, was of central importance to any serviceable theory of justice.
What both theories had failed to notice was the extent to which human
diversity could effect people’s ability to trangform resources into well-
being. Rather than looking simply at either primary goods (which
provide a source of well-being) or at subjective reports of utility (which
exclude objective measures of people’s states and interests) Sen suggested
that we instead consider the process itself through which individuals
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generate welfare from goods. As a result, he proposed a dimension of
assessment which reflected those human achievements which were
“posterior to having goods and prior to having well-being."2

To capture this mediate process, Sen developed the concept of
“functionings”. Functionings, as Sen described them, were representative
of such achievements because they reflected the actual “doings” and
“beings” of an individual. As such, they represented a measurable
component of the states of persons. Functionings alone, however, failed to
fully capture what Sen was really after as measurements of success in
actual achievements could only be weighted relative to the alternative
options available. In order to reflect this aspect of opportunity within his
proposal Sen, therefore, introduced the concept of “capability”. So
conceived, capabilities not only provided a broader and more accurate
metric for well-being but also captured what, for Sen, was the most
fundamental concern of equality. It is in this manner that Sen came to
answer his own question (Equality of What?), and during nearly two
decades of subsequent writing on the subject he has attempted to both
refine that answer and respond to the criticisms generated by the
widespread interest in his work.

While Sen’s question may have identified the fundamental concern
of egalitarian theorists, there is another related (albeit distinct) question

which rides on the coat tails of the first query; namely, once you have

2Amartya Sen (1985b), p.11.



identified the appropriate space in which fo measure the level of equality
between individuals (relative equality), how should the information
provided by those evaluations be used to design an appropriate scheme of
(re)distribution? If, in other words, we believe that people should be equal
with respect to x and, according to our evaluations, we know that they are
not, how should commodities be (re)distributed in order to approach
equality in that respect?

My concern with Sen’s proposal questions the effectiveness of his
theory in providing a practical solution to that problem. Ata general level,
the difficulty is due to an inconsistency within his conceptual framework
itself—an inconsistency between his commitment to accommodate human
diversity and the extent to which his theory is successful in that regard.
This shortcoming poses more specific problems, however, when one tries
to use the assessments of relative equality determined at the evaluative
stage of Sen's project as a basis for calculating the appropriate
compensation for any disadvantages discovered therein.

In my opinion, the source of these difficulties derives from Sen's
overly rigid characterization of commodities According to this definition
the valuable, welfare-bestowing properties of commodities (their
“characteristics”) adhere in the commodities themselves, irrespective of
whether the person who owns these goods can actually access (benefit
from) such characteristics. By this definition, therefore, “[a] bicycle is
treated as having the characteristic of transportation, and this is the case
whether or not the particular person happening to possess the bike is able-

4



bodied or crippled”.? This characterization is, as I will argue, itself
partially blind to the diversity of human beings (particularly in the
context of resource distribution). The irony of this weakness is twofold in
that, not only does it parallel Sen’s main criticism of both Rawlsian
equality and utilitarianism but, in addition, it mirrors the very
shortcoming which Sen’s formulation of an alternative theory was
intended to avoid.

While this criticism may not seriously undermine Sen’s project, I do
believe that he could and, indeed, should have provided a less essentialist
characterization of goods. Such a description would not only have been
more consistent with his overall approach to equality—an approach meant
to avoid what he labelled Rawls’s commodity “fetishism” by focusing on
the relationship between goods and people instead of the significance of
goods themselves—but would be compatible with the rest of his framework
as well.

Notwithstanding these minor reservations, however, I remain
convinced that Sen’s overall project is successful in providing a unique
and particularly germane interpretation of equality. The capability
approach is exceptionally sensitive to the realities of human existence
and, as a result, more amenable to implementation than the theories of
most of his contemporaries. In addition, Sen’s decision to focus on

functionings and capabilities is a highly credible one given that his

31bid., p.10.



perspective and thinking on the very idea of equality itself have been
greatly influenced by his background in economics as well as his
considerable research in the areas of poverty, famine, and gender
discrimination in resource distribution.

