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Abstract

As an equality producing mechanism Martha Nussbaum presents a list of ten central human
capabilities which, if realised, will lead to a dignified life. The purpose of this thesis is to discover
if it is reasonable to suggest that Nussbaum’s list of central human capacities equates to a unified
definition of dignity. By examining the parallels between the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(hereafter written as PRSPs) from Madagascar and Yemen and the capabilities on the list,
similarities and differences will be analyzed. In conclusion, all the capabilities on Nussbaum’s list
are represented in the PRSPs but not all Nussbaum’s requirements of what the capability should
include. However, it can be deduced from this that Nussbaum overly simplifies the concept of
human dignity. Thus, due to the lack of a clear and unified definition of dignity Nussbaum’s list

cannot be considered a universal definition of dignity.

Keywords: Martha Nussbaum, Capability Approach, Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, Dignity,

Poverty
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1 Introduction

The concept of dignity can be understood in many different ways and gives the illusion of
agreement where there is a deep philosophical divide. The preamble of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights states, that “(...) recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and
inalienable rights of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and
peace in the world”.! This text roughly interpreted says that dignity is something that needs to be
recognized. However, the preamble bases this recognition on faith, as evidenced by its reference
to the section of the Charter of the United Nations which states that “the people in the United
Nation have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and
worth of the human person”? The wording ‘reaffirmed their faith’ indicates not only a pre-
existing recognition of dignity but also a faith in human dignity.> Additionally, the term inherent
dignity, which is said to reside within ‘all members of the human family’, is used, leading one to
draw the conclusion that dignity is an expression of the unity of all mankind.# In this sense, the
Declaration declares that dignity is universally agreed upon as a concept.

The Declaration also provides additional references to the concept of dignity in article 22
and 23 with references to social rights. Article 22 states that everyone is entitled to the realization
of economic, social and cultural rights “indispensable for his dignity, and the free development of
his personality”. Likewise, article 23 paragraph 3, aims to ensure “an existence worthy of human
dignity” based on the right to just and favorable remunerations. Both use dignity as an instrument
for measuring quality of life. Supporting these qualities should be the focus of state action).?

Even though the Declaration seems to assume that a universal definition of dignity exists, no
clear definition is provided. The concept of dignity is, therefore, problematic as it is referred to as
universal without an accompanying definition. The present thesis will illustrate the conceptual
difficulties associated with dignity by comparing Martha Nussbaum’s list of central human

capabilities, which is built on a normative universal standpoint of what a dignified life should

1 Preamble to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
2 Ibid

3 Dicke, Klaus, “The Founding Function of Human Dignity”, in Dicke & Ritschle, The Concept of Human Dignity in
Human Rights Discourse, p. 115

#Ibid p. 114

5 Ritschle, Dietrich, “Can ethical Marxism be derived from theological concepts of human dignity?” in Dicke &
Ritschle, The Concept of Human Dignity in Human Rights Discourse, p. 118 & Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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include, with reference to the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers from Madagascar and the
Republic of Yemen. This should provide a wider understanding of the complexity of the concept

of human dignity.

1.1 Research Question

This thesis asks whether it is reasonable to say that Nussbaum’s list of central human capacities
equates to a unified definition of dignity. This will be done by answering the following questions:
Is Martha Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities for a dignified life confirmed by the
PRSP priority list from Madagascar and Yemen? Does Nussbaum’s list of central human

capabilities make assumptions about human dignity?

1.2 Theory

Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach will be the main theory used in this thesis. The capability
approach, with its origins in Amartya Sen’s work, has affected the political sphere dramatically as
it has, among other things, changed the very definition of poverty. The capability approach
describes life as built upon the realization of capabilities, and that every human being is able to
develop these through freedom to exercise their capabilites. Flourish when they are allowed to
develop their capabilities through dynamic activity, which is the key to the good life. Martha
Nussbaum presents, what she believes to be, the most important ingredients for a good and
dignified life through her list of central human capabilities. The ten capabilities on her list present
the minimum criterion for the realization of dignity. Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach and

her list of central human capabilities will be further discussed and described in chapter 3 and 4.

1.3 Methodology and Material

Questioning Martha Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities as a minimum standard for
dignity has revealed dignity’s conceptual complexity. The definitions of dignity and poverty, and
an explanation of the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSP) will be presented first, as these
are the central concepts of the present thesis. The description of the PRSP focuses on its
Participatory Assessment Process to get a wider understanding of what the papers are and should
include. This is followed by a presentation of Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach with a
focus on the concept of dignity and her list of central human capabilities in order to gain a basic
understanding of her theory. The PRSPs from Madagascar and Yemen have been analyzed in

relation to the ten central capabilities to provide an understanding of the similarities and
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differences between the two by trying to find the ten central capabilities represented in the PRSPs
to test Nussbaum’s theory of a minimum criteria for a dignified life. It has been important to
keep in mind previous critical research on the PSRP. Despite acknowledging such research, the
present thesis maintains a focus on the capability approach rather than the PRSP. However, the
comparison between the capabilities and the papers is followed by a summary and analysis of the
results with a focus on the concept of dignity and Martha Nussbaum’s claim of overlapping
consensus (universalism). A final discussion brings a focus to the complexity inherent in the

definition and concept of human dignity.

1.4 Delimitations

This thesis will focus on Martha Nussbaum’s version of the capability approach rather than
Amartya Sen’s. The reason for this is that Sen’s Capability approach makes assumptions about
quality of life, which intends to advance the idea by asking what people are able to do or be.
Martha Nussbaum’s approach brings the capability approach to a new level by involving people’s
level of satisfaction and the amount of resources they are able to command which she believes to
be the ultimate gauge of quality of life.® Nussbaum presents a list of Central Human Capabilities
which she believes goes “(...) beyond the merely comparative use of the capability space to
articulate an account of how capabilities, together with the idea of a threshold level, can provide a
basis for constitutional principles that citizens have a right to demand from their governments”.’
Nussbaum’s list, her theory of threshold, and the idea of a social minimum of capabilities strives
for a realistic framework. This framework was created to construct basic principles that can serve
as the foundation for constitutional guarantees to which nations should be held responsible by
their citizens.® Nussbaum’s realistic framework and her argument that the list should be the
minimum criteria for human dignity has made her the focus of this thesis, rather than Sen or
other scholars’ capability approaches. However, there are limitations that come with Nussbaum’s
approach as she usually focuses her capability approach on women and their life situation. This
thesis has, however, limited the space for sole women as this thesis focuses on human dignity as
it relates to all human beings.

Because the definition of human dignity is individualistic it was not possible to mention all

of the definitions. Within the scope of dignity religion is usually a contributing factor. This thesis

6 Nussbaum, Martha C, Women and Human Development: The capability approach, p. 12

7 Ibid

8 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, p. 298
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will not delve deeply into the religious implications of dignity, but instead will simply mention
religion’s existence. The aim of this thesis is to analyze Nussbaum’s idea of human dignity and if
a dignity line can or does exist. Therefore, the different theories surrounding dignity will be
limited to that which can define Nussbaum’s approach.

