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-Md. Anisur Rahman
1. Introduction
Amartya Sen's winning the Nobel Prize in Econonscs long awaited
triumph of a human concern in Economics. It cafr@osaid that this prize
has particularly honoured this concern in the pgdsist of the past awards in
Economics have been awarded primarily for techrdoatributions to the
subject rather than for promoting insights towanrcreéasing the welfare of
peoples. This has been curious, insofar as thedfruof the Nobel Prize
originally intended the Prize to reward works thahefit mankind rather
than merely promote knowledge as such. Sen's wofemines has made
no small contribution toward creating awarenessrajmblicy makers and
development establishments as well as among coedgublic and the
media all around the globe, as to why famines dmrafreventable occur and
how they can be prevented. This has been a cohtrbtoward the
prevention of new occurrences of this horror.

In the course of his inquiry on famines and otheewiSen has reflected on
the meaning oflevelopmen&s many others have done and have been doing
ever since the term was coirleth this paper | shall try to place Sen in the
search for a meaning of development. In particllahall discuss where Sen
departs from the traditional development thinkiagg also contrast him

with the ongoing search for an alternative develepnparadigm rooted in

the view of human beings fundamentallycasative beingsin so doing

attempt has been made to deepen the understarfdimgareativistview of
development.

Sen's departure from traditional development ecac®ia discussed in
section 2. Section 3 discusses Sen's positiorarticplar his concepts of
entitlementandcapability, in relation to thereativistview of development.
An objective of promoting thereative engagemepf people is contrasted
in section 4 with an objective pbvertyalleviationwith which much of the
development discourse in recent times is concerfr@dlly, the question of
individual versuscollectivecreativity is discussed (section 5). In so doing
link is drawn between the creativist view of deyetent and recent
developments in a number of disciplines towardwa sygstemic
understanding of the nature and evolution of life.

! after World War 11, as a discourse for nationa amternational action toward advancement of inaisy
backward countries.



2. Sen's departure from traditional development ecoomics

Sen accepts the value of growth of incomes aseanesit in measuring
development, but says that there is much moreakesto him, the
relevance of income is not in incorper sebut in the things that income can
buy, and for most countries in question mere grawinhcome does not
promote access to some of the vital needs oflhiféhis category Sen lists
needs like "health, or education, or social equadit self-respect, or
freedom from social harassment "(Sen 1983, p 46);elsewheresqual
treatment of womeim the context of the specific forms of deprivatio
suffered by women from the social down to the fgrglvel (Sen 1985 &
1988). This view makes Sen move from the conceptaaime to the
concept oentitlementj.e. whether a person has entitlement or access to
some of the vital things s/he needs in exchangeémme or otherwise (e.g.
by social right). This includes the question whetihe thing in question is
physically available at all for the person to baghool for education or
hospital for health service) as well as whethersth&al system grants one
the rights and the quality of life that one neeatsaf humane existence. In
thus conceiving development Sen rejects the "dipgtroximation” approach
to measuring development, viewing entitlement asraplex notion that can
scarcely be reflected by "one real number " (S8831loc cit.). And some
of the elements of this notion are qualitative, metasurable objectively by
numbers, and yet not to be bypassed. Sen thus ramagsfromCartesian

to holistic? thinking integrating economics, ethics and phifspin the
same inquiry.

In introducing qualitative indicators of developrmeerrtaining to the overall
quality of life rather than income alone, Sen bgkbto thehumanistictrend
in economic philosophy starting with the thoughtSmsmondi in the 18th
century down to Mark Lutz, Manfred Max-Neef anderthof the present
day’, and overlapping also with Marx. Sen's own origg@ntribution is the
introduction of the notion of "entitlement" as dissed above as a more
basic notion of access to needed things than atuesgyh incomeer se,
and the associated notiona#pability (Sen 1982proposed by Sen as an
even more basic notidhanentitlementSen's notion of capability is a

2 For an overview of the emergence of holistickirig in modern inquiries in a number of disciplirsee
Capra (1982). See also n5.

