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Abstract:

Sen’s capability approach has emerged as one of the most important alternative spaces
to evaluate individuals’ advantage. However, the most common set of critiques relates to
the issue of its operational capability. Opportunity-based egalitarian approaches should
be expectant on how the capability approach not only resolves how to select those
valuable dimensions that should enter in the individual’s capability set but also how it is
capable to match the process of selecting such dimensions with its argument against the
existence of a unique or fixed list of capabilities. Therefore this paper will analyse those
alternatives that focus on participatory methods as one of the most promising
alternatives to provide a metrics for evaluating social states from a capability approach.
We will argue that if using participatory methods for eliciting value judgments we should
be aware of the considerations that may transform this process in an unlikely operational
alternative. Participatory methods still come short in providing an operational alternative
to assess different states of affairs or, due to the former, in getting involved more in
depth in a comparative dialogue with other approaches that currently are informing
social action (such as human rights-based, social guarantees or basic needs
approaches).
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1. Introduction

Which are those valuable variables that command individuals’ well-being? Which are

their relative weights in the shaping of their well-being? Is there a unique, correct or true

answer for the former questions? We defend the view of an objective answer of what

society defends as valuable opportunities for the definition of equality. Therefore, we

defend the plausibility of defining a metrics that will enable society and its constituent

individuals to assess and evaluate egalitarian advances through the measurement and

weighting of specific variables constitutive of individuals’ well-being. However, the

difficulty lies in being able to construct that adequate conceptual framework and its

related procedural characteristics that will permit us to visualize with clarity those

elements that shape our well-being. The capability approach is part of the school of

equality of opportunities that has appeared in the last couple of decades. Such approach

corresponds to a normative framework for the assessment of different state of affairs,

alternative social policies or policy options for the evaluation of social arrangements. The

capability approach focuses in expanding freedoms people has reason to value.

Similarly, opportunity-based approaches give an intrinsic value to access to

opportunities and, for that matter, promotes freedom of choice. However, unlike the

capability approach, opportunity-based approaches does not necessarily put the same

key role over freedoms that people value since following that argument has the risk of

moving away from an objective standpoint in the assessment social arrangements.

Opportunity-based egalitarian approaches such as Cohen’s or Arenson’s are the result
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of the acknowledgment of a social reality that can demand social arrangements beyond

individuals’ subjective preferences.

During the last ten or more years Sen’s capability approach has emerged as one of the

most important alternative spaces (to standard resource-based approaches) for the

judgement of individuals’ advantage (or disadvantage)i. However Sen’s approach is

criticised to fall short in providing an adequate metrics to evaluate social states. In

particular, the most common set of critiques to the capability approach relate to the issue

of the operational capability of such approach. These critiques include questions such as

the following. Which are those valuable capabilities?; why not elaborate on a unique or

definite list of (the most) relevant capabilities?; how to aggregate and weight capabilities

for prescriptive and evaluative purposes?; or, which is the procedural mechanism of

value formation that define valuable capabilities?; among other questionsii.

Completing the capability approach in order to make it operational has been a concern

for many scholars in the past years. It is somehow assumed that if this approach wants

to position itself as a framework to inform and guide social action it should be able to

identify and weight those valuable capabilities that should enter in individuals’

opportunity sets.

Opportunity-based egalitarian approaches should be expectant on how the capability

approach not only resolves how to select those valuable dimensions that should enter in

the individual’s capability set but also how it is capable to match the process of selecting

such dimensions with its argument against the existence of a unique or fixed list of

capabilities. Therefore this paper will analyse those alternatives that focus on

participatory methods and public deliberation as one of the most promising alternatives
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to provide a metrics for evaluating social states and levels of advantage from a capability

approachiii. This focus rests in Sen’s central claim that only through reasoned evaluation

we can elicit value judgments that can define select the weights of valuable capabilities.

Sen (1999a) states:

“For a particular person, who is making his or her own judgments, the selection of

weights will require reflection, rather than any interpersonal agreement (or consensus).

However, in arriving to an “agreed” range for social evaluation (for example, in social

studies of poverty) there has to be some kind of a reasoned “consensus” on weights, or

at least in a range of weights. This is a “social choice” exercise, and it requires public

discussion and a democratic understanding and acceptance” (pp. 78-79). iv

a) Participation and public discussion

Sen gives central importance to providing the conditions to promote an open and public

discussion, debate, criticisim and dissent for the process of generating informed and

considered choices. The promotion of such processes are crucial to elicit proper value

judgments and are almost an inescapable condition to treat social preferences as givenv.

