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The works included in the Cambridge Handbook of the Capability
Approach1 have been collected and edited by three very well-known
leading scholars. Enrica Chiappero Martinetti is Full Professor of Eco-
nomic Policy at the University of Pavia: she teaches economics, sus-
tainable development and development economics and cooperation at
undergraduate and graduate levels. She has acted as Vice-President of
the Human Development and Capability Association and currently
serves that Association as editor of the “Journal of Human Develop-
ment and Capabilities”. 

Mozaffar Qizilbash is Honorary Professor in the Department of
Economics and Philosophy at the University of York: he has published
in journals in the fields of economics, philosophy and development
studies; has been Editor-at-Large as well as Vice-President of the
Human Development and Capability Association and editor of the
“Journal of Human Development and Capabilities”. He was part of the
editorial board of a number of development-related journals. 

Siddiqur Osmani is Professor of Development Economics in the
Department of Accounting, Finance and Economics at the Ulster Uni-
versity: he has published widely on issues related to poverty, inequality,
hunger, famine, nutrition, microcredit, and the rights-based approach
to development.

Amartya Sen has developed, refined and defended a framework di-
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rectly concerned with human capability and freedom. Subsequently,
the capability approach has inspired a large and growing literature
across many disciplines, both in theoretical and empirical domains,
promoting works that become relevant to policymakers. It is a theoret-
ical framework that entails two normative claims: firstly, the freedom
to achieve well-being is of primary moral importance, secondly the
well-being should be understood in terms of people’s capabilities and
functionings, with reference to the central concepts of functioning and
capability. The capability approach is usually understood as a general
perspective on a variety of subjects (such as the quality of life, egali-
tarian justice and poverty), and then it provides a distinctive view
(rather than some comprehensive theory) of those subjects. From the
philosophical point of view, the capability approach has been employed
to the development of several conceptual and normative theories: de-
velopment ethics, political philosophy, public health ethics, environ-
mental ethics and climate justice, philosophy of education. In the field
of economics this is a new approach to the studies of development, in-
equality and poverty, substituting the concept of human development
with one based on income per capita. In the field of social choice too
it introduced a new way of thinking. 

The capability approach has its origins in a number of studies in
which Amartya Sen2 criticizes the limited informational bases of the
traditional economic models and evaluative accounts (i.e., utilitarian-
ism). The capability approach has emerged from the engagement with,
but distinguishing itself from, some alternative frameworks and tradi-
tions across various disciplines. It differs from utilitarian views, which
understand the quality of life in terms of pleasure, happiness or the sat-
isfaction of desires. It also differs from the perspectives which evaluate
advantage in terms of the possession of resources, income, wealth or
what John Rawls3 termed ‘primary social goods’ (or ‘primary goods’),
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which are all-purpose means. Distinguishing itself from these alterna-
tives, the capability approach has broken with some orthodox ways of
thinking. From the beginning, Sen acknowledged strong connections
with Classical Political Economy and Karl Marx4. Later on, Sen5 rec-
ognized that the most powerful conceptual connections relate to Aris-
totle’s theory of human flourishing eudaimonia6. 

One of the most prominent illustrations within the capability liter-
ature of the need to move beyond the focus on goods and resources is
found in Sen’s Equality of What? Tanner lectures7. In Equality of What?
Sen objects to the utilitarian measures of well-being. According to the
utilitarian measure, someone’s well-being should be evaluated in terms
of the amount of utility, such as pleasure or happiness, that men derive
from the resources and goods that they have. What is missing from
these traditional models, Sen argues, is a notion of what activities we
are able to undertake (‘doings’) and the kinds of persons we are able
to be (‘beings’). Sen calls this notion capabilities. Capabilities are
the real freedoms that people have to achieve with reference to their
potential doings and beings. Real freedom, in this sense, means that
one has all the required means necessary to achieve that doing or being
if one wishes to. That is, it is not merely the formal freedom to do or
be something, but the substantial opportunity to achieve it. In this way,
the capability approach changes the focus from means (the resources
people have and the public goods they can access) to ends (what they
are able to do and be with those resources and goods). This shift in
focus is justified because resources and goods alone do not ensure that
people are able to convert them into actual doings and beings.

