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ENGLISH SUMMARY 

Between Experts and Locals: Towards an inclusive 

framework for a development agenda 

 

In this thesis, I argue that we need to ask three fundamental questions when setting a 

development agenda. First, what kinds of goals should a development agenda include; 

secondly, who should be involved in setting a development agenda; and, thirdly, how 

should they go about doing so? It is imperative that we can provide good reasons and 

arguments for our answers to these three questions in order to justify the consequent 

development agenda. That is, we need to ask why we choose certain kinds of 

development goals over others, why we include certain agents in the selection process 

and not others, and why we select goals through one method rather than another. In the 

thesis, I present an inclusive framework for the setting of a development agenda, which 

answers these three questions. 

In the first part of the thesis, I argue that development goals are best 

conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings. Some believe that 

development should aim to provide local stakeholders with basic means and resources 

for human survival, such as housing, food, clean water, security, medicine, and so on. 

Conceptualizing development goals in terms of capabilities and functionings, to the 

contrary, implies a focus on what people can do or be with their means and resources. 

The reason for this is that a focus on the means to development ignores the fact that 

people are subject to various factors that influence the extent to which they are able to 

successfully convert resources, goods, and freedoms into actual opportunities or 

realized doings and beings (i.e., capabilities and functionings). 

The second question that I investigate in this thesis concerns who should 

select the relevant development goals for a development agenda? I argue that local 

stakeholders should be granted two kinds of authority in the context of development, 

namely political authority and expert authority. On the one hand, a development 
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agenda is clearly a political issue. As such, I argue that local stakeholders should have 

the political freedom to influence this process. I ground this claim to political authority 

in republican theory and argue that it should be understood as the claim that local 

stakeholders should not be subject to domination, defined as the arbitrary exercise of 

power, in the political process of setting a development agenda, from national policy-

makers, external stakeholders, or fellow citizens. 

On the other hand, before a development agenda becomes a matter of policy-

making it is a socioscientific issue. At the socioscientific level, it is a question of who 

can claim expert authority on matters of development. I argue that we should adopt a 

third wave view of development expertise, which recognizes that members of the 

general public who possess relevant tacit, embodied, or explicit knowledge should be 

granted expert authority on a par with traditional development scholars. 

Finally, in the third part of the thesis, I ask by which method we should select 

normatively relevant capabilities and functionings. I argue that we should adopt a 

multistage method, which aims to engage critically with local stakeholders in a three-

stage procedure. While the purpose of the first stage is to enrich the normative and 

descriptive theory through empirical and deliberative exercises, the second stage offers 

this refined theory as an input to a democratic procedure with the aim of enhancing the 

informational bases of the participants. Lastly, in the third stage, local stakeholders 

engage in a critical deliberation facilitated by mediators who can help the various 

stakeholders to understand each other and express their arguments in an intelligible 

way, with the ideal outcome of an informed and widely endorsed list of capabilities and 

functionings. 

In sum, by answering these three questions, the thesis contributes to the 

literature by offering a novel and inclusive framework for the selection of development 

goals, both for development purposes in general and for a development agenda in 

particular, which adheres to three normative claims: (a) that development goals should 

be conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings, (b) that the process should 

include a variety of stakeholders, not least local stakeholders, and (c) that the method 

used should aim to engage in a critical dialogue with local stakeholders.  
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NEDERLANDSE 
SAMENVATTING 

Tussen Experts en Lokale Bevolking: naar een inclusief 
kader voor een ontwikkelingsagenda 

 

In dit proefschrift betoog ik dat we bij het opstellen van een ontwikkelingsagenda drie 

fundamentele vragen moeten stellen. Ten eerste: wat voor soort doelen moet een 

ontwikkelingsagenda omvatten; ten tweede: wie moeten er betrokken zijn bij het 

opstellen van een ontwikkelingsagenda; en ten derde: hoe moeten zij te werk gaan? Het 

is van het grootste belang dat we voor onze antwoorden op deze drie vragen goede 

redenen en argumenten kunnen geven, zodat de ontwikkelingsagenda die volgt 

gerechtvaardigd is. In andere woorden, we moeten ons de vraag stellen waarom we 

bepaalde ontwikkelingsdoelen boven andere verkiezen, waarom bepaalde actoren in het 

selectieproces betrokken zijn, en geen anderen, en waarom we de doelen volgens een 

bepaalde methode selecteren, en niet volgens een andere. In dit proefschrift presenteer 

ik een inclusief raamwerk voor het opstellen van een ontwikkelingsagenda dat deze drie 

vragen beantwoordt. 