Therefore, as Alkire (2006) states: “[i]t may therefore be important to identify and explore

the public processes by which value judgments can be made and communicated; by

which the ‘relative valuation of different functionings and capabilities’ might proceed”.

Based primarily on the advances in public debate and deliberation as an avenue that

can enrich and complete the operationalization of the capability approach -and in

particular on Alkire’s and Crocker work on participation- I will argue in this paper that

different operational frameworks based on Sen’s capability approach have some
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important problems and drawbacks to hold the capability approach as the most attractive

operative framework to inform social policies.vi

2. Value clarification

Alkire (2002, 2006, 2007), Crocker (2007, 2008), Clark and Alkire (2008) or Richardson

(2002) are part of an argumentative line of research that aims to provide the capability

approach an operationalising arm through the methods of social participation.

Participatory methods are thought to have instrumental value to elicit valuable

capabilities prioritised by the society or community that the players involved in the

participation process represent. They are also thought to have an intrinsic value insofar

participation can be understood as one important capability for individual’s good life. It is

an interesting and promising avenue of research to discover community laden social

priorities and social goals that are seen -and are to be taken into account by

development planners- as those ones more relevant for action. However it also has to be

understood that maybe this could end up being ‘a very good answer...for another

question’ but not for the question of providing an operationalising answer for the

capability approach. I will explain below.

Clark and Alkire (2008) based in Sen’s understanding of what should be – and how

should be constructed - the evaluative space for equality and well-being, ask which

could be legitimate methods to set the normative weights involved in the explanation of

multidimensional poverty and well-being. In particular, the project on multidimensional

poverty and missing dimensions that leads Alkire (2002, Clark & Alkire 2008, Alkire &

Foster 2008) is interested in the search of procedural mechanisms that can discover,
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measure and weight those dimensions that can explain poverty in terms of deprivation of

basic capabilities. To understand which those basic capabilities are and which is their

relative weight in explaining the condition of poverty, some value judgement should be in

place. In this case, those value judgements are based in normative principles analysed

through the lens of Sen’s capability approach. Clark and Alkire (2008) state that “we take

the position that if multidimensional poverty measures are normative, then the weights or

range of weights applied between dimensions ought to reflect value judgments rather

than statistical calculations”. The authors adhere to Sen’s (1992) view regarding the

need to identify an evaluative space where to identify the objects of value and their

respective (comparative) value for the assessment of well-beingvii. The definition and

selection of the objects of value is inescapably normative. Welfare statements should be

constructed upon clear normative principles as to play a serious role in policy debate.

For that reason we “need to comprehend their underlying structure and justification”

(Atkinson, 2001: p.194). That is the project of Clark and Alkire (2006), Alkire (2007,

2008) or Crocker (2007, 2008): search for methods that in practice may be used to

select weights that are “value judgements”, particularly focusing in the potential of

participatory methods.

Crocker (2007, 2008) focuses in deliberative processes of participation as a solution to

apply Sen’s theory in practice. Crocker provides a case for deliberative participation not

only for micro-development initiatives but also for the case of democratic deliberative

processes to inform policies at national level. Similarly to the case of Clark and Alkire,

Crocker tries to provide a framework for the elicitation of value judgments.

Crocker (2008) is in tune with Sen’s capability approach in the promotion of the intrinsic

value of democracy. Since Sen (1999b: p.10) defends that “political and social
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participation has intrinsic value for human life and well being” and preventing individuals

to exercise their freedom for political participation can be understood as a major

capability deprivation, Crocker has no problem to reaffirm the virtues of democracy in

capability terms. In such terms, Crocker explains that the intrinsic worth of democratic

processes can follow the following argument: “democracy embodies or expresses

individual and collective agency; agency is intrinsically valuable (because it is one basis

for human dignity); so, democracy is intrinsically valuable” (p.302). Crocker, in its project

of linking theory of deliberative democracy with Sen’s capability approach, also agrees

with Sen’s call for a participative democracy, through the engagement of public action

“and voicing concerns in various ways, such as voting, street protests, organizing

political parties and civic movements, and monitoring governmental action” Crocker,

2008: p.208). The continuous practice of democracy and democratic ideals will improve

the quality of democracy and the exercise of political freedoms people have reason to

value.