Sen’s formulation of basic-capability equality was, as the name
suggests, forged with the reality of human misfortune and misery in
mind. His methodology, therefore, reflects his belief that in order to be
effective, a credible theory of equality would have to ensure that people’s
basic needs were met. While ideals such as self-respect play an integral
role in Sen'’s discussions of equality, he recognizes that many of life’s
significant goals are difficult to achieve for those who have limited access
to the most fundamental necessities for survival. In fact, part of the appeal
of Sen’s approach lies in his recommendation that “objective” measures of
welfare be included in the evaluative process in order to determine whether
or not these basic needs are being met. Only then, Sen suggests, does it
make sense to consider the likelihood of other achievements.

Sen’s proposal, in my opinion, offers much more than a series of
hypothetical recommendations—the soundness of which can only be
assessed in the realm of ideal theory. It is an approach which is motivated
to provide practical advice on what could and can be done to mitigate the
effects of inequality on people's capabilities. Put another way, Sen’s
capability approach is a theory which not only promotes equality in
principle, but it suggests how we might actually move towards this ideal in

practise.



Prior to discussing Sen’s own particular conception of equality,
however, I will first consider some of the arguments for and against
egalitarianism in general. This brief discussion is necessary given that
the very commitment to equality as an ideal can, itself, be questioned.
Several authors have pursued this line of thinking and their question to

egalitarians is not “Equality of what?", but rather, “Why equality?”.



Section I: The Ideal of Equality

When accepted as a statement of fact the idea that a// Auman beings
are equal acquires incredible force. So much force, in fact, that this purely
descriptive assessment of human relations is often presented in its
prescriptive form, i.e., as the recommendation that all human beings
should receive equal treatment.4 Those who defend prescriptive models of
equality> are commonly referred to as ‘egalitarians’ and, although they
differ widely in opinion concerning kow or in what respect people should
be equal, they are united by their belief that equality itself is a worthwhile
ideal.

This line of thinking, however, is not shared by all of those writing
on the subject of equality. “Anti-egalitarians”, as they are commonly
(although somewhat incorrectly)é referred to can be generally, albeit
somewhat crudely, categorized into one of two groups. Members of the first
school of thought believe that human beings are not (in any significant
sense) equal. These anti-egalitarians are to be distinguished from those in
the second group whose objections against equality are motivated by the

4Ironically, this line of thinking (using purely descriptive information to justify
prescriptive, action-guiding principles) is often invoked as a justification for inequalicy.
In such circumstances, unequal treatment of certain gro?s of peoplie (ciassified by race,
gender, sexual orientation, religion, etc.) is sanctione by suggesting that such
individuals do not possess all of the characteristics which define humanity. As a result,
so the argument goes, it is not necessary to treat such people with the same level of respect
accorded to “full” human beings.

SAlthough not all egalitarians appeal to the fzct of human equality to support their
normative claims. I will return to this point in the following pages.

SThis point will be discussed in what follows.
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belief that achieving equality in one realm of human existence will
inevitably lead to inequality in another, more fundamental realm of
human relations.”

While both lines of criticism raise some interesting points, it is the
first concern which, in my opinion, poses the more serious challenge to
egalitarian thinkers. The second criticism, while accurate, simply begs the
question given that most egalitarian theorists are acutely aware of the fact
that equality engenders inequality.® The debate within egalitarian circles,
therefore, is not about the inevitability of such compromises, but rather,
how to justify such tradeoffs. Sen, for example, addresses this aspect of the
egalitarian project with the following;

(1]t is important to recognize...the fact that demanding equality in

one space—no matter how hallowed by tradition—can lead one to be

anti-egalitarian in some other space, the comparative importance of
which in the overall assessment has to be assessed.9

Different egalitarian theories promote the supremacy of different

realms of human existence. In fact, the very nature of the question

7Louis Pojman and W .Letwin, for example, both use the first line of argument while anti-
egalitarians such as Harry Frankfurt (see “Equality as a Moral Ideal”, Ethics, Vol.08,
October 1987, pp.21-43) and Robert Nozick (Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Basic
Books:1974). provide examcrles of two writers who appeal to the overriding importance of
other areas. For Pojman’s ideas on this topic see On £g1al Human Worth: A Critique of
Contemporary Egalitarianism in Louis Pojman and Robert Westmoreland (eds.)(1997). For
Letwin’s work on the subject see A Theoretical Weakness of Egalitarianism and The Case
Against Equaligy both in Letwin, W. (ed.) (1983) Against Equality (London:Macmillan).

