Lecture 5 

Human Development Approach and Capability Approach: Concepts and Evolution

Human Development Approach

Human development concept is not a new one.  Evolution of Human development concept can be traced from the writings of renowned thinkers and philosophers of ancient times. Aristotle, argued that ‘wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking, for it is merely useful and for the sake of something else”. Another great philosopher, Immanuel Kant argues that human beings are ends in themselves, rather than the means to other ends. Adam Smith , Malthus, Karl Marx, J. S. Mill and many other modern economists have also come forward with the similar idea of treating human beings as the real end of all activities.

The idea of human development has in recent years strongly influenced evaluations, development debates and policies Human development is ‘a process of enlarging people’s choices  and strengthening human capabilities’. The term ‘human development’ has been seen as expansion of human capabilities, a widening of choices, an enhancement of freedoms and a fulfillment of human rights. Such a perspective shifts policy attention from mechanically expanding incomes to fruitfully ensuring that higher incomes translate into greater freedoms to people –women, children and men.The most critical of these wide-ranging choices are to live a long and healthy life, to be educated and to have resource access for a decent standard of living.  These three basic choices reflected in HDI But many additional choices are valued by people.  They range from political, social, economic and cultural freedoms to opportunities for being productive and creative, self respect and human rights. Human freedom is vital for human development.
‘Putting people at the Centre’

The HD concept is inspired by Amartya Sen’s capability approach. We will discuss this later. The HD approach will be more clear when we compare with  other concepts like economic growth, human capital, social development etc. 

Economic Growth and Human Development

The difference between economic growth and the human development is that the first focuses exclusively on the expansion of only one choice i.e. income, while HD approach embraces the enlargement of all human choices – whether economic, social, cultural or political. Economic growth in the HD approach is seen as the means and not the ends of development. Data across countries show that the association between GNP per capita on the one hand and health, nutrition, morbidity and mortality is far from simple.

South Africa, Brazil, Oman with much higher GNP per head of China and Sri Lanka has much lower life expectancy and higher infant mortality. Here we find that the economic prosperity of these countries have not acquired a human context. Unless societies recognize that their real wealth is their people, an excessive obsession with creating material wealth can obscure the goal of enriching human lives. It is, however, wrong to suggest that economic growth is unnecessary for human development. No sustained improvement in human well being is possible without growth .

It is also wrong to suggest that high economic growth automatically translate into higher levels of HD. Thus, the connections between growth and human development are neither obvious nor automatic.

Five types of policy failure that occur when the links are broken

--Jobless growth ; ----Ruthless growth: only few benefit

--Voiceless growth: no democracy

--Rootless growth: cultural identity

--Futureless growth: sustainable problems

But, when links are strong, growth and HD are mutually reinforcing.

 How is HD approach differ from other approaches?
Inspite of broad and complex nature of human development, most people tend to mistake human development for social development and to associate solely with investments in health, education and nutrition while others mistakenly equate human development with human resource development. In other words, it is wrongly assumed that HD approach adds little to concepts of human capital and basic needs. Human development is motivated by the search for freedom, well-being and the dignity of individuals in all societies, concerns that are absent from concepts of social development, human capital and basic needs

In the HD approach, development is about people’s well being and the expansion of their capabilities and functionings. Expansion of material output is treated as a means and not an end. The ends-means relationship is reversed in theories of human capital formation or human resource development, in which human beings are treated as a means to economic growth. HD approach views investment in education and health as intrinsic value (for human lives) and instrumental value (for promoting economic growth). The human capital or HRD approach stresses how education and health enhance productivity, and have important value for promoting economic growth

The basic needs approach focuses on access to social services to meet basic material needs for a decent life. This approach does not elaborate on the reasons why certain needs are important.  In the absence of such considerations, the basic needs approach ends up emphasizing the supply of materials rather than what these material goods allow people to do. HD approach is also broader than ‘living standards’ approach. Living standards relate to specifically to the richness of the person’s own life, whereas a person may value his or her capability also to be socially useful (going beyond her own living standa.)

HD Approach

HD approach differ from other approaches in three important ways

-- definition of ends and means

--concern with human freedoms and dignity

--concern with human agency i.e. the role of people in development

There are several implications in adopting HD approach and framework as compared to other approaches

-- The focus of policy can not be based merely on the generation of more and more income. How additional income is used, and the degree to which it improves the quality of people’s lives must be given equal weight. Second, as a result, growth in incomes can not be the dominant criterion for judging how societies are faring. The HD approach generates new set of evaluative questions.

--Are people enjoying an expansion in their capabilities

--has there been a significant improvement in the quality of people’s lives?

--Do they have more of what they cherish?