Crocker’s (2008) and Sen’s (1999a, 1999b) advocacy for a “deep democracy”, with

people actively engaged in public action, not only provides democracy an intrinsic or

instrumental value but also gives democracy a constructive value: through political

participation, public reasoning and exchange of information, people learn from each

other, discuss and gain knowledge that can influence values and priorities of society. As

Crocker (2008) explains, “the theory and practice of deliberative democracy has much to

offer Sen in his effort to renovate democratic theory, improve democratic institutions, and

deepen democractic practice. [...] [R]especting people’s dignity and agency, requires not

only, as Nussbaum contends, that they be free as individuals to form their own

conception of the good life; it also requires that people have the right and responsibility

to form collective values and decide practical polices together” (pp. 208-209).
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Once making the case for the natural cross-feeding between Sen’s approach and the

theory and practice of deliberative democracy, Crocker focuses in the argument given by

Sen over the constructive value of democracy as a space where the theory of

deliberative democracy may contribute to the operationalisation of the capability

approach. Deliberative democracy could contribute “by offering a principled account of

the processes groups should employ to decide certain questions and form their values”

(p.303). Crocker enumerates ten types of social choice considerations embedded in

Sen’s capability approach where deliberative democracy may help in its answering.

Regarding the choice and weighting of valuable capabilities and functionings, Crocker

does not go that far. As in Crocker (2007)viii, the author frames the general procedural

aspects that will elicit value judgments from a capability and a deliberative perspective.

In general terms, Crocker states that are individuals and communities the ones that

should decide, through the exercise of their agency in a deliberative manner, on those

capabilities and functionings that are most valuable; designate some of them as basic

(as for the case of establishing capability poverty thresholds); and decide, in a world of

limited resources, which of the valuable capabilities will have to be eventually unmet or

have prominence over others. However, as interesting at it may seem the process of

deliberation to elicit true or at least correct value judgments, Crocker comes short in

providing a metrics within the practice of deliberative democracy that can establish with

clarity an unambiguous, axiomatic decisional procedure. Crocker (2007) do provide

some kind of checklist procedural criteria for implementing participatory processes at

local level so participants, with the help of facilitators, are encouraged “to scrutinize their

choices, rank them by importance, and clarify and prioritize the underlying values they

used in these rankings” (p.439). Crocker is sympathetic with Alkire’s (2002) capability-

based reconstruction of participation (2002) but criticises that almost nothing is said
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about the deliberative process prior to deciding. Social choice should acknowledge the

diversity or lack of it among participant members and how the procedure solves eventual

disagreements in the process of eliciting a final judgment.

Finally, Crocker critically analyses the possibility of establishing an ‘outsider’ list of

values that have not interacted with community members in any part of the process of

drawing up such kind of lists. The former, explains Crocker, will be the case of

Nussbaum’s more constitutional type of list. On this, Crocker (2007) explains:

“Nussbaum restricts her attention to constitutionally embodied and governmentally

guaranteed entitlements. Alkire, like Sen himself and the position that I have taken

elsewhere, has serious reservations about outsiders or even insiders using such a list on

the local level. Even if freely specified, such a list risk removing from communities on

every level the opportunity to decide for themselves what impacts they have reason to

value and disvalue, how to prioritize their various values and what policies to adopt”

(p.437).

The former passage gives us a better idea not only of Crocker’s project on the value of

deliberation and participation but also of Alkire’s and Sen’s. From Sen, we have read

before his defence on the intrinsic and instrumental value of democracy and the

importance of participation as a constitutive part of democracy: democracy conceived as

public discussion and democratic decision-makingix. Sen not only focus in the

importance of democratic institutions but also understands that their shape and use “is

conditioned by our values and priorities, and by the use we make of the available

opportunities of articulation and participation”, where “[p]ublic debates and discussions,

permitted by political freedoms and civil rights, can also play a major part in the
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formation of values. Indeed, even the identification of needs cannot but be influenced by

the nature of public participation and dialogue”, Sen (1999a: p.158). Sen, as Crocker,

values participation as a mechanism to improve democracy’s functions and extensive

goals. Focused in a more micro analysis (that assumes social structures as given),

Alkire (2002) nevertheless values participation from ‘insiders’ (direct and indirect

beneficiaries of community development projects) as necessary to elicit, (and then)

shape and clarify value judgements. It seems that from Alkire’s writings we can assume

then that whatever is the explanatory power she can give to social structures in the

understanding of the limitations and effects for political and social changex, such

significance would be given by individuals’ value judgements and, implicitly, those value

judgments are not affected by the political or social structural conditions upon which

those values where elicited. In this spirit, Alkire (2002:p.130) follows Sen’s argument on

the importance of democracy relating it to Sen’s argument towards importance of choice