8See Amartya Sen (1992), p.20; G.A. Cohen (1989), p-906; Ronald Dworkin (1981a),
p.185.

9Amartya Sen (1992), p.16.



“Equality of what?” requires egalitarians to designate one realm of human
relations as more important than the others and to argue for this elevation
in status. It requires, in other words, for them to determine which aspect of
our lives is of such fundamental importance that the need for equal
treatment in this realm (and the advantages which such equality
generates) can be said to outweigh any of the inequalities which may
occur in other realms as a result of its promotion.1° The real criticism of
anti-egalitarians, therefore, is not that equality in one realm of human
existence leads to inequality in other realms (for to require a balance
between all realms would amount to promoting fotal equality which, is
surely about as egalitarian as one can get), but rather, whether promoting
a particular type of equality at the expense of what they perceive to be a
more fundamental realm of existence is a legitimate exercise. They too, in
other words, are embroiled in the debate over “Equality of what?”.
Surprisingly, this line of criticism is occasionally used to argue
against egalitarianism in general. “Surprising”, because any argument
which cautions that achieving equality in one area can lead to inequality

in other realms recognizes, by its very structure, the internal plurality of

10This, however, is not the only way which egalitarians avoid the problem of promoting
inequalities. Writers, such as G.A. Cohen and Ronald Dworkin, for example, consider the
role of concepts such as choice, luck, and exploitation in their analyses of equality.
These theorists argue that it is only those inequalities which are not generated by
irresponsible behaviour which deserve compensation. As a result, the distribution schemes
which compensate for inequality do so more selectively and, given the (somewhat ironic)
propensity of egalitarian distribution schemes to generate inequality (albeit in what is
identified as a less fundamental realm of human existence), the risk of creating such
inequalities is substantially diminished. On this see G.A. Cohen (1989), p.908 and
Ronald Dworkin (1981b), p.293. )
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egalitarianism. Such claims acknowledge that egalitarianism embodies a
general attitude which can be represented and articulated by reference to
any one of a number of particular realms (equality of resources, well-
being, capabilities, etc.) and yet, some critics argue as though the
successful refutation of one particular form of egalitarianism undermines
the credibility of egalitarianism in general.!!

Such conclusions are too hastily drawn, however, given that the
choice of space (or focal variable)!2 in which an egalitarian chooses to
promote equality indicates a significant difference between her and her
fellow egalitarians. And, although one might be tempted to suggest that
this choice of focal variable represents a relatively trivial difference
between egalitarians who are otherwise united by their pursuit of equality,
such a claim would misconstrue the extent to which egalitarians can

actually be compared. Addressing this point, Sen writes;

Wanting equality of something—something seen as important—is
undoubtedly a similarity of some kind, but that similarity does not
gut the warring camps on the same side. It only shows that the

attle is not, in an important sense, about ‘why equality?’, but about
‘equality of what?'.13

!1For an example of this type of argument see Harry Frankfurt's article “Equality as a Moral
Ideal” (Ethics, Vol.98, October 1987, pp.21-43) in which Frankfurt's arguments against
economic egalitarianism are used to question the legitimacy of equality as a moral ideal in
general.

12Sen uses this expression to refer to the different realms or spaces of human existence in
w%ich and, in virtue of which, people are measured and compared. See Amartya Sen
(1992), p.2.

13Amartya Sen (1992), p.16.
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Arguing successfully against equality in one of its many forms
does not, as some writers suggest, mean that you have effectively refuted
equality tout court. For, although it is true that all egalitarians believe that
human beings should be equal in some respect, the choice of space
through which they choose to articulate and defend that judgment provides
a wholly unique conception of equality.

