WOMEN AND
CULTURAL UNIVERSALS

We shall only solve our problems if we see them as human
problems arising out of a special situation; and we shall not
solve them if we see them as African problems, generated by
our being somehow unlike others.

) —Kwame Anthony Appiah,
Africa in the Philosophy of Cultures

Being a woman is not yet a way of being a human being,
—Catharine MacKinnon

I. A Matter of Survival

“I may die, but still I cannot go out. If there’s something in the house, we eat.
Otherwise, we go to sleep.” So Metha Bai, a young widow in Rajasthan, India,
with two young children, described her plight as a member of a caste whose
women are traditionally prohibited from working outside the home—even when,
as here, survival itself is at issue. If she stays at home, she and her children may
shortly die. If she attempts togo out, her in-laws will beat her and abuse her
children. For now, Metha Bai’s father travels from 100 miles away to plow her
small plot of land. But he is aging, and Metha Bai fears that she and her children
will shortly die with him.

In this case, as in many others throughout the world, cultural traditions pose
obstacles to women’s health and flourishing. Depressingly, many traditions
portray women as less important than men, less deserving of basic life support
or of fundamental rights that are strongly correlated with quality of life, such
as the right to work and the right to political participation. Sometimes, as in the
case of Metha Bai, the women themselves resist these traditions. Sometimes,
on the other hand, the traditions have become so deeply internalized that they
seem to record what is “right” and “natural,” and women themselves endorse
their own second-class status.
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Su.ch cases are hardly confined to non-Western or developing countries. As
recently as 1873, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld a law that forbade women to
practice law in the state of Illinois, on the grounds that “[t]he constitution of
the family organization, which is founded in the divine ordinance, as well as
in the nature of things, indicates the domestic sphere as that which properly
belon gs to the domain and functions of womanhood.”? And in 1993, 2 woman
who was threatened and grossly harassed by her male coworkers, after becom-
ing the first woman to work in the heavy metal shop in the General Motors
plant in Indiana, was-described by a federal district judge as having provoked
the men’s conduct by her “unladylike” behavior—behavior that consisted in
using 2 four-letter word a few times in a five-year period.? Clearly our own
society still appeals to tradition in its own way to justify women’s unequal
treatrrient.

What should people concerned with justice say about this? And should they
say anything at all? On the one hand, it seems impossible to deny that tradi-
tions, both Western and non-Western, perpetrate injustice against women in
many fundamental ways, touching on some of the most central elements of a
human being’s quality of life—health, education, political liberty and participa-
tion, employment, self-respect, and life itself. On the other hand, hasty judg-
ments that a tradition in some distant part of the world is morally retrograde
are familiar legacies of colonialism and imperialism and are correctly regarded
with suspicion by sensitive thinkers in the contemporary world. To say that a
practice endorsed by tradition is bad is to risk erring by imposing one’s own way

on others, who surely have their own ideas of what is right and good. To say
that a practice is all right whenever local tradition endorses it as right and good
is to risk erring by withholding critical judgment where real evil and oppres-
sion are surely present. To avoid the whole issue because the matter of proper
judgment is so fiendishly difficult is tempting but perhaps the worst option of
all. It suggests the sort of moral collapse depicted by Dante when he describes
the crowd of souls who mill around in the vestibule of hell, dragging their ban-
ner now one way, now another, never willing to set it down and take a definite
stand on any moral or political question. Such people, he implies, are the most
despicable of all. They cannot even get into hell because they have not been
willing to stand for anything in life, one way or another. To express the spirit of
this chapter very succinctly, it is better to risk being consigned by critics to the
"hell” reserved for alleged Westernizers and imperialists—however unjustified
such criticism would in fact be—than to stand around in the vestibule waiting
for a time when everyone will like what we are going to say. And what we are
going to say is: that there are universal obligations to protect human function-
ing and its dignity, and that the dignity of women is equal to that of men. If that
involves assault on many local traditions, both Western and non-Western, so
much the better, because any tradition that denies these things is unjust. Or, as
a young Bangladeshi wife said when local religious leaders threatened to break
“the legs of women who went to the literacy classes conducted by a local NGO
(nongovernmental organization), “We do not listen to the mullahs any more.
They did not give us even a quarter kilo of rice.”*
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The situation of women in the contemporary world calls urgently for moral
standtaking. Women, a majority of the world’s population, receive only a small
proportion of its opportunities and benefits. According to the Human Develop-
ment Report, in no country in the world is women’s quality of life equal to that
of men, according to a complex measure that includes life expectancy, educa-
tional attainment, and GDP (gross domestic product) per capita.5 Some coun-
tries have much larger gender disparities than others. (Among prosperous in-
dustrial countries, for example, Spain and Japan perform relatively poorly in this
area; Sweden, Denmark, and New Zealand perform relatively well.6) If we now
examine the Gender Empowerment Measure, which uses variables chosen ex-
plicitly to measure the relative empowerment of men and women in political
and economic activity,” we find even more striking signs of gender disparity.
Once again, the Scandinavian nations do well; Japan and Spain do relatively
poorly.8

If we turn our attention to the developing countries we find uneven achieve-
ments but, in the aggregate, a distressing situation. On average, employment
participation rates of women are only 50% those of men (in South Asia 29%; in
the Arab states only 16%).° Even when women are employed, their situation is
undercut by pervasive wage discrimination and by long hours of unpaid house-
hold labor. (If womeri’s unpaid housework were counted as productive output in
national income accounts, global output would increase by 20-30%.) Outside the
home, women are generally employed in a restricted range of jobs offering low
pay and low respect. The percentage of earned income that goes to women is rarely

higher than 35%. In many nations it is far lower: in Iran, 16%; Belize, 17%; Alge-
ria, 16%; Iraq, 17%; Pakistan, 19%. (China at 38% is higher than Japan at 33%;
highest in the world are Sweden at 45%, Denmark at 42%, and the extremely
impoverished Rwanda at 41 %, Burundi at 42 %, and Mozambique at 42%.) The
situation of women in the workplace is frequently undermined by sex discrimi-
nation and sexual harassment.

Women are much less likely than men to be literate. In South Asia, female
literacy rates average around 50% those of males. In some countries the rate is
still lower: in Nepal, 35%; Sierra Leone, 37%; Sudan, 27%; Afghanistan, 32%.10
Two-thirds of the world’s illiterate people are women. In higher education,
women lag even further behind men in both developing and industrial nations.*

Although some countries allowed women the vote early in this century, some
still have not done so, And there are many informal obstacles to women's effec-
tive participation in political life. Almost everywhere, they are underrepresented
in government: In 1980, they made up only around 10% of the world’s parlia-

‘mentary representatives and less than 4% of its cabinet officials.’

As Metha Bai’s story indicates, employment outside the home has a close
relationship to health and nutrition. So too, frequently, does political voice. And
if we now turn to the very basic issue of health and survival, we find compelling
evidence of discrimination against females in many nations of the world. It ap-
pears that when equal nutrition and health care are present women live, on av-
erage, slightly longer than men—even allowing for a modest level of maternal
mortality. Thus, in Europe the female/male ratio in 1986 was 105/100, in North
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Ameri < 104.7/100.13 But it may be objected that for several reasons it is inap-
propriaxte to compare these developed countries with countries in the develop-
ing wold. Let us, therefore, with Jean Dréze and Amartya Sen, take as our
baselir ¢the ratio in sub-Saharan Africa, where there is great poverty but little
eviden < of gender discrimination in basic nutrition and health.’* The female/
male raion in 1986 was 102.2/100. If we examine the sex ratio in various other
countries and ask the question, “How many more women than are now in coun-
try C wwould be there if its sex ratio were the same as that of sub-Saharan Af-
rica?,” we get a number that Sen has graphically called the number of “missing
womery.” The number of missing women in Southeast Asia is 2.4 million; in Latin
Americy, 4.4; in North Africa, 2.4; in Iran, 1.4; in China, 44.0; in Bangladesh, 3.7;
in India, 36.7; in Pakistan, 5.2; in West Asia, 4.3. If we now consider the ratio of
the nuxber of missing women to the number of actual women in a country, we
get, for Pakistan, 12.9%; for India, 9.5%; for Bangladesh, 8.7%; for China, 8.6%;
for Iran, 8.5%; for West Asia, 7.8%; for North Africa, 3.9%; for Latin America,
2.2%; for Southeast Asia, 1.2%. In India, not only is the mortality differential
especially sharp among children (girls dying in far greater numbers than boys),
the higher mortality rate of women compared to men applies to all age groups
until the late thirties.’