(being democracy a system that supports choices). Sen (1999b) writes that democracy,

as an expression of a virtuous system of choices, can be seen as a universal value,

where its value “includes its intrinsic importance in human life, its instrumental role in

generating political incentives, and its constructive function in the formation of values

(and in understanding the force and feasibility of claims of needs, rights, and duties)”

(p.16)xi. Alkire takes those reasons as explanatory ones to argue in favour of

participatory approaches. In Clark and Alkire (2008) the authors analyse the

mechanisms of expert opinion and participatory approaches to obtain the list and

weights of those valuable capabilities that should be incorporated in the measurement of

poverty or well-being. We can safely assume that they compare these two mechanisms

as two valid alternatives that can fit under Sen’s ideas of value judgment and thus both

adhere to the principles of public participation and dialogue. Otherwise, one or both

mechanisms will not follow the basic premises given by the authors thus failing
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automatically as a valid mechanism. Therefore expert opinion and participatory

approaches mechanisms described by the authors are to be understood as two

mechanisms that in their process of eliciting value judgments have required at some

stage results from public discussion and exchange of information, views, and analyses

among citizens (see Sen 1999b: p.10). However, and regarding Crocker’s deliberative

participation approach, Alkire (2007) has a point as to the feasibility of this method for all

evaluative cases. Alkire sees this approach as very desirable but maybe only feasible at

a small scale and “only in those situations in which participation is not subject to

distortions” (p.107). In the next section, with the help of own Alkire among others, we will

try to establish that the application of the promising participatory approach seems to

become impractical due to the impossibility to move away from such ‘distorsions’.

3. Problems with participatory approaches a la Sen:

In this section we will refer to the inherent problems and dilemmas that face participatory

and deliberative processes as to be used as a feasible operative framework of the

capability approach.

Following Alkire (2006, 2007) and Clark & Alkire (2008), there are several issues

regarding the composition of what we understand should be an expert opinion and the

participation of what are supposed to be representative individuals of a particular

community or society.

Regarding expert opinion Clark & Alkire acknowledge the importance of an expert voice

in “highly complex or technical problems”. The authors provide the example of
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constructing a bridge or deciding where to storage nuclear waste, among others, but

also provide the example for the case of poverty measures, where experts should have

the role of providing “informed and accurate judgments regarding the values and beliefs

of different individuals and groups”, and may set weights for these value judgments

according on their understanding of what should be the relevant goals. This could be

regarded as a second best approach in comparison with wider public debate, authors

argue. However -and although Clark and Alkire agree on the importance of expert

opinion to provide “valuable information on a range of questions and issues across the

natural and social sciences”- it is not clear if they are giving a different status regarding

the relevance of expert opinion if they are used in, say, social sciences, engineering or

natural sciences. And if so, they do not explain why. For example, using the example of

Chowduhry & Squire (2006) as a credible attempt to adjust weights of the Human

Development Index (promoted by UNDP) with and expertise-based approach, they

conclude that if we are dealing with such normative concepts such as human

development maybe “it might be more appropriate to aim for the inter-subjective

validation provided by public reasoning, than for the fixed objectivity of hypothesis-

testing”. This final remark leads to question us if authors are treating expert opinion as

an alternative to public participation; or is it an instrument to help a more informed

judgment; or an instrument to be used after a participatory process in order to frame in a

technical language what was elicited in that process? If preferring wider public debate,

how they assume that the true value judgments will be rescued, interpreted or obtained

from it as could be obtained in highly technical decisions with expert opinion? Maybe it is

true that value judgments will be more effectively obtained through a participatory

process that will be able to establish consensus, deliberate upon dissent and connect

more directly to local priorities. However several doubts arise from the implicit
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assumptions of the participatory and representative characteristics of a participatory

approach that authors such as Alkire, Clark or Crocker tend to establish.

Developing a framework for eliciting value judgments and their weights through

participatory planning and public deliberation is a project that, being successful, would

be good news for the efforts to provide an operative framework for the capability

approach. In Clark and Alkire (2008) working paper, they acknowledge the difficulties

that a participatory planning process can encounter in its goal to elicit value judgments.

They enumerate different critiques emerged in recent years, “many of which focus on

power imbalances, vested interests, loss of autonomy and lack of realism”xii. Starting

from this critical scenario, the authors follow a pragmatic exercise that will ask which will

be those minimal considerations that should be taken into account as to keep advocating

for participatory processes without losing all credibility. They enumerate six types of

considerations that, each one and altogether, can also be seen as the drawbacks that a

participatory process may encounter - and should tackle if this process has a chance to

stand as a credible alternative to provide non-biased, representative value judgments.