The aim of this thesis is not to investigate the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers’
effectiveness or implementation. Rather, it is the aim of this thesis to view the Poverty Reduction
Strategy Paper as a tool by which the concept of human dignity, the capability approach and
human rights can be analyzed. Consequently, this thesis does not aim to discuss whether the
PRSPs are an effective method for poverty reduction. This thesis has chosen to focus on the
PRSP because it is supposed to be built upon the participatory assessment which makes citizens’
voices heard. This thesis takes into account the PRSPs’ complications and assures that the PRSP
is not seen as a directly linked to the will of the citizens of Madagascar and Yemen. However, this
thesis limits criticism of the PRSPs because the focus of the thesis rests on Martha Nussbaum’s
list of central human capabilities. It is, therefore, very important to note that this thesis will not
investigate the legitimacy and effectiveness of the PRSP from Madagascar and Yemen. The

PRSPs are solely used as practical examples even though their utility is limited.



2 Central Definitions and Concepts

Dignity surrounds our society as a concept and as a necessity for life and worthiness. According
to Martha Nussbaum and her list of central human capabilities a certain amount of capabilities
have to be fulfilled for a life to be dignified. Poverty, on the other hand, is, from the perspective
of the capability approach, seen as capability deprivation and, consequently, as undignified. This
section will provide a definition of dignity and poverty. Additionally, the Poverty Reduction

Strategy Papers will be introduced.

2.1  Dignity
Human dignity plays a large role in every-day-language statements as an ethical concept.
Additionally, dignity surrounds socio-political and constitutional law concerning human value.’
Even though different scholars agree upon human dignity being part of the human condition
there is no unified definition of the concept. According to Stoic philosophy, the whole world is
surrounded by reason and the rationality of God. Human beings are interconnected with nature,
social communities and even God. The Stoic notion of human dignity has exercised a significant
influence on later Western thinkers.!Y The Stoic concept of human dignity is that it is given by
nature and is axiomatic in nature. In contrast to the Stoic idea, human beings are placed in a
dominant position over nature from a traditional biblical standpoint. This dominant position
mirrors the distinction between God and the wotld. However, the biblical text has been
reinterpreted in recent years to indicate that human beings are responsible for the non-human
creations rather than dominating them. Meanwhile, human dignity is not something inherent
within humans but rather imparted to the human being by God; ergo, the claim that humans
were made “in the image of God”.!!

Immanuel Kant criticizes the classical theological foundation of human dignity. However, he
believed, as did the bible, that human beings are above nature. His focus lies, on the other hand,
on freedom as the indicator and guarantee of the prominent status of the human being over

nature. Kant’s famous wording: “act so as to treat humanity never only as a mean but always as

9 Ritschle, Dietrich, “Can ethical Marxism be derived from theological concepts of human dignity?” in Kretzmer &
Klein The Concept of Human Dignity in Human Rights Discourse, p. 87

10Tbid, p. 95
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an end”, indicates that human beings only live one life and, therefore, that dignity needs to exist
in order to make human life morally worthy. Just as with the Stoic philosophical definition of
human dignity, Kant believed human beings to be surrounded by reason. Human dignity exists
due to the human being’s power to reason which enables humans to exercise freedom and to
follow moral imperatives.!? Similar reasoning can be found in Martha Nussbaum’s capability
approach.

Human dignity can also be places by the means of treaty. Thomas Hobbes and John Locke’s
understanding of human dignity is built upon the understanding of human dignity as vulnerable
and dependant upon the State. Hobbes believes humans to be cruel and, therefore, that a strong
absolute state is needed to create control over their aggressiveness. Locke, on the other hand,
believed that the natural state of human life existed in the state and laws. Both of them viewed
individual dignity and rights as prior to any social structure, or set of rules which needed to either
be protected by state or by a contract. Human dignity is, consequently, given to those who
behave in accordance with laws. Hobbes and Locke’s idea of human dignity has certain
similarities with the biblical conception as rights are not given by nature but depend on certain
steps by society. John Rawls, as an example of a modern thinker, presents a reconstruction of the
need of state to protect human dignity, through his .4 Theory of Justice. He emphasizes the human
need for principles, rules, and structure in order to achieve and safeguard equality and a relative

stability of justice.!?

2.2 Poverty

The capability approach contributed shifted the conceptualization of poverty from a traditional
utilitarian view, seen in terms of income-deprivation and development in terms of economic
growth by the GNP per capita approach, to include aspects such as health, education, political
and religious liberty, gender and racial justice.!* The debate surrounding poverty focuses on ways
to approach the underlying standard of living, as the common definition of poverty rests upon
whether or not a given person’s living standard is below some minimal level.!> This minimal level

is usually determined by a poverty line, which reflects on the calculations about the money

12 1bid, p. 96-97
13 Ibid, p. 96
14 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, p. 282

15 Calvo, César & Dercon, Stefan, “Chronic Poverty and All That”, in Addison et al., Poverty Dynamics: Interdisciplinary
Perspectives, p. 29



required for a subsistence living including housing, food and other necessities. The poverty line
does not usually reflect regional or local differences in the cost of living. However, there are
several varieties of poverty lines, with each having its own information basis and method. At the
UN World Summit on Social Development, in 1995, 117 governments agreed upon two
definitions of poverty — those being absolute and overall poverty. The UN defines absolute
poverty as “... a condition characterized by severe deprivation of basic human needs, including
food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education and information. It
depends not only in income but also on access to services”.!® Moreover, overall poverty was

considered to take various forms, including:

” ...lack of income and productive resources to ensure sustainable livelihood; hunger and
malnutrition; ill health; limited or lack of access to education and other basic services;
increased morbidity and morality from illness; homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe
environments and social discrimination and exclusion. It is also characterized by lack of
participation in decision-making and in civil, social and cultural life. It occurs in all countries:
as mass poverty in many developing countries, pockets of poverty amid wealth in developed
countries, loss of livelihood as a result of disaster or conflict, the poverty of low-wage workers,

ad the utter distribution of people who fall outside family support systems, social institutions

and safety nets.”!”

The World Bank’s definition of poverty is based on income or consumption levels. A person is
considered poor if his or her consumption or income level falls below the set poverty line. Their
poverty lines vary in time and place, and each country uses lines which are appropriate to its level
of development, societal norms and values. However, the World Bank, in an effort to estimate
poverty worldwide, used a single poverty line for the purpose of global aggregation and
comparison. The World Bank then used reference lines set at 1.25 and 2 dollars per day.!®
According to Gordon, this line is meaningless. He states that: “It is impossible to tell from the
World Bank poverty line whether or not a household with an income below their threshold has
sufficient money to live decently or not.” This thesis will see poverty from the capability

approach definition, as a capability-deprivation which is a constitutive part of development.?’