% See Ekins and Max-Neef (1992) for a collectiomaitributions on what has been called "Real Life
Economics".



notion of some depth, going as it does beyond tme&pt merely of
capability to acquire different things through ine®and social right, and
including the notion o€apability tobecome somethinge. to choose
betweerdifferent modes of lifeTo give an example from the toiling
population in Bengal, a manual rickshaw-puller michitta or a cycle-
rickshawallah in Dhaka may experience higher incdfrtiee relative

demand for rickshaws rises, but without the cajgglid choose an
alternative mode of living he may be eternally magde pulling other

people with his legs all his lives, and in this s®not experiencing any
development worthy of human aspiration. Sen hingiels the equally
poignant example of thedbmestic servant kneeling with the weight of work
beyond one’s capacit{Een 1990; translation from Bengali). Thus Serssee
capability as the set of life-styles one has a choice ohtgrecapability
meaning greater freedom to choose between diffdiferdtyles. And
entitlement in this sense includes to Sen an enight to a greater choice of
life-styles, i.e. to greatarapabilitywhich gives one the freedom thus to
choose. As he has saidhis introduces the question of right, i.e. rigbt t
one’s own lifé (Sen 1990, p 105; translation from Bengali). Timakes the
development calculus even more complex, but thésasy from the very
depth of the human soul to which development cakutust respond. On
this humanistic view of development Sen stands uwegally, and points to
a depth of the poverty question from which the @mwnal income
measurement of poverty is a pitiful long way off.

All this makes Sen quite a departure from the tiawial development
discourse. The mainstream development economidegsion is yet to fully
absorb and integrate Sen in its stride, not tolspéaational and
international development and policy making essdishients. All are trailing
hopelessly behind, chasing the growth of GDP tesgenly with periodic
head counts of people below the "poverty line"(o® question of poverty
alleviation see section 4 below).

3. Sen and the creativist view of development

Sen's search for a humane meaning of developmenuhgarallel to the
trend in development discourse and activism thatiiawed development as
liberation of people'sreativeenergy Formal articulation of this trend
started around the mid-seventies (Dag Hammalgkoundation 1975;



Haqueet al 1977}, and elaboration has continued to this day. W®ée
has sought to humanize and deepen the problenfatevelopment from
within the arena of economics, articulation of tbeeativist" trend has by
and large remained outside the formal discoursesamomics. There are
differences between Sen's notiorcapability and the notion ofreativity
that the alternative trend in development thinknag been articulating. In
order to give concreteness to this comparisonll st illustrate the
working of creativity with a successful literacy wament in a village in
Bangladesh with which | had personally interactelich was initiated by
the village youth shortly after the liberation wdrl971.:

The youth of village Kachubari-Krishtapur (hencéfoKK) in the
district of Thakurgaon in northern Bangladesh hadtgipated in the
liberation war of 1971, and from their camp at thaerder had
planned to wipe out illiteracy from their villagdtar they would
achieve independence. They did this in a 3-monémsive literacy
movement ending in July 1973. The method thatukeg included
elements such as the following:

1. Small village children (many half-naked) were adsiehon the
premises of a village school at dawn every morniogparade
through the village with slogans such as: "sham#&thumb
sign! If you want to give the thumb sign get oubwf village!"

2. The youth went to the various government agenayesfin
Thakurgaon town six miles from the village, andl tible clerks
there: "We have launched a literacy movement invallage. If
any villager from KK comes to you and wants to gihesthumb-
sign on any document will you please tell him/lhat s/he has to
give a_ nosssigninstead of the thumb-sign"! The clerks
cooperated, and told the villagers of KK so, saytimat
government rules had changed after independencealydnose
sign would be accepted in lieu of the written signa Nose sign
being a mark of the greatest humiliation, villagéem KK who
could not give a proper written signature went b&zkhe village
and to the literacy centres that the village yok#u opened, to
learn to read and write.

3. An old woman in the village was dying. The youthtwe her
death-bed, and told her: "grandma, when you gdeliord the
Lord's agent will come to you to take your statist your name,

* | have discussed elsewhere the creativist vievdeoglopment implicit in Marx and Mao (Rahman 1989)
For my own further reflections on the subject saérRan (1993c).



what village you come from, etc. Then you will bkeedl to sign,
and you will offer to give the thurgign. This will be a matter of
great shame for our village — we cannot send ykei this to the
Lord. Before you go you must learn to write!" Thyendg woman
was taught how to write before she died, and thvesngas
announced and celebrated in the village with ggaatto, and the
incident was showed in a village dramna

| was at that time a Member of the Government'siittagy Commission with
Education as one of my charges. With my traininglatvard University |
had been busy doing input-output matrices to fiadrmw much resources -
- by way of school buildings, furniture, teachdrspks etc. -- would be
needed to reduce the rate of illiteracy in the ¢tguiby 'X' percentage points
in 5 years. The result, invariably, was showindoypvay of deficit budgets
to add to the size of the government’s submissioriféreign development
assistance”And here the youth of KKviped out illiteracy from the village
completely in a few months of social mobilizafianithout needing
resources from outside, and with social organiratioesources created and
social energy recreated to move further forward.