This analysis helped the authors to conclude that such approach is conceptually strong

but in practice it may be feasible only in some contexts. Regarding the former, authors

provided as examples of seemingly success stories the construction of participatory

budgets in Brazil and construction of poverty reduction strategies in a participatory way

in Bolivia. Even these cases, that are examples of participatory processes long used in

public policy making, have to be continuously controlled by those considerations that can

hinder true elicitation of values. In Table 1 we provide a list of considerations of worry for

the authors that, in its turn, resume the work and considerations raised by several other

authors that have worked on participative processxiii.
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Table 1: Considerations related to participatory processes

Consideration Problems

Regarding organisation

and facilitation to engage

in participatory planning

(organise meetings,

prepare agendas, select

participants, etc.)

 Facilitators obtain immense power over proceedings

and outcomes

 Paternalist risk: facilitators manipulate rather than

facilitate public discussions

 Facilitators bias in assuming they know best which are

relevant priorities

 Facilitators do not know how to tackle discussion

around value judgments thus unable to elicit true values

Regarding inequality and

unfairness in discussions

 Participants differ in knowledge, experience, education

and skills as to assume a participatory process where

the “playing field” is levelled

 Different social or cultural groups with different

conceptions of a good life (or weigh the same

capabilities different)

 Different social classes attach varying degrees of

importance to some capabilities

 Elicitation of valuable capabilities maybe skewed in

favour of the views of dominant players of the process

Regarding deliberation

vs. bargaining and power

imbalances present in

the process

 Aiming for a deliberative democratic process will put

pressure to those without the freedom to choose among

different opportunities (such as the poor and

disadvantaged) and thus enter in a negotiation that will
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procure them to keep their minimal survival capabilities

at a high cost (such as voting in favour of vexed

interests of other participants, that can go against their

own interests)

 It is not solved the problem of respecting the views of

cultural minorities or less powerful members of society

(such could be the case of women issues)

Regarding participation,

information and under

representation

 Poorest and most vulnerable groups may be under-

represented in participation due to several reasons:

self-selection, barriers to entry to participative process,

discrimination “hard issue bias” of researchers leading

the process

 Insufficient number of participants that do not represent

the wider community or society

 Participatory approaches lack rigour of other scientific

methods for data eliciting

 Tendency to give higher, exaggerated, weight to basic

necessities and unfulfilled needs

Regarding adaptation vs.

listening to the poor

 Value judgments and aspirations can be a reflection of

adaptive preferences to low possibilities ceilings

Regarding external

power and domination

 Results may be subject to external power structures

 Participatory processes may be used by interested and

powerful agents as a means to maintain or even

deepen imbalanced existing power relations
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Based in Clark and Alkire (2008) and Alkire (2006, 2007)

To the above list we can add other five considerations that make the participatory

process a less than ideal method once having to apply it in the real world.

Firstly, the participative process, whatever the method used, makes a very strong claim

by assuming that in ideal conditions, where you can control for imbalances of power,

information and exclusion, a participative process will be able to elicit value judgment

and select weights of valuable dimensions of well-being (as could be the case for

establishing an objective definition of multidimensional poverty) representative of values

and preferences of the wider community. This strong claim ignores that value

judgements are dependent on some ethical beliefs present within the community where

the exercise is being done. In the process of deliberation, these beliefs can be put into

test and change. With changed beliefs value judgments could mute, accordingly. This

will provide a natural disassociation between the “representative” participatory group and

the wider “represented” society due to the only effect of participation. For the example of

providing weights for a multidimensional poverty index, a participative process can

certainly elicit value judgment that will help to weight dimensions. However, as to

develop an objective framework to measure poverty, we should know if ethical beliefs

changed within the participative process and thus are providing some non-representative

“new” value judgments. It is also worth asking ourselves if there really exists such a

method that can guarantee that we will get to the same type of changes of beliefs and

value judgments, if we could have the chance of repeating the exercise with the same

actors and guided deliberation.
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The former question leads us to a second consideration: participatory mechanisms could

gain credibility if they manage to provide a control group that can confirm the

representativeness and thus coincidence of elicited value judgments. In many cases this

will not be even possible since, for example, at community level, participation of selected

representatives (community leaders, women and indigenous representatives, local

authorities, etc.) cannot be matched with similar members of the community.