 In het eerste deel van het proefschrift betoog ik dat ontwikkelingsdoelen zich 

het beste laten conceptualiseren in termen van capabilities en functionings. Volgens 

sommigen zou ontwikkeling zich erop moeten richten lokale betrokkenen te voorzien 

van die middelen en goederen die nodig zijn om te overleven, zoals onderdak, voedsel, 

schoon drinkwater, veiligheid, medicatie, en dergelijke. Het conceptualiseren van 

ontwikkelingsdoelen in termen van capabilities en functionings impliceert, in 

tegenstelling tot die benadering, een focus op wat mensen in staat zijn te doen of te zijn 

met wat ze tot hun beschikking hebben. De reden hiervoor is dat een focus op 

middelen die nodig zijn om te overleven buiten beschouwing laat dat mensen 

onderhevig zijn aan vele factoren die invloed hebben op de vraag in hoeverre ze 
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middelen, goederen en vrijheden daadwerkelijk kunnen omzetten in kansen en 

uitkomsten (in andere woorden, capabilities en functionings). 

 De tweede vraag die ik in dit proefschrift behandel is: wie zou 

verantwoordelijk moeten zijn voor het selecteren van relevante ontwikkelingsdoelen 

voor een ontwikkelingsagenda? Ik betoog dat lokale betrokkenen twee soorten 

autoriteit zouden moeten hebben in de context van ontwikkeling, namelijk politieke 

autoriteit en autoriteit op basis van expertise. Aan de ene kant is een 

ontwikkelingsagenda duidelijk een politiek vraagstuk. Als zodanig, zo betoog ik, zouden 

lokale betrokkenen de politieke vrijheid moeten hebben om dit proces te beïnvloeden. 

Ik baseer mijn argument voor politieke autoriteit op republikeinse theorieën, en betoog 

dat deze autoriteit begrepen moet worden als een aanspraak van lokale betrokkenen om 

in het proces van het opstellen van een ontwikkelingsagenda niet gedomineerd te 

worden (met andere woorden, een aanspraak om niet onderhevig te zijn aan 

willekeurige machtsuitoefening) – noch door nationale beleidsmakers, noch door 

externe partijen, noch door medeburgers. 

Aan de andere kant, voordat een ontwikkelingsagenda een kwestie van beleid 

maken wordt, is het een sociaal-wetenschappelijk vraagstuk. Op sociaal-

wetenschappelijk niveau is de relevante vraag wie de experts zijn op het gebied van 

ontwikkeling. Ik betoog dat we met betrekking tot ontwikkelingsexpertise een ‘derde-

golf’-standpunt moeten innemen, waarin erkend wordt dat gewone burgers die 

relevante kennis bezitten – impliciet, belichaamd, of uitdrukkelijk – autoriteit op basis 

van expertise toebedeeld moeten krijgen die niet onderdoet voor die van traditionele 

ontwikkelingsonderzoekers. 

In het derde deel van dit proefschrift, tenslotte, vraag ik volgens welke 

methode we moeten vaststellen wat de normatief relevante capabilities en functionings 

zijn. Ik betoog dat we voor een methode in meerdere stappen moeten kiezen, die tracht 

in drie fasen de lokale betrokken kritisch te betrekken bij de procedure. Het doel van de 

eerste fase is het verrijken van normatieve en descriptieve theorie door middel van 

empirische en deliberatieve oefeningen. De tweede fase gebruikt de verbeterde theorie 

als input voor een democratische procedure met het doel de geïnformeerdheid van 

deelnemers te versterken. Uiteindelijk, in de derde fase, nemen lokale betrokkenen deel 
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aan een kritische deliberatie gefaciliteerd door bemiddelaren die de verschillende 

betrokkenen kunnen helpen om elkaar te begrijpen en om hun argumenten helder te 

formuleren. De ideale uitkomst van een dergelijke procedure is een geïnformeerde en 

breed gedeelde lijst van capaciteiten en manieren van functioneren. 