We may now reflect onapability versuscreativity. On the definitional
plane, creativity is a pursuit of novelyhile capability without creativity
repeats the convention&reativity has no blueprint, and uncertairst\at

the heart of it. Does creativity require any givevel of capability? Among
the youth in KK who accomplished their novel feaistnwere below high-
school age, and a few had taken high school exathssame passing and
some failing.Capability-wise they would not have promised what they
achieved and with the resources at their dispd$a.'social technology’

that they invented to achieve their objective wagpropriaté and cost
effective invokingthe sense of individual and collectiself-respecof the
villagers (one of the elements in Sen's non-ecoommjectives of
development). An example ofeativitythat did not wait and did not need to
walit, for raising thecapability of the actors who had no education or training
for the task they addressed, to deliver what bothmarket as well as the
state failed to deliver. And it is conceivable thatattempt on the part of the

> A fuller account of this literacy movement is dahle in Bengali in Rahman (1992 & 1997).
® The writer went to the village and personally fied that every villager above the age of seveale and
female, was able to read and write easy conversdtgentences and sign one's name. This was $fe fir
ever village in the country from which illiteraay this sense had been completely wiped out.



state to "train" them — to raise theapability -- for this task would have
misdirected them away from what was possible amnd ho

This by no means is a point or an argunegdinstraising thecapability of
the people to promote their creativity. There cam@any question that
capability, if raised by education, training or otherwise ipraper social
context and environment, can enhance the creabvipeople by adding
possible new directions of creativity as well asioyging technical
knowledge, experience, etc. at the disposal otierga It may be
suggested, however, thfie ability of an individual or a collective of
individuals to astonish the world by one's credyivs independent of one's
educational status or technical knowledge or exgrare and, in that sense,
of one's capabilitylt should also be independent of one's income
entitlementexcept to the extent that creativity is a functod human organs
which require a minimum of nourishment. It may ai&osuggested that any
person's creativity at any level cdpabilityis unlimitedeven if one's
creativity may be enhanced by higher capabilitgekd, this, i.e. the power
of unlimited creativity at any level of educatiomcetraining, may be
suggested as the basic quality that distinguidiefitman species from
other living beings.

And if so, then one may suggest that human beingg have an urge to
fulfil their creativity, by way of doing things theselves, solving their own
problems themselves in their own ways, exploringenting and
experimenting As it has been observed by India's greatesbgdiher,
Rabindranath Tagore:

"In his experiments with creating life the Creasuddenly becomes
quite daring when he comes to creating human beidgsdoes not
confine the freedom of its soul. Outwardly the sgeets thrown

naked, armourless and weak in all respects wislsaul is freed to
fly. Elated by the joy of this freedom it cries:dushall do the
impossible!", meaning | shall not accept that whas$ been happening

" See Rahman (1989) for a discussion of this urge“hasic need” in addition to the five basic needs
food, clothing, shelter, medical care, educatidhat are conventionally recognized. See also Rahma
(1990, section 4) for a critique of conventionaliomw of treating saving asacrificeof consumption insofar
as saving (investment) may be a positive way ofinklng one’s creativity - an ultimate act of
consumptionThis also questions conventional “optimum growthaty” preoccupied with optimizing
time-streams ofonsumptionsince the distinction between consumption and ggfiimvestment) from the
point of view of activities yielding immediate datesatisfaction disappears.



all the time will continue to happen — what does magppen will also
happen” .
(Tagore,1947 ed. pp 320-3ZAresent author's translation

The most decisive proof of this proposition iscotirse, “old maidam”,
who initiated the process of human civilization elgmwith his two bare
hands and his brain, without any “entitlement” capability” in the modern
sense (for an inspiration on this question recadlfdlangelo’s famous
painting “‘The Creation of Adaiin which the Creator is transferring his
creative power to his best creaffpn