16 Gordon, David, “The international measurement of poverty and anti-poverty policies” in Townsend & Gordon
(eds), World Poverty: New policies to defeat an old enemy, p. 59

17 1bid
18 \orld Bank, http://www.wotldbank.org

19 Gordon, David, “The international measurement of poverty and anti-poverty policies” in Townsend & Gordon
(eds), World Poverty: New policies to defeat an old enemy, p. 67

20 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, p. 283 & Nankani, Gobind, Page,
John, & Judge, Lindsay, “Human Rights and Poverty Reduction Strategies” in Human Rights and Development: Towards
Mutual Reinforcement, p. 477-478



2.3 Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper

The capability approach shifted poverty’s conceptualization from solely economic dimensions to
a multidisciplinary concept. Consequently, the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) took the
opportunity to strengthen the links between debt relief, poverty reduction, and governance. The
result was that the PRSP came into use by the World Bank and the IMF. The use of poverty
reduction strategy papers covers most very poor countries and involves considerable resources. It
also contributes to the realization of human rights, and whether changes in the process might
enhance this contribution.?! Countries have to produce such papers in order to qualify for debt
relief under the Heavily Indebted Poor Country debt reduction process (HIPC), which is under
the auspices of the IMF and the World Bank.?? The World Bank and the IMF are not allowed to
interfere in their member states national politics but rather the must engage in particular
reconstruction- and development projects. The idea is that the PRSP will focus on the national
poverty of the country that presents the PRSP and is built upon national ownership. Aid through
the PRSP is based upon policies which the PRSP constitutes.

The PRSP is used as one of the major instruments to achieve the Millennium Development
Goals as it is expected to be “the superior and most promising device for fighting poverty”.??
The reason for this optimism is the broad based participation of the civil-society which fosters
national ownership. In turn, the belief is that this will promote strategies that enhance poverty
reduction. The PRSP should, according to the World Bank, present priorities for
macroeconomic, structural, and social policies which will together comprise a comprehensive
strategy for achieving poverty reduction with targets and indicators for monitoring the process.?*
This should be done through a participatory process which is supposed to reflect the
multidimensional nature of poverty by identifying economic, social, political and cultural
constraints upon reducing poverty. This is supposed to be developed through wide ranging
stakeholder engagement with the process, from civil society organizations, private sector bodies,
woman’s groups, church bodies, and trade unions. The participatory poverty assessments are

designed to ensure that the voices of poor people themselves find expression in the PRSP, which

21 Nankani, Gobind, Page, John, & Judge, Lindsay, Human Rights and Poverty Reduction Strategies, p. 475-476, in
Human Rights and Development: Towards Mutual Reinforcement

22 Nankani, Gobind, Page, John, & Judge, Lindsay, Human Rights and Poverty Reduction Strategies, p. 475-476, in
Human Rights and Development: Towards Mutual Reinforcement

23 1bid
24 1hid



is a central principle of the PRSP.? The World Bank thinks that if this principle is upheld all
stakeholders will gain collective benefits and all actors will be more committed to implement
poverty reduction “initiatives as well as ensure the sustainability of such initiatives”.?¢ The
program is intended to promote a large social movement in which all levels of society participate.
The PRSP initiative should originate within the countries themselves which means that the
each country has national ownership. According to the World Bank, a PRSP is a part of the
national ownership if civil society is engaged in the process of establishing the document and if
their concerns are taken into account in the PRSP document.?” In other wotds, the citizens are,
according to the World Bank and the IMF, the key actors to sustained poverty reduction.?® The
donors’ position, according to country ownership, are not to distort national priorities or
undermine their capacities.”” In conclusion, the PRSPs’ initiative is based on five core principles:
first, national ownership, second, result orientation, third, comprehensive partnership orientation,
fourth, coordination of participation of development partners, and, fifth, the adoption of a long-

term perspective.®

25 Nankani, Gobind, Page, John, & Judge, Lindsay, Human Rights and Poverty Reduction Strategies, p. 480, in
Human Rights and Development: Towards Mutual Reinforcement

26 The World Bank, www.worldbank.org
27 Tbid
28 Thid

29 Nankani, Gobind, Page, John, & Judge, Lindsay, Human Rights and Poverty Reduction Strategies, p. 484, in
Human Rights and Development: Towards Mutual Reinforcement

30 The World Bank, www.worldbank.org
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3 Martha Nussbaum’s Capability Approach

The capability approach presents the ingredients required for living a good and dignified life.
Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach brings the approach to a new level by taking into
account people’s level of satisfaction and the amount of resources they are able to command
which she believes to be where the quality of human life is situated.’! By presenting a list of
central human capacities and developing an idea of a threshold of capabilities which the state
needs to implement she believes she has delivered a benchmark for how rights should be
provided and secured.’> Martha Nussbaum argues that her capability approach presents the
minimum criteria for a human being to live a dignified life. This section will take a closer look at
Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach with particular focus on her concept of human dignity

and her list of Central Human Capabilities.

3.1  'The Capability Approach

The capability approach begins from a political conception of the human being and of a life that
is dignified.>® Nussbaum’s focus lies on a philosophical level as she uses the idea of human
dignity and human development as an important foundational principle* This idea is derived
from Aristotle’s notion of the human being as a political animal and from Marx’s idea that the
human being is a creature “in need of a plurality of life-activities”.?> Her definition of dignity is
not separated from capabilities but defined by the way they “intertwined with them and their
definition.”*® Nussbaum believes the right and the good to be intertwined, whereas, a life worthy
of human dignity is constituted by having the capabilities in her list.>” Nussbaum bases this
argument on Aristotle’s belief that “in general, people seek not the way of their ancestors, but the

good”. %

31 Nussbaum, Martha C, Women and Human Development: The capability approach, p. 12
32 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, S pecies Membership, p. 287
33 Ibid, p. 180
34 Nussbaum, Martha C, Women and Human Development: The capability approach, p. 13
3 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, S pecies Membership, p. 162
36 Ibid
37 Ibid
38 Nussbaum, Martha C, Women and Human Development: The capability approach, p. 49
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The good life, according to Nussbaum, from Aristotle’s view is that the good means to allow
a human to flourish. Nussbaum adapts this view by saying that the capability approach is an idea
of respecting each person’s struggle to flourish.*” She believes that dignity can be secured if
justice is accurately conceptualized and achieved. For example, Nussbaum believes that her list of
ten capabilities provides a minimum account of social justice giving respect for persons by
treating them in ways they can see to be justified.® In other words, if the capability approach and
Nussbaum’s threshold for states is upheld, social justice will be secured. This in turn will establish
security for human dignity.*!

Nussbaum argues that there must be a prior evaluation which chooses capabilities that are
good and places the most central capabilities in a priority list defining the minimal conditions for
a dignified life. Additionally, Nussbaum argues that it is the task of political and social institutions
to secure these basic capabilities.*” Thus, human dignity needs to be fulfilled and not undermined
by hunger, violent assault, or unequal political treatment. With these facts Nussbaum concludes
that society agrees that we all want to live in decent and respectful terms with one another. The
world needs to be morally decent so all human beings have what they need to live a life of human
dignity.*® Overlapping consensus on a social minimum of capabilities is supposed to make
Nussbaum’s capability approach politically realistic and applicable by providing a starting point
for discussing important development policy issues.