Poverty alone does not cause women to die in greater numbers than men.
This is abundantly clear from comparative regional studies in India, where some
of the poorest regions, for example, Kerala, have the most equal sex ratios, and
some far richer regions perform very poorly.’ When there is scarcity, custom
and political arrangement frequently decree who gets to eat the little there is
and who gets taken to the doctor. And custom and political arrangement are
always crucial in deciding who gets to perform wage labor outside the home, an
important determinant of general status in the family and the community. As
Sen has argued, a woman'’s perceived contribution to the well-being of the fam-
ily unit is often determined by her ability to work outside, and this determines,
in turn, her bargaining position within the family unit.’” Custom and politics
decree who gets access to the education that would open job opportunities and
make political rights meaningful. Custom and politics decree who can go where
in what dothing in what company. Custom and politics decree who gets to make
what sorts of protests against ill treatment both inside and outside the family
and whose voice of protest is likely to be heard.

Customs and political arrangements, in short, are important causes of women's
misery and death. It seems incumbent on people interested in justice, and aware
of the information about women'’s status that studies such as the Human De-
velopment Reports present, to ask about the relationship between culture and
justice and between both of these and legal-political arrangements. It then seems
incumbent on them to try to work out an account of the critical assessment of
traditions and political arrangements that is neither do-gooder colonialism or
an uncritical validation of the status quo.

One might suppose that any approach to the question of quality of life as-
sessment in development economics would offer an account of the relationship
between tradition and women’s equality that would help us answer these ques-
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tions. But in fact such an account is sorely lacking in the major theoretical ap-
proaches that, until recently, dominated the development scene. (Here I do not
even include what has been the most common practical approach, which has been
simply to ask about GNP (gross national product) per capita. This crude approach
does not even look at the distribution of wealth and income; far less does it ask
about other constituents of life quality, for example, life expectancy, infant
mortality, education, health, and the presence or absence of political liberties,
that are not always well correlated with GNP per capita.18 The failure to ask these
questions is a particularly grave problem when it is women's quality of life we
want to consider. For women have especially often been unable to enjoy or con-
trol the fruits of a nation’s general prosperity.)

The leading economic approach to the family is the model proposed by Nobel
Prize~winning economist Gary Becker. Becker assumes that the family’s goal is
the maximization of utility, construed as the satisfaction of preference or de-
sire, and that the head of the household is a beneficent altruist who will ade-
quately take thought for the interests of all family members.!? In real life, how-
ever, the economy of the family is characterized by pervasive “cooperative
conflicts,” that is, situations in which the interests of members of a cooperative
body split apart, and some individuals fare well at the expense of others.20 Becker
deserves great credit for putting these issues on the agenda of the profession in
the first place. But his picture of male motivation does not fit the evidence, and
in a way substantial enough to affect the model’s predictive value—especially if
one looks not only at women'’s stated satisfactions and preferences, which may
be deformed by intimidation, lack of information, and habit,2! but at their ac-
tual functioning.?? Furthermore, the model prevents those who use it from even
getting the information about individual family members on which a more ad-
equate account might be based.??

Suppose we were to retain a utilitarian approach and yet to look at the satis-
factions of all family members—assuming, as is standardly done in economics,

that preferences and tastes are exogenous and independent of laws, traditions, -

and institutions rather than endogenously shaped by them. Such an approach—
frequently used by governments polling citizens about well-being—has the
advantage of assessing all individuals one by one. But the evidence of prefer-
ence endogeneity is great, and especially great when we are dealing with peaple
whose status has been persistently defined as second class in laws and institu-
tions of various sorts. There are many reasons to think that women’s percep-
tion even of their health status is shaped by traditional views, such as the view
that female life is worth less than male life, that women are weaker than men,
that women do not have equal rights, and so forth. In general, people frequently
adjust their expectations to the low level of well-being they think they can ac-
tually attain.2¢ This approach, then, cannot offer a useful account of the role of
tradition in well-being, because it is bound by its very commitments to an un-
eritical validation of the status quo.

% More promising than either Becker’s model or the standard utilitarian ap-
proach is one suggested by John Rawls’s liberalism, with its account of the just

distribution of a small list of basic goods and resources.?s This approach does
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enable> us to criticize persistent inequalities, and it strongly criticizes the view
that pxeferences are simply given rather than shaped by society’s basic struc-
ture. BButin one way the Rawlsian approach stops short. Rawls’s list of “primary
goods, “ although it includes some capacity-like items, such as liberty and op-
porturtity, also includes thing-like items, particularly income and wealth, and it
measur Tes who is least well off simply in terms of the amount of these thing-like
resour-ces an individual can command. But people have varying needs for re-
source>s:a pregnant woman, for example, needs more calories than a nonpreg-
nant wromar, a child more protein than an adult. They also have different abili-
ties to convert resources into functioning. A person in a wheelchair will need
more resources to become mobile than a person with unimpaired limbs; a woman
in a society that has defined employment outside the home as off limits to women
needs ¥more resources to become a productive worker than one who does not face
such struggles. In short, the Rawlsian approach does not probe deeply enough
to show us how resources do or do not go to work in making people able to func-
tion. A.gain, at least some of our questions about the relationship between tra-
dition and quality of life cannot be productively addressed.

Workers on such issues have therefore increasingly converged on an approach
that is now widely known as “the capabilities approach.” This approach to qual-
ity-of-life measurement and the goals of public policy? holds that we should
focus on the question: What are the people of the group or country in question
actually able to do and to be? Unlike a focus on opulence (say, GNP per capita),
this approach asks about the distribution of resources and opportunities. In prin-
ciple, it asks how each and every individual is doing with respect to all the func-
tions deemed important. Unlike Becker’s approach, the capability approach con-
siders people one by one, not as parts of an organic unit; it is very interested in
seeing how a supposed organic unit such as the family has constructed unequal
capabilities for various types of functioning. Unlike a standard utilitarian ap-
proach, the capability approach maintains that preferences are not always reli-
able indicators of life quality, as they may be deformed in various ways by op-
pression and deprivation. Unlike the type of liberal approach that focuses only
on the distribution of resources, the capability approach maintains that resources
have no value in themselves, apart from their role in promoting human func-
tioning. It therefore directs the planner to inquire into the varying needs indi-
viduals have for resources and their varying abilities to convert resources into
functioning. In this way, it strongly invites a scrutiny of tradition as one of the
primary sources of such unequal abilities.?

But the capabilities approach raises the question of cultural universalism, or,
asit is often pejoratively called, “essentialism.” Once we begin asking how people
are actually functioning, we cannot avoid focusing on some components of lives
and not others, some abilities to act and not others, seeing some capabilities and
functions as more central, more at the core of human life, than others. We can-
not avoid having an account, even if a partial and highly general account, of what
functions of the human being are most worth the care and attention of public
planning the world over. Such an account is bound to be controversial.
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II. Anti-Universalist Conversations

The primary opponents of such an account of capability and functioning will be
“antiessentialists” of various types, thinkers who urge us to begin not with
sameness but with difference—both between women and men and across groups
of women—and to seek nofms defined relatively to a local context and locally
held beliefs. This opposition takes many forms, and I shall be responding to
several distinct objections. But I can begin to motivate the enterprise by telling
several true stories of conversations that have taken place at the World Institute
for Development Economics Research (WIDER), in which the anti-universalist
position seemed to have alarming implications for women'’s lives.28

At a conference on “Value and Technology,” an American economist who has
long been a leftwing critic of neoclassical economics delivers a paper urging the
preservation of traditional ways of life in a rural area of Orissa, India, now under
threat of contamination from Western development projects. As evidence of the
excellence of this rural way of life, he points to the fact that whereas we West-
erners experience a sharp split between the values that prevail in the workplace
and the values that prevail in the home, here, by contrast, exists what the econo-
mist calls “the embedded way of life,” the same values obtaining in both places.
His example: Just as in the home a menstruating woman is thought to pollute
the kitchen and therefore may not enter it, so too in the workplace a menstru-
ating woman is taken to pollute the loom and may not enter the room where
looms are kept. Some feminists object that this example is repellant rather than
admirable; for surely such practices both degrade the women in question and
inhibit their freedom. The first economist’s collaborator, an elegant French an-
thropologist (who would, I suspect, object violently to a purity check at the semi-
nar room door), replies: Don’t we realize that there is, in these matters, no privi-
leged place to stand? This, after all, has been shown by both Derrida and Foucault.
Doesn’t he know that he is neglecting the otherness of Indian ideas by bringing
his Western essentialist values into the picture??’