Although, the second anti-egalitarian criticism which initiated this
discussion is thus fairly easily countered, the former concern—which
questions whether human beings are, in any significant sense, equal—is
not so readily dismissed. While very few, if any, egalitarians consider
total equality (equality in all realms of existence) to be an attractive goal,
many theorists defend their prescriptive models of equality by appealing
(at least implicitly) to descriptive accounts of human relations. 14

In an article entiled Egual Human Worth: A Critigue of
Contemporary Egalitarianism'S, anti-egalitarian Louis Pojman explores
this first line of criticism. Pojman begins his inquiry by admonishing
those egalitarian theorists who simply present equality as an ideal rather
than defending their belief that it should be treated as such. To do so,
according to Pojman, is to build a theory on the back of an assumption

such that the motive to approximate equality is founded on little more than

14For an insightful discussion on how ten of the more popular arguments for equal human
rights are based (at least implicitly) on equal human worth see Louis Pojman (1997).

15Published in Louis Pojman and Robert Westmoreland (eds.) (1997).
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an intuition. In such circumstances, the intuitive appeal of equality is
derived from a belief that all human beings are of equal worth (or that it is
useful to regard them as such)!6 and the sense of justice which this
sentiment arouses.

For Pojman, however, it seems equally reasonable to suggest that a
doctrine of inequality would provide the most accurate reflection of human
relations. If, for example, it were established that human beings are
inherendy unegual, then perhaps it would be more appropriate to found
social policies on a corresponding model of humanity as opposed to a
theory of equality. Under Pojman’s analysis, the cardinal question of
egalitarian debate is not “Equality of what?”, but rather, “Why equality?”
and he criticizes egalitarians for their failure to provide substantive
answers for this first, more fundamental question before moving on to the
second.'” The possibility that human relations are most accurately
reflected by a prescriptive doctrine of ineguality can only be dismissed if it
can be proven that the pro-egalitarian impulse is grounded in a
substantial metaphysical foundation as opposed to mere intuition.

My point is that you need some metaphyéical explanation to ground

the doctrine of equal worth, if it is to serve as a basis for equal
human rights.18

16For Pojman’s analysis of this “Pragmatic Argument” see Louis Pojman (1997), pp.287-
288.

17Louis Pojman (1997), p.294.
18]bid., p.296.
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In order to avoid theistic metaphysical models, many égalitarians
have attempted to ground their vindications of equality in a secular model
of equal human worth. For Pojman, however, further probing of these
secular models ultimately reveals either a thinly disguised theistic system
(usually based on a “posit of faith”) or a framework which claims to
derive legitimacy from empirical evidence—empirical evidence which,
according to Pojman, lends more credibility to a doctrine of inequality
than one of equality.! Human beings are in Jact unequal and if
egalitarian recommendations for treatment are to be based on empirical
evidence, then this_facr would seem to imply that they should receive
unequal treatment.20

Contrary to egalitarians there is good reason to believe that human

hard 1o believe thas humans sre cquml 16 ey nical observation, i s

While both of the anti-egalitarian critiques discussed in this section
are aimed at different parts of the egalitarian project, they do, nonetheless,
have one important feature in common: both criticisms, according to

Pojman, suggest that egalitarians’ preoccupation with the question

191bid., pp.295-296.

20Pojman’s purpose in making this point is neither to discourage equality nor to promote
inequality. Rather, he wishes merely to suggest that both positions require defending and,
in his opinion, itis inc%uality which more readily meets this requirement. For further
reading on the topic of how equali?' (like inequality) needs to be justified see; John Kane
(1996). For a more direct defense of inequality see W. Letwin, “A Theoretical Weakness

of Egalitarianism”, in Against Equality, W. Letwin (ed.) (1983) London: Macmillan.

21Louis Pojman (1997), p.294.
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“Equality of what?” has blinded them to the importance of the more
fundamental question “Why equality?”.

Sen, like Pojman, agrees that human diversity is a fundamental
concern which must be addressed by egalitarians but, unlike Pojman, he
does not believe that such diversity implies inequality. In fact, for Sen, it
is the very fact that human beings are so different from one another which
suggests that “the battle is not, in an important sense, about ‘why
equality?’, but about ‘equality of what?’"22