The urge of the human species to create is anfargelf-realization a
notion widely found in the creativist developmetgrature. The term was
perhaps first suggested by Aristotle in his concdgintelechy(literary
meaning "self-completidi. People must have many other urges, but the
urge to fulfil one's creativity and thereby realmgeself is primary And it
should, therefore, be an objective of developmegfite the people freedom
and space, to stimulate ("animate"; see Fals Bbe&®® & Tilakaratna 1987)
them and to assist them, to express their cregttiany level of their
development. This, "creativists" would argue, sddag a primary
entitlemento which the people should have a right.

The youth of village KK in Bangladesh got this rigltom the liberation war

of 1971.The unauthorizeslipport that they got from the government agency
clerks at Thakurgaon also derived its legitimaaoyrfrthe liberation war.

Thus seizing their entitlement to take creativéatives the youth in turn
provided entitlement to literacy to the villagerkiah otherwise was not
available and would not have been available in sushort time. There are
countless other examples all over the world of peEspnobilizations or
community action to innovatively create entitlensefar the people in food,
education, health, extension services, technologifeas against thstate-
versus-marketliscourse that is usually prevalent and to whieh Bas also

8 The UpanishadandSufism, two religious traditions of the Indian subcoetin, have both equated the
human being with the “Creator”.

° As modern quantum physics has established, Martétim is generically used to include womergates
the world itselfsince reality does not exist independently of Manéthod of observing it. It is interesting
to note that about the same time that Werner He&gnand Niels Bohr were debating with Einsteiraon
scientific level on this finding of quantum theamhich Einstein could not accept, Tagore made theesa
point at a philosophical level in a private exchamgth Einstein (Dutta and Robinson 1995, pp 298-29
See also Tagore 1931).

19 Literature on this abound. Only as examples, $es/hduka 1985, Morsst al1995, Rahman 1984 &
1993c, and Tilakaratna 1984 & 1989.



confined his own reflections. It is important, omeuld suggest, that the
third agency- local communities and people’s collectivede considered
as a serious alternative to provide some of theatbsntitlements to the
peoplé’. As argued above, this would with the same stpkeide
entitlement to the people to express their cregtamnd thereby help them
fulfil this primary urge as well, and thus to recage them as thseubject
rather than thebjectof development. This is not to suggest that comiyun
action will inall cases deliver any particular entitlement moreciffitly
than the state or the market; but there are exagfleolossal and costly
failures of both the market and the state to p@wadiesired entitlement to
the people, and of community action doing bettethlin economic as well
as in human terms. The literacy movement in vill{gein Bangladesh is
but one such examgfe

4. Creative engagement versus poverty alleviation

Development economics has been concerned witrcgritly
remunerative employment for the people that redibe& pecuniary
poverty without regard for the scope for creativityemployment.
Economics traditionally views employment or workitself to have
negative utility, desirable only because of theome it fetches.
Creative engagement on the other hand is engagementk that by
itself gives direct utility®. The neglect of the creative aspect or
otherwise of human engagement has resulted in lbating of
people as "poor" simply because of their incomerntgitlement status
irrespective of the fulfillment they may be gettiingm their life
through creative engagement. A classic story ofefection of such
labeling by the concerned people themselves hastbé&kby
Wolfgang Sachs (1992) about his encounter withlégtansin
Mexico. The Tepitans had been ravaged by an eakegand were

1 As Tagore observed (Tagore 1905 p 527-8): "toHaystate is looked up to to provide water, andharse
to kneel to the state even for provision of eduratiThe tree which once blossomed its own flowgrs i
today spreading its emaciated branches towardkihtsnake petititons for a shower of flowers. Even
supposing that its petition were granted, whatssidulfillment from this ?" (translation by the &or).

12 Another outstanding example from Bangladesh iSélereliance Movement in Rangglistrict: this
movement during the famine of 1974 rejected alf®iof relief as well as the gruel kitchens set yithie
state, imposed community control upon surplus foodllage households, and provided entitlement to
food to distressed families against honourable vdankised in community meetings. Thus entitlemerit bo
to foodand humarself-respectvas ensured (Rahman 1993, ch.V, & Rahman 1998).