In the “Tanner Lectures”, Sen invites us to consider two persons
with the same set of resources. Yet, one person suffers from a disability.
This disability makes her unequal to the able-bodied person in two re-
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gards, which cannot be captured by a sole focus on resources. First of
all, the disabled person is unequal in terms of what she can do or to be
with her resources compared with the physically able person. She may,
for example, be confined to a wheelchair and thus restricted to places
that are wheelchair-accessible. Secondly, the disabled person may even
be doubly worse off because she only gets the same amount of re-
sources even though she has more expenses in order to correct for her
disability. That is, because the disabled person needs to spend a con-
siderable amount of her resources in a wheelchair merely to
move around, he or she has fewer resources available to pursue other
goals than the able-bodied person who can spend all her resources on
pursuing her valued ends. Thus, in order to evaluate people’s well-
being, we need to not only consider the amount of resources they have,
but also what they are able to do and to be with those resources. The
critic toward utilitarism is very clear-cut and comprehensive. According
to an utilitarian we ought to distribute more resources, goods, and free-
doms to who gains a lot of utility to the able-bodied person. As Amartya
Sen has shown, however, this response is inadequate8. The disabled
person should receive resources to the extent that she experiences the
same amount of well-being as a person that is not handicapped person.
In other words it is necessary to compensate the disability. 

The “capability approach” has become, progressively, an important
new paradigm in thinking both in economics and philosophy. The pro-
liferation of capability literature has led to questions concerning what
kind of framework it is; how its core concepts should be defined; how
it can be further specified for particular purposes; what is needed to
develop the capability approach into an account of social justice; how
it relates to Western and non-Western philosophy; and how it can be
and has been applied in practice. Understanding the capability approach
is imperative in view of the wide range of disciplines and debates in-
volved. This Handbook brings together in a single volume most of the
diverse areas/strands of research within the large field of capability re-
search. Provides surveys of specific sub-fields and offers new updates
contributions that extend the existing literature in important ways. It
includes contributions by leading scholars working on the capability
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approach. It includes both introductory chapters and “more in-depth
analysis relating to the central philosophical, conceptual and theoretical
issues of capability research”, ranging from development studies, eco-
nomics, gender studies, political science and political philosophy. It,
also, includes more analytical and measurement tools, as well as policy
aimed studies which follow from the original approach. In the foreword
Amartya Sen argues that “The enormous contributions made by the ca-
pability perspective toward the discernment of human well-being and
freedom have been well brought out by the papers in this Handbook”9

The Handbook is divided into three parts which cover overlapping
areas. Each of the three editors took primary responsibility for one of these
parts. The introduction of each part, that frames or provides an outline of
the contributions to the Handbook, was authored by the relevant editor. A
“General Introduction”, at the beginning of the volume, provides an
overview of the central themes that run through the whole collection.
Mozaffar Qizilbash is the editor of Part I of the Handbook. In this part he
collected works which discuss the historical antecedents and the global
roots of Sen’s approach, including philosophical debates. It includes chap-
ters on the historical roots of the capability approach, philosophical de-
bates, questions of measurement and evaluation, and questions of public
policy and social concerns. Some of them “relate to: a closer examination
of the relationship between the works of specific thinkers and the con-
temporary capability literature”. Much of the existing literature on the
philosophical antecedents of the capabilities approach focuses narrowly
on well-known figures such as Plato, Aristotle, Adam Smith, Karl Marx
and J. S. Mill, mostly in ‘Western’ philosophy and political economy.10

Martha Nussbaum, one of the world’s most influential moral philoso-
phers, widely contributed to the expansion of interest in capability ap-
proach and to a better understanding of it. The Nussbaum’s chapter,
included in part I, shows how the capability approach is a complex set
of arguments and theories deeply rooted in many philosophical traditions.
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Her chapter of the Handbook is mainly concerned with the influence on
the works of Amartya Sen of many ancient philosophers including those
of Greek tragedy, Stoic and Buddhist thought. She explores the historical
sources of Sen’s thinking, going back to ancient philosophers as Socrates,
Aristotele and Plato11. She stresses the particular influence on Sen’s
works from twentieth-century India12, including the works of Ra-
bindranath Tagore13. In both these ways, this contribution makes a strong
case for expanding the literature on the predecessors of, and influences
on, contemporary work on the capabilities approach well beyond the
philosophical ‘Western’ tradition and encourages scholars to consider the
extent to which the roots of the capabilities approach can be found in
‘non-Western’ traditions and ideas which have been relatively neglected
in the literature on Sen’s works. Nussbaum stresses, in particular, “the
importance of critical thinking through dialogue with others”14. 