At the practical level, the importance of the question ‘equality of
what?’ derives from the a diversity of human beings, so that
demanding equality in terms of one variable tends to clash in Sact
and not just in theory with wanting equality in terms of another. We
are deeply diverse in terms of our internal characteristics (such as
a§e. gender, general abilities, particular talents, proneness to
illness, and so on) as well as in external circumstances (such as
ownership of assets, social backgrounds, environmental
predicaments, and so on) It is precisely because of such diversity
that the insistence on egalitarianism in one field requires the
refiection of egalitarianism in another. The substantive importance
of the question ‘equality of what?' relates, thus, to the empirical fact
of pervasive human diversity. Investigations of equality—theoretical
as well as practical—that proceed with the assumftion of antecedent
uniformity (including the presumption ‘that all men are created
equal’) thus miss out on a major aspect of the problem. Human

iversity is no secondary complication (to be ignored, or to be
int;:lduced ‘later on’), it is a fundamental aspect of our interest in
equality.23

This, however, is not the only reason why Sen defends the primacy

of the question “Equality of what?”: he also considers the consequences of

22Amartya Sen (1992), p.16.
231bid., pp.x-xi.
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temporarily dispensing with that query in order to first debate “Why
equality?” but such exercises lead him to the conclusion that the two
questions can be collapsed into one. By their very objections, even anti-
egalitarians, according to Sen, are arguing for equality of something.
belng insteadcegalicsoian o some ‘oo ypiake fhe form of
?quatixlall i:;%t}c::vsh aigglzi’siﬂy. for a different answer to the question
This general point is perhaps best illustrated by Sen’s interpretation
of the work of Robert Nozick. Nozick, and other libertarian writers like
him, are often characterized as anti-egalitarian because they argue for the
rimacy of freedom—an ideal which is often characterized as conflicting
with the interests of equality. In order for equality to obtain, so the
argument goes, the liberty of certain individuals would have to be
restricted so as to ensure that their achievements remained at a level equal
to those of their fellow citizens. Thus equality and liberty are characterized
as incompatible ideals at both the theoretical and practical levels. People
can either be equal in some chosen respect—having equal resources or
equal levels of happiness, for example—or they can be equally free, but
they cannot have both.
Sen, however, questions the accuracy of characterizing such
Criticisms as anti-egalitarian. Libertarian theories, according to Sen, are

not really anti-egalitarian because they do, in fact, argue for equality of

241bid., p.15.
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something—in this case liberty.25

..liberty...who, how much, how distributed, how equal? Thus the

issue of equality immediately arises as a supplement to the

assertion of the importance of liberty...‘equal lfge ; e.g. The

insistence on equal immunity from interference from others.26

To place libertarians like Nozick in direct opposition to egalitarians
is, according to Sen, to misunderstand the aims of both projects. Such a
misunderstanding engenders the erroneous assumption that there is a
“conflict between a person who argues for the equality of some variable
other than liberty (such as income, wealth, or well-being) and someone
who wants only equal liberty” which, for Sen, is really “a dispute over the
question ‘Equality of what?’.”27

Contemplating the relation between these two questions (“Equality of
What?” and “Why equality?”) Sen concludes that anti-egalitarians have
effectively reversed their proper sequence. For Sen, it is pointless to
respond to the question “Why equality?” until you have identified
“Equality of what?”. The notion of plain equality (not equality of
something but equality itselfj is, in Sen’s mind, too vague a concept to
argue either for or against. The genesis of this idea derives from his belief
that egalitarians have little in common and that it is the choice of space or

focal variable which gives shape and meaning to each theory of equality.

25bid., pp.21-23.
261bid., p.22.
271bid., p.22.
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Two central questions for ethical analysis of equality are: (1)Why
equality? (2)Equality of what? The two questions are distinct but
thoroughly interdependent. We cannot begin to defend or criticize
equality without knowing what on earth we are talking about, i.e.
qullxality of what features (e.g. Incomes, wealth, opportunities,
achievements, freedoms, rights)? We cannot possibly answer the
first question without answering the second.28

In addition to these proclamations (which suggest that the question

“Equality of what?” should be the cardinal focus of debate—not only

amongst egalitarians but between egalitarians and so called “anti-

egalitarians” as well), however, Sen suggests that the first question
represents the only focus required—that the secondary query (“Why
equality?”), is superfluous. Explaining this possibility Sen writes;

But if we do answer question (2), do we still need to address question
(1)? If we have successfully argued in favour of equality of x
(whatever that x is—some outcome, some right, some freedom,
some respect, or something else), then we have already argued for
equality in ¢hat form, with x as the standard for comparison.
Similarly if we have rebutted the claim to equality of x, then we
have already argued against equality in that form with x as the
standard of comparison. There is, in this view, no ‘further’, no
‘deeper’, question to be answered about why—or why not—
‘equality’. Question (1), in this analysis, looks very much like
the poor man’s question (2).29

Here, 1 think that Sen is mistaken given the differences between

these two examples. For, while I agree with Sen that an argument which

vindicates the superiority of one form of equality over another also

281bid., p.12.