Much of Nussbaum’s work is seen from an Aristotelian perspective and presented as
universalistic, just like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which she calls an overlapping
consensus. She views her theory, in other words, as “fully available internationally across lines of
tradition and religion”.* However, she is clear that she does not want to be thought of as
drawing all the material in her arguments from the tradition of Western democracies. Nussbaum
argues that overlapping consensus is a justified standpoint as it can, over time, be justified to
people who hold different conceptions of a good and dignified life. Justification involves the idea
of acceptability to all, or at least to the majority. The conception can, therefore, be stable over

time if it is accepted on the basis of respect.*

3 Nussbaum, Martha C, Women and Human Development: The capability approach, p. 68

40 Rawls, John, A theory of Justice, p. 586

41 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, p. 75

42 1bid, p. 166 & Nussbaum, Martha C, Women and Human Development: The capability approach, p. 71
43 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, p. 274

# Ibid, p. 163

+ Ibid
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3.2 List of Central Human Capabilities

Nussbaum’s list, her theory of threshold and the idea of a social minimum of capabilities is an
attempt to create a realistic framework. This framework was created to construct basic principles
that can serve as the foundation for constitutional guarantees to which nations should be held
responsible by their citizens.*® According to Nussbaum, the basic idea is that a life deprived of
even one of these capacities is not a life worthy of human dignity. For these capacities to be
realized from a political level it is necessary to say that “to treat everyone as an end we will have
to take a stand on some values that will be made central for political purposes”#” The list is as
follows:

1. Life (Being able to live for the span normal for the species)

2. Bodily health (Being able to have good health, adequate nourishment and shelter)

3. Bodily integrity (Being able to be physically secure, and with rights over one’s own
body)

4. Senses, imagination, and thought (Being able to use the senses, imagine, think and
reason, and have adequately educated, informed and free from repression)

5. Emotions (Being able to have attachments to other people and things)

6. Practical reason (Being able to ‘form a conception of the good and to engage in critical
reflection for the planning of one’s life)

7. Affiliation (Being able to interact well with other people, and to imagine and empathize
with their situation; having the social basis for self-respect; not being subject to
discrimination on the grounds of race, sex, etc.)

8. Other species (Being able to live with concern for the natural world)

9. Play (Being able to play and laugh)

10. Control over one’s environment (A. Being able to participate in political processes; B.
Being able to have possessions and seek employment).*8

Nussbaum believes that all human beings are fully capable of her ten human capabilities and that
in order to achieve them all they need is the right education and material support. However,
Nussbaum does not believe that capabilities should be thought of as an instrument to create

human dignity but rather as ways of realizing life with human dignity.*’

46 Nussbaum, Martha C, Women and Human Develgpment: The capability approach, p. 12 + 298

47 1bid, p. 58

8 Ibid, p. 78-80

4 1bid, p. 83 & Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, p. 161
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4 Analysis: Dignity Line vs. Priority Lists

‘T am a great believer in theory,/...] But pure theory cannot 'freeze’ a list of capabilities for all

societies/...] That would be not only a denial of the reach of democracy, but also a misunderstanding of

what pure theory can do, completely divorced from the particular social reality that any particular society

faces™

Amartaya Sen

Martha Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities was conceived with the intention of
bringing a realistic approach to policy making and the quest for human dignity. This is important
to note since the list of central human capabilities can be said to be a general guide to ethical
practice. Therefore, there is a need to determine how individuals can attain capabilities in a
specific social context. This thesis aims to see if Madagascar and Yemen acknowledge that they
have to change their social institutions and practices in order to ensure that every individual
attains Nussbaum’s functional capabilities in line with her ethical beliefs. This section will analyze
the ten central capabilities by searching for their presence in the poverty reduction strategy papers
developed by Madagascar and Yemen. This will be done whilst keeping in mind that the PRSPs
have been produced with the goal of securing dignified lives for their citizens. Finally, the results
of the analysis will be considered with conceptions of human dignity in mind and criticisms of

Martha Nussbaum’s dignity line.

4.1  Yemen, Madagascar and the Capability Approach

From the capability approach poverty is seen as a capability-deprivation which is a constitutive
part of development. Nussbaum states that human dignity needs to be fulfilled and not be
undermined by hunger, violent assault, or unequal treatment in the political realm.>' From this we
can conclude that a certain amount of resources need to be maintained in order to ensure that
every human being becomes able to develop the capabilities to secure a dignified life. It is not
simply the quantities of resources that provide human beings with their ability to flourish.

Resources are an inadequate index of well-being because human beings have varying needs for
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resources, and also varying abilities to convert resources into productive results. Two people with
the same resources might differ greatly in the ways that matter most for social justice.”?

Yemen and Madagascar were chosen as subject states of this thesis because of their
similarities and differences. Yemen represents an Arabic country located on the Arabian
Peninsula in Southwest Asia while Madagascar is located in the Indian Ocean off the south-
eastern coast of Africa. With similar sizes and population (Yemen 23 million and a land area
around 530,000km2 and Madagascar, 587,041 km2 with a population of 19,625,000 people.)
Even though Arab immigrants have influenced the Malagasy culture, Madagascar is a
multicultural country in contrast to Yemen, where Islam is the central religion. Yemen clearly
calls for development of human resources, in other words, the development of human
capabilities. This should be done through the development of knowledge and skills, improvement
of health services and creation of job opportunities, in addition to the adoption of positive social
programs. Their general goal is to develop human capacities, “considering that human beings are
the object and means of development, and creation of a right environment for human beings to
produce and participate towards the realization of the aims and objectives of the whole
population and the local communities.” Madagascar does not mention human capabilities in the
same manner as Yemen. However, as this section will show, they mention most of the list of the

ten central human capabilities as a part of their priorities in their PRSP.

4.2  Life & Bodily Health

Nussbaum:

Nussbaum believes that life is a central human capability and that all humans should have the
right to live a natural lifespan, one that is not cut short by anything other than natural causes.>
For this to occur one must have good health, including reproductive health and for good health

one must have adequate nourishment and shelter.

Madagascar and Yemen:
The Madagascan PRSP highlights their priority of providing access to safe drinking water as, in
20006, sole 35% of the Malagasy population had access to safe drinking water.* The strategy to

improve this is to ensure adequate access to safe drinking water for all people and educate all
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people, particulatly parents and children, in safe, sanitary and hygienic practices.” Likewise,
Yemen, in their PRSP, calls for an enactment of laws and regulations related to water rights.
Additionally, Yemen places focus on increasing water production and raising coverage in urban
and rural areas as well as expanding sanitation services.*

Both Madagascar and Yemen have priorities concerning provision of health service.
Madagascar and Yemen’s basic health care centres remain underfunded and ill equipped.
Therefore, Madagascar’s PRSP’s main goal appears to be improving the quality of health services,
to ensure easy access, affordability and reliability. This will create “an educated population which
understands and uses quality health services and treatment options.” Additionally, Madagascar
will to control mortal epidemic diseases, such as malaria, tuberculosis, and sexually transmitted
diseases.”® Likewise, Yemen aims to upgrade and improve the health services by equipping and
rehabilitation of health institutions with modern health equipment; reinforced support services;
and support community participation in the management and monitoring of the performance of
health institutions. Additionally, they aim to improve basic health services and provide basic
drugs at prices affordable to low-income groups.”