-- How free are they? How equal?

Third, focusing on human lives as the goal of development results in the articulation of very different policy concerns. Thus, in the HD framework, discussions on globalization go beyond examining the impact on trade, capital flows and economic growth, to consider the changing opportunities and new insecurities in people’s lives.

Fourth, HD is motivated by a concern for freedom, well-being and the dignity of individuals in society, issues that are not central to policy formulation. It emphasizes political and social freedoms through enhanced participation and inclusive democracy as fundamental to the realization and sustainability of social and economic goals.

Capabilities Approach

Human Development Approach has been profoundly inspired by Amartya Sen’s capability approach.  While Sen’s works cover an extremely wide range of topics, “his capability approach” has led to a critical evolution in the field of economics and in social sciences in general. Again the roots go back to Aristotle, Adam Smith and Karl Marx. The basic idea of the capability approach is that social arrangements should aim to expand people’s capabilities – their freedom to promote or achieve valuable beings and doings. An essential test of progress, development, or poverty reduction, is whether people have greater freedoms. 

The central items in the capability approach are:

(a) Functionings; (2) Capabilities; (3) Agency

Functionings: are the valuable activities and states that make up people’s well being – such as a healthy body, being safe, being calm, an educated mind, a good job.  Functionings may relate to goods and income but they describe what a person is able to do or be as a result. (‘beings and doings’). When popel’s basic need for food (a commodity) is met, they enjoy the functioning of being well nourished. Some functionings may be very basic (being nourished, literate, clothed) and others might be quite complex (being able to play a drum solo).
Capabilities: are ‘the alternative combinations of functionings that are feasible for ( a person) to achieve”. Put differently, they are “the substantive freedoms she or he enjoys to lead the kind of life he or she has reason to value’. Capabilities are a kind of opportunity freedom. Just like a person with much money in her pocket can buy many different things, a person with many capabilities could enjoy many different activities, pursue different life paths.  

Activities or states that people do not value or have reason to value could not be called capabilities. The difference between functioning and capability can be clarified with an example. Sen’s classic illustration of two persons who both don’t eat enough to enable the functioning of being well nourished. The first person is a victim of famine in Ethiopia, while the second person decided to go on a hunger strike in front of Chinese embassy in Washington to protest against the occupation of tibet.

Although both persons lack the functionings of being well nourished, the freedom they had to avoid being hungry is crucial. The second person has the capability to avoid under-nourishment.  Agency: Agency refers to a person’s ability to pursue and realize goals that he or she values and has reason to value. An agent is ‘someone who acts and brings about change’.  Agency expands the horizons of concern beyond a person’s own well being. In this perspective, people are viewed to be active, creative, and able to act on behalf of their aspirations. Participation, public debate, democratic practice, and empowerment.

A bicycle provides a good example for better understanding of terms. A person may own or be able to use a bicycle (resource). By riding the bicycle, the person moves around the town and we assume, values this mobility (functioning).  However, if the person is unable to ride the bicycle (because, perhaps,she has no balance), then having a bicycle would not infact result in this functioning.  In this case, the access to resource coupled with the person’s characteristics (balance), creates the capability for the person to move around the town when she wishes. 

Let us suppose that the person having this capability to leap upon a bicycle and pedal over to a friend’s house for lunch- thus having a capability that contributes to happiness or utility.

        Resource   –  Functioning –   Capability       – Utility


|
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              |  
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       Bicycle       -   Mobility         - To cycle      -  Pleasure

Thus bicycle example illustrates how the various concept  are related to one another when they coincide nicely. But the question is which concept should we focus on? Which will be distorted most often? The capability approach argues that utility can be distorted by personality or adaptive preferences; functioning can be enjoyed in a stifled environment; and a bicycle can be useless if you cannot balance, so capability represents the most accurate space in which to investigate and advance the various forms of human well being. However, Martha Nussabam argues that Sen’s Capability Approach is incomplete. 

Since what people consider to be valuable and relevant can often be the product of structures of inequality and discrimination and because not all human freedom are equally valuable – for example, the freedom to pollute is not of equal value to the freedom to care for the environment- she argues that one needs to go beyond this incompleteness – so that respect equal freedom. She has proposed a list of central human capabilities for evaluative space for public policy. Her list is: Life; bodily health; bodily integrity; senses, imagination, thought; emotions; practical reason; affiliation; other species; play; control over one’s environment (political and material).

To conclude, Capability approach advocates for removal of obstacles in people’s lives, increasing their freedom to achieve functioning that they value.

Sen summarizes role of human capabilities as

-- their direct relevance to the well being and freedom

-- their indirect role to economic production

--their indirect role through influencing social change