3 The traditional view of development has placed mreesabove peopldosing sight of the fact that
machines are also an expression of people's citgatind of the point that thect of creatiorof the
machine rather than itsseis the more glorious human act.




engaged in a total community mobilization to coraéaf the disaster.
Sachs looking at their impressive mobilization antective
engagement nevertheless slipped, and called tieegdep terribly
poor". To this a Tepitan stiffened and saldo somos pobres, somos
Tepitanos("We are not poor, we are TepitansA)story worth telling
a thousand times over to poverty watchers in theldpment
profession and establishmefits

This is not to suggest that these people shoulthaned more entitlements
than they have — in fact, they should have entilets not only to things like
food, education and health services but also tdgtplus” that they
produce and lose t@ntier classes in the society, a question of entitlement
that has not yet featured in the (non-Marxist) digweent discourse. These
are undoubtedly questions of thaghts. But it is alsoa question of their
right as to how they are labeled — by their positttributes or by what they
lack, to be admired and respected or to be looked at gathpassion if not
pity. And the fact that they are fulfilled by their ateve engagement in
shaping their lives is more than what poverty adlewrs can reasonably
promise to most of the "poor" of any nation in tHéetime. Certainly,_ many
of these "poor" will die as "poor" as they are d@pino matter what state
policies are taken to provide material entitlemdotgshem, simply because
the eradication of mass poverty is a long-question. Hence the operational
guestion for many of the "poor" is: how much fuifient can they have
during the life that they will live? In an answerthis question the
possibility of giving them fulfillment from createvengagement, deriving
direct utility from such engagement in additionttbatever other
entitlements that can be provided to them, shoedahsto merit serious
consideration. And, as we have shown and arguedtice engagement by
the people can add to the entitlements that the &ad the market) can
provide to the multitudes of a county's "poor”, d@nid possibility ofself-
provision of entittementassubjectsather than asbjectsof development
simultaneously bringing direct fulfillment frosreativelabour may not be
overlooked.

5. Individual versus collective creativity

The examples given above of people's creativityeaesmples of collective
creativity in which people have set tasks for thelves and worked together

14 See also postscript to chapter , this volume.



to accomplish them. In the process individuals #mgaged, of course,
display individual creativity toward accomplishitfge common task. This
may be contrasted with individual creativity to aoplish_individualtasks
independent of any collective objective. In its €€aran tradition
development thinking has traditionally been conedrmore with questions
of individual development aggregated into measafe®cial development
rather than with organic development of colleceveities or

"communities"”. The creativist view of developmenttbe other hand has
been more concerned with "collective developmenthiw the framework

of collective action. The principal motive for ttbgas toward collective
creativity in the creativist view has been the adesation that individuals
traditionally deprived of access to means of dgwalent need to join hands
and act together to overcome structural obstaoléseir development and to
the liberation of their creativity. However, in recent times a theory is
gaining ground emerging from systemic inquirieseweral disciplines
leading to an alternative understanding of liviggtems and their evolution,
a theory which lends additional support to theemdllvist view of
development derived from the notion of collectiveativity*®.

This emerging theory of living systems departs fidarwinism in
explaining the evolution of life: while the role indom mutation and
natural selection (competition) are still acknovged, the focus in this
theory is more on creativity, on life's reaching mtio novelty, creating
forms of ever-increasing diversity and complex@yeativity referred to
here is the collective creativity of a species véhogembers are
interconnected through a special pattern of netWoltds being established

15 There is the very important question of what Evpnting meaningful development of countries of the
Third World. This question of the national and mtgional political economy is a subject that iB1ge
discussed widely, but again, outside the mainstreldevelopment economics. Sen has not analyzed thi
question in any detail (to the best of my knowlgdgé has, indeed, taken the radical position tivaich

of the task of economic development consists afgihg the entire structure in order to eliminateth
conditions which are responsible for the injustcel exploitation that characterize the world tot&en
1990, p 105; translation from Bengali by the préserthor.ltalics added. Development economics ,
indeed, will remain a discipline of questionabléueaif not altogether misleading, if it cannot @nitith
analysis othe political economy of development.

Contradiction between man and natals generatesllective action. For a further discussion see the
author’s reflections in Rahman (1981), pp 46-47.