Madagascar focuses more on food and basic rights than Yemen does in their PRSP. A
majority of the Malagasy households have a high malnutrition ratio. The goal for Madagascar is
to “significant [...] reduce [...] both the ratio of malnutrition among children under 5 years and
ratio of food insecurity among households and vulnerable groups.” ® The government will,
according to their PRSP, focus on the most vulnerable groups through a national community
nutrition program. Additionally, a minimum level of vital food, shelter and basic needs will be
provided for the people by “improving Social Protection management and the provision of basic
social services to the vulnerable, improving the targeting and the control of the expenditures in
social protection to maximize impact, ensure the prevention, fast reaction and the lessening of
the impact of catastrophes, and guarantee an equitable and adequate legal framework for
vulnerable groups.”® Yemen, on the other hand, solely states that they wish to “improve

economic and social conditions of women through a set of initiatives including better access to
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land, credit and social setrvices like health and education, food and watetr” %2 Thus, Yemen does

not place more focus on food and nutrition as such in their PRSP.

Analysis:

Nussbaum places adequate nourishment and shelter as top priorities for good health and the
capability to live a normal lifespan. Madagascar and Yemen both emphasise healthcare, which is
an important aspect for good health to be ensured. Additionally, both PRSPs mention the need
for safe water access and connects such access to education as citizens need to be educated in
safe water use. The need for adequate nourishment is mentioned, as a priority, in the Madagascan
PRSP. Yemen, surprisingly, does not have any food priorities even though 40% of their citizens
are considered poor.% Even more surprisingly, shelter is not specifically mentioned in the PRSP,
as the living conditions for “most of the 22 million Yemenis remains difficult”.** However,
Madagascar mentions the shelter but does not highlight it has a priority.

Even though neither Yemen nor Madagascar mentions all of the things that Nussbaum
believes should include these two capabilities it does not mean that they do not mean to secure
the living status and the capability as such. Yemen’s PRSP focuses more on creating work
possibilities and creating a better working economy. It might be that they believe this will in turn
create better living conditions and adequate nutrition. Both of the countries have taken the two
capabilities into account in their PRSP, even if Nussbaum’s description of it is not followed to

the letter.

4.3  Bodily Integrity & Practical Reason

Nussbaum:

Bodily integrity for Nussbaum means being physically secure, with rights over one’s own body,
and not to be forced to lose capacity for sexual satisfaction or be forced to conceive or bear
children. Additionally, she believes that being able to move freely from place to place, to be
secured against violent assault, and for choice in matters of reproduction, are a part of the bodily
integrity capability. The capability of practical reasoning includes being able to interact well with
other people, and to imagine and empathize with their situation and having the social basis for

self-respect and non humiliation by not being subject to discrimination on the grounds of race
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and sex. Additionally, Nussbaum believes that being able to form a conception of the good and
to engage in critical reflection for the planning of one’s life is important. This is believed to
entails protection for the liberty of conscience and religious observance.

Nussbaum believes family to be “precious but not private” and believes that the world
community should protect individual liberties of people, including their right to choose to marry,
develop a family, and associated rights. But the protection of human capabilities of family
members is always paramount. Finding a new approach to the family that is both respectful and
provides liberty and protection towards the capabilities of children should be a priority of the

global public sphere, as it should be with domestic political debate in each nation.%

Madagascar and Yemen:

The Malagasy PRSP states that women have limited access to participation in public life and the
private sector and, therefore, prescribes that “participation of women in public problem solving,
decision making and management will be substantially increased; and women’s rights will be
promoted and protected.” This will be done by integrating gender issues in all the policies, plans,
and development programs, supporting the access of women to economic opportunities,
reducing the abuse of women in all its manifestations: physical, sexual and psychological, and
eliminating traditional practices that negatively affect women.®® Additionally, differences between
genders, social categories, regions, urban and rural divides will be diminished, in school.%

Yemen states that teaching girls is an important factor in the improvement of the maternal
and infant health and nutritional conditions and in the reduction of the rate of fertility, aside
from its role in bringing about change in the position of women in the society. Therefore,
education has been placed as a central factor for equality in society.®® Yemen recognizes that
although there are “several factors that limit the participation of women, such as the prevalence
of negative social and cultural values of life due to nurturing that focuses on traditional
misconceptions with respect to the role of women and the poor application of effective laws and
legislation on women which are essentially based on equality of both sexes.”®

Both Madagascar and Yemen prioritise family planning. This is mainly due to the rapid

growth of the population in both countries. This puts added strain on national and local
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resources including the environment, food supply and infrastructure needs. The goal of the
Madagascan PRSP is to “reduce the average size of the Malagasy family to improve the well-
being of each family member, the community and the nation.” To do this the Malagasy
government will increase access and provision of contraceptives, provide educational programs
to men, women and youth, and specifically reduce unwanted teenage pregnancies through family
planning services.” Likewise, Yemen has the specific goal of controlling population growth in
keeping with the available resources and with the needs of development, and thus plans to reduce
the population growth rate to 3% by 2005 and the curtailment of internal migration to the cities.
They plan to do this by expanding “reproductive health and family planning services in rural
areas, educate men on the methods of family planning and develop their practice of such

methods and support the voluntary efforts in providing family planning services.””’!

Analysis:

Threats to bodily integrity, in form of violent assault might not be placed as a priority in the
PRSPs probably due to already existing laws and regulations for that matter. On the other hand,
gender equality is mentioned in the papers, specifically Madagascar’s which emphasizes the need
to reduce the abuse of women in all its manifestations: physical, sexual and psychological, and
eliminate traditional practices that negatively affect women.”? Even though, the situation for
women in Yemen is “particularly dire””, they do not mention the abolishment of traditional
practices that negatively affects women. Instead, in the concern of family planning, they
emphasize that men should be educated in the family planning process. Now, the word men
might even include women (as it does in the American constitution where “all men are equal”),
but it is not for us to determine. Problems within families are usually, according to Nussbaum,
associated with suffering and with inequalities in resources and opportunities, education
deprivations, the failure of work to be recognized as work, and insults to bodily integrity.’*
However, adult freedom of association still supplies substantial limits to state interference with

family life.”
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What we can determine, however, is that the capability associated with practical reasoning is
hard for a policy-maker to include and implement. For how shall the state make sure that their
citizens have the right moral knowledge? Both Madagascar and Yemen’s discussions about family
planning can be seen as a supportive aspect of the capability of practical reasoning. Practical

reasoning can also be connected to education which will be discussed in the next section.