291bid., p.12.
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demonstrates why some level of equality is better than inequality, 1 do not
find the converse argument convincing. While an answer to the question
“Equality of what?” does, in effect, contain within itself an answer to the
question “Why equality?”, the same result does not hold if the questions
are addressed in the opposite sequence. To effectively argue against
equality in one particular space does not preclude the possibility that
compelling arguments for equality in another realm could be presented.

This is a very odd position for Sen to take3° considering that he
previously criticized anti-egalitarians for their failure to recognize the
internal plurality of equality. Certain anti-egalitarian critiques, we may
recall, were themselves criticized by Sen for failing to distinguish between
i)the particular forms of equality and, ii)egalitarianism generally. Sen
questioned the validity of arguments which used the criticisms applied to
one particular form of equality to question the legitimacy of
egalitarianism in general.

Despite this criticism, however, I do believe that Sen is correct to
stress the importance of the question “Equality of what?”—an inquiry
which he himself pursued in an article which bears this very question as
its title. Prior to examining Sen’s own proposal, however, I will pursue a
brief discussion of the two types of egalitarian models which existed prior

to Sen’s article. This exercise will afford a better understanding of Sen's

301t should be noted, in Sen’s defense, that he does not actually promote this line of
thinking, but rather, implicitly endorses this viewpoint by failing to consider the
implications of such an argument. In fact, Sen’s on y response to the above passage is
provided by the following statement; “There is some sense in seeing the matter in this
way...". He provides no g:nher comments on the validity of such an outlook.
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own formulation of equality as his proposal was, to a large extent,

prepared as a response to the perceived shortcomings of these other
egalitarian theories.
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Section II: The Genesis of Sen’s Capability Approach to Equality

In 1979, when Sen first presented Egquality of What?, two
approaches to equality dominated the literature on distributive justice; the
Rawlsian conception of equality as presented in his 1971 book A Theory
of Justice, and utilitarian conceptions of welfarism. Each position
identified what it deemed to be the appropriate metric for judging people’s
well-being and advantage. For Rawls, this translated into a focus on the
holdings of “primary goods”. Utilitarians, in contrast, maintained that
equality should have the maximization of welfare (interpreted as either
happiness, desire-fulfilment, or choice) as its end.

Rawls’s innovative proposal was (at least partially) inspired by the
deficiencies which he perceived in utilitarian conceptions of equality. As a
result, he peppered his own theory of “justice as fairness” with criticisms
of both utilitarianism and welfarism. Despite these objections, however,
Rawls was himself impressed by the appeal and influence of utilitarian
theories. Explaining this relationship between Rawls’s work and
utilitarianism—as well as the prominence of both theories—Will Kymlicka
suggests the following;

Ereryore asepl dominates, coniemporary debates, noe because

understood in terms of their relationship to Rawls, so understanding

Rawls requires understanding the theory to which he was

responding—namely, utilitarianism. Rawls believes, rightly 1 think,

that in our society utilitarianism operates as a tacit background
against which other theories have to assert and defend

21



themselves.31

Through the formulation of his own theory of justice, Rawls was
motivated to provide a framework which avoided the same distributional
results as those engendered by utilitarian principles. In this respect, there
is an intimate connection between utilitarianism and Rawls's work—a
connection which is illustrated by the process through which Rawls uses
critiques of the former as stepping-stones to his own proposal.

Sen himself recognized this connection between Rawls’s work and
utilitarianism as well as the significance of both theories. Sen was aware,
for example, that it would take more than criticism alone to cast doubt on
these cornerstones of political morality—it would take an alternate vision.
Sen eventually proposed such a vision but only after he, like Rawls before
him, had first identified what he deemed to be the inherent flaws of those
theories which preceded him—namely, Rawls’s own vision of justice and
utilitarian conceptions of equality.