A very important concept is that human flourishing or eudamonia
…applies to a whole…only if it applies to “all or most” of its members
individually. Nussbaum highlights the Smith’s contribution to the con-
cept of human dignity15. Smith breaks “with the Stoics…developing an
aristotelian account of the human being and of basic needs”16. In de-
scribing the Nineteenth and Twentieth centuries thinkers, from Kant17
to Rawls, she focuses on Rawls’s Theory of Justice. Sen admitted that
Rawls’s emphasis on self-respect and access to primary goods has
deeply influenced his approach18. Nussbaum finds some similarities be-
tween the two approaches. However, she argues that the Rawlsian orig-
inal position “has difficulties when it comes to the rights of people with
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physical and mental disabilities…since the hypothesis of rough equality
is deeply rooted in the social contract tradition in which Rawls situates
himself”19. The capability approach is very different from what John
Rawls termed ‘primary social goods’ (or ‘primary goods’) which are
all-purpose means. In distinguishing itself from these alternatives the
capability approach has broken with some orthodox ways of thinking. 

David Leopold’s chapter discusses the associations between Marx
and the capabilities approach. They are occasionally invoked but not
so much explored. He admits that Marx20, along with Adam Smith,21
has been considered a “forerunner” by Sen. A substantive affinity is
found in the human flourishing concept. However “Marx remains
rather on the margins”22, Leopold argues. Efforts for identifying some
connections between Marx and the capability approach are “far from
exhaustive”. The other Chapters (Sumner, Luigino Bruni, Suzumura)
analyze the similarities and the differences between Sen, Smith, the
Cambridge tradition, the Welfare Economics and the Social Choice
Theory. No doubts that Sen’s approach differs from utilitarian views
which identify the quality of life in terms of pleasure, happiness or the
satisfaction of desires. It also differs from the perspectives which eval-
uate advantage in terms of the possession of resources, income, wealth.
Some other chapters (Richardson, Arneson, Ibrahim) explore the links
with political liberalism, individualism and the role of collectivities in
expanding human capabilities. Very important is the focus on the mul-
tidimensionality of the capability approach.

Enrica Chiappero Martinetti is the editor of Part II, related to meth-
ods, measurement and empirical evidence. The twelve contributions
included in this Part “exemplify the state -of-the-art debate on the op-
erazionalization of the CA and represent a good sample of consoli-
dated methods applied to empirical investigations of the framework”23.
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The first four chapters of this part focus on important methodological
aspects with reference to social choice theory (Salles, Pattanaik and
Xu) Game theory (van Hees), and welfare economics (Decancq,
Schokkaert and Zuluaga). The connections between these theories and
the capability approach are stronger than one would expect. The social
choice theory, as a matter of facts, has been an important line of re-
search also for Amartya Sen. He obtained the Nobel price “for his con-
tribution to these theories”. In the new edition of Collective Choice
and Social Welfare Sen has pointed out that various evaluative issues
raised by the capability approach are a matter of Social Choice24.
Salles argues in his contribution that the capability approach is a very
powerful instrument, for understanding what individual well-being is
in comparison to social welfare. Its complexity, however, makes it dif-
ficult to formalize it with the usual tools of social sciences, and in par-
ticular of economics. The Pattanaik and Yongsheg Xu’ s contribution
is concerned with the measurement of an individual’s capability or
freedom of choice in the functioning space. The aim of the van Hees’s
chapter is to present a general framework for making a synthesis of
the Sen’s version of the capability approach in comparison to the
Nussbaum’s one. Sen claims that “a unique, canonical list of capabil-
ities may be useful (for example, it can help in the fight for certain
specific human rights ignoring other claims)”25. Capability assessment
can be used for different purposes (varying from poverty evaluation
to the assessment of human rights or of human development), and pub-
lic reasoning and discussion are necessary for selecting relevant ca-
pabilities and weighing them against each other in each context26.
Nussbaum, instead, claims that there is a universal list of central ca-
pabilities27.