4.4  Emotions, Atfiliation, Senses, Imagination, and Thought
Nussbaum:

Being able to use the senses, imagination, think and reason, and to do this in a truly human way
by being adequately educated, informed and free from repression, is another important capability
according to Nussbaum. Education should by no means be limited, illiteracy should not exist and
basic mathematics and scientific training should be provided to all citizens. Nussbaum believes
imagination and thought in connection with experiencing and producing works and events of
one’s own choice, religious, literary, musical, and so forth, to be important aspects of a dignified
life. Nussbaum stresses the need for people to “use one’s mind in ways protected by guarantees
of freedom of expression with respect to both political and artistic speech, and freedom of
religious exercise.” Additionally, humans should be able to have pleasurable experiences and to
avoid unnatural pain.”

According to Nussbaum, being able to live with others, being able to show empathy and to
engage in various forms of social interaction is important for human beings to live their life with
dignity. To feel empathy is important because it protects institutions that constitute and nourish
such forms of affiliation, and also protects freedom of assembly and political speech.
Additionally, having the social basis of self-respect, being able to be treated as a dignified being
whose worth is equal to that of others. This entails enforcement of non-discrimination on the

basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, caste, religion, national origin’’

Madagascar and Yemen:
Both Yemen and Madagascar want to develop their entire educational system. Madagascar wants
to develop a wider and more developed school, from pre-school to university level.”® One of the

goals is that the “consolidation and the sustainability of knowledge, acquired competences as well
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as literacy will be guaranteed.”” In addition, they aim to increase school capacities especially in
vulnerable zones, through the development of school infrastructures and the training and the

recruitment of new teachers.8’ Yemen, on the other hand, focuses on four basic priorities:

“(@) improvement of the educational environment; (ii) improvement of the management of

the sector and the orientation towards decentralization; (iii) priority to basic education; and

(iv) focus on the education of gitls, which in turn will raise the overall enrolment rate.”8!

Madagascar, as a country with enormous cultural diversity, benefits from a large number of
cultural inheritances: traditions, music, dance, literature, architecture, costumes, craft industry and
habits. However, many forms of the culture are in danger due to a lack of care and support. The
Malagasy PRSP highlights the importance and the worth of the heritage and cultural traditions
which they aim to honour and safeguard. The PRSP aims to secure the nation’s culture, tradition
and art by “organize multicultural events that encourage dialogue, sharing of culture and build
pride.”82 The Malagasy PRSP aims for their citizens to be prouder of their country by decreasing
the misunderstandings and conflicts between the diversity of the ethnic groups in the country. Its
goal is to unite their citizens and make them feel more responsible through affording them
participation in all aspects of political, economic and social life. In this way they hope that the
diversity of groups will be regarded as an asset in the nation’s governmental problem solving
processes, the private sector and civil society. This will be done by improving the existing
national events to ensure they promote and celebrate national solidarity, and harness the
common values and aspirations that are shared by all Malagasy.?? These aims and priorities can be
connected to the capabilities of practical reason, and can inspire empathy for other people.
Yemen, on the contrary, does not mention cultural diversity or the need for cultural
understanding. However, they highlight the need for religious awareness by prioritising the
spreading of awareness among religious scholars, sermonizers, and by providing guides on
population issues; by creating positive awareness among them on such issues and preparing
guidelines for sermonizers. Additionally, this development of awareness should targeted at young
people in order to “enhance the role of boy and girl scouts in spreading awareness on family

planning, by including population issues within the activities of boy and girl scouts.” Lastly, they
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aim to train their armed forces in morale guidance and to spread population awareness among

the armed forces personnel.34

Analysis:

Nussbaum highlights the importance of humans to be able to have,

“attachments to things and people outside of ourselves, to lose those who love and care for
us, to grieve at their absence; in general, to love, to grieve, to experience longing, gratitude,

and justified anger. Supporting this capability mean supporting forms of human association

that can be shown to be crucial in their development”.8>

This capability is not easily illustrated by the states writing a PRSP. While, on one hand,
education can be argued to provide the tools for developing reason, thought and imagination,
these capabilities can bee seen as clearly individualistic and, therefore, can be developed in
different ways. It can, therefore, be argued that Nussbaum’s approach is a social analysis that
makes strong assumptions about how the institutions of state and civil society operate. States
might be able to provide education for their citizens, but the capabilities of emotions, sense,
imagination and thought are very much a combined result of family, environment and other
experiences a person may have. Yemen and Madagascar focus on education as a way to develop
their citizen’s capabilities. Family planning, as discussed above, can also be seen as a factor, which
can be observed where the state tries to develop the individual’s capability to be a parent and to
develop sense, thought and emotions.

Nussbaum highlights the necessity in a dignified life for literacy, mathematical knowledge or
an appreciation of music.8 Nussbaum‘s argumentation provides a universal social analysis which
may be correct in certain places and times but also assumes everyone needs literacy and numeracy
to live a dignified life. It can be argued that literacy is not an intrinsic value necessary for the
flourishing of the senses, imagination, and thoughts or for demonstrating practical reasoning
because this can be done in other ways if the society is not built in the same ways as a
contemporary western society. Meanwhile, literacy might help in the process of human
development, but to use the assumption that those without literacy are not living a dignified life is

to grossly generalise.?’
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4.5  Other species

Nussbaum:
Nussbaum highly regards the right of humans to be able to live with concern for the natural
world such as plants, animals and the world of nature. She believes it is important for dignity in

this area to be protected.?®

Madagascar and Yemen:

Madagascar prioritizes the environment and has many goals for the survival of their environment.
Among other thing, they wish to keep the forest they have® Yemen, likewise, strives to
“enhance natural resources management and preserve the environment through involving
beneficiaries and employing the poor in environmental projects, and expand women and youths
role in development.”” However, none of the PRSPs mention nonhuman creatures as a part of

their priority lists.

Analysis:

The environment has come to occupy increased space in the international political sphere.
Therefore, that the environment should be a part of the PRSPs‘ priorities is obvious. However,
the nonhuman creatures can be argued to involve the nature as such and therefore there should
be goals and aims to protect them as well. However, in Nussbaum’s take of capabilities she
focuses on humanity‘s individual relationship to the nature. Than individual relationship might

not be for the states to promote but for the individuals themselves to establish.

4.6 Play

Nussbaum:

Nussbaum believes that play and laughter and enjoyment of recreational activity is one of the
central human capabilities.”! Play enhances the imagination, which is a ground step in the
establishment of reason, thought and empathy.

Madagascar and Yemen:
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Madagascar uses sports as a part of their priority lists. The Madagascan PRSP prioritises the
participation of young people in competition to “sharpen the sense of respect for rules, develop
team work and instil discipline” through sports activity. They believe the

“spirit and mentality shaped through sports ethics and extra-school activities will lead to a
better way of life for the Malagasy young people. Participation of young people in youth
associations, sports programs and community organizations will contribute to smoother job-
entry, job stability and civic responsibility. The sports ethics will motivate fair and
constructive competition, in all areas of the life of the Nation (politics, economy and
society).”%?