I must stress that my references to these criticisms (Sen’s as well as
Rawls’s) should not be perceived as a judgement about which metric
(capabilities, primary goods, or welfare) best represents the ultimate target
of our egalitarian concerns. My purpose here is not to resolve the dispute
between Sen, Rawls, utilitarians and their respective critics, but rather, to
demonstrate how some of the concerns generated by these disputes

motivated and influenced the development of Sen’s own conception of

31will Kymticka (1990}, p.9.
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equality. In order to respect the chronological order of this progression,
therefore, I will begin by examining Rawls's criticisms of utilitarianism
and welfarism respectively.

Utilitarianism is often described as a (strictly) moral philosophy,
but the principles of utilitarianism can also be applied to what Rawls
called “the basic structures” of society thereby providing a system of
political morality. In this guise, utilitarianism can be characterized as an
intersection between two different kinds of theory—namely, (i\welfarism,
and (ii)consequentialism. According to the principles of welfarism, the
correct way to judge a state of affairs is in terms of either (i)the level of
happiness or satisfaction of desires generated by such states, or
(iiyjwhether—and to what extent—such states result in people achieving
what they desire. Consequentialism, on the other hand, is a theory of
action-guiding principles. Actions are to be chosen and judged based on
the state of affairs which they produce (their consequences). Sen sums up

the role of these components within the utilitarian framework in the

following manner;

Utilitarianism, in its central forms, recommends a choice of actions
on the basis of consequences in terms of welfare. Utilitarianism is
thus a species of welfarist consequentialism—that particular form of
it which requires simply adding up individual welfare or utilities to
assess the consequences, a property that is sometimes called sum-
ranking.32

As a form of welfarism, utilitarianism has certain features in

32Amartya Sen, /ntroduction in Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams (eds.) (1982), pp.3-4.
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common with the former. Both theories, for example, insist that equality
is best reflected by the well-being of individuals who make up a society.
And, although welfarists and utilitarians use different terms to describe
well-being (“welfare” and “utility”, respectively) they both tend to interpret
those valuable states of being in terms of either happiness, desire-
fulfilment, or choice.33 Utilitarianism, however, can be distinguished from
welfarism by the fact that the latter generally promotes distribution
schemes which ensure that citizens enjoy equal levels of welfare. For
example, resources in the welfarist's scheme are distributed between the
members of society in a way which ensures that they are equally happy
or can be said to be equally satisfied. In contrast, the additional
requirement of consequentialist sum-ranking in utilitarianism demands a

very different distributional scheme. Resources are distributed between

33Although the terms “happiness”, “desire-fulfilment”, and “choice” are commonly used
in the literature (as well as by Sen) other egalitarian writers use different names when
referring to these interpretations of utility. Ronald Dworkin and G.A. Cohen, for

example, make similar distinctions between the two more popular interpretations of utility
(happiness and desire-fulfilment) and, although there are some minor differences between
their descriptions of these two categories, they are, nonetheless, essentially the same.
What Sen refers to as the “happiness” interpretation of utility is roughly equivalent to
what Cohen describes as “hedonic welfare” as well as Dworkin’s “conscious state
conception” of utility. Likewise, Sen's description of the“desire-fulfilment” concegtion
of utility is similar to what Cohen refers to as “preference satisfaction” as well as what
Dworkin describes as a “relative success” conception of utility. For a fuller description of
Cohen’s and Dworkin's respective interpretations of utility see G.A. Cohen (1989) pp.909-
910 and Ronald Dworkin (1981a) ip. 191-194, 204-209, 220-221. For Sen’s discussion of
the third interpretation of utility (which he refers to as the “choice view") see Sen

(1 985ac)afp. 187-188. Under this reading of wility, well-heing, is assessed b assigning
numerical representations to a person’s actual choices as drawn from a sets o potential
alternatives. He quickly dismisses this interpretation, however, arguing that there are an
overabundance of motives which influence our choices. As a result, attempts to evaluate
well-being on the basis of choice vectors alone will lead to inaccurate praisals. As Sen
suggests, “a person’s choice may be guided by a number of motives of which the pursuit of
personal well-being is only one”. (p.188) Many egalitarians, including Cohen and
Dworkin agree with Sen’s criticisms of the “choice” interpretation of uti ity and, as a
result, address only the first two interpretations.
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individuals in whatever way guarantees an increase in the overall utility
level of the society as a whole. As a result of this focus, unequal
distributions of both resources and welfare levels are justified by appealing
to the aggregate total of welfare generated by such actions.