Thirdly, participatory approaches are, of course, limited to a particular population that

should be represented through that process: could it be this population a rural

community, municipal citizens, a cluster of communities, or a whole country, among

others. This will pose a problem of aggregation of value judgments . For example, and

still using the example of providing some normative elements to define which

deprivations will compose the definition of multidimensional poverty, it is very unlikely

that the definition at national level will resemble the eventual definitions that will be

constructed through the elicitation of value judgments from eventual participatory

processes of subgroups of population. If complete coincidence is not an outcome to be

expected by such ‘subgroups’ participatory processes, then which is the mechanism that

will aggregate value judgments of different participatory groups into one weighting

criteria of valuable capabilities based in value judgments? One answer could be simply

not to open the possibility of ‘subgroups’ in the first place and procure one unique

process. However, this will fall into the critique posed in the above second consideration

regarding lack of control groups and thus to contrast if what is elicited is what really is

representative of social values and beliefs. An alternative answer is to assume some

composite criteria to work with all elicited value judgments. Such case can be worked

out through expertise-based approaches or yet another participatory process. In any

case the result will provide, on average, weights different from the one selected by each
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group (unless we face a case of complete coincidence of value judgments between

subgroups).

Fourthly, it has to be made more clear in Alkire’s and Crocker’s (and even in Sen’s)

explanation of participatory process the importance and role given to political processes,

political representation and ideological underpinning in basing decisions in our political

representatives and institutions as a valid participatory mechanism. If we assume that

democratic institutions, elected representatives and political government programs have

decisional powers that come with the whole package of a democratic form of living

together that is implicitly accepted by the whole society and, in its turn, is no more than

the reflection of such society’s values and it’s interests, then it is valid to ask us why we

need extra and ad hoc participatory eliciting processes to yet define some judgements

that can be defined by democratic institutions and practices already in place. Curiously

enough, if in such cases we still promote some extraordinary forms of deliberation and

participative processes maybe without purpose we will be promoting some process that

will enable spurious temporal majorities to decide issues that normally are not to them to

decidexiv. Participatory methods should not be seen as naïve as not making clear the

reader that in the first place and above any other consideration, participation is about

power.

Finally, the process of eliciting value judgements should be aware of the differences

between elicitation of prudential values (related to promote those things that make a life

good and worthwhile simply for the person living it) and moral values. Griffin (1996)

provides a good account between the differences and entanglement between both and

the role of beliefs in modelling (prudential and moral) value judgements. Griffin explains

the need of some kind of deliberation (not necessarily participatory) for the recognition of
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those elements of our interest. Within this process, the element of convergence of those

interests among different persons will provide some proof of the valueness of that value

insofar values should be thought as being clear (shared) features of human nature.

Working with Griffin understanding of value judgments makes us doubt if such an

elicitation process as explained by Sen, Alkire or Crocker is only obtaining prudential

values and if so, what is the level of dependence of these values from current -and

maybe wrong- beliefs, and what is the difference or even the contradictions that

eventually these elicited prudential values can have with moral values that pertain to the

same community. Therefore, in the elicitation of value judgments too many other

variables have to be taken into account not foreseen in Alkire’s or Crocker’s participatory

alternative for the operationalisation of the capability approach.

4. Concluding Remarks

The focus of the capability approach is on individuals’ capabilities and functionings,

based in an Aristotelian understanding of human flourishing. The capability approach

demands equality in the space of capabilities as a condition for an equal chance to

flourish for all. However, the assumption in this document is that such approach has an

epistemological problem to stand alone as a theory to inform redistributive social policies

since it does not provide a model of social action and thus cannot develop a realistic

approach of processes of moral formation and justice beliefs needed by the social

planner to develop a conceptual framework for her egalitarian policy decisions.

Therefore, once being able to interpret our demand for equality as an outcome of

dynamic and always evolving social interactions (between individuals and social
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structures) the capability approach tends to fade away as the strongest orientation to

inform redistributive policies.

The capability approach fails to include the existence of a dynamic component in the

construction of social realities and thus, with it, fails in the construction of concrete,

society-context based solution to society’s demand for equality. This occurs precisely

due to its focus over an individualist perspective (such as the emphasis given over

individuals freedom to choose and thus to their individual preferences) and its disregard

towards social behaviour and demands (treating them just as given in the construction of

the individuals´ capabilities approach). In general, the dynamic component is seldom

included in Economics literature referred to this field. Therefore, by acknowledging the

existence of a social reality we can move from a static perspective of equality into a

perspective that includes the time dimension. This movement seems to be a contribution

in the discussion over the proper space to demand equality since one of the differences

between different schools of thought of equality is where they stand regarding the

temporal scenario: some schools, have an ‘ex-post’ or consequentialist approach by

constructing a redistributive justice that aims to equalise consequences; while other

schools, such as the capabilities approach, have an ‘ex-ante’ approach, worried to

construct a justice argument that will give equal opportunities in some valuable

dimensions, with a central concern with regard to levelling some traits among individuals

but not as concerned with equalising what will be the consequences of the actions and

beings of these individuals.