Yemen, on the other hand, does not mention sports or play as a part of its priorities. However,
they mention the existence of boy and girl scouts which can indicate that they are aware of the

importance of play in the learning process of youths.

Analysis:

Play is highly represented in the Madagascan PRSP in the form of a priority to develop sport
activities for youth. Play is something that might not be a priority for a developing country when
developing strategies for development. Yemen has not mentioned this aspect as it might be
secondary consideration in their development. None of the PRSPs mentioned laughter as an
important aspect in their development. Nussbaum suggests that laughter is important in all ages.
The question is how a state shall be able to provide play and laughter for their poor citizens or if

it is even a topic which should be dealt with by governments.

4.7  Control over one’s environment

Nussbaum:

To be able to participate in political processes and to have possessions and seek employment is
seen as a central human capability of Nussbaum.” From a political angle, citizens should be able
to participate effectively in political choices that govern one’s life; they should also have the right
of political participation, with its concomitant protections of free speech and association. From a
material angle, Nussbaum argues that all people should be able to hold property (both land and
movable goods), and;

“having property rights on an equal basis with others, having the rights to seek employment
on an equal basis with others; having the freedom from unwarranted search and seizure. In
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work, being able to work as a human being, exercising practical reason and entering into

meaningful relationships of mutual recognition with other workers.”9%

Madagascar and Yemen:
The Malagasy PRSP aims to have a high level of citizen participation and interest in their
community and nation. Therefore, the government will, among other things, promote citizen
participation to ensure a responsive and accountable public service and to reduce abuses.” They
aim to develop mechanisms for citizen training and participation in the governance of their local,
regional and national communities. To do this they attempt, among other things, to “actively
encourage the values of experimentation, risk-taking and action learning” and “encourage and
promote learning practices throughout the country that include active citizen participation and
dialogue”.” Yemen focuses on supporting elections to expand the democratic participation by
“less fortunate segments including women, arsing public awareness on the importance of election
and participation.””” Additionally, Yemen aims to adhere to democratic practice until it becomes
part of “the daily behaviour of the Yemeni citizen.”® This shall be done by encouraging
awareness relevant to citizen rights and responsibilities, involvement of political parties and civil
society organizations to bear its responsibilities and take its role, and, lastly, to ensure periodical
elections and freedom of the press.”

Yemen’s PRSP does not mention property beyond public property. Madagascar, on the
other hand, places priorities on fighting theft, to make an inventory, restore, and digitize land
property documents and develop land property certificates to allow their allocation in

guarantee.!

Analysis:

Political planning requires choices that influence people’s lives and basic level rights such as
adequate nutrition, education of the faculties, protection of bodily integrity, liberty of speech,
religious self-expression and so forth. According to Nussbaum, “an intuitive argument must be

made that a life without a sufficient level of each of these entitlements is a life so reduced that it
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is not compatible with human dignity.”'"! In other words, the capability for control over one’s
environment is essentially valued meaning that it should be present in the PRSP due to the
participatory assessment process which built the paper. Both Yemen and Madagascar stress the
need for citizens to participate in politics. They both emphasize, beyond what have been
presented above, infrastructural improvements and economic growth which is thought to attract
foreign investors and develop employment. The reason Yemen does not prioritize property is
unknown. It is important to keep in mind that these priorities must have been made in
accordance with the participatory assessment process,which leads us to the assumption that the
citizens of Yemen did not express the need for stronger property rights.

Martha Nussbaum’s liberalistic standpoints clearly shine through in her approach to this
capability as the right to property is highlighted. Perhaps public rather than private property is

more important to the citizens of Madagascar and Yemen.

4.8  Summary of Analysis and the Dignity Aspect
The problem with the dignity concept in Martha Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities is
that it understates the conceptual complexity of dignity. Meanwhile, as seen with the priorities of
the Madagascan and Yemen PRSP, the capabilities of life and health are highly prioritized. These
are the basic needs of life itself and are therefore essential principles for a dignified human life.
However, Nussbaum wishes shelter and adequate nutrition to be a part of the priorities, which
Yemen does not appear to support. Meanwhile, they might have in mind that their focus on
creating jobs and foreign investors will create better shelters and food security for their citizens.
As we can agree that life and health is an essential principle for a dignified life the definition of
human dignity is affected by the individual idea of what a dignified life is. That said, the practical
expression of human dignity lies in the daily human experience and in the relationship between
individuals, the state, and society.!’> Therefore, a common and unified definition of the concept
is difficult to obtain and even perhaps unlikely to exist.

Since Nussbaum argues that her list of central capabilities is overlapping (universal), the
essence of her capabilities should be found in the Madagascan and Yemen PRSP. Bodily integrity
was not found as a specific priority in the papers, which might have been because it is already

espoused in laws and regulations against violence and sexual assaults. Madagascar expressed the
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need to abolish traditions which has a negative affect on women. Yemen did not specify the need
for such abolishment. However, they did express the need for equality and special attention to be
placed on changing the position of women in society.

Nussbaum’s idea of fixed capabilities for the realization of a dignified life can be argued to
underlying set of assumptions about human nature that masquerades as universal. By deploying
her vision of state policy as a universal normative idea she assumes that existing institutions can
be understood by referring to the modern ideal. S. Charusheela believes this moral ideal to be set
into the following steps: fully modern, incompletely modern, or not modern at all.!% But what is
modern per se? Nussbaum's list can be argued to be of such wide scope that a strict modern
perspective does not have to be applied to it. For example, as seen in the case of Madagascar and
Yemen, they mention all capabilities in one way or another. That is not to say, however, that
Madagascar and Yemen are not modern states but rather that they all apply the capabilities in
different manners. Those capabilities they did not express in their priority lists can be argued to
be upheld by other functions and priorities in the lists. A reason for this is the list’s
interconnectedness. For example, thinking about care means thinking about a wide range of
capabilities on the side of both the cared-for and the caregiver. For that reason, good care
stimulates the senses, imagination, and thought; and involves support for capabilities of life,
health, and bodily integrity. Additionally, it supports social and political affiliation, the capacity to
play and enjoy life and control over one’s material and political environment.! In other words,
the broad and rather vague definitions of dignity make the capability approach universal because
it means different things to each individual.