-The same French anthropologist now delivers her paper. She expresses re-
gret that the introduction of smallpox vaccination to India by the British eradi-
cated the cult of Sittala Devi, the goddess to whom one used to pray to avert
smallpox. Here, she says, is another example of Western neglect of difference.
Someéone (it might have been me) objects that it is surely better to be healthy
rather than ill, to live rather than to die. The answer comes back; Western es-
sentialist medicine conceives of things in terms of binary oppositions: life is
opposed to death, health to disease.?® But if we cast away this binary way of think-
ing, we will begin to comprehend the otherness of Indian traditions.

At this point Eric Hobsbawm, who has been listening to the proceedings in
increasingly uneasy silence, rises to deliver a blistering indictment of the tradi-
tionalism and relativism that prevail in this group. He lists historical examples
of ways in which appeals to tradition have been politically engineered to sup-
port oppression and violence.3! His final example is that of National Socialism
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in Germmany. In the confusion that ensues, most of the relativist social scien-
tists—above all those from far away, who do not know who Hobsbawm is-—
deman d that Hobsbawm be asked to leave the room. The radical American
economiist, disconcerted by this apparent tension between his relativism and
his affi liation with the left, convinces them, with difficulty, to let Hobsbawm
remain.

We shift now to another conference two years later, a philosophical confer-

ence on the quality of life 32 Members of the quality-of-life project are speaking -

of choice as a basic good, and of the importance of expanding women'’s sphere of
choices . We are challenged by the radical economist of my first story, who in-
sists that contemporary anthropology has shown that non-Western people are
not especially attached to freedom of choice. His example: A book on Japan has
shown that Japanese males, when they get home from work, do not wish to
choose what to eat for dinner, what to wear, and so on. They wish all these choices
to be taken out of their hands by their wives. A heated exchange follows about
what this example really shows. I leave it to your imaginations to reconstruct it.
In the end, the confidence of the radical economist is unshaken: We are victims
of bad universalist thinking, who fail to respect “difference.”

The phenomenon is an odd one. For we see here highly intelligent people, people
deeply committed to the good of women and men in developing countries, people
who think of themselves as progressive and feminist and antiracist, people who
correctly argue that the concept of development is an evaluative concept requir-
ing normative argument3*—effectively eschewing normative argument and tak-
ing up positions that converge, as Hobsbawm correctly saw, with the positions
of reaction, oppression, and sexism. Under the banner of their fashionable op-
position to universalism march ancient religious taboos, the luxury of the pam-
pered husband, educational deprivation, unequal health care, and premature
death.

Nor do these anti-universalists appear to have a very sophisticated concep-
tion of their own core notions, such as “culture,” “custom,” and “tradition.” It
verges on the absurd to treat India as a single culture, and a single visit to a single
Orissan village as sufficient to reveal its traditions. India, like all extant societ-
ies, is a complex mixture of elements®: Hindu, Muslim, Parsi, Christian, Jew-
ish, atheist; urban, suburban, rural; rich, poor, and middle class; high caste, low
caste, and aspiring middle caste; female and male; rationalist and mystical. It is
renowned for mystical religion but also for achievements in mathematics and
for the invention of chess. It contains intense, often violent sectarianism, but it
also contains Rabindranath Tagore’s cosmopolitan humanism and Mahatma
Gandhi’s reinterpretation of Hinduism as a religion of universal nonviolence.
Its traditions contain views of female whorishness and childishness that derive
from the Laws of Manu®; but it also contains the sexual agency of Draupadi in
the Mahabharata, who solved the problem of choice among Pandava husbands
by taking all five, and the enlightened sensualism and female agency of the Kama
Sutra, a sacred text that foreign readers wrongly interpret as pornographic. It
contains women like Metha Bai, who are confined to the home; it also contains
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women like Amita Sen (mother of Amartya Sen), who fifty years ago was among
the first middle-class Bengali women to dance in public, in Rabindranath Tagore’s
musical extravaganzas in Santiniketan. It contains artists who disdain the for-
eign, preferring, with the Marglins, the “embedded” way of life, and it also con-
tains Satyajit Ray, that great Bengali artist and lover of local traditions, who could
also write, “I never ceased to regret that while I had stood in the scorching sum-
mer sun in the wilds of Santiniketan sketching simul and palash in full bloom,
Citizen Kane had come and gone, playing for just three days in the newest and
biggest cinema in Calcutta.”¥

What, then, is “the culture” of a woman like Metha Bai? Is it bound to be
that determined by the most prevalent customs in Rajasthan, the region of her
marital home? Or, might she be permitted to consider with what traditions or
groups she wishes to align herself, perhaps forming a community of solidarity
with other widows and women, in pursuit of a better quality of life? What is
“the culture” of Chinese working women who have recently been victims of the
government’s “women go home” policy, which appeals to Confucian traditions
about woman’s “nature” 7% Must it be the one advocated by Confucius, or may
they be permitted to form new alliances—with one another, and with other
defenders of women’s human rights? What is “the culture” of General Motors
employee Mary Carr? Must it be the one that says women should be demure
and polite, even in the face of gross insults, and that an “unladylike” woman
deserves the harassment she gets? Or might she be allowed to consider what
norms are appropriate to the situation of a woman working in a heavy metal
shop, and to act accordingly? Real cultures contain plurality and conflict, tradi-
tion, and subverston. They borrow good things from wherever they find them,
none too worried about purity. We would never tolerate a claim that women in
our own society must embrace traditions that arose thousands of years ago—
indeed, we are proud that we have no such traditions. Isn’t it condescending,
then, to treat Indian and Chinese women as bound by the past in ways that we
are not?

Indeed, as Hobsbawm suggested, the vision of “culture” propounded by the
Marglins, by stressing uniformity and homogeneity, may lie closer to artificial
constructions by reactionary political forces than to any organic historical en-
tity. Even to the extent to which it is historical, one might ask, exactly how does
that contribute to make it worth preserving? Cultures are not museum pieces,
to be preserved intact at all costs. There would appear, indeed, to be something
condescending in preserving for contemplation a way of life that causes real pain
to real people. :

Let me now, nonetheless, describe the most cogent objections that might be
raised by a relativist against a normative universalist project.

1II. The Attack on Universalism

Many attacks on universalism suppose that any universalist project must rely
on truths eternally fixed in the nature of things, outside human action and
human history. Because some people believe in such truths and some do not,
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the objecor holds that a normative view so grounded is bound to be biased in
favor of some religious/metaphysical conceptions and against others.>?

But umiversalism does not require such metaphysical support.# For univer-
sal ideas of the human do arise within history and from human experience, and
they can ground themselves in experience. Indeed, those who take all human
norms tobe the result of human interpretation can hardly deny that universal
conceptions of the human are prominent and pervasive among such interpreta-
tions, hardly to be relegated to the dustbin of metaphysical history along with
recondite theoretical entities such as phlogiston. As Aristotle so simply puts it,
“One may observe in one’s travels to distant countries the feelings of recogni-
tion and ffiliation that link every human being to every other human being. "4
Kwame Anthony Appiah makes the same point, telling the story of his bicul-
tural childhood. A child who visits one set of grandparents in Ghana and an-
other in rural England, who has a Lebanese uncle and who later, as an adult, has
nieces and nephews from more than seven different nations, finds, he argues,
not unbridgeable alien “otherness,” but a great deal of human commonality, and
comes tosee the world as a “network of points of affinity.”# But such a meta-

“physically agnostic, experiential and historical universalism is still vulnerable
to some, if not all, of the objections standardly brought against universalism.

Neglect of Historical and Cultural Differences

The opponent charges that any attempt to pick out some elements of human life
as more fundamental than others, even without appeal to a transhistorical real-
ity, is bound to be insufficiently respectful of actual historical and cultural dif-
ferences. People, it is claimed, understand human life and humanness in widely
different ways, and any attempt to produce a list of the most fundamental proper-
ties and functions of human beings is bound to enshrine certain understandings
of the human and to demote others. Usually, the objector continues, this takes
the form of enshrining the understanding of a dominant group at the expense
of minority understandings. This type of objection, frequently made by femi-
nists, can claim support from many historical examples in which the human has
indeed been defined by focusing on actual characteristics of males.

It is far from clear what this objection shows. In particular it is far from clear
that it supports the idea that we ought to base our ethical norms, instead, on the
current preferences and the self-conceptions of people who are living what the
objector herself claims to be lives of deprivation and oppression. But it does show
at least that the project of choosing one picture of the human over another is
fraught with difficulty, political as well as philosophical.