Concluderend: via het beantwoorden van de bovenstaande drie vragen draagt 

dit proefschrift bij aan de literatuur door het presenteren van een nieuw inclusief kader 

voor de selectie van ontwikkelingsdoelen, zowel voor ontwikkelingsdoeleinden in het 

algemeen als voor een ontwikkelingsagenda in het bijzonder, volgens drie normatieve 

veronderstellingen: (a) dat ontwikkelingsdoelen geconceptualiseerd moeten worden in 

termen van capabilities en functionings; (b) dat in het proces een veelheid aan betrokkenen 

gehoord moeten worden, niet in de laatste plaats lokale betrokkenen; en (c) dat de 

gebruikte methode moet pogen de doelen en agenda tot stand te brengen in kritische 

dialoog met lokale betrokkenen. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Towards a post-2015 development agenda 

 

What do we mean when we talk about development? Admittedly, this is an equivocal and 

ambiguous question at best. Alkire and Deneulin (2009, 1), for example, highlight some 

of the many meanings of ‘development’: 

 

 “For some, development means more material prosperity: owning money, 

land, and a house. For others, development concerns liberation from 

oppression. Some see development as a new word for neo-colonialism, and 

despise it. For still others, development is a holistic project of personal, 

social and spiritual progress. In many contexts we speak of the 

‘development’ of a child or the ‘development’ of new software as if 

development completes something as yet unfinished.” 

 

This thesis is not about the psychosocial development of children or about software 

development. Rather, the sense of development I am concerned with here are the 

personal, social, environmental, economic, and institutional circumstances that make up 

human life and that can be the subject of academic and political discussions as well as of 

public policy-making. Yet even in this narrowed-down sense of development there are 

as many approaches to development as there are ethical theories, each with their own 

view on what successful development is. Successful development could be equated with 

economic growth, for example, or be achieved through green technologies and 

sustainable living. For others, development concerns merely extreme cases of 

deprivations and should primarily aim to secure that people (especially in developing 

countries, war zones, and catastrophe areas) have adequate conditions for survival. 

 One particular aspect of development is the selection, definition, and 

formulation of the goals that development should achieve. In this thesis, I shall follow 
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the example of the United Nations (UN) and refer to the set of goals, aims, and targets 

that development should achieve (or at the very least pursue) as a development agenda. 

Accordingly, a development agenda, as I shall define it here, is a normative convention, 

agreement, decreed, or aspiration that specifies a set of goals that should be achieved by 

international, national, and local development efforts, such as concrete development 

interventions and projects, as well as national public policies. 

Since their adoption in 2000, the global development agenda has primarily been 

driven by the UN’s Millennium Development Goals (MDGs; Vandemoortele 2012; 

Fukuda-Parr 2012, 2–4). The MDGs aimed to set out concrete goals and targets 

representing the commitments made in the Millennium Declaration (United Nations 

2000), which includes the eradication of extreme poverty, gender equality, and global 

education (United Nations 2015b). Though much progress has been made, the extent to 

which the development community has achieved the MDGs is less clear and often 

depends on how the data are interpreted (Vandemoortele 2012; Fukuda-Parr 2012, 9). 

The end of 2015 was the self-imposed deadline for achieving the MDGs. Recent years 

have thus seen a fierce debate about how to advance towards a post-2015 development 

agenda. Within the UN system, this debate has resulted in the proposal for and 

adoption of a new set of goals, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which 

promise to address the shortcomings of the MDGs.2  

 In this thesis, I start from the discussions on a post-2015 development agenda 

and consider what is at stake when selecting the relevant goals for a development 

agenda in general and in relation to a post-2015 agenda in particular.3 I propose to take 

a step back to consider three fundamental questions that relate to the task of selecting 

                                                        
2 In Appendix 1, I provide a brief overview of both the MDGs and the SGDs, their geneses, 
and the main critiques they have received. 
3 We may ask whether the more important task of development is to set out a justifiable 
development agenda or to do development. While these two aspects of development ideally go 
in tandem, there is something to be said for the latter view: we cannot always wait around for a 
justifiable agenda, which may never come, in order to act. However, I hope my discussion in 
chapter 1 (and throughout the thesis) will show that there are good reasons to first engage in 
discussions on a development agenda before we start implementing rash development 
initiatives. Having a justifiable development agenda on hand ensures that development efforts 
are coordinated and targeted rather than disparate and possibly damaging. That is not to say, 
though, that there is no tension between the need to do development and the need to first 
consider what is good development. 
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development goals. First, what kinds of goals should a development agenda adopt? 

Secondly, who should decide what goals are included on the development agenda? And, 

thirdly, how should we select and specify these goals? In asking and answering these 

questions, the thesis contributes to the literature by setting out a comprehensive and 

inclusive framework for selecting development goals in general and for a development 

agenda in particular. 

