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HONOURING AMARTYA SEN:
A TURNING OF THE WHEEL?

Rehman Sobhan

It is a source of immense pleasure and pride to me and many
Bangladeshis that Amartya Sen has finally won the Nobel Prize
for Economics. Amartya has by choice identified himself as an
Indian and a Bangali who comes from Manikganj, his paternal
ancestreal home. His paternal grandfather Rai Bahadur
Saradaprasanna Sen was the first Treasurer of Dhaka
University and his father, Ashutosh Sen was a Professor of
Chemistry at Dhaka University, and a senior colleague of the
late Prof. Mokarram Hossain Khondkar. His maternal
grandfather, Ksithimohan Sen was from Sonarang in
Bikrampur. He was a well known scholar of Indian religions
and culture, and was brought to Shantiniketan by
Rabindranath Tagore who held him in deep respect. Amartya
himself was, for a period, a student at St. Gregory's and stayed
at 14, Larmini Street in Wari, which he visits every time he
comes to Dhaka. Amartya thus has his roots deeply
embedded in the soil of Bangladesh and an exceptional
academic pedigree which embraces both Dhaka and
Santiniketan.

All these measures of identity are however not the entire
reason why his selection received such universal aclaim in
Bangladesh. Above everything else, Amartya’s work represents
a commitment to the peoples of Bangladesh, whom he
supported in crucial ways during a critical phase of the
liberation struggle. In his academic work Amartya has
identified himself with concerns close to the heart of
Bangladesh. He chose to use his enormous skills as an
economist to analyse the Bengal famine of 1943 and the
Bangladesh famine of 1974 and focussed on issues of poverty,
hunger, deprivation, equity, distribution and justice,
throughout his professional career as an economist. These are
all issues which are alive, unresolved and of burning concern
for Bangladesh.

Amartya could have easily trafficed in the more obscure
realms of theoretical economics, for which he indeed
commanded abundant professional skills. He is a formidable



theoretician with significant mathematical skills, which have
been recognised in the specialised community of
econometricians where he was elected President of the World
Econometric Society in 1984. He is also a philosopher of global
repute and held a double chair at Harvard in the Department
of Philosophy. Had Amartya remained embedded in this
rarefied academic world he may have reached Stockholm a
decade earlier. But by choice Amartya preferred to focus his
talents on everyday concerns of common people and to present
much of his work in a readable language which academic
economists usually avoid. Amartya has however managed to
make even his more theoretical works comprehensible, a
lesson he learned from his distinguished mentors at
Cambridge, Joan Robinson, Nicky Kaldor, Pierro Sraffa, Denis
Robertson and Maurice Dobb.

During the first decade after the Nobel Prize in Economics was
inaugurated by the award of the prize is the late 1960's to the
enormously respected Dutch economist Jan Tinbergen, the
prize went to elderly economists in recognition for earlier
works made famous long before the prize was introduced. It
was thus not till the 1980s that the backlog of the venerable
economists was cleared and relatively younger economists
such as Amartya began to be talked about as being eligible for
the Nobel Prize in Economics. Amartya's name began
appearing on the betting lists of economists being considered
for the Nobel Prize, in the early 1980's.

It was not till 1998 that he actually won the prize. It may be
argued that' Amartya’s eventual recognition in 1998 for the
award of the Nobel Prize thus represents a turning of the
wheel in economic fashions rather than a sudden burst of
creativity by him in the 1990s. It should be kept in mind that
some of the works for which Amartya has been awarded the
Nobel Prize date back to 1971 when he published his major
contribution to welfare economics, Collective Choice and
Social Welfare. His other famous work On Economic
Inequality, was published in 1973. An even earlier article The
Impossibility of a Paretian Libraral published in the
January/February, 1970 issue of the Journal of Political
Economy, was enormously influential because it challenged
one of the longest standing assumptions of modern
economics, the concept of Pareto Optimality.



Amartya’s academic work has, even in its highly theoretical
phase, focussed on ethical issues of distribution, equity and
justice, topics which were rarely in high fashion in the
concerns of all but a few of the top flight academic economists
of the contemporary era. We must remember that even the
world of Keynesian Economics was not about distribution but
about the macro-economics of growth and employment. Thus,
his work on collective choice challenged the conventional
wisdom of welfare economics that it was possible to make
rational social choices based on the preference ordering of
individuals. His work on equality similarly addresses the
variety of ways in which equality can be measured and argues
that each of these measures carries hidden value judgments
which need to be made explicit. His work on poverty
introduced the Sen index of poverty which extended the
measurement of poverty, to include the degrees of poverty
measured in terms of the distance of people from the poverty
line. The concept of identifying the hard core poor, originated
from the Sen index.

All these earlier works are argued in quite rigorous theoretical
terms, which had established his professional reputation
during the time he was a Fellow at Trinity College and as a
Professor of Economics at the Delhi School of Economics from
1963-71. Sen introduced analytical regiour into a territory
where writings were still of an empirical nature with strong
emphasis on political advocacy. During that early period of his
academic life Amartya's frequency of publications, in all the
most prestigious journals of the economics profession and
some in philosophical journals were quite breathtaking even
to his illustrious colleagues.

Amartya was not, however, without empirical skills. This may
be seen in his first book on Choice of Techniques, published
in 1960 which he developed from the original paper he wrote
which won him the prestigious Adam Smith Prize in 1955 in
his last year as an undergraduate at Cambridge. In this book
Amartya examined the comparative economics of the ambar
charkha, handlooms and millmade cloth. During his research
on this work Sen prided himself on having investigated
handloom weavers at work in Santiniketan and held
discussions with them. This volume had some impact in
validating policy support for the handloom sector in India, which



has for many years been given special assistance by the state.

Amartya moved from Delhi to the London School of Economics
(LSE) in 1971 as a full Professor; and then to Oxford in 1977,
where he was elected a Fellow at All Souls College. He was
elected to the chair of Drummond Professor of Political
Economy in 1979, a chair held for many years by J.R. Hicks
and regarded as the most prestigous chair in economics in
Britain. It may be noted that an equally prestigous chair, at
Cambridge University, the Marshall Professorship, is held by
another Bangali, Partho Dasgupta, son of the revered Amiya
Dasgupta who taught for many years at the economics
department of Dhaka University to whom Amartya dedicated
his famous book on famine. Thus in the early 1980’s the two
top chairs in Economics in Britain were held by sons of the soil
of Bangladesh.

It was during Amartya’s tenure at LSE and then at Oxford that
he committed himself to the issue of poverty and famine. Some
of his old friends and indeed his students had challenged him
that he was investing too much of his formidable talents in
theoretical debates even though they did have an impact on
issues of distribution and justice. They suggested that he
spend more time with issues of immediate policy concern for
the deprived. Given Amartya’s life long commitment to issues
of distributive justice he did not need much persuading.