Neglect of Autonomy

A different objection is presented by liberal opponents of universalism. The
objection is that by determining in advance what elements of human life have
most importance, the universalist project fails to respect the right of people to
choose a plan of life according to their own lights, determining what is central
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and what is not.#® This way of proceeding is “imperialistic.” Such evaluative
choices must be left to each citizen. For this reason, politics must refuse itself a
determinate theory of the human being and the human good.

Prejudicial Application

If we operate with a determinate conception of the human being that is meant
to have some normative moral and political force, we must also, in applying it,
ask which beings we take to fall under the concept. And here the objector notes
that, all too easily—even if the conception itself is equitably and comprehen-
sively designed—the powerless can be excluded. Aristotle himself, it is pointed
out, held that women and slaves were not full-fledged human beings, and be-
cause his politics were based on his view of human functioning, the failure of
these beings (in his view) to exhibit the desired mode of functioning contrib-
uted to their political exclusion and oppression.

It is, once again, hard to know what this objection is supposed to show. In
particular, it is hard to know how, if at all, it is supposed to show that we would
be better off without such determinate universal concepts. For it could be plau-
sibly argued that it would have been even easier to exclude women and slaves
on a whim-if one did not have such a concept to combat.# On the other hand, it
does show that we need to think not only about getting the concept right but
also about getting the right beings admitted under the concept.

Each of these objections has some merit. Many universal conceptions of the
human being have been insular in an arrogant way and neglectful of differences
among cultures and ways of life. Some have been neglectful of choice and au-
tonomy. And many have been prejudicially applied. But none of this shows that
all such conceptions must fail in one or more of these ways. At this point, how-
ever, we need to examine a real proposal, both to display its merits and to argue
that it can in fact answer these charges.

IV. A Conception of the Human Being: The Central
Human Capabilities

The list of basic capabilities is generated by asking a question that from the start
is evaluative: What activities® characteristically performed by human beings are
so central that they seem definitive of a life that is truly human? In other words,
what are the functions without which (meaning, without the availability of
which) we would regard a life as not, or not fully, human?4 We can get at this
question better if we approach it via two somewhat more concrete questions that
we often really ask ourselves. First is a question about personal continuity. We
ask ourselves which changes or transitions are compatible with the continued
existence of that being as a member of the human kind and which are not. Some
functions can fail to be present without threatening our sense that we still have
a human being on our hands; the absence of others seems to signal the end of 2
human life. This question is asked regularly, when we attempt to make medical
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definifions of death in a situation in which some of the functions of life persist,
orto decide, for others or (thinking ahead) for ourselves, whether a certain level
of illxwss or impairment means the end of the life of the being in question.?

The other question is a question about kind inclusion. We recognize other
humars as human across many-differences of time and place, of custom and ap-
pearatce. We often tell ourselves stories, on the other hand, about anthropomor-
phic creatures who do not get classified as human, on account of some feature of
their form of life and functioning. On what do we base these inclusions and ex-
clusions? In short, what do we believe must be there, if we are going to acknowl-
edge that a given life is human?# The answer to these questions points us to a
subsetof common or characteristic human functions, informing us that these are
likely to have a special importance for everything else we choose and do.

N ote that the procedure through which this account of the human is derived
is nei ther ahistorical nor a priori. It is the attempt to summarize empirical find-
ings ofa broad and ongoing cross-cultural inquiry. As such, it is both open-ended
and humble; it can always be contested and remade. Nor does it claim to read
facts of “human nature” from biological observation; it takes biology into ac-
countas a relatively constant element in human experience.* It is because the
account is evaluative from the start that it is called a conception of the good.

Tt should also be stressed that, like John Rawls’s account of primary goods in
A Theory of Justice, this list of good functions, which is in some ways more
comprehensive than his own list, is proposed as the object of a specifically po-
litical consensus.5! The political is not understood exactly as Rawls understands
it because the nation state is not assumed to be the basic unit, and the account is
meant to have broad applicablity to cross-cultural deliberations. This means,
given the current state of world politics, that many of the obligations to pro-
mote the adequate distribution of these goods must rest with individuals rather
than with any political institution, and in that way its role becomes difficult to
distinguish from the role of other norms and goals of the individual. Nonethe-
less, the point of the list is the same as that of Rawlsian primary goods: to put
forward something that people from many different traditions, with many dif-
ferent fuller conceptions of the good, can agree on, as the necessary basis for
pursuing their good life. That is why the list is deliberately rather general.*? Each
of its components can be more concretely specified in accordance with one’s
origins, religious beliefs, or tastes. In that sense, the consensus that it hopes to
evoke has many of the features of the “overlapping consensus” described by
Rawls

Having isolated some functions that seem central in defining the very pres-
ence of a human life, we do not rest content with mere bare humanness. We
want to specify a life in which fully human functioning, ora kind of basic human

flourishing, will be available. For we do not want politics to take mere survival
as its goal; we want to describe a life in which the dignity of the human being is
not violated by hunger or fear or the absence of opportunity. (The idea is very
much Marx’s idea, when he used an Aristotelian notion of functioning to de-
scribe the difference between a merely animal use of one’s faculties and a “truly
human use.”5¢) The following list of central human functional capabilities is an
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attempt to specify this basic notion of the good: All citizens should have these
capabilities, whatever else they have and pursue.®® I introduce this as a list of
capabilities rather than of actual functionings, because I shall argue that capa-
bility, not actual functioning, should be the goal of public policy.

Central Human Functional Capabilities

1. Life. Being able to live to the end of 2 human life of normal length®; not
dying prematurely or before one’s life is so reduced as to be not worth
living )

- Bodily health and integrity. Being able to have good health, including
reproductive health; being adequately nourished’; being able to have ad-
equate shelters®

3. Bodily integrity. Being able to move freely from place to place; being able

to be secure against violent assault, including sexual assault, marital rape,
and domestic violence; having opportunities for sexual satisfaction and
for choice in matters of reproduction

4. Senses, imagination, thought. Being able to use the senses; being able to
imagine, to think, and to reason—and to do these things in a “truly
human” way, a way informed and cultivated by an adequate education,
including, but by no means limited to, literacy and basic mathematical
“and scientific training; being able to use imagination and thought in con-
nection with experiencing and producing expressive works and events of
one’s'own choice (religious, literary, musical, etc.); being able to use one’s
mind in ways protected by guarantees of freedom of expression with re-
spect to both political and artistic speech and freedom of religious exer-
cise; being able to have pleasurable experiences and to avoid nonbeneficial
pain

5. Emotions. Being able to have attachments to things and persons outside
ourselves; being able to love those who love and care for us; being able to
grieve at their absence; in general, being able to love, to grieve, to expe-
rience longing, gratitude, and justified anger; not having one’s emotional
developing blighted by fear or anxiety. (Supporting this capability means
supporting forms of human association that can be shown to be crucial in
their development.%9) ’

6. Practical reason. Being able to form a conception of the good and to en-
gage in critical reflection about the planning of one’s own life. (This en-
tails protection for the liberty of conscience.)

7. Affiliation. (a) Being able to live for and in relation to others, to recog-
nize and show concern for other human beings, to engage in various forms
of social interaction; being able to imagine the situation of another and
to have compassjon for that situation; having the capability for both jus-
tice and friendship. (Protecting this capability means, once again, protect-
ing institutions that constitute such forms of affiliation, and also protect-
ing the freedoms of assembly and political speech.) (b) Having the social
bases of self-respect and nonhumiliation; being able to be treated as a
dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others. (This entails pro-
visions of nondiscrimination.)

8. Other species. Being able to live with concern for and in relation to ani-
mals, plants, and the world of nature6?

N
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9. Play. Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational activities

10. Control over one’s environment. (a) Political: being able to participate
effectively in political choices that govern one’s life; having the rights of
political participation, free speech, and freedom of association (b} Mate-
rial: being able to hold property (both land and movable goeds); having
the right to seek employment on an equal basis with others; having the
freedom from unwarranted search and seizure.’! In work, being able to
work as a human being, exercising practical reason and entering into
mreaningful relationships of mutual recognition with other workers.