Meanwhile, states might find it hard to implement capabilities, such as emotion, because the
state has a responsibility to let their citizens live their lives in freedom. Madagascar and Yemen
did not mention how to uphold emotions, senses, and practical reason because these capabilities
are very individualistic and depend on more things than simply their citizens having a good
education, healthcare and shelter. The human life is more complex and every inch of our
environment affects development of capabilities. Therefore, for the states to raise their citizens
would not only be to interfere in people’s personal lives but also undermining their citizens
capabilities to, for example, raise their children. Nussbaum believes that there is not such a thing
as personal life but rather that the state should interfere with every single human being to make

sure that they live a dignified life. The question then is how far the states responsibility actually is
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so it will not affect their citizens right to flourishing in a negative manner. As previously
mentioned, the capability of play which in accordance to Nussbaum include laughter is a hard
thing for a state to establish for a state can not be in control of their citizens happiness. If a state
have the responsibility of perusing their citizens right to live in a dignified life the first thing the
state have to do is to determined what a dignified life is, and if laughter actually is a part of it.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights describes human dignity to be the foundation
of freedom, justice, and peace by its connection to worth, moral and personal value. In article 22
and 23 in the Universal Declaration refers to human dignity by using it as a measuring instrument
for a certain quality of life. The idea is that rights and dignity will create equality of human
beings.!” Nussbaum uses the concept of human dignity in a similar light as she believes dignity
to connected to justice which will create equality. The role for the state should, in that case be to
secure justice for their citizens. However, the different concept of human dignity might be a
problem as it is viewed as something important to uphold and has, obviously, strong influence on
the human daily life. The four definitions of dignity presented in the introduction are represented
in contemporary references to human dignity, especially in international treaties and the
documents of human rights.!'’ However, the wide range of definitions of dignity serves as a
vague substitute for legal language!’” and in political policies. In other words, Nussbaum’s list of
central human capabilities are just one of many definitions of what a minimum criteria for a life

lived in human dignity should look like.

105 Ritschle, Dietrich, “Can ethical Marxism be derived from theological concepts of human dignity?” in Kretzmer &
Klein The Concept of Human Dignity in Human Rights Discourse, p. 96-97 + 118

106 Thid, p. 97
107 Thid, p. 93
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5 Conclusion

The Universal Declaration on Human Rights declares, as stated in the introduction, that there is a
universal recognition of the concept of dignity. This thesis has presented the complexity of the
concept of human dignity by analyzing if Martha Nussbaum’s ten central human capabilities are
presented in Madagascar and Yemen’s PRSPs. The PRSP was chosen as a tool for this because of
its participatory assessment process which means that the paper should be done in accordance
with interviews with a wide range of stakeholders. This process has been widely criticized by ther
researches but this thesis has acknowledges but ignored this fact due to that the focus was on the
capability approach and the concept of dignity rather than the PRSP. The result of the
comparison between the PRSPs and the ten central capabilities was that all of the capabilities
were presented in the PRSP but not all in accordance to what Nussbaum requirements. For
example, within the capability of life Nussbaum argues that shelter is an important aspect which
both PRPSs ignored. However, it can be argued that adequate shelter can be upheld with the
other principles presented in the PRSPs. Therefore, as a conclusion, Nussbaum’s list of ten
capabilities was presented in the PRSPs but Nussbaum’s criteria for what should be included
within each capability was not universally adapted. Nussbaum’s list was also criticized for
generalising the concept on dignity. The conclusion was made that the wide range of definition of
dignity presents a problem to Nussbaum’s theory of a unified dignity line. However, as the
capabilities was actually mentioned in one way or another in both of the PRSPs the list has
common aspects. Consequently, there is a universal recognition of the concept of dignity, as the

Universal Declaration states, but a lack of a unified definition.

5.1 Discussion

As this thesis questioned Martha Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities in relation to
something as highly criticized as the PRSPs this thesis might not be accurate in accordance to the
will of the citizens of Madagascar and Yemen. How the participatory assessment process has
been done in the countries has not been analysed which might provide this thesis less credibility.
However, this thesis aim was not to find the accurate will of the citizens of Yemen and

Madagascar but to problematize Martha Nussbaum’s list to get a wider understanding of the
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complexity of the concept if dignity. A future research could be to interview a wide range of
stakeholders to get an understanding of there believes of what a dignified life should include.

Human dignity and the concept of living a dignified life is a concept which is interpreted
differently from person to person. A dignified life can, consequently, be viewed differently
depending on the individual experience of dignity. There is no doubt that dignity plays a large
role in our society and is important for human beings. Nussbaum creates a dignity line where, for
example, people who cannot read are categorized as living an undignified life. Then we have
made the assumption that all human beings need to literacy in their lives without actually making
a social analysis of their will and their lives. Obviously, in our modern, western society literacy is
an important aspect of life due to our literally surroundings. However, this is not necessarily the
reality for all the worlds’ citizens. All human beings have the right to education and the state
should, as Nussbaum argues, have the responsibility to provide education to all their citizens.
However, the state or policymakers should not categorize those who do not know how to read as
living an undignified life because none but individual themselves have the power to define if they
live an undignified life or not.

It can be argued that human dignity is a summary of human rights itself. Human dignity, if
seen as a conclusion of human rights as such, is a core morally value which ought to be enforced
since the rights are held by everybody and is, therefore, the universal moral status if human
beings.!”® Human rights claims are then argued to be basic claims of justice which is built on the
moral idea of dignity. Nussbaum states, “human rights have been understood in many different
ways and can give the illusion of agreement where there is deep philosophical disagreement.””!%
However, the same thing happens with her discussion of dignity as there is not unified definition
of dignity. The concept is, therefore, also an illusion of agreement where there is actually a deep
philosophical disagreement. However, it can be questioned if it is necessary to have a thin theory
of the good in relation to human right. A universalistic approach might be generalizing even
though, obviously, good health and life is aspects that all human beings need. However, there can
be argued that a universal definition of dignity does not have to be identical interpreted to all
human beings. Even if rights, or capabilities, are highlighted as universal they can be interpreted
differently and therefore can be universal even if they are not identical interpreted. For example,

the capability of control over one’s environment might be interpreted in a political participatory

108 Ashford, Elizabeth, “Duties Imposed by the Human Rights”, in Pogge, Thomas (ed.), Freedom from Poverty as a
Human Right: Who owes what to the very poor?, p. 184

199 Nussbaum, Martha C, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, S pecies Membership, p. 285
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light or might been seen from a personal light where the individual believe that their property is
the entire environment that they have to control. Both aspects do not have to be realized and a
life does not have to undignified if not all the aspects Nussbaum believes should be presents are
present.

Nussbaum’s list of central capabilities are important aspects of life which all states should try
to implement and provide for their citizens. However, the dignity concept is what should be
questioned. If she had stated that her list was the minimum criteria for what she believed to be a
good life rather than a dignified life this discussion would not exist. The important is not to judge
or to place people in a category of undignified, which makes assumption about how life should
be lived. People have lived for hundreds of years without the knowledge of literacy or political
participation. Obviously, the definition of dignity must have changed during the period of
hundreds of years as human beings constantly need to widen their morally imagination. But the
concept of dignity has, with no doubt, always been individualistic. The answer to the question if
there is a reasonable statement to say that Nussbaum’s list of central human capacities equal a
unified definition of dignity is then no, because dignity cannot be measured due to the lack of a

clear definition.
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