In the mid 1970's Amartya took up an opportunity to do a
study for the ILO on Poverty and Famine. The core of this work
appeared in 1976 in an article in Economic and Political
Weekly on Famine as a failure of exchange entitlement, which
he subsequently presented at a seminar at Queen Elizabeth
House, Oxford in 1977 where I happened to be present. The
complete work on famine was published by Oxford University
Press in 1981 under the title Poverty and Famines: An Essay
on Entitlement and Deprivation.

Amartya’s study was to originally be published by ILO in
Geneva but they eventually declined to do so for a strange
reason. In his study, Amartya made a reference to the article
by Donald McHenry and Kai Bird on Food Bungle in
Bangladesh, which appeared in Foreign Policy in 1977 and to
my article published in the Economic and Political Weekly on
the Politics of Food and Famine in Bangladesh (Dec. 1979).



The latter cited the decision of the U.S. government to
withhold food aid to Bangladesh in 1974, on the ostensible
ground of our export of jute bags to Cuba, as a contributing
factor in precipitating the famine of 1974. Ironically, in that
citation Amartya overlooked an even more pioneering article
by his present wife, Emma Rothschild, on Food Politics, which
appeared in Foreign Affairs around 1976 and had first drawn
attention to Kissinger's deadly game of food politics with
Bangladesh.

References by Sen to an episode which showed the US
government in a somewhat uncomplimentary light invoked a
protest from the U.S. representative to ILO who wanted these
references by Sen citing the US role in the Bangladesh famine
deleted as a precondition for publication of his famine study
by ILO. It is to Amartya’s credit that he refused to do so. ILO
thereby declined to publish Sen’s work which was no loss to
him since he had publishers competing for his work and he
eventually published his work through OUP. It may be
mentioned that in his work on famine Amartya makes
generous references to the work by Mohiuddin Alamgir, on the
famine of 1974 and the work done in the BIDS research
project on the 1974 famine, from which Alamgir's book
originated. Papers by Anisur Rahman were also cited by
Amartya in his book.

Following his original work on famine Amartya made the issue
of famine and hunger one of his primary concerns and went
on to direct the global project initiated by the World Institute
of Development Economic Research (WIDER), Helsinki on
Hunger and Poverty from where he published his own
landmark volume on Hunger and Public Action co-authored
with Jean Dreze, a promising young Belgian economist, now a
Professor at the Delhi School of Economics, along with two
edited volumes on Hunger, which included one on the Political
Economy of Hunger. Amartya’s concept of entitlement
deprivation has become widely accepted as central to both an
understanding of famines and as a policy instrument to cope
with natural disasters.

Amartya Sen's other work at WIDER on Social Security in
Developing Countries took him into the territory of human
development, which has become, along with hunger and
poverty, another of his principal areas of work. It is believed



that Amartya’s theoretical work on the need to prioritise issues
of poverty and human development in the area of nutrition,
health and education, influenced his Cambridge contemporary
and close friend Mahbub-Ul-Huq to take up the issue of
human development as a development priority in the now
famous Human Development Reports published annually by
UNDP since 1990. There is a certain poignancy in the fact that
Amartya received the news of his Nobel Prize award when he
was in New York to address a memorial meeting convened by
the United Nation to pay tribute to his old friend Mahbub who
died quite suddenly two months ago.

Amartiya’s work on human development dates back to the
early 1980’'s and the WIDER project itself was initiated around
1985. I was at a seminar in Beijing around 1984 when
Amartya made a presentation on the need to prioritise human
development, which should be taken up by the least developed
countries and cited this emphasis on human development as
one of the sources of economic success in East Asia.
Subsequent to these works, Amartya has repeatedly turned to
this theme of human development and deprivation in works on
the West Bengal and Indian economy co-authored again with
Dreze and also in three lectures he gave as part of the BIDS
Public Lecture series, in 1988. Many in Bangladesh will
remember these highly stimulating lectures given before
packed audiences at the BARC auditorium.

It should be kept in mind that during the 1980’s Amartya kept
alive the notion of public action as the instrument of choice to
address issues of poverty, hunger, equity and human
development. Amartya’s work, which emphasised a pro-active
role for the state, went against the fashions of the period
because just at that time the Washington Consensus was
emerging to dominate the global policy discourse. This was the
era of structural adjustment reforms emphasizing the
supremacy of market forces, globalisation and downsizing of
the role of the government. During this era most of the Nobel
Prize awards went to economists whose work substantiated
the policy agendas of the Washington Consensus.

Amartya was recognised as one of the leading economists of
the world since 1970s. He had held the top economics chair in
England, had been invited to hold the Lamont Chair in
Harvard in the late 1980’s, had been President of the World



Econometric Society, was the first Asian to be elected
President of the International Economic Association and the
first non-American in its history to be elected President of the
American Economic Association. But Sen was not deemed
worthy of a Nobel Prize for the last two decades by the
reputedly conservative Stockholm School of Economics which
makes the selection for the Economics prize on behalf of the
Swedish Academy who chose, instead, to honour some lesser
economists in this period.

Last year, two far from well-known economists, Myron Scholes
and Robert Merton who made their reputation on designing a
model for pricing of risk which could be used by derivative
traders in the capital market and were partners in Long Term
Capital Management, a hedge fund, involved in derivative
trading, won the Nobel award, for economics. At that time
many economists believed that in a profession thus
preoccupied with the accumulation of private wealth, the
opportunity had passed for economists such as Amartya
whose work addressed distributive concerns. But the world
has changed considerably in the last year. For one, the hedge
fund with which last year’'s Nobel Prize winners were
associated, became a casualty of the global crisis, suffering a
trading loss of $ 3.5 billion and are now reportedly in search
of a bail out by the U.S. government. However, of more
universal significance, there is some indication that the wheel
of economic ideas has begun to turn. The ritualistic belief in
the universal validity of the Washington Consensus now
appears to be ceding ground towards prioritising distributive
concerns in the area of poverty alleviation, human
development and ensuring for greater inclusion of the deprived
in the development process. The concept of inclusion, is being
used today rather subjectively but could be used to address
such issues as access of the poor to productive assets, fuller
opportunities for human development as well as dccess to
economic opportunities and substantive socio-political
empowerment.

Within the UN system and the World Bank this turning of the
wheel, which has been evident since the beginning of the
1990s, with the appearance of UNDP’s Human Development
Report, appears to have accelerated in the last year. In Hong
Kong in the summer of 1997 at the annual World Bank/IMF



conference, the President of the World Bank, James B.
Wolfensohn, focussed on an agenda for inclusion of the poor
in the development process. His focus on inclusion was timely
and significant but needs to be fleshed out. In the 1997 World
Development Report (WDR) published the same year there was
for the World Bank, a epoch-making rediscovery of the role of
the state in development.