The “capabilities approach,” as I conceive it,2 claims that a life that lacks any
one of these capabilities, no matter what else it has, will fall short of being a good
human life. Thus it would be reasonable to take these things as a focus for con-
cern, in assessing the quality of life in a country and asking about the role of
public policy in meeting human needs. The list is certainly general—and this is
deliberate, to leave room for plural specification and also for further negotia-
tion. Butlike (and as a reasonable basis for) a set of constitutional guarantees, it
offers real guidance to policymakers, and far more accurate guidance than that
offered by the focus on utility, or even on resources.s

The list is, emphatically, a list of separate components. We cannot satisfy the
need for one of them by giving a larger amount of another one. All are of cen-
tral importance and all are distinct in quality. This limits the trade-offs that it
will be reasonable to make and thus limits the applicability of quantitative cost-
benefit analysis. At the same time, the items on the list are related to one an-
other in many complex ways. Employment rights, for example, support health,
and also freedom from domestic violence, by giving women a better bargaining
position in the family. The liberties of speech and association turn up at several
distinct points on the list, showing their fundamental role with respect to sev-
eral distinct areas of human functioning.

V. Capability as Goal

The basic claim I wish to make—concurring with Amartya Sen—is that the cen-
tral goal of public planning should be the capabilities of citizens to perform vari-
ous important functions. The question that should be asked when assessing
quality of life in a country—and of course this is a central part of assessing the
quality of its political arrangements—is, How well have the people of the coun-
try been enabled to perform the central human functions? And, have they been
put in a position of mere human subsistence with respect to the functions, or
have they been enabled to live well? Politics, we argue (here concurring with
Rawls), should focus on getting as many people as possible into a state of capa-
. bility to function, with respect to the interlocking set of capabilities enumerated
by that list.®* Naturally, the determination of whether certain individuals and
groups are across the threshold is only as precise a matter as the determination
of the threshold. I have left things deliberately somewhat open-ended at this
point, in keeping with the procedures of the Human Development Report, be-
lieving that the best way to work toward a more precise determination, at present,
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is to focus on comparative information and to allow citizens to judge for them-
selves whether their policymakers have done as well as they should have. Again,
we will have to answer various questions about the costs we are willing to pay
to getall citizens above the threshold, as opposed to leaving a small number below
and allowing the rest a considerably above-threshold life quality. It seems likely,
at any rate, that moving all citizens above a basic threshold of capability should
be taken as a central social goal. When citizens are across the threshold, societ-
ies are to0 a great extent free to choose the other goals they wish to pursue. Some
inequalities, however, will themselves count as capability failures. For example,
inequalities based on hierarchies of gender or race will themselves be inadmissible
on the grounds that they undermine self-respect and emotional development.

The basic intuition from which the capability approach starts, in the political
arena, is that human capabilities exert a moral claim that they should be devel-
oped. Human beings are creatures such that, provided with the right educational
and material support, they can become fully capable of the major human func-
tions. That is, they are creatures with certain lower-level capabilities (which I
call “basic capabilities”¢%) to perform the functions in question. When these
capabilities are deprived of the nourishment that would transform them into the
high-level capabilities that figure on my list, they are fruitless, cut off, in some
way but a shadow of themselves. They are like actors who never get to go on
the stage, or a person who sleeps all through life, or a musical score that is never
performed. Their very being makes forward reference to functioning. Thus, if
functioning never arrives on the scene they are hardly even what they are, This
may sound like a metaphysical idea, and in a sense it is (in that it is an idea dis-
cussed in Aristotle’s Metaphysics). But that does not mean it is not a basic and
pervasive empirical idea, an idea that underwrites many of our daily practices
and judgments in many times and places. Just as we hold that a child who dies
before getting to maturity has died especially tragically—for her activities of
growth and preparation for adult activity now have lost their point—so too with
capability and functionirig more generally: We believe that certain basic and
central human endowments have a claim to be assisted in developing, and exert
that claim on others, and especially, as Aristotle saw, on government. Without
some such notion of the basic worth of human capacities, we have a hard time
arguing for women’s equality and for basic human rights. Think, for example,
of the remark of Catharine MacKinnon that I quoted as my epigraph. If women
were really just trees or turtles or filing cabinets, the fact that their current sta-
tus in many parts of the world is not a fully human one would not be, as it is, a
problem of justice. In thinking of political planning we begin, then, from a no-
tion of the basic capabilities and their worth, thinking of them as claims to a
chance for functioning, which give rise to correlated political duties.

I have spoken both of functioning and of capability. How are they related?
Getting clear about this is crucial in defining the relation of the capabilities ap-
proach to liberalism. For if we were to take functioning itself as the goal of pub-
lic policy, the liberal would rightly judge that we were precluding many choices
that citizens may make in accordance with their own conceptions of the good. A
deeply religious person may prefer not to be well nourished but to engage in
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streruous fasting. Whether for religious or for other reasons, a person may prefer
a cel ibate life to one containing sexual expression. A person may prefer to work
with an intense dedication that precludes recreation and play. Am I saying that
thes eare not fully human or flourishing lives? Does the approach instruct gov-
ernrxrents to nudge or push people into functioning of the requisite sort, no matter
whatthey prefer? y
Here we must answer: No, capability, not functioning, is the political goal.
This is so because of the very great importance the approach attaches to practi-
cal reason, as a good that both suffuses all the other functions, making them
human rather than animal,% and figures, itself, as a central function on the list.
It is perfectly true that functionings, not simply capabilities, are V\'Ihat render a
life fully human: If there were no functioning of any kind in a life, we could
hardly applaud it, no matter what opportunities it contair}e‘d. Nonetheless, for
political purposes it is appropriate for us to shoot for capabilities, and those alove.
Citizens must be left free to determine their course after that. The person with
plenty of food may always choose to fast, but there is a great differen'ce between
fasting and starving, and it is this difference we wish to capture. Again, the per-
son who has normal opportunities for sexual satisfaction can always choose a
life of celibacy, and we say nothing against this. What we do speak :‘igai.nf:.t, for
example, is the practice of female genital mutilation, which deprives mdw@uals
of the opportunity to choose sexual functioning (and indeed, the opportunity to
choose celibacy as well).#” A person who has opportunities for play can always
choose a workaholic life; again, there is a great difference between that chosen
life and a life constrained by insufficient maximum-hour protections and/or the
“dauble day” that makes women in many parts of the world unable to play.
The issue will be clearer if we recall that there are three different types of
capabilities that figure in the analysis.®® First, there are b'usic capabilitl:es: the
innate equipment of individuals that is the necessary basis for.develop.n"lg the
more advanced capability. Most infants have from birth the basic capablht}{ for
practical reason and imagination, though they cannot exercise suc.h functions
without a lot more development and education. Second, there are mterr.ml ca-
pabilities: states of the person herself that are, as far as the person herself is con-
cerned, sufficient conditions for the exercise of the requisite functions. A woman
who has not suffered genital mutilation has the internal capability for 's.exual
pleasure; most adult human beings everywhere have the internal .capablhty to
use speech and thought in accordance with their own conscience. Fmal‘ly, thefre
are combined capabilities, which we define as internal capabilities combined wzt‘h
suitable external conditions for the exercise of the function. A woman who is
not mutilated but is secluded and forbidden to leave the house has internal but
not combined capabilities for sexual expression (and work and political partici-
pation). Citizens of repressive nondemocratic regimes have the internal. but not
the combined capability to exercise thought and speech in accordance with th'elr
conscience. The aim of public policy is the production of combined capabilities.
This means promoting the states of the person by providing the necessary edu-
cation and care; it also means preparing the environment so that it is favorable
for the exercise of practical reason and the other major functions.*®
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This clarifies the position. The approach does not say that public policy should
rest content with internal capabilities but remain indifferent to the struggles of
individuals who have to try to exercise these in a hostile environment. In that
sense, it is highly attentive to the goal of functioning, and instructs governments
to keep it always in view. On the other hand, we are not pushing individuals
into the function: Once the stage is fully set, the choice is up to them.

The approach is therefore very close to Rawls’s approach using the notion of
primary goods. We can see the list of capabilities as like a long list of opportuni-
ties for life functioning, such that it is always rational to want them whatever
else one wants. If one ends up having a plan of life that does not make use of all
of them, one has hardly been harmed by having the chance to choose a life that
does. (Indeed, in the cases of fasting and celibacy it is the very availability of the
alternative course that gives the choice its moral value.) The primary difference
between this capabilities list and Rawls’s list of primary goods is its length and
definiteness, and in particular its determination to place on the list the social
basis of several goods that Rawls has called “natural goods,” such as “health and
vigor, intelligence and imagination.””® Since Rawls has been willing to put the
social basis of self-respect on his list, it is not at all clear why he has not made
the same move with imagination and health.”! Rawls’s evident concern is that
no society can guarantee health to its individuals—in that sense, saying that our
goal is full combined capability may appear unreasonably idealistic. Some of the
capabilities (e.g., some of the political liberties) can be fully guaranteed by soci-
ety, but many others involve an element of chance and cannot be so guaran-
teed. We respond to this by saying that the list is an enumeration of political

goals that should be useful as a benchmark for aspiration and comparison. Even
though individuals with adequate health support often fall i1}, it still makes sense
to compare societies by asking about actual health capabilities, because we as-
sume that the comparison will reflect the different inputs of human planning
and can be adjusted to take account of more and less favorable natural situations.