In this paper we explored what is seems to be the most promising avenue of research to

make the capability approach operational. Authors such as Crocker, Alkire, Clark or Sen

value public reasoning and deliberation -and democracy, for that matter- as the space
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where to elicit judgments on valued capabilities. However, it is curious to notice that

unlike Crocker and Sen, Alkire, does not aim to construct a case for democracy or an

understanding of political processes that can uphold participation as a key goal intrinsic

to democratic processes. Thus it seems that Alkire’s project will need to focus in

democracy’s structures and institutions as to better understand participative processes.

In other words, Alkire assumes a starting point for social change, that is moved by the

individuals’ or community’s appropriation of what they elicited as valuable social goals.

This could be interpreted as a naïve approach to social action and change since value

judgment processes cannot be understood as a starting-gate for change and thus as a

‘before-and-after’ situation without acknowledging the existence of limitations for

elicitation or preconditions (such as morals and beliefs) given by social and cultural

structures that will shape those value judgments. Alkire, unlike Crocker, does not

adequately repair that Sen’s account on participation is embedded in his firmly defence

over democracy and democratic practices. This unexplored relationship makes Alkire

(2002, 2007), Alkire & Foster (2008) and Clark and Alkire (2008) lose scope and provide

biased definitions over the importance of participation for the elicitation of value

judgments in the clarification and weighting of functionings and capabilities (I expressly

include here both mechanisms of expert opinion and participatory approaches as part of

including “participation” alternatives for value judgments)xv.

In any case, we have seen in this paper that if we use participatory methods for eliciting

value judgments then we have to be aware of the many participatory-related

considerations that may transform this process in an unlikely operative alternative. The

different considerations put forward by the same authors and other ones specified by us

in the last section still have to be contested. Such authors do not provide a clear-cut

answer regarding the ‘representativeness’ of the social representatives involved in public
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deliberation. They focus either in comparing the goodness of participatory methods over

other alternatives for the elicitation of value judgments or in establishing procedural

safeguards for a better or more correct value judgment. However they do not get to

provide a final operational alternative to assess different states of affairs or social

policies nor, due to the former, get involved more in depth in a comparative dialogue with

other approaches that currently are informing social action (such as human rights-based,

social guarantees or basic needs approaches).

Crocker (2008) states that deliberative democracy “offers public deliberation as the

process by which citizens – who initially disagree and may continue to do so – may

generate a social choice” (p.312). Without doubt, deliberative democracy stands as a

very attractive alternative for social choice and to aspire for a more deep democracy.

Unfortunately what this method - and in general the participatory methods advocated by

the authors discussed in this paper – does not take into consideration or at least keeps

dangerously unsaid is that, though any discussion can begin in a context of

disagreement, discussants already come with some basic principle agreements, even on

value judgments, that are given by them sharing the same human nature or even same

language or community membershipxvi. Moving further, it can be said that society

already agrees in some justice principles (principles that can be continuously be put into

question through the natural process of social transformation that a theory of social

reality, such as the one defended in this work, explains). It seems that the capability

approach struggles with a feeling of uneasiness once it is demanded to establish a

sound argument towards definition of variables and their weights to explain the

promotion of human well-being. This uneasiness has to do with the need to understand

the dynamics of social reality through the lens of a theory of justice and social action.
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Therefore, a participatory method could gain much more in its explanatory power and in

circumventing some of the more procedural considerations stated in this paper if it does

not avoid altogether the existence of some previous agreements and values not

necessarily decided in contingent processes that tend to be too much limited in space

and time constraints thus unable to elicit correct value judgmentsxvii.

Finally, regarding the focus on participatory methods and whatever the method to select

and weigh valuable dimensions (including the use by researchers of two or more

methods in an iterative approach) from this literature review it is unfortunate to confirm

there is no possibility to state anything in advance regarding those valuable dimensions:

all valid evaluations should come from the process. This leaves us procedural-

dependent and thus provides a very reductionist view of social reality. This seems

completely unsatisfactory -and it comes short to the point to produce a social theory of

social action able to value society’s freedoms and opportunities. If the capability

approach assumes that it will always be dependent on endogenous participatory process

to elicit value judgments and command action without providing any tool that could relate

these values for the case of other societies or for the same society in other point of time,

then it seems that the capability approach could be interpreted more as a toolkit

proposal for social practitioners than as a social theory (even less relating it with a theory

of justice).