As a caveat, to ensure equal treatment, utilitarianism requires that
utility levels of equal magnitude be given equal weight regardless of who
experiences them. This rule of “equal regard for all” lends an air of justice
to the utilitarian framework, but by focusing on the maximization of the
sum-total of utility, utilitarianism fails to consider how utility is distributed
between individuals.3¢ Sen quite effectively explains the difference in the

following manner;

Welfarism is the view that the goodness of a state of affairs can be
judged entirely by the goodness of the utilities in that state. This is a
less demanding view than utilitarianism in that it does not
demand—in addition—that the goodness of the utilities must be
judged by their sum-total. Utilitarianism is, in this sense, a special
case of welfarism, and provides one illustration of it.35

Rawls raised two main objections to utilitarianism which G.A.
Cohen quite appropriately labelled the “offensive tastes” and “expensive
tastes” criticisms.>¢ Both criticisms question utilitarianism’s tendency to

indulge people’s preferences indiscriminately. The offensive tastes

34This point hints at one of Rawls’s main concerns with utilitarianism and will be
discussed in greater detail in the following pages.

35Amartya Sen (1980), p.147.
36G.A. Cohen (1989), p.912.
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criticism3” questions the single-mindedness of utilitarianism in promoting
the maximization of welfare to the exclusion of other morally relevant
considerations, such as the principles of justice and the role of merit3® in
resource distribution schemes. If one believes that egalitarian principles
demand that we consider such factors, as Rawls does, then utilitarian and
egalitarian principles will, in certain cases, conflict.

To illustrate this point, consider the case of an individual who
derives great pleasure from inflicting unwanted pain and suffering on
others. Imagine further that the pleasure which this individual derives
from her behaviour is so great that her increased level of utility outweighs
the total aggregate loss in utility experienced by her victims. According to
the guidelines of utilitarianism, we would, Rawls insists, be required to
indulge her morally reprehensible behaviour due to the overall utility
benefit which it produces. Rawls objects to this outcome with the following;

The striking feature of the utilitarian view of justice is that it does not

matter except indirectly, how this sum of satisfactions is distributed

among individuals...[TThe correct distribution...is that which yields
the maximum fulfilment. Society must allocate its means of
satisfaction whatever these are, rights and duués, oppormnitiés ana
privileges, and various forms of wealth, so as to achieve this
maximum if it can. [Tlhe utilitarian believes that..just as it is

rational for one man to maximize the fulfilment of his system of
desires, it is right for a society to maximize the net balance of

37For a well-developed extension of Rawls's “offensive tastes" criticism see Ronald
Dworkin (1981a), pp.197-201.

38For Rawls, a just social system would be one in which certain claims would, based on
the priority of the principles of justice, have no merit and, as a result, not deserve
compensation. On this see Rawls's A Theory of Justice reprinted in john Arthur and
William Shaw (eds.) (1991), pp.44-46.
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satisfaction taken over all of its members.39

Utilitarianism, Rawls charges, does not distinguish between the

moral character of different desires or pleasures. What matters in the

utilitarian calculation is not whether the nature of the pleasures themselves

under consideration demand censure or approval, but rather, whether the

exercise of such pleasures results in an increase or decrease in overall

utility.4° G.A. Cohen’s discussion of this criticism gets right to the heart of

Rawls’s point.

The offensive tastes criticism of welfarism is that the pleasure a
person takes in discriminating against other people or in subjecting
others to a lesser liberty should not count equally with other
satisfactions in the calculus of justice. From the point of view of
justice, such pleasures deserve condemnation, and the
corresponding preferences have no claim to be satisfied.41

Like the argument against offensive tastes, Rawls’s “expensive

tastes” criticism questions the single-mindedness of welfare-based

frameworks. This time, rather than focusing directly on the nature of the