Earlier versions of the list appeared to diverge from the approach of Rawlsian
liberalism by not giving as central a place as Rawls does to the traditional politi-
cal rights and liberties—although the need to incorporate them was stressed from
the start.”2 This version of the list corrects that defect of emphasis. These politi-
cal liberties have a central importance in making well-being human. A society
that aims at well-being while overriding these has delivered to its members a
merely animal level of satisfaction.” As Amartya Sen has recently written, “Po-
litical rights are important not only for the fulfillment of needs, they are crucial

“also for the formulation of needs. And this idea relates, in the end, to the re-

spect that we owe each other as fellow human beings.””* This idea has recently
been echoed by Rawls: Primary goods specify what citizens’ needs are from the
point of view of political justice.7s

The capability view justifies its elaborate list by pointing out that choice is
not pure spontaneity, flourishing independently of material and social condi-
tions. If one cares about people’s powers to choose a conception of the good, then
one must care about the rest of the form of life that supports those powers, in-
cluding its material conditions. Thus the approach claims that its more compre-
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hensive concern with flourishing is perfectly consistent with the impetus be-
hind the Rawlsian project, which has always insisted that we are not to rest con-
tent with merely formal equal liberty and opportunity but must pursue their
fully equal worth by ensuring that unfavorable economic and social circum-
stances do not prevent people from availing themselves of liberties and oppor-
tunities that are formally open to them.

The guiding thought behind this Aristotelian enterprise is, at its heart, a pro-
foundly liberal idea,’¢ and one that lies at the heart of Rawls’s project as well:
the idea of the citizen as a free and dignified human being, a maker of choices.
Politics has an urgent role to play here, getting citizens the tools they need, both
to choose at all and to have a realistic option of exercising the most valuable
functions. The choice of whether and how to use the tools, however, is left up to
them, in the conviction that this is an essential aspect of respect for their free-
dom. They are seen not as passive recipients of social planning but as dignified
beings who shape their own lives.””

Let us now return to the Marglins and to Metha Bai. What would this uni-
versalist approach have to say about these concrete cases? Notice how close the
Marglin approach is, in its renunciation of critical normative argument, to the
prevailing economic approaches of which it presents itself as a radical critique.
A preference-based approach that gives priority to the preferences of dominant
males in a traditional culture is likely to be especially subversive of the quality
of life of women, who have been on the whole badly treated by prevailing tradi-
tional norms. And one can see this clearly in the Marglins’ own examples. For
menstruation taboos, even if endorsed by habit and custom, impose severe re-
strictions on women’s power to form a plan of life and to execute the plan they
have chosen.” They are members of the same family of traditional attitudes that
make it difficult for women like Metha Bai to sustain the basic functions of life.
Vulnerability to smallpox, even if someone other than an anthropologist should
actually defend it as a good thing, is even more evidently a threat to human
functioning. And the Japanese husband who ailegedly renounces freedom of
choice actually shows considerable attachment to it, in the ways that matter, by
asking the woman to look after the boring details of life. What should concern
us is whether the woman has a similar degree of freedom to plan her life and to
execute her plan.

As for Metha Bai, the absence of freedom to choose employment outside the
home is linked to other capability failures, in the areas of health, nutrition,
mobility, education, and political voice. Unlike the type of liberal view that fo-
cuses on resources alone, my view enables us to focus directly on the obstacles
to self-realization imposed by traditional norms and values and thus to justify
special political action to remedy the unequal situation. No male of Metha Bai’s
caste would have to overcome threats of physical violence in order to go out of
the house to work for life-sustaining food.

The capabilities approach insists that a woman's affiliation with a certain group
or culture should not be taken as normative for her unless, on due consideration,
with all the capabilities at her disposal, she makes that norm her own. We should
take care to extend to each individual full capabilities to pursue the items on the
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list—and then see whether they want to avail themselves of those opportuni-
ties. Usually they do, even when tradition says they should not. Martha Chen’s
work with widows like Metha Bai reveals that they are already deeply critical of
the cultural norms that determine their life quality. One week at a widows’ con-
ference in Bangalore was sufficient to cause these formerly secluded widows to
put on forbidden colors and to apply for loans; one elderly woman, “widowed”
at the age of seven, danced for the first time in her life, whirling wildly in the
center of the floor.” In other cases, especially when a woman must negotiate a
relationship with a surviving husband, it takes longer for her real affiliations
and preferences to emerge. Chen’s related study of a rural literacy project in
Bangladesh® shows that it took a good deal of time for women previously illit-
erate to figure out, in consultation with development workers, that literacy might
offer something to their own concrete lives. Nonetheless, what we do not see in
any of these cases is the fantasy that the Marglins describe, a cultural monolith
univocally repudiating the outsider and clinging to an “embedded way of life.”
Why should women dling to a tradition, indeed, when it is usually not their voice
that speaks or their interests that are served?

VI. Answering the Objections: Human Functioning
and Pluralism

We still need to show that this approach has answers to the legitimate questions
that confronted it. Concerning neglect of historical and cultural difference, we
can begin by insisting that this normative conception of human capability is
designed to make room for a reasonable pluralism in specification. The capabili-
ties approach urges us to see common needs, problems, and capacities, but it also
reminds us that each person and group faces these problems in a highly con-
crete context. The list claims to have identified in a very general way some com-
ponents that are fundamental to any human life. But it makes room for differ-
ences of context in several ways. First, it is open ended and nonexhaustive. It
does not say that these are the only important things, or that there is anything
unimportant (far less, bad) about things not on the list. It just says that this is a
group of especially important functions on which we can agree to focus for po-
litical purposes.

Further, the list allows in its very design for the possibility of mhltiple speci-

" fications of each of the components. Good public reasoning about the list will
_ retain a rich sensitivity to the concrete context, to the characters of the agents

and their social situation. Sometimes what is a good way of promoting educa-
tion in one part of the world will be completely ineffectual in another. Forms of
affiliation that flourish in one community may prove impossible to sustain in
another. Arriving at the best specification will most reasonably be done by a
public dialogue with those who are most deeply immersed in those conditions.
We should use the list to criticize injustice, but we should not say anything at
all without rich and full information.

We see this, for example, in Martha Chen'’s account of the Bangladeshi lit-
eracy project.8! An initial approach that simply offered the women adult literacy
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materials met with no response. [t was only after a period of “participatory dia-
logue,” during which the local women told their stories and the development
workers gave them rich narrative information about the lives of women else-
where, that a picture of literacy for these women in these circumstances began
to emer ge and to make sense. Given the opportunity, they made for themselves
a concrete local specification of this vague end. And it was clearly no external
imposition: The women's narratives express a joy in self-command and agency
that seems to come from something very deep in themselves. Rohima, of the
West Shanbandha women’s group, comments:

Even my mother said yesterday: “You did not use to visit others’ homes, did
not speak to others. How have you learnt to speak so many things?” I said:
“Ma, how I have learnt I cannot say. Whenever I am alone I sit with the books.”
Mother asked: “What do you see in the books?” I said: “Ma, what valuable
things there are in the books you will not understand because you cannot read
and write.” If somebody behaves badly with me, I go home and sit with the
books. When I sit with the books my mind becomes better .

The books had to have some relation to the women’s concrete situation, but it
was equally important that the development workers did not back off when they
saw that the women'’s local traditions contained no history of female literacy.

We can say the same of the related value of autonomy. It would have been
very wrong to assume, with the Marglins, that these women did not want sepa-
rateness and choice, that they really wanted to submerge their own aims in those
of husband and family. This, again, emerges retrospectively, in their moving
accounts of their newfound feeling of selfhood and mental awareness. “My mind
was rusty,” says one young wife, “and now it shines.” On the other hand, it
also would have done no good to go into:that village and deliver a lecture on
Kant—or on human capabilities! The universal value of practical reason and
choice would have meant little in the abstract. To make sense, it had to become
concretely situated in the stories they told about themselves and their lives.