At this point the capability approach not only risks to move from and objective to a

subjective account of well-being but also moving from a normative to a more positive

framework (based in empirical findings and dependent on procedural mechanisms for

value elicitation).
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i Sen (2009) writes: “In judging the advantages that the different people have compared with each other, we
have to look at the overall capabilities they manage to enjoy. This is certainly one important argument for
using the capability approach over the resource-centred concentration on income and wealth as the basis of
evaluation” (p.253). See also Wolff & De-Shalit (2007) for a lucid thesis on disadvantage and a conceptual
and public policy discussion on how to improve the lives of the least advantaged.
ii See Clark (2005), Comin et al. (2008) for a thorough discussion on Sen’s capability approach, its
critiques, advances and potential.
iii Sen (2004) argues that “public discussion and reasoning can lead to a better understanding of the role,
reach, and the significance of particular capabilities. […] To insist on a fixed forever list of capabilities
would deny the possibility of progress in social understanding and also go against the productive role of
public discussion, social agitation, and open debates. [ ] I have nothing against the listing of capabilities but
must stand up against a grand mausoleum to one fixed and final list of capabilities” (p.80).
iv On importance given by Sen’s capability approach of participatory and democratic deliberation to elicit
value judgment see also Sen (1992, 1999), Alkire (2006, 2007), Clark and Alkire (2008), Clark (2005). In
Nussbaum’s monograph in Grusky & Kanbur (2006) she explains that the reason Sen has not addressed the
topic of providing any account of central capabilities “appears to be his respect for democratic deliberation.
He feels that people should be allowed to settle these matters for themselves” (p.61). Nussbaum
accompanies this assertion with an endnote stating that Sen himself said to her the former, responding to
her draft presentation of the paper.
v See (Alkire 2006)
vi Alkire (2007>Kakwani) concludes that in practice most researchers rely more or less implicitly in five
selection methods to select those valuable dimensions for the application of the capability approach ‘and
related multidimensional approaches’. The five selection methods are (i) existing data or convention; (ii)
assumptions; (iii) public ‘consensus’; (iv) ongoing deliberative processes; and (v) empirical evidence
regarding people’s values. These methods are commonly used in combination: for instance, a method that
favours empirical evidence in some cases will also have to rely on existing data.
vii Of course, Sen (1992) identifies individuals’ functionings and capabilities to function as the relevant
evaluative space, the relevant objects of value (“value objects”).
viii Crocker (2007) corresponds, with minor changes, to chapter 10 of Crocker (2008).
ix Sen (1999a, 1999b).
x And, for that matter, the importance she gives to political structures, such as democracy, as an instrument
to improve individuals’ well-being.
xi See also Sen (1999b: p.10;), Crocker (2008: p298)
xii They also provide a list of critical references (see p.12).
xiii See Clark and Alkire (2008: pp.12-17) and the extensive literature used when describing their
considerations to keep a credible participatory process.
xiv An example could be the case of those democratic regimes that backed with a participatory discourse
maintain their constituency mobilised in a continuous electionary programme where “from within”, and
based in a spurious majority that in that particular point of time is favouring the government in power, key
changes in the form of living of that society are being sanctioned through this process (such as changing the
government and parliament election period and composition, approving a new constitution, or changing
social and fiscal norms, among others decisions that not necessarily interpret the core values of that
society).
xv In Clark and Alkire (2008) the authors analyse the mechanisms of expert opinion and participatory
approaches to obtain the list and weights of those valuable capabilities that should be incorporated in the
measurement of poverty or well-being. We can safely assume that they compare these two mechanisms as
two valid alternatives that can fit under Sen’s ideas of value judgment and thus both adhere to the
principles of public participation and dialogue. Otherwise, one or both mechanisms will not follow the
basic premises given by the authors thus failing automatically as a valid mechanism. Therefore expert
opinion and participatory approaches mechanisms described by the authors are to be understood as two
mechanisms that in their process of eliciting value judgments have required at some stage results from
public discussion and exchange of information, views, and analyses among citizens (see Sen 1999 journal
of democracy: p.10).
xvi See Griffin (1996, 2008).
xvii An objective account of well-being can search not only for correct but for true value judgments.
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