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WOMEN AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

In this major book Martha Nussbaum, one of the most innovative and influential
philosophical voices of our time, proposes a new kind of feminism that is genu-
inely international, argues for an ethical underpinning to all thought about de-
velopment planning and public policy, and dramatically moves beyond the ab-
stractions of economists and philosophers to embed thought about justice in the
concrete reality of the struggles of poor women.

In much of the world today women are less well nourished than men, less
healthy, and more vulnerable to physical violence and sexual abuse. Martha
Nussbaum argues that international political and economic thought must be
sensitive to gender difference as a problem of justice, and that feminist thought
must begin to focus on the problems of women in the third world. Taking as her
point of departure the predicament of poor women in India, she shows how
philosophy should undergird basic constitutional principles that should be re-
spected and implemented by all governments, and used as a comparative mea-
sure of quality of life across nations.

The account is based on the idea of human capabilities: what people are
actually capable of doing or becoming in the real world. This approach is then
defended against the charge that all universals are bound to be insensitive to
regional and cultural specificity. Martha Nussbaum also argues that it is an
approach superior to the preference-based approaches prevalent in contempo-
rary economics. Two final chapters consider the particular problems that arise
when sex equality clashes with the claims of religion or family.

This is a vividly written book that is rich in narrative examples. It offers a
radically fresh account of how we should understand the “quality of life” in a
nation, and how we should think about the basic minimum that all governments
should provide for their citizens. Moreover, it calls for a new international focus
to feminism, and shows through concrete detail how philosophical arguments
about justice really do connect with the practical concerns of public policy.

Martha C. Nussbaum is Ernst Freund Distinguished Professor of Law and Ethics
at the University of Chicago, appointed in the Philosophy Department, the Law
School, the Divinity School, and the College. She is an Associate in the Classics
Department, an Affiliate of the Committee for Southern Asian Studies, and a
member of the Board of the Committee on Gender Studies.
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THE JOHN ROBERT SEELEY LECTURES

The John Robert Seeley lectures have been established by the University
of Cambridge as a biennial lecture series in social and political studies,
sponsored jointly by the Faculty of History and the University Press.
The Seeley lectures provide a unique forum for distinguished scholars
of international reputation to address, in an accessible manner, themes
of broad and topical interest in social and political studies. Subsequent
to their public delivery in Cambridge the University Press publishes
suitably modified versions of each set of lectures. Professor James Tully
of McGill University delivered the inaugural series of Seeley lectures in
1994 on the theme of Constitutionalism in an Age of Diversity. Profes-
sor Jeremy Waldron of Columbia University gave a series in 1996 on
The Dignity of Legislation; in 1998, Professor Martha Nussbaum of
The University of Chicago delivered the latest series, on Feminist Inter-
nationalism. Professor Joseph Raz of the University of Oxford will de-

liver his series in 2000.
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We come from our family’s house to live in our husband’s house. If we
mention our name in this house, they say, “Oh, that is another fam-
ily.” Yet when it comes to working, they say, “What you earn is ours,
because you are in this family’s house,” or “because you are working
on this family’s land.” Let the land be registered in our names, so that
we will not always feel like we are in someone else’s family.

Santokbehn, agricultural laborer, Ahmedabad

In your joint family, I am known as the second daughter-in-law. All
these years I have known myself as no more than that. Today, after
fifteen years, as I stand alone by the sea, I know that I have another
identity, which is my relationship with the universe and its creator.
That gives me the courage to write this letter as myself, not as the
second daughter-in-law of your family. . . .

I am not one to die easily. That is what I want to say in this letter.

Rabindranath Tagore, “Letter from a Wife” (1914)

On the roads I have had banyan trees planted, which will give shade
to beasts and men. I have had mango groves planted and I have had
wells dug and rest houses built every nine miles . .. And I have had
many watering places made everywhere for the use of beasts and men
... This benefit is important ... I have done these things in order
that my people might conform to Dhamma [moral law].

Ashoka, emperor, third century B.C. (edict translated by
Romila Thapar)

We not only want a piece of the pie, we also want to choose the
flavor, and to know how to make it ourselves.

Ela Bhatt, founder, Self-Employed Women’s Associa-
tion (SEWA) (1992)
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PREFACE

This study of human capabilities as the basis for fundamental political
principles focuses on the lives of women in developing countries. That
is obviously only one area where this approach might be used to think
about political principles; my discussion will allude to some of its other
implications. Even within the study of women, this account deals with
only some of the issues that might be addressed in a more exhaustive
treatment of the capabilities approach. Thus religion and the family
receive detailed treatment, while other equally important topics, such
as property rights and education, do not.