If we turn to the difficult story of Metha Bai, something similar emerges.
Metha Bai’s is the story of age-old traditions regarding widowhood in India.%?
Any approach to her situation would have to be based on an understanding of
these traditions and their special connection with issues of caste in an upwardly
mobile Hindu family. Talk of “the right to work” would have been no use with-
out a concrete local undertanding. On the other hand, if the workers in the wid-
ows project had simply backed off, saying that the local values did not include a
value of right to work for widows, they would have missed the depth at which
Metha Bai herself longed for choice and autonomy, both as means to survival
for herself and her children and as means to selfhood. These are typical examples
of the fruitful ways in which an abstract value can be instantiated in a concrete
situation, through rich local knowledge.

One further observation is in order. This objector is frequently worried about
the way in which universalist projects may erode the values that hold commu-
nities together. We have already seen that traditional community values are not
always so good for women. We can now add that universalist values build new
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types of community. All the women studied by Chen stressed the solidarity
promoted by the literacy project, the comfort and pleasure they had in consult-
ing with a group of women (some local, some from the development project)
rather than each being isolated in the home. Mallika, a2 young widow in Dapunia,
vigorously expresses this idea:

The group helped us and taught us many things. [ have learned how to live
unitedly. Before if any rich person abused or criticized, we could not reply. But
now if anybody says anything bad, we, the 17 members of the group, go
together.and ask that person why he or she passed this comment. This is an-
other kind of help we have gotten. Before we did not know how to get together
and help each other. ... Each one was busy with their own worries and
sorrows, always thinking about food for their children and themselves. Now
we, the 17 members of the group, have become very close to one another.#

This story is no isolated phenomenon. In women'’s groups I have visited in both
India and China, the first benefit that is typically mentioned is that of affiliation
and friendship with other women in pursuit of common goals. This shows us
something highly pertinent to the Marglins’ nostalgic tale of embeddedness. We
do not have t choose between “the embedded life” of community and a deraci-
nated type of individualism. Universal values build their own communities,
communities of resourcefulness, friendship, and agency, embedded in the local
scene but linked in complex ways to groups of women in other parts of the world.
For these women the new community was a lot better than the one they had
inhabited before.

The liberal charges the capability approach with neglect of autonomy, argu-
ing that any such determinate conception removes from the citizens the chance
to make their own ¢hoices about the good life. We have already said a good deal
about this issue, but let us summarize, stressing three points. First, the list is a
list of capabilities, not a list of actual functions, precisely because the conception
is designed to leave room for choice. Government is not directed to push citi-
zens into acting in certain valued ways; instead, it is directed to make sure that
all human beings have the necessary resources and conditions for acting in those
ways. By making opportunities available, government enhances, and does not
remove, choice.® It will not always be easy to say at what point someone is re-
ally capable of making a choice, especially when there are traditional obstacles
to functioning. Sometimes our best strategy may well be to look at actual func-
tioning and infer negative capability (tentatively) from its absence.® But the
conceptual distinction remains critical. Even in the rare case in which the ap-
proach will favor compulsory measures—particularly in primary and second-
ary education—it does so because of the huge role education plays in opening
other choices in life.

Second, this respect for choice is built deeply into the list itself, in the role
it gives to practical reasoning, to the political liberties, and also to employ-
ment, seen as a source of opportunity and empowerment. One of the most

central capabilities promoted by the conception will be the capability of choos-

ing itself.8”
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The examples we have considered show the truth of these claims. In the lit-
eracy project, a concern for autonomy was fundamental in the method of par-
ticipatory dialogue itself, which constructed a situation free from intimidation
and hierarchy in which the women’s own concerns could gradually emerge and
develop on the basis of the information they received. Their ex post facto satis-
faction with their new situation, in which life choices were greatly enhanced,
indicates, I believe, that the focus on a general capability goal was not a viola-
tion of their autonomy. (Rohima comments: “It is good now. . . . As my knowl-
edge and understanding are good now, I will be able to do many things gradu-
ally.”88) Indeed, we can see in the project as a whole the construction of full
autonomy out of a more inchoate sense of the self. Metha Bai already had a robust
sense of her own interests and how they diverged from the expectations of those
around her. But the widows project, which extended her thoughts by providing
information and advice, was crucial to the further development of her own con-
ception of life. .

Finally, the capability view insists that choice is not pure spontaneity, flour-
ishing independently of material and social conditions. If one cares about au--
tonomy, then one must care about the rest of the form of life that supports it
and the material conditions that enable one to live that form of life. Thus, the
approach claims that its own comprehensive concern with flourishing is a bet-
ter way of promoting choice than is the liberal’s narrower concern with sponta-
neity alone, which sometimes tolerates situations in which individuals are cut
off from the fully human use of their faculties.

We now face the objection about prejudicial application. Catharine MacKin-
non once claimed that “being a woman is not yet a way of being a human
being.”8% As this remark suggests, most traditional ways of categorizing and valu-
ing women have not accorded them full membership in the human species, as
that species is generally defined. If this is so, one might well ask, of what use is
it to identify a set of central human capabilities? For the basic (lower-level)
capacity to develop these can always be denied to women, even by those who
grant their centrality—for example, by denying women “rational nature,” or
by asserting that they are connected to dangerous or unclean animality. Does
this problem show that the human function idea is either hopelessly in league
with patriarchy or, at best, impotent as a tool for justice?

1 believe that it does not. For if we examine the history of these denials we
see, I believe, the great power of the conception of the human as a source of
moral claims. Acknowledging the other person as a member of the very same
kind would have generated a sense of affiliation and a set of moral.and educa-
tional duties. That is why, to those bent on shoring up their own power, the
stratagem of splitting the other off from one’s own species seems so urgent
and so seductive. But to deny humanness to beings with whom one lives in
conversation and interaction is a fragile sort of self-deceptive stratagem, vul-
nerable to sustained and consistent reflection, and also to experiences that cut
through self-deceptive rationalization. Any moral conception can be withheld,
out of ambition or hatred or shame. But the conception of the human being,
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spelled out, as here, in a roughly determinate way, seems much harder to
withhold than others that have been made the basis for ethics, such as “ratio-
nal being” or “person.”

VII. Women and Men: Two Norms or One?

But should there be a single norm of human functioning for men and women?
One might grant that human capabilities cross cultures while still maintaining
that in each culture a division of labor should be arranged along gender lines.

One such position, which I shall call Position A, assigns to both males and
females the same general normative list of functions but suggests that males and
females should exercise these functions in different spheres of life: men in the
public sphere, for example, and women in the home. The second, which I shall
call Position B, insists that the list of functions, even at a high level of general-
ity, should be different: for men, citizenship and rational autonomy; for women,
family love and care.

Position A is compatible with a serious interest in equality and in gender
justice. For what it says, after all, is that males and females have the same basic
needs for capability development and should get what they need. It is determined
to ensure that both get to the higher (developed) level of capability with respect
to all the Sentral functions. It simply holds that this can (and perhaps should) be
done in géparate spheres. Is this any more problematic than to say that human
functioning in India can, and even should, take a different concrete form from
functioning in England? Or that some people can realize musical capacities by
singing; others by playing the violin?

The trouble comes when we notice that Position A usually ends up endors-
ing a division of duties that is associated with traditional forms of hierarchy.
Even Mill, who made so many fine arguments against women'’s subordination,
did not sufficiently ask how the very perpetuation of separate spheres of respon-
sibility might reinforce subordination. It is hard to find plausible reasons for
perpetuating functional distinctions that coincide with traditional hierarchy. Even
in the fourth century 8.c.E,, Plato was able to see that women’s role in child-
bearing does not require, or even suggest, that women be confined to the home.%
Advances in the control of reproduction are making this less and less plausible.
The disability imposed by childbearing on a member of the labor force is to a
large extent socially constructed, above all by the absence of support for child
care, from the public sphere, from employers, and from male partners.