'8 A lucid exposition of this emerging theory by wafya synthesis of findings in the various discipkn-
e.g. biology, psychology, ecology and cyberneticas recently been presented by Fritjof Capra (1996
" The pattern of network has been termadttpoiesi§ meaning “self-making”(as a network), a pattern
in which the function of each component is to p#stte in the production or transformation
(“development”) of other components in the netwflaturana and Varela 1972 & 1980). The underlying
concept has striking similarity with concepts ofiiflding” and “sharpeningg&ach othefound in the
vernacular language of Bantu tribes in South Aflas embodied in their wordsakand and “ugloland




that not individual existence brelationshipsare the essence of the living
world — just as an objective reality does not exidependent of the
observer, a component (an "individual") in a liveygstem does not exisdg
a question of self-cognitigrexcept in relation to other parts (Bateson
1972,1979). A living system whose components lame tnterconnected
evolves — transforms itself — collectively and angally by creatively
adapting to its environment and reaching out foretlty. A theory of
evolution of living systems is thus emerging whgsbes vital importance to
cooperationn the evolutionary process as against Darwinidmtivsees
mainly competition in nature, and also pointstdiective self-realizatioms
its internal motive force for evolution developmenfcreative unfolding).

However, components of a living system may enjayouss degrees of
autonomy vis-a-vis the system (collective) whictilftate their creativityas
individuals.This depends on the development ofbh&n of the species in
guestion toward giving the componeptswverof individual
conceptualizationSuch power enables an individual component giezies
to create amdividual realityor world to provide motive force for one's
creativity and self-realization. The human braimgehe most advanced
among all species, individual members of mankindyethe maximum
degree of (mental) autonomy for individual actiénd this creates the great
problematic of tension between individuals and lsyt in the human race
as individual realities differ widely, the probletitawhose logical properties
Arrow, Sen and others have sought to unveil inrthwerks onsocial choice.
This problematic changes its arena of discoursenvple®ple get engaged in
collective social action. It is then no longer &sfion of aggregation of
individual orderings for social choice; it getsiséormed instead into a
guestion of arriving at a collectivmnsensusor collective choice. This
guestion of collective choice is not merely a qioesof formal logic to
choose the “collective optimum” with which the alkaliscourses on social
choice have been preoccupied, but also of agreedsnof democratic
decision making as well as of procesaad_cultureof interpersonal
communication in whicldlialogical exchangeas well asensory
communicatiorand their dynamics can play significant mediatioigs.
Instead of Pareto-optimabints the problematic may now yield a different
set of "optimal” points in the sensepaints of consensuwshich all

members of the collective concerned acgcejith or without reservation,

respectively. These are profound popular concephtains of the notion of non-hierarchicalllective
developmenin which no one goes “ahead” of others and theseadirns to “develop” others (see Rahman
1990, section 4) — conceptualizations now findingp®rt in evolution theory.



while superior points may remain to be explorede &hceptance gives such
points an "equilibrium" character (the collectiv@ed not break down, and
deviations would be censored by the collective gngament), and makes
these points "superior” to those Pareto-optipmhts which may not be
acceptable to one or other of the parties involviedthis sense thigeld of
what one may call "cooperative equilibrium" pointay be viewed as
superior to the field of "competitive equilibriurpbints which Pareto-
optimumpoints are.

Many agree that the world today is facing a crgisurvival not only of the
human race but of the planet itself, as a resuhaitiduals (or small
networks of individuals ) channeling their credagnin directions against the
vital interests of mankind as well as of natureleled, the concept of modern
civilization seems tilted more toward the grantargl protecting of
individual rights and encouraging competition withihe human race than
toward promoting cooperation and safeguarding uitgrests of society,
mankind and nature. The “dignity of the individu& extolled with an
almost total unconcern for the “dignity of humarat®nships” (Tagore’s
phrase. see n18). Perhaps there is need for déegtion here, to discover
how a better balance may be attained, and an aessean be kindled that
the pain of any member of our race (and of natisre)y pain to which |
must give a dignified respon&® But this is a question not merely of rights
but also ofpractice to keepconnectedness and cooperatibeiween people
and betweeman and naturgs a live and active force.

*Bangladesh Arthoniti Samiti: shammanona — Nobgb@iAmartya Sen.
Bangladesh Economic Association 1998.
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