A second group of contributions focus on inequality. Kanbur argues
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that the wide literature on the capability approach focuses mainly on
outcomes in the functioning space, neglecting the opportunity space
and its implications for equality. Tania Burchardt’s chapter discusses
how the capability approach make available tools which allow assess-
ing multidimensional horizontal inequalities between individuals
and/or groups. Vertical inequality, instead, in terms of income gaps, re-
quires more research effort. Lambert and Subramanian’s chapter is also
focused on horizontal inequality. The authors discuss how social meas-
ures affect different socioeconomic groups in different way, raising the
traditional “potential conflict between equality…and efficiency”28. Fi-
nally, a third group of contributors examines the advances done in
building indices based on the human development approach. These
contributions offer “a neat, concise overview of the state of the debate
on composite indices of human development and, as such, a good start-
ing point for estimating future developments”29. Sabina Alkire dis-
cusses the Alkire-Foster method for measuring multidimensional
poverty. Stephan Klasen analyzes another important feature of inequal-
ity, the gender gap. The author argues that measuring this gap in the
capabilities space is a very difficult and challenging task. Finally Jaya
Krishnakumar “examines statistical and econometric models that have
been particularly effective in accommodating the methodological fea-
tures” of the capabilities approach30. 

Siddiqur Osmani is the editor of Part III dedicated to issues in pub-
lic policy. “The capability approach has been applied in many diverse
areas of social enquiry, enriching the understanding of many complex
social problems providing new insight into the levers that might fruit-
fully be applied in order to address those problems”31. The topics range
from education (Melanie Walker) to disability. It is worthwhile stress-
ing the role of education in creating valuable human capabilities. No
doubt that this approach plays an especially important role in shaping
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children’s capabilities. The well-known weak equity axiom is discussed
by Lorella Terzi. She stresses the importance of the conversion factors,
that transform means in capabilities, in making a “fundamental differ-
ence to a discourse on disability at both analytical and policy levels”32.
These factors play an especially important role in shaping children’s
capabilities. Mario Biggeri discusses the several reasons that justify
the putting of “children’s well-being and well-becoming” at the center
of policy-maker’s action. Income distribution remains a central issue
in the capability approach. Income, however, plays an instrumental role
as power over resources needed to obtain functioning as to be well
nourished. An equitable distribution of income must be an important
goal for public action. As Sen observed “relative deprivation in the
space of income can lead to absolute deprivation in the space of capa-
bilities”33. A high level of inequality can translate into a high level of
poverty and deprivation. Rolph van der Hoeven stresses how income
inequality can restrict “agency for individuals and households to in-
crease capabilities”34 The capability approach in itself does not provide
a full theory of distributive justice, but rather argues that the metric of
distributive justice should be based on functionings and/or capabilities.
The implications of the Sen’s approach for human rights law and for
law in general are “insightfully analyzed” by Katharine Gelber. The
chapter by Sanjay Reddy and Adel Daoud offers a lucid exposition of
the interconnections between the entitlement and the capability ap-
proach. As Séverine Deneulin and Augusto Zampini-Davies, observe,
Christian teaching “can contribute towards formation of values that are
compatible with the fundamental value premises associated with the
capability approach”35. Human rights, democratic setting and the com-
pliance with the law are, finally, the other issues discussed in this third
and final part of the Handbook.

The three parts of the Handbook offer a wide range of state-of-the-
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art research and analysis examining the capabilities approach. Research
and analysis relevant both on a theoretical and policy-oriented level.
The volume’s contributions invite to conduct further research based on
and supported by the analysis presented in the volume. The interest in
this research’s field are many, already existing or in progress and to be
further developed: ranging from economic theory to applied economics
and from philosophy to political science.

Riassunto - L’ Handbook curato da En-
rica Chiappero Martinetti, Mozaffar Qizilbash
e Siddiqur Osmani raccoglie in volume alcuni
tra i più significativi studi sull’approccio delle
capacità. Comprende un’introduzione all’im-
postazione formulata per la prima volta da
Amartya Sen, e nuovi contributi in questo
campo multidisciplinare da parte di studiosi
molto noti come Martha Nussbaum. Amartya
Sen ha sviluppato, perfezionato e difeso una
linea di ricerca diretta ad approfondire concetti
molto complessi come quelli di capacità, fun-
zionamenti e libertà umane. Questa imposta-
zione innovativa ha, successivamente,

stimolato un’ampia e crescente letteratura in
molte discipline, in ambito sia teorico sia em-
pirico sia di policy. Il volume comprende tanto
capitoli introduttivi quanto analisi approfondite
delle questioni filosofiche, concettuali e teori-
che che costituiscono il nucleo centrale della
ricerca più avanzata sul tema delle capacità. Il
volume costituisce quindi un importante stru-
mento per gli studiosi che si avvicinano per la
prima volta a tale approccio, nonché per i ri-
cercatori da tempo impegnati in una vasta
gamma di discipline: gli studi sullo sviluppo,
le analisi di economia politica, gli studi di ge-
nere, di politologia e di filosofia politica.
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