Sometimes clinging to traditional divisions is a prudent way of promoting
social change. Neither Chen nor her colleagues proposed to jettison all gender
divisions within the Bangladeshi villages. Instead, they found “female jobs” for
the women that were somewhat more dignified and important than the old jobs,

jobs that looked continuous with traditional female work but were outside the
home and brought in wages. The “revolution” in women’s quality of life never
would have taken place but for the caution of the women, who at each stage gave
the men of the village reason to believe that the transformations were not over-
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whelningly threatening and were good for the we:ll-being cif Fhe gntu‘et %Zi)lufs.
But such pragmatic decisions in the face of recalc1tfant rea dlltles. o nci)u rell ue
how things ought to be. And itis likely that women’s subor 1}:11at10n vs:i ot >
adequately addressed as long as women are c(?nfmed to a sp elrlslt;; Humm}i
devalued, linked with a low “perceived well-being contrlb}mon. . e uman
Dev elopment Report’s Gender Empowerment Measure .rlvghtlly ocl:us.es},1 e
fore, on the ability of women to win éntry into the traditional male spher
iti dministration.
Politfr:t“tihaen, to Position B, which has been in'ﬂuentially L.iefen(;iedl by m&n;;
philosophers, including Rousseau and some of his fc?llowers in to fal})l s.w?rna.te
Insofar as B relies on the claim that there are two dlfferen't sets 0 . asic 1tnbeen
capacities, we should insist, with John Stuart Mill, th.at this c}l‘alm11 as glo been
borne out by any responsible scientific eYidence. I.E).(;?enmentsb that ahege t}g how
strong gender divisions in basic (untrained) abilities hav; een ; dc.);/;l; o con
tain major scientific flaws; these flaws removed, the case orbs.uc 1t rences ¢
altogether inconclusive ® Experiments that cross-label ba u.eshas c()1 x have
established that children are differentially handled, Iplaye'd thb, an hta ;:ﬂd’s
straight from birth, in accordance with the handler’s beliefs a Sut t rz ”c s
biological sex. It is therefore impossible at present to separate rll)atu rom
#calture.”% There may be innate differences between the sexes,hut ;;JI ‘ﬁarf e
are not in a position to know 5thern——any more than we were when Mill tir
nt in 1869.” o
maéict::(;,a;rgeuglzuld note ?hat even what is claimed in this }%ody of sc:.lent;lfxi
material without substantiation usually does not amount to dlffference1 1m wd‘z;-
I have been calling the central basic capabilities. What is alleged is Eslua ly af i j
ferential statistical distribution of some specific capacity 'for a high level o e)l(
cellence, not for crossing a basic threshold, and excellenc.e in some ver;ll NArrow 1};
defined function {say, geometrical ability), rather than in one .of ot:}rh arge;zc: y
capabilities such as the capability to perform practical reasoning. us, eaCious
the claim were true it would not be a claim about .capabxlmes in ov.ll'r cap ous
sense; nor, because it is a statistical claim, would it have. a.n% imp 1cat1c:1rées o
the ways in which individuals should be treateé. The pohtxcazl c}?nsiqlzr; ces of
such alleged sex differences in our scheme of things, even had they be
i be nil. ’ A
hs}lgilt :vvz‘tladn also criticize Position B in a differer.xt way, arguing t_ha't tﬂe dlf-t
ferentiated conceptions of male and female func.tlomn'g charac.teﬁstlca y pt;f
forward by B are internally inadequate and fail to give us viable norms
ishing.% . '
hur\r/\\}a}?a?z‘;r;: us%lally find, in the versions of B thét our philosos}]ucia‘l tra((i)lr-‘
tion bequeaths to us? (Rousseau’s view is an”mstructlve exan’%pli.) e have, on
the one hand, males who are “autonomous, cape}b.le of pfactlca} re:«‘Flrs}clymnrg!f:ales
dependent and self-sufficient, allegedly gooé at political del;bferz;:xon. ] ;:: nales
are brought up not to develop strong emotions of love and fee ;ngsf;). deep ced
¢hat are associated with the awareness of one’s own lack of sel -s.uf 1c1e.:lncy. i
this reason they are not wel} equipped to care for the needs of tlhelr }e:ml }f”:ln:ts
bers or, perhaps, even to notice those needs. On the other hand, we have te

WOMEN AND CULTURAL UNIVERSALS 53

such as Rousseau’s Sophie,” brought up to lack autonomy and self-respect, ill
equipped to rely on her own practical reasoning, dependent on males, focused
on pleasing others, and good at caring for others. Is either of these viable as a
complete life for a human being?

It would seem not. The internal tensions in Rousseau’s account are a good
place to begin.*® Rousseau places tremendous emphasis on compassion as a
basic social motivation. He understands compassion to require fellow feeling and
a keen responsiveness to the sufferings of others. And yet, in preparing Emile
for autonomous citizenship, he ultimately gives emotional development short
shrift, allocating caring and responsiveness to the female sphere alone. It appears
likely that Emile will be not only an incomplete person but also a defective citi-
zen, even by the standards of citizenship recognized by Rousseau himself.

With Sophie, things again go badly. Taught to care for others but not taught
that her life is her own to plan, she lives under the sway of external influences
and lacks self-government. As Rousseau himself shows in his fascinating nar-
rative of the end of her life,*? Sophie comes to a bad end through her lack of
judgment. Moreover, in the process she proves to be a bad partner and deficient
in love. For love, as we come to see, requires judgment and constancy. Thus each
of them fails to live a complete human life, and each fails, too, to exemplify fully
and well the very functions for which they were being trained, because those
functions require support from other functions for which they were not trained.

The text leads its thoughtful reader to the conclusion that the capabilities that
have traditionally marked the separate male and female spheres are not sepa-
rable from one another without a grave functional loss. Society cannot strive
for completeness by simply adding one sphere to the other. It must strive to
develop in each and every person the full range of the human capabilities.

This more inclusive notion of human functioning admits tragic conflict. For

it insists on thé separate value and the irreplaceable importance of a rich plu-
rality of functions. And the world does not always guarantee that individuals
will not be faced with painful choices among these functions, in which, in order
to pursue one of them well they must neglect others (and thus, in many cases,
subvert the one as well). But this shows once again, [ believe, the tremendous
importance of keeping some such list of the central functions before us as we
assess the quality of life in the countries of the world and strive to raise it. For
many such tragedies—like many cases of simple capability failure—result from

unjust and unreflective social arrangements. One can try to construct a saciety

in which the tragic choices that faced Emile and Sophie would not be necessary,
in which both males and females could learn both to love and to reason.

In April 1994, Metha Bai went to Bangalore for the widows’ conference. She
met widows from all over India, and they spent a week discussing their com-
mon problems: During that week, Metha Bai began to smile a lot. She bought
beads in the forbidden color of blue, and she seemed pleased with the way she
looked. With advice from a lccal NGO involved in the conference, she applied
for and obtained a loan that enabled her to pay off the mortgage on the small
property she still owns. Although her economic situation is not secure and she
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sti 11 des not hold a job outside the home, she. has. managed t(? stanz ﬁff h}l;\gecre.
Lil<e rany women all over the world, she is fighting for her life, with resilien
g e.

= d\/\f';rtni::ldbelong to cultures. But they do not choose to Pe born into any dp?r-
ticulz culture, and they do not really choose to endorse its norm:1 as goo 21:
th ernelves, unless they do so in possession of f.u‘rther op'qor}s an dopportan-
tie s—including the opportunity to form communities of afﬁ.hatlon an hempowe
m entyith other women. The contingencies of wbere one is born, whose powetr
one bafraid of, and what habits shape one’s daily though.t are cha'nci ev}eln f
th at dould not be permitted to play the role they now play in pe}r\vaswe ys. :fs
in g vemen'’s life chances. Beneath all these.chance event‘s are Em;mhpow rlé
powes of choice and intelligent self-formatlo.n. Women in muc lo’E the wot N
lack spport for the most central human functions, and thls denia ko suéypcl):ms
frequntly caused by their being women. But women, unlike rocks e}x; ;; i
annd een horses, have the potential to become capable of these h.umeLn }r‘lc' ions,
giver\sufficient nutrition, education, and othfer sup.port. That is why ; eir ux:;
equalfailure in capability is 2 problem of ju.stlce. Itisup toall h.umban eings o
solvethis problem. I claim that a conception of human functioning gives
valuale assistance as we undertake this task.

- THE FEMINIST CRITIQUE
OF LIBERALISM

Women around the world are using the language of liberalism. Consider some
répresentative examples Irom Tecent publications:

1. Roop Rekha Verma, philosopher and grass-roots activist from Lucknow,
India, speaks about the many ways in which Indian religious traditions have
devalued women. She concludes that the largest problem with these traditions
is that they deprive women of “full personhood.” “What is personhood?” Verma
asks. “To me three things seem essential for [full personhood]: autonomy, self-
respect, and a sense of fulfillment and achievement.”?

2. Nahid Toubia, the first woman surgeon in the Sudan and woman’s health
activist, writes of the urgent need to mobilize international opposition to the
practice of female genital mutilation (FGM), especially when it is performed
on young girls without their consent. “International human rights bodies and
organizations,” she concludes, “must declare FGM o be violence against women
and children and a violation of their rights. . . . If women are to be considered as
equal and responsible members of society, no aspect of their physical, psycho-
logical, or sexual integrity can be compromised.”2

3. Describing a meeting at the Indian Institute of Management in Bangalore
that brought together widows from all over India for a discussion of their living
conditions, The Hindu Magazine reports as follows:
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