 Why is it important that we set out such a framework? What is the significance 

of the inquiries that I will be making in this thesis? Why is it important to consider what 

will be on a development agenda, who will decide this, and how they will do so? While 

development aid had been on the decline and development had all but vanished from 

the global political agenda during the 1990s because of discontent with the progress 

being made (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 13–15; Fukuda-Parr and Hulme 2011), the Millennium 

Declaration (United Nations 2000) and the MDGs helped put development back on the 

political agenda of the leaders of the world. As we shall see in chapters 1 and 2, 

however, development efforts have been quite fragmented and incoherent. 

Development agendas are shaped by normative beliefs (Cooke 2004), technocratic 

assumptions (Chambers 1997; Ferguson 1990; 1994), and/or political interests (Easterly 

2013). Throughout this thesis, we will see how such different approaches to 

development, representing distinct normative assumptions and political interests, 

directly or indirectly determine how we answer the three aspects of a development 

agenda that I outlined above: what kinds of goals there should be, who should be 

involved, and how the relevant goals should be selected. 

 It is imperative that we can provide good reasons and arguments for our 

answers to these three questions in order to justify the consequent development agenda. 

That is, we need to ask why we choose certain kinds of development goals over others, 

why we include certain agents in the selection process and not others, and why we select 

goals through one method rather than another. In other words, my inquiries in this 

thesis are important because they help us to determine why we demand that 

development efforts should achieve a certain set of goals: why do we consider this 

agenda a better or more justifiable guideline for development than any other? 
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This is the task I face in this thesis. To anticipate, the framework I develop in 

this thesis holds that the goals of a development agenda (a) should be conceptualized in 

terms of capabilities and functionings, (b) cannot arbitrarily ignore the values and 

preferences of the people to whom they apply, and (c) should be selected as a product 

of a procedure of mediated deliberation between local agents and external development 

experts. In the following two sections, I briefly consider the importance of each of the 

three fundamental questions before I provide a chapter overview, which summarizes the 

elements of the framework for the selection of development goals that will be 

developed throughout this thesis. 

 

1. Three questions 

Before we can begin to consider what a development agenda should look like—what 

concrete goals it should include—we need to answer three fundamental questions. The 

three fundamental questions are, first, what kinds of goals a development agenda should 

include, secondly, who should be involved in setting a development agenda, and, thirdly, 

how they should go about doing so. Before I summarize the framework that I set out to 

answer these three questions, let me briefly consider each question in order to bring out 

their importance and, hence, why they need to be adequately addressed.  

The first question, which is the subject of chapter 1, concerns what kinds of 

goals a development agenda should include. Development goals come in many shapes 

and sizes. For some, development should aim to provide local stakeholders with basic 

means and resources for human survival, such as housing, food, clean water, security, 

medicine, and so on. For others, development goals should reflect the most efficient 

investments or the initiatives that have the most positive impact on people’s lives. Yet 

others see development as a means to economic improvement and growth, while some 

hold that development goals should aim to secure socioeconomic opportunity and/or 

equality. 

What is important to note is that our normative view of development—basic 

needs, economic growth, and so on—is to a large extent constitutive of a development 

agenda and its goals, which in turn influence concrete development initiatives, efforts, 
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and policies. An agenda focused on basic means for human survival would not 

consider equal opportunity in the job market, for example, as normatively relevant, 

while an efficiency-focused agenda—the strategy taken up by the Gates Foundation4—

would attribute more normative weight to those goals that could give us the most 

return for our investment. To wit, the kinds of goals that our agenda should reflect 

influence the specific goals that the agenda includes and excludes.  

The second question that I shall attempt to answer in this thesis asks who 

should be involved in the setting of a development agenda. This question is addressed 

in chapters 2–4 in particular. Development involves many different stakeholders, 

ranging from international organizations and donor countries to national governments, 

NGOs, and development practitioners and the local citizens and interest groups who 

will ultimately be affected by the implementation of a development agenda. Each of 

these (groups of) stakeholders will want to have a say in the design of a development 

agenda. It thus becomes important to determine who has a rightful claim to take part in 

this process. 

 While the task of setting a development agenda has traditionally belonged to 

aid donors—those financing the development efforts—and so-called development 

experts, a claim that local stakeholders should be granted more authority in this regard 

has emerged within the development literature in recent years. The second question 

thus concerns on what basis local stakeholders can claim authority in the context of 

setting a development agenda. 

The third and final question that I address in this thesis concerns by which 

method we should select the goals of a development agenda. This methodological 

investigation will be the subject of chapters 5 and 6. There are several different 

methods for the selection of development goals: we may want to base the goals on 

normative theory—such as a theory of justice or a human rights theory—or maybe we 

                                                        
4 The strategy used by the Gates foundation has also been labeled ‘philanthrocapitalism’ or 
‘venture philanthropy’