In another way as well the present account is narrow: it presents the
capabilities approach for a broad interdisciplinary audience, with a
view to shaping public policy. Because my version of this approach is
philosophical and would offer nothing if stripped of its philosophical
arguments, those arguments are here, but sometimes in a brief and
compressed form. Many philosophical issues that deserve detailed anal-
ysis — in particular, issues of justification, realism, and objectivity — are
only sketched (although I have given some of them more detailed treat-
ment in articles cited in the notes).

Finally, I discuss only my own version of the capabilities approach.
I do not spend time on its historical antecedents in Aristotle and Marx,
or on relatives such as Mill’s Aristotelian view of human flourishing,
the writings of the Yugoslav humanist Marxists, and various forms of
modern Thomism. Nor do I even engage in detailed analysis of the
writings of Amartya Sen, the pioneer of the capabilities approach in
economics. Finally, I do not address the by-now extensive economic
literature debating various aspects of the capabilities approach and the
measures used in the Human Development Reports.

xiii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9780521003858
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-00385-8 - Women and Human Development: The Capabilities Approach
Martha C. Nussbaum

Frontmatter

More information

PREFACE

These omissions reflect a long-term strategy. In this book I aim to
present a single clear line of feminist argument, accessible to a wide
variety of readers. Over the long term, I intend to produce a much
more compendious and scholastic book on capabilities that will discuss
all the topics I omit here. That book (I hope) will answer many ques-
tions philosophers will have about aspects of the present book, and
other more technical questions that economists regard as salient. It will
also address a wider range of specific political problems. The present
book is to that book as a 10K race is to a marathon: it is complete in
itself, it has a beginning and an end, but it doesn’t require as much
stamina either of the reader or of the author. I believe that enough is
said about my views on the most salient contested issues to convey the
approaches that I would favor. Nonetheless, I ask readers eager for
fuller discussions in some areas to wait for the marathon.

Chicago
February 1999

X1V
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The work that ultimately became this project began in 1986, when I
became a research advisor at the World Institute for Development Eco-
nomics Research (WIDER) in Helsinki, an institute of the United
Nations University. Before this, like most American academics, I had
lived a relatively insular life. T was ill-educated about the problems of
developing countries and, more generally, about non-Western
traditions and ways of life. My office neighbors from Sri Lanka and
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Although my work was beginning to focus on social justice, I had
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work, making me aware of urgent problems and convincing me that
philosophy had a contribution to make toward their solution. I also
began to see that the peculiar combination of philosophical concerns I
had brought to WIDER might actually be an asset rather than a liabil-
ity. The ancient Greek philosophers contended with the misery of peo-
ple whose living standard more closely approximated that of present-
day India than that of the United States or Europe; their proposals
have, in some respects, great pertinence to the diagnosis and ameliora-
tion of problems in developing countries. And Aristotle’s insistence on
the ethical importance of a vivid perception of concrete circumstances
had its own contribution to make, I felt, to a field that is frequently so
preoccupied with formal modeling and abstract theorizing that it fails
to come to grips with the daily reality of poor people’s lives.

For his help during the early years of this work, I owe great thanks
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human aspiration across boundaries has been extremely important to
me as I developed these ideas. Her sure-footed knowledge, linguistic
mastery, expertise in fieldwork, and personal warmth made easy and
exhilarating days that were different from any days I had ever spent,
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ers of women’s capabilities and incubators of good thought about
women’s problems. (I guess it could be the closest I've ever come in my
own life to the sense of group solidarity that animates so many of the
self-descriptions of Indian women in this book.) I am extremely grateful
to Rita Brock, director of the Bunting Institute, for having the idea and
for designing a wonderful interchange; to Mim Nelson for encourag-
ing us all to lift weights instead of taking a coffee break; and above all
to Sondra Albano, Kay Boulware-Miller, Mary Brandt, Margaret
Eagle, Renee Grohl, Silvia Gsell-Fessler, Judith Melin, Claire O’Brien,
Patricia Peterson, Ellen Poss, Cherie Taylor, Maria Tedesco, and
Avivah Wittenberg-Cox for the friendship and illumination they gave
me and, I hope, will in the future.

Above all, I am grateful to the working women in India who took
time from their work to speak with an ignorant stranger through inter-
preters, often welcoming me into their homes and introducing me to
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