This redirection in the concerns of the global community is
driven by the unraveling before our eyes of the world economic
order as we have come to know it in recent years. The success
stories of yesterday, extolled for their performance until mid-
1997are immersed in crisis. The earlier Mexican financial
crisis, the economic collapse in East/South East Asia, the
disintegration of Yeltsin's Russia, the widening of the global
crisis to Brazil and Argentina are thus seen as manifestations
of the unsustainability of the prevailing order where role
models are now an endangered species. The persistence of
poverty in South Asia, the stagnation of Sub-Saharan Africa,
the deterioration in governance everywhere in the Third World
had focussed attention on the fact that the era of the
Washington Consensus, even when it was dominating the
policy agendas of the world, had excluded significant parts of
the globe and large segments of the population in many
countries, from its benefits. The sustainability of such a non-
inclusive policy discourse was thus always open to challenge.
This challenge was at that time ably posed at the academic
level by Amartya Sen who along with some other academics
questioned the universality, comprehensiveness and hence
the validity of this paradigm, in their academic work. Other
forces including environmentalists, grassroots movements and
political groups of the left and even those with fundamentalist
views, voiced their challenge but these were relegated to the
academic and political fringe.

Today this challenge is no longer limited to the seminar room
and the political fringe but occupies the concerns of world
leaders and is the regular staple of columnists and leader
writers of the world news media who have been pointing to the
systemic nature of the unfolding global crisis. The proliferation
of such crisis appears to be increasingly influencing the global
economic discourse away from an unrestrained worship of
globalisation and economic growth towards greater concern



about the processes of this growth and what happens to the
more deprived segments of society. A development process and
global order which excludes a large segment of the population
around the world as well as within particular countries is
hardly a sustainable guarantor of domestic order or global
peace. It is, thus, not surprising that Amartya Sen’s works are
back in fashion, and are given increasing attention not just by
the Nobel Prize committee but by the multilateral agencies and
policymakers around the world.

It is now to been seen whether, in awarding Sen the Nobel
Prize for Economics in 1998, there is some indication of a
turning of the wheel in the economics profession. Honouring
an economist also gives recognition to their ideas since a Nobel
laureate commands both attention in the economics
classrooms around the world as well as enjoys public visibility
far outside the economics profession. In thus giving belated
recognition to Sen’s lifelong preoccupation with issues of
Justice, poverty and the need for a socially more inclusive
society there is an indication that global disquiet with the
economic fashions of the past era have percolated into the
world of academic economics Jjust as the turning of the wheel
in the 1980’s marked a disillusion with the state-centred
economic thinking which informed the writings of mainstream
economists in the post-war era.

However, if the present era is in its twilight phase, a new era
Is yet waiting to be born. This era must originate in a
rethinking of the goals of economics as well as widen the
boundaries of the discipline to take into account the issues
prioritised by Amartya’s work and the social forces which
influence such policy choices central to the needs of the
deprived. Such a process of rethinking must begin in the world
of academic economics as well as the policy fora of each
country. Amartya’s greatest work, as the theoritician of a new
development paradigm, may thus lie ahead of him. To give
substance to a new paradigm which incorporates Sen’s
ongoing concerns over equity, distribution, poverty elimination
and above all inclusion, into the core of a development model
rather than as its by-product, he will have to take substantive
account of the socio-political dynamics underlying policy and
allocative choices as well as the implications of empowering
the excluded.



Whilst we look forward to the emergence of a new direction to
economic thinking it is to be seen how far Sen's concerns have
impacted on the policy priorities of his own homeland, India
and in his original home of Bangladesh. Here we continue to
worship the gods of globalisation and the market place
oblivious of the crisis unfolding in our neighbourhood, with
scant appreciation that the global policy discourse has moved
on since the 1980’s. As we approach the 215t century, it may
thus be advisable to re-read some of Sen’s works, to see how
far the underlying values and policy priorities that originate
from his work remain relevant to Bangladesh. Such an effort
might encourage Bangladeshis to redesign our own
development agenda as well as our political practises towards
a more systemic inclusion of the deprived segments of our
population and a prioritisation of their concerns.
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SEN ON SOCIAL CHOICE
Wahiduddin Mahmud

A significant part of Amartya Sen’s contributions to economic
theory is in the area of social choice theory. As part of welfare
economics, the theory deals with the problem of how to
aggregate individual preferences into social choice in a
logically consistent and reasonable way. The formal constructs
of the theory are highly technical and abstract, full of
paradoxes and brain-teasers; but Sen’s motivation in engaging
in these discourses (as was particularly revealed in his
subsequent work outside the strict realm of the social choice
theory) was very much to do with deriving meaningful insights
into the ideas of individual and social well-being. It may be
therefore worthwhile to attempt to introduce Sen’s ideas on
the subject in a nontechnical way to a wider audience other
than formally trained econormists.

The modern social choice theory started in the beginning of
the 1950s with a big bang in the form of Kenneth Arrow’s so-
called “impossibility theorem”. The theorem can be best
explained by a simple example with three individuals, 1, 2 and
3, each having his own preference rankings regarding three
different social states or situations, x, y and z. Suppose their
preference orders are as follows: (1) x, v, z, (2) y, z, X, and (3)
z, X, y. It is assumed that a rational individual's preference
pattern will be consistent; that is, if x is preferred to y and y
to z, then x must be preferable to z. We may now attempt to
derive social preference rankings by applying some reasonable
rule such as majority choice. Thus, society should prefer x to
y since this conforms to the preference rankings of two out of
three individuals. But the application of this majority rule will
lead us to the paradoxical situation where society prefers x to
y, ¥ to z, but z to x. This example illustrates the essence of
Arrow's impossibility theorem. namely, that there can be no
general rule for deriving a social preference ordering from
individual orderings in a reasonable way. While a consistent
social ordering can indeed be obtained in many cases, the
probability of getting inconsistent results is likely to increase
as the numbers of individuals and the alternative situations to
be ranked increase.

A more concrete example of the impossibility result is provided
by the typical problem of dividing a cake among a group of
cake-loving individuals. Consider, for example, an initial
situation in which each person has an equal share of the cake.
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If now one person’s share is taken away and distributed
equally among the rest, the majority (all but one) will prefer it.
This can be repeated by distributing every one else’s original
share of the cake, and each time it will be preferred by the
majority, until at the end everyone is again left with his initial
equal share!

Arrow’s theory delivered a stunning blow to mainstream
welfare economics, since it contested the very existence of the
so-called social welfare function widely used for evaluating
economic policies. Since then, a vast and rich literature on
social choice problems has emerged, seeking means of
overcoming Arrow's “impossibility” result to arrive at
acceptable social judgments. Sen’s contributions have played
a key role in the development of this literature.

As Sen has pointed out, much of the limitations of modern
welfare economics arise from what he calls an “information
crisis” regarding the .comparability of different persons’ well-
being. The traditional view of social welfare, dating back to the
work of Jeremy Bentham in the late eighteenth century, used
to be the simple utilitarian one, judging social welfare by the
size of the sum total of individual utilities. Utility is defined in
economics in terms of some mental satisfaction derived from
the consumption of commodities. Modern econormics, in its
single-minded concern for being objective or “scientific’ has
ruled out any interpersonal comparison of utility, thus
rendering the utilitarian approach - and many other related
procedures - unworkable. As a result, welfare economics is
severely constrainied in making social judgments when
individual preferences conflict. No comparison can even be
made between, say, the value of a taka of income to a person
rolling in luxury and to someone in extreme misery. Arrow’s
impossibility theorem only brings out, albeit in a dramatic
way, this tension involved in aggregating individual
preferences that are interpersonally non-comparable.

Because of the denial of interpersonal utility comparisons,
Arrow’s formulation can in fact give rise to Very perverse social
preferences, even when such preferences do not violate the
consistency criterion. To illustrate this, Sen uses a slightly
different variant of the above cake-sharing problem, with any
given distribution of the cake as a starting point. Under
majority rule, aggregate welfare can be persistently “improved’
by reducing any one person's share of the cake and
distributing the loot among the rest, and this “improving’
process can go on until the fall-guy has no portion of cake left.
Clearly, the majority rule in Arrow’s formulation may be a very
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odd way of doing resource allocation or economic planning,
and there will be a need for richer utility-related information
allowing interpersonal comparisons. Alternatively, some
different ideas on fairness and concepts of justice need to be
introduced. Much progress has been made in both directions
because of the work of Sen and others.

Sen has been critical of the way ‘rational’ human behaviour
has been characterized in standard economics, .based
exclusively on self-interest and entirely devoid of any ethical
motivation. “The coolly rational types may fill our textbooks,
but the world is richer”, he comments. In the context of the
social choice theory, Sen has raised and explored an extremely
important aspect of the interpretation of individual
preferences, namely, that these could reflect a person’s self-
interest, or - alternatively - his ethical judgment regarding
what is good for the society. A distinction may therefore be
made, at least in principle, between an exercise of “interest-
aggregation” - wherein different people’s personal interests are
aggregated - and that of “judgment-aggregation” - wherein
individual judgments about what is good for the community
are aggregated.

Ethical preferences of individuals are formed in real societies
rather than being randomly given, and are also likely to be far
less conflict-ridden compared to self-interested preferences.
Thus, once Arrow’s problem is formulated in terms of
judgment-aggregation, the prospects for deriving consistent
and reasonable majority decision may look better. However,
disentangling a person’s self-interested preferences from the
ethical ones in his actual voting behaviour remains a problem.
A theoretical answer for this problem is provided by the so-
called “impersonal choice’ - to be based on what his
preferences about the social states would have been if he had
an equal chance of being in the position of anyone in the
society. It is not entirely clear whether and how far this would
reflect the person’s ethical judgments or rather his
probabilistic utility calculus under uncertainty. In any case,
the judgment-aggregation exercise based on majority rule may
work in many common circumstances, such as in dealing with
specific issues of social choice like "positive discrimination’ for
women or progressiveness’ of the tax system.

Economic inequality as an issue in social ethics has
particularly dominated Sen’s writings. Not only welfare
economics is incapable of making any straightforward
judgments of inequality because of interpersonal non-
comparability of utility, but also, in Sen’s view, utility is an
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inappropriate and too narrow indicator for judging inequality.
In this context, Sen would in fact like to redefine the concepts
of both equality and individual well-being. He proposes to
evaluate equality in terms of a person’s capability and freedom
to achieve his well-being objectives rather than the actual level
of achievement. A starving man and a fasting one apparently
has similar levels of food consumption; but the two men have
completely different capabilities: one has the freedom to eat,
while the other does not.

Sen also takes a much wider view of an individual’s well-being
objectives beyond the narrowly defined concept of utility
maximisation. He defines these objectives in terms of various
capabilities and related functionings, varying from most
elementary ones such as being well-nourished and literate to
quite complex and sophisticated ones relating to performing a
fulfilling social role. Such an approach to well-being, unlike
the one based on the subjective notion of utility, may be more
conducive to making equity Jjudgments, since many of these
capabilities may be comparable among individuals on the
basis of some objective standards. However, the practical
problem of finding observable capability-indicators (and
aggregating these into an overall index) will remain formidable.

In proposing the above approach to the evaluation of equality,
Sen is more concerned with the question of “equality of what?’
rather than that of “why equality?’, although these are
Interrelated questions. In the context of social choice theory,
it is not altogether clear whether we should consider his
approach in terms of its a priori ethical plausibility alone, or
also in terms of its likelihood to pass the test of a judgment-
aggregation exercise discussed above. Sen seems to be
making a case for his approach on both grounds. In
particular, Sen notes that his approach will be less demanding
on interpersonal agreement and more tolerant of unresolved
disputes.

By shifting emphasis from utility-based notion of welfare to
Ccapabilities and functionings, Sen offers an entirely new and
innovative approach to evaluating social arrangements and
viewing the question of equality. By doing so, perhaps he may
be demanding too much out of economics, which is after all
one of many disciplines of studying human behaviour. On the
other hand, he may be leading the way towards making
economics a much richer, wider and humane discipline. Only
time will tell.



AMARTYA SEN AND THE SEARCH
FOR A MEANING OF DEVELOPMENT

Md. Anisur Rahman
1. Introduction

Amartya Sen’s winning the Nobel Prize in Economics is a long
awaited triumph of a human concern in Economics. It cannot
be said that this prize has particularly honoured this concern
in the past. Most of the past awards in Economics have been
awarded primarily for technical contributions to the subject
rather than for promoting insights toward increasing the
welfare of peoples. This has been curious, insofar as the
founder of the Nobel Prize originally intended the Prize to
reward works that benefit mankind rather than merely
promote knowledge as such. Sen’'s work on famines has made
no small contribution toward creating awareness among policy
makers and development establishments as well as among
concerned public and the media all around the globe, as to
why famines that are preventable occur and how they can be
prevented. This has been a contribution toward the prevention
of new occurrences of this horror. It is much to the credit of
Amartya Sen that he has with his towering brilliance brought
the Prize in Economics to its intended track. In so doing he
has been a befitting representative of the indigenous
philosophy of the Indian subcontinent as articulated by its
great sages and philosophers, who have seen all human lives
as connected, and have preached to make this connection a
living bond of fellowship.!

In the course of his inquiry on famines and otherwise, Sen has
reflected deeply on the meaning of development as many
others have done and have been doing ever since the term was
coined?. In this paper I shall try to place Sen in the search for
a meaning of development. In particular, I shall discuss where
Sen departs from the traditional development thinking, and
also contrast him with the ongoing search by scholars and
activists for an alternative development paradigm rooted in the
view of human beings fundamentally as creative beings. In so
doing attempt has been made to deepen the understanding of
the creativist view of development.

Sen’s departure from traditional development economics is
discussed in section 2. Section 3 discusses Sen’s position, in
particular his concepts of. entitlement and capability, in
relation to the creativist view of development. An objective of
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promoting the creative engagement of people is contrasted in
section 4 with an objective of poverty alleviation with which
much of the development discourse in recent times is
concerned. Finally, the question of individual versus collective
creativity is discussed (section 5). In so doing link is drawn
between the creativist view of development and recent
developments in a number of disciplines toward a new
systemic understanding of the nature and evolution of life.

2. Sen’s departure from traditional development
economics

Traditional development economics has held on to growth of
income as the principal measure of development. At the
national level the popular measure is growth of GDP per capita
(GNP would be more meaningful, but curiously this distinction
is generally ignored?). Some are concerned with the
distribution of incomes as well. In recent times many seem to
be concerned more with poverty alleviation than with the
distribution of incomes. Poverty, again, is measured by an
individual's level of income. Non-income considerations in
development are not denied but are usually overlooked in what
seems to have been generally accepted as a “first
approximation” approach to measuring development.

Sen accepts the value of growth of incomes as an element in
measuring development, but says that there is much more at
stake. To him, the relevance of income is not in income per se
but in the things that income can buy, and for most countries
In question mere growth in income does not promote access to
some of the vital needs of life. In this category Sen lists needs
like “health, or education, or social equality, or self-respect, or
freedom from social harassment “(Sen 1983, p 756); and
elsewhere, equal treatment of women in the context of the
specific forms of deprivation suffered by women from the
social down to the family level (Sen 1985 & 1988). This view
makes Sen move from the concept of income to the concept of
entitlement, i.e. whether a person has entitlement or access to
some of the vital things s/he needs in exchange for income or
otherwise (e.g. by social right). This includes the question
whether the thing in question is physically available at all for
the person to buy (school for .education or hospital for health
service) as well as whether the social system grants one the
rights and the quality of life that one needs for a humane
existence. In thus conceiving development Sen rejects the
“first approximation” approach to measuring development,
viewing entitlement as a complex notion that can scarcely be
reflected by “one real number “(Sen. 1983. loc cit.). And some
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of the elements of this notion are gualitative, not measurable
objectively by numbers, and yet not to be bypassed. This point
of departure of Sen from traditional development calculus is
fundamental, moving away as he does from Cartesian to
holistic4 thinking integrating economics, ethics and
philosophy in the same inquiry.

In introducing qualitative indicators of development pertaining
to the overall quality of life rather than income alone, Sen
belongs to the humanistic trend in economic philosophy
starting with the thoughts of Sismondi in the 18th century
down to Mark Lutz, Manfred Max-Neef and others of the
present day5, and overlapping also with Marx. Sen’s own
original contribution is the introduction of the notion of
“entitlement” as discussed above as a more basic notion of
access to needed things than access through income per se,
and the associated notion of capability (Sen 1982) proposed by
Sen as an even more basic notion than entitlement. Sen’s
notion of capability is a notion of some depth, going as it does
beyond the concept merely of capability to acquire different
things through income and social right, and including the
notion of capability to become something, i.e. to choose
between different modes of life. To give an example from the
toiling population in Bengal, a manual rickshaw-puller in
Calcutta or a cycle-rickshawallah in Dhaka may experience
higher income if the relative demand for rickshaws rises, but
without the capability to choose an alternative mode of living
he may be eternally miserable pulling other people with his
legs all his lives, and in this sense not experiencing any
development worthy of human aspiration. Sen himself gives
the equally poignant example of the “domestic servant
kneeling with the weight of work beyond one's capacity”(Sen
1990; translation from Bengali). Thus Sen sees capability as
the set of life-styles one has a choice of, greater capability
meaning greater freedom to choose between different life-
styles. And entitlement in this sense includes to Sen an
entitlement to a greater choice of life-styles, i.e. to greater
capability which gives one the freedom thus to choose. As he
has said, “this introduces the question of right; i.e. right to
one's own life” (Sen 1990, p 105; translation from Bengali).
This makes the development calculus even more complex, but
this is a cry from the very depth of the human soul to which
development calculus must respond. On this humanistic view
of development Sen stands unequivocally, and points to a
depth of the poverty question from which the conventional
income measurement of pdverty is a pitiful long way off.
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And talking on hunger - entitlement to food -, not when
famine strikes but in normal times, Sen speaks from the depth
of his heart:

‘there is no ...relief for the third of the Indian rural
population who go to bed hungry every night and who
lead a life ravaged by regular deprivation. The quiet
pbresence of non-acute, endemic hunger leads to no
newspaper turmoil, no political agitation, no riots in the
Indian parliament” (Sen 1983, p 757).

All this makes Sen quite a departure from the traditional
development discourse. The mainstream development
€conomics profession is yet to fully absorb and integrate Sen
In its stride, not to speak of national and international
development and policy making establishments. All are
trailing hopelessly behind, chasing the growth of GDP
tempered only with periodic head counts of people below the
‘poverty line”(on the question of poverty alleviation more later).
It is yet to be seen whether Sen's winning the Nobel Prize will
be able to shake up the complacency of these quarters to
induce them to adopt a more humane and holistic view of
development.

3. Sen and the creativist view of development

Sen’s search for a humane meaning of development has run
parallel to another trend in development discourse and
activism that has viewed development as liberation of people’s
creative energy. Formal articulation of this trend started
around the mid-seventies (Dag Hammarskjold Foundation
1975; Haque et al. 1977)8, and elaboration has continued to
this day. While Sen has sought to humanize and deepen the
problematic of development from within the arena of
économics, articulation of the “creativist” trend has by and
large remained outside the formal discourses in economics.
There are differences between Sen's notion of capability and
the notion of creativity that the alternative trend in
development thinking has been articulating. In order to give
concreteness to this comparison [ shall first illustrate the
working of creativity with a successful literacy movement in a
village in Bangladesh with which I had personally interacted,
which was initiated by the village youth shortly after the
liberation war of 1971:

The youth of village Kachubari-Krishtapur (henceforth KK)
in the district of Thakurgaon in northern Bangladesh had
barticipated in the liberation war of 1971, and from their
camp at the border had planned to wipe out illiteracy from
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their village after they would achieve independence. They
did this in a 3-month intensive literacy movement ending in
July 1973. The method that they used included elements
such as the following:

i

Small village children (many half-naked) were
assembled on the premises of a village school at dawn
every morning, to parade through the village with
slogans such as: “shame to the thumb sign! If you want
to give the thumb sign get out of our village!”

The youth went to the various government agency
offices in Thakurgaon town six miles from the village,
and told the clerks there: “We have launched a literacy
movement in our village. If any villager from KK comes
to you and wants to give the thumb-sign on any
document will you please tell him/her that s/he has to
give a nose-sign instead of the thumb-sign”! The clerks
cooperated, and told the villagers of KK so, saying that
government rules had changed after independence and
only nose sign would be accepted in lieu of the written
signature. Nose sign being a mark of the greatest
humiliation, villagers from KK who could not give a
proper written signature went back to the village and to
the literacy centres that the village youth had opened,
to learn to read and write.

An old woman in the village was dying. The youth went
to her death-bed. and told her: “grandma, when you go
to the Lord the Lord’s agent will come to you to take
your statistics — your name, what village you come
Jfrom, etc. Then you will be asked to sign, and you will
offer to give the thumb-sign. This will be a matter of
great shame for our village — we cannot send you like
this to the Lord. Before you go you must learn to write!”
The dying woman was taught how to write before she
died, and the news was announced and celebrated in
the village with great gusto, and the incident was
showed in a village drama’.

[ was at that time a Member of the Government's Planning
Commission with Education as one of my charges. With my
training at Harvard University | had been busy doing input-
output matrices to find out how much resources — by way of
school buildings, furniture, teachers, books etc. — would be
needed to reduce the rate of illiteracy in the country by ‘x’
percentage points in 5 years. The result, invariably. was
showing up by way of deficit budgets to add to the size of the

19



government's submission for “foreign development
assistance”. And here the youth of KK wiped out illiteracy from
the village completely in a few months of social mobilization$
without needing resources from outside, and with social
organizational resources created and social energy recreated
to move further forward.

We may now reflect on capability versus creativity. On the
definitional plane, creativity is a pursuit of novelty while
capability without creativity repeats the conventional.
Creativity has no blueprint, and uncertainty is at the heart of
it. Does creativity require any given level of capability? Among
the youth in KK who accomplished their novel feat most were
below high-school age, and a few had taken high school exams
with some passing and some failing. Capability-wise they
would not have promised what they achieved and with the
resources at their disposal. The ‘social technology’ that they
invented to achieve their objective was “appropriate” and cost-
effective, invoking the sense of individual and collective self-
respect of the villagers (one of the elements in Sen's non-
economic objectives of development). An example of creativity
that did not wait and ‘did not need to wait, for raising the
capability of the actors who had no education or training for
the task they addressed, to deliver what both the market as
well as the state failed to deliver. And it is conceivable that an
attempt on the part of the state to “train” them - to raise their
capability — for this task would have misdirected them away
from what was possible and how.

This by no means is a point or an argument against raising the
capability of the people to promote their creativity. There
cannot be any question that capability, if raised by education,
training or otherwise in a proper social context and
environment, can enhance the creativity of people by adding
possible new directions of creativity as well as by brinding
technical knowledge, experience, etc. at the disposal of
creativity. It may be suggested, however, that the ability of an
individual or a collective of individuals to astonish the world
by one’s creativity is independent of one’s educational status
or technical knowledge or experience and, in that sense. of
one’s capability. It should also be independent of one’s income
or entitlement, except to the extent that creativity is a function
of human organs which require a minimum of nourishment. It
may also be suggested that any person’s creativity at any level
of capability is unlimited even if one's creativity may be
enhanced by higher capability. Indeed, this, i.e. the power of
unlimited creativity at any level of education and training, may
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be suggested as the basic quality that distinguishes the
human species from other living beings.

And if so, then one may suggest that human beings must have

an urge to fulfil their creativity, by way of doing things

themselves, solving their own problems themselves in their

own ways, exploring, inventing and experimenting®. As it has

been observed by India’s greatest philosopher, Rabindranath
Tagore:

“In his experiments with creating life the Creator suddenly
becomes quite daring when he comes to creating human
beings. He does not confine the freedom of its soul
Outwardly the species is thrown naked, armourless and
weak in all respects while its soul is freed to fly. Elated by
the joy of this freedom it cries out: ‘I shall do the
impossible!’, meaning I shall not accept that what has been
happening all the time will continue to happen - what does
not happen will also happen” .

(Tagore,1947 ed. pp 320-321. Present author's
translation).

The most decisive proof of this proposition is, of course, “old
man Adam”, who initiated the process of human civilization
merely with his two bare hands and his brain, without any
“entitlement” or “capability” in the modern sense (for an
inspiration on this question recall Michelangelo’s famous
painting “The Creation of Adam”, in which the Creator is
transferring his creative power to his best creation).

The urge of the human species to create is an urge for self-
realization, a notion widely found in the creativist development
literature. The term was perhaps first suggested by Aristotle in
his concept of entelechy (literary meaning “self-completion”).
People must have many other urgdes, but the urge to fulfil one's
creativity and thereby realize oneself is primary!0. And it
should, therefore, be an objective of development to give the
people freedom and space, to stimulate (“animate”; see Fals
Borda 1985 & Tilakaratna 1987) them and to assist them, to
express their creativity at any level of their development. This,
“creativists” would argue, should be a primary entitlement to
which the people should have a right.

The youth of village KK in Bangladesh got this right from the
liberation war of 1971.The unauthorized support that they got
from the government agency clerks at Thakurgaon also
derived its legitimacy from the liberation war. Thus seizing
their entitlement to take creative initiatives the youth in turn
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provided entitlement to literacy to the villagers which
otherwise was not available and would not have been available
in such a short time. There are countless other examples all
over the world of people’s mobilizations or community action
to innovatively create entitlements for the people in food,
education, health, extension services, technology etc.'!, as
against the state-versus-market discourse that is usually
prevalent and to which Sen has also confined his own
reflections. It is important, one would suggest, that the third
agency — local communities and people’s collectives - be
considered as a serious alternative to provide some of the
desired entitlements to the people!2. As argued above, this
would with the same stroke provide entitlement to the people
to express their creativity and thereby help them fulfil this
primary urge as well. This is not to suggest that community
action will in all cases deliver any particular entitlement more
efficiently than the state or the market; but there are examples
of colossal and costly failures of both the market and the state
to provide a desired entitlement to the people, and of
community action doing better. both in economic as well as in
human terms. The literacy movement in village KK in
Bangladesh is but one such example!3.

4. Creative engagement versus poverty alleviation

Development economics has been concerned with sufficiently
remunerative employment for the people that reduce their
pecuniary poverty without regard for the scope for creativity in
employment. Economics traditionally views employment or
work by itself to have negative utility, desirable only because
of the income it fetches. Creative engagement on the other
hand is engagement in work that by itself gives direct utility?<.
The neglect of the creative aspect or otherwise of human
engagement has resulted in a sad labeling of people as “poor”
simply because of their income or entitlement status
irrespective of the fulfillment they may be getting from their
life through creative engagement. A classic story of the
rejection of such labeling by the concerned people themselves
has been told by Wolfgang Sachs (1992) about his encounter
with the Tepitans in Mexico. The Tepitans had been ravaged
by an earthquake and were engaged in a total community
mobilization to come out of the disaster. Sachs looking at their
impressive  mobilization and collective engagement
nevertheless slipped. and called these people “terribly poor”.
To this a Tepitan stiffened and said "No somos pobres, somos
Tepitanos”(*We are not poor, we are Tepitans”). A story worth
telling a thousand times over to poverty watchers in the
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development profession and establishments. To bring the
point home I shall report below another of my personal
experiences communicating the same message :

I had been requested by the Organization of Rural
Associations for Progress (ORAP) in Matabeleland,
Zimbabwe to present a paper in a review seminar on their
work in 1987. The theme of my paper had been chosen by
ORAP leaders, and was: “The Concept of Community
Participation through Family Units to Attack the “Vicious
Circle of Hunger and Poverty”™. In my paper (Rahman
1987) 1 attacked the title itself. asking why they were
calling themselves poor when they were so admirably
engaged in development tasks after their liberation —
wasn't this the beginning of a constructive life for them to
move forward without being dragged back by a negative
self-identity? After the seminar and after dinner when I
was strolling out alone in the dark outside the tent in the
open field, a man came up to me, introduced himself as a
village blacksmith involved in the ORAP movement, and
repeatedly slapped my back with his big hands, saying: “I
want to thank you for telling us that we are not poor”! As
if I had helped lift a heavy burden from his shoulders, and
he was able now to move and breathe freely!!s

This is not to suggest that these people should not have more
entitlements than they have - in fact, they should have
entitlements not ofily to things like food, education and health
services but also to the “surplus” that they produce and lose
to rentier classes in the society, a question of entitlement that
has not yet featured in the (non-Marxist) development
discourse. These are undoubtedly questions of their rights.
But it is also a question of their right as to how they are
labeled — by their positive attributes or by what they lack, to
be admired or to be looked at with compassion if not pitied by
others. And the fact that they are fulfilled by their creative
engagement in shaping their lives is more than what poverty
alleviators can reasonably promise to most of the “poor” of any
nation in their lifetime. Certainly, many of these “poor” will die
as “poor” as they are doing, no matter what state policies are
taken to provide material entitlements for them, simply
because the eradication of mass poverty is a long-run
question. Hence the operational question for many of the
“poor” is: how much fulfillment can they have during the life
that they will live? In an answer to this question the possibility
of giving them fulfillment from creative engagement, deriving
direct utility from such engagement in addition to whatever
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other entitlements that can be provided to them, should seem
to merit serious consideration. And, as we have shown and
argued, creative engagement by the people can add to the
entitlements that the state (and the market) can provide to the
multitudes of a county’s “poor”, and this possibility of self-
provision of entitlements simultaneously bringing direct
fulfillment from creative labour may not be overlooked.

5. Individual versus collective creativity

The examples given above of people’s creativity are examples
of collective creativity in which people have set tasks for
themselves and worked together to accomplish them. In the
process individuals thus engaged, of course, display individual
creativity toward accomplishing the common task. This may
be contrasted with .individual creativity to accomplish
individual tasks independent of any collective objective. In its
Cartesian tradition development thinking has traditionally
been concerned more with questions of individual
development aggregated into measures of social development
rather than with organic development of collective entities or
“communities”. The creativist view of development on the other
hand has been more concerned with “collective development”
within the framework of collective action. The principal motive
for this bias toward collective creativity in the creativist view
has been the consideration that individuals traditionally
deprived of access to means of development need to join hands
and act together to overcome structural obstacles to their
development and to the liberation of their creativity!e.
However, in recent times a theory is gaining ground emerging
from systemic inquiries in several disciplines leading to an
alternative understanding of living systems and their
evolution, a theory which lends additional support to the
collectivist view of development derived from the notion of
collective creativity!”.

This emerging theory of living systems departs from
Darwinism in explaining the evolution of life: while the role of
random mutation and natural selection (competition) are still
acknowledged, the focus in this theory is more on creativity,
on life’s reaching out into novelty, creating forms of ever-
increasing diversity and complexity. Creativity referred to here
is the collective creativity of a species whose members are
interconnected through a special pattern of network!s. It is
being established that not individual existence but
relationships are the essence of the living world — just as an
objective reality does not exist independent of the observer, a
component (an “individual”) in a living system does not exist
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(as a question of self-cognition) except in relation to other
parts (Bateson 1972,1979). A living system whose
components are thus interconnected evolves - transforms
itself — collectively and organically by creatively adapting to its
environment and reaching out for novelty. A theory of
evolution of living systems is thus emerging which gives vital
importance to cooperation in the evolutionary process as
against nineteenth century Darwinism which sees mainly
competition in nature, and also points to collective self-
realization as its internal motive force for evolution or
development (creative unfolding).

However, components of a living system may enjoy various
degrees of autonomy vis-a-vis the system (collective) which
facilitate their creativity as individuals. This depends on the
development of the brain of the species in question toward
giving the components power of individual conceptualization.
Such power enables an individual component of a species to
create an individual reality or world to provide motive force for
one’s creativity and self-realization. The human brain being
the most advanced among all species, individual members of
mankind enjoy the maximum degree of (mental) autonomy for
individual action. And this creates the great problematic of
tension between individuals and “society” in the human race
as individual realities differ widely, the problematic whose
logical properties Arrow, Sen and others have sought to unveil
in their works on social choice. This problematic changes its
arena of discourse when people get engaged in collective social
action. It is then no longer a question of aggregation of
individual orderings for social choice; it gets transformed
instead into a question of arriving at a collective consensus for
collective choice. This question of collective choice is not
merely a question of formal logic to choose the “collective
optimum” but also of agreed norms of democratic decision
making as well as of processes and culture of interpersonal
communication in which dialogical exchanges as well as
sensory communication and their dynamics can play
significant mediating roles. Instead of Pareto-optimal points
the problematic may now yield a different set of “optimal”
points in the sense of points of consensus which all members
of the collective concerned accept, with or without reservation,
while superior points may remain to be explored. The
acceptance gives such points an “equilibrium” character (the
collective does not break down, and deviations would be
censored by the collective by agreement), and makes these
points “superior” to those Pareto-optimal points which may or
may not be acceptable to one or other of the parties involved.

25



In this sense the field of what one may call “cooperative
equilibrium” points may be viewed as superior to the field of
“competitive equilibrium” points which Pareto-optimum points
are.

Many agree that the world today is facing a crisis of survival
not only of the human race but of the planet itself, as a result
of individuals (or small networks of individuals ) channeling
their creativity in directions against the vital interests of
mankind as well as of nature. Indeed, the concept of modern
civilization seems tilted more toward the granting of individual
rights and encouraging competition within the human race
than toward promoting cooperation and safeguarding vital
interests of society, mankind and nature. Perhaps there is
need for deep reflection here, to discover how a better balance
may be attained, and an awareness can be kindled that the
pain of any member of our race (and of nature) is my pain, and
that my survival as a race and also as a member of honour of
my race depends on her survival and dignified existence!?. But
this is a question not merely of rights but also of practice, to
keep connectedness and cooperation, between people and
between man and nature, as a live and active force. This is
becoming all the more urgent as the revolutionary
development of modern technology by way of the computer
and the media is contributing to the further isolation of man
from man and nature, connecting as they are doing more
through machines than through the senses and, therefore,
calling for special efforts to keep the sensory connectedness
alive.

6. Conclusion

As [ have said at the outset, the sages and philosophers of the
Indian subcontinent have propounded a view of mankind as a
connected system and have wanted this connectedness to be
strengthened. Amartya Sen, the greatest
philosopher—economist of this world today, inherits the same
tradition, and the world will await his further reflections on
the meaning of development from the point of view of the
deepest urges of human beings?20.
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after World War 1I, as a discourse for national and international
action toward advancement of industrially backward countries.

Sen has looked for data onGNP rather than GDP and has not
always found them (Sen 1983).
For an overview of the emergence of holistic thinking in modern

Inquiries in a number of disciplines see Capra (1982). See also
n5.

See Ekins and Max-Neef (1992) for a collection of contributions
on what has been called “Real Life Economics”.
[ have discussed elsewhere the creativist views of development
implicit in Marx and Mao (Rahman 1989). For my own further
reflections on the subject see Rahman (1993c¢).

A fuller account of this literacy movement is available in Bengali
in Rahman (1992 & 1997).

The writer went to the village and personally verified that every
villager above the age of seven, male and female, was able to read
and write easy conversational sentences and sign one’s name.
This was the first ever village in the country from which illiteracy
in this sense had been completely wiped out.

See Rahman (1989) for a discussion of this urge as a “basic need”
in addition to*the five basic needs - food, clothing, shelter,
medical care, education - that are conventionally recognized. See
also Rahman (1990, section 4) for a critique of conventional
notion of treating saving as sacrifice of consumption insofar as
saving (investment] may be a positive way of channeling one's
creativity - an ultimate act of consumption. This also questions
conventional “optimum growth theory” preoccupied with
optimizing time-streams of consumption, since the distinction
between consumption and saving (investment) from the point of
view of activities yielding immediate direct satisfaction
disappears.

As modern quantum physics has established, Man (the term is
generically used to include woman) creates the world itself since
reality does not exist independently of Man's method of observing
it. It is interesting to note that about the same time that Werner
Heisenberg and Niels Bohr were debating with Einstein on a
scientific level on this finding of quantum theory which Einstein
could not accept, Tagore made the same point at a philosophical
level in a private exchange with Einstein (Dutta and Robinson
1995, pp 294-295. See also Tagore 1931).

Literature on this abound. Only as examples, see Chavunduka
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1985, Morse et al 1995, Rahman 1984 & 1993c¢, and Tilakaratna
1984 & 1989.

As Tagore observed (Tagore 1905 p 527-8): “today the state is
looked up to to provide water, and one has to kneel to the state
even for provision of education. The tree which once blossomed
its own flowers is today spreading its emaciated branches toward
the sky to make petititons for a shower of flowers. Even
supposing that its petition were granted, what is its fulfillment
from this ?” (translation by the author).

Another outstanding example from Bangladesh is the Self-
reliance Movement in Rangpur district: this movement during the
famine of 1974 rejected all forms of relief as well as the gruel
kitchens set up by the state, imposed community control upon
surplus food in village households, and provided entitlement to
food to distressed families against honourable work devised in
community meetings. Thus entitlement both to food and human
self-respect was ensured (Rahman 1993, ch.V, & Rahman 1998).

The traditional view of development has placed machines above
people, losing sight of the fact that machines are also an
expression of people’s creativity, and of the point that the act of
creation of the machine rather than its use is the more glorious
human act.

To the author this was an unsurpassable personal reward of a life
time!

Contradiction between man and nature also generates_collective
action. For a further discussion see the author's reflections in
Rahman (1981), pp 46-47.

A lucid exposition of this emerging theory by way of a synthesis
of findings in the various disciplines -e.g. biology, psychology,
ecology and cybernetics - has recently been presented by Fritjof
Capra (1996).

The pattern of network has been termed “autopoiesis”, meaning
“self-making”(as a network), a pattern in which the function of
each component is to participate in the production or
transformation (“development”} of other components in the
network (Maturana and Varela 1972 & 1980). The underlying
concept has striking similarity with concepts of “building” and
“sharpening” each other found in the vernacular language of
Bantu tribes in South Africa as embodied in their words
‘uakana” and “uglolana” respectively. These are profound
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popular conceptualizations of the notion of non-hierarchical
collective development in which.no one goes “ahead” of others and
thereafter turns to “develop” others (see Rahman 1990, section 4)
- conceptualizations now finding support in evolution theory.

The “human development index” of the UNDP also misses this
point, treating as it does the question of individual development
as an individual question unrelated with one's relation with
fellow humans. This would certify some of the most
“underdeveloped” humans as highly “developed” —e.g. Rudolf
Hitler, Ferdinand Marcos, General Yahya, General Pinochet -
insofar as they might score high marks according to the criteria
of income, education (as conventionally assessed) and life
expectancy. The missing criterion is caring for fellow members of
society. It should not be difficult to devise indicators of this
criterion: e.g. for individuals, effective concern and care for fellow
humans as testified by family, neighbouring community and
wider society; for society, one could start with first
approximation measures like the number of active “mutual help
and care” organizations in the society in relation to its
population.

There is &lso the very important question of what is preventing
meaningful development of countries of the Third World. This
question of the national and international political economy is a
subject that is being discussed widely, but again, outside the
mainsiream of development economics. Sen has not analyzed
this question in any detail (to the best of my knowledge) but has,
indeed, taken the radical position that “Much of the task of
economic development consists of changing the entire structure in
order to eliminate the conditions which are responsible for the
injustice and exploitation that characterize the world today"(Sen
1990, p 105; translation from Bengali by the present author.
Italics added). Development economics , indeed, will remain a
discipline of questionable value if not altogether misleading, if it
cannot unite with analysis of the political economy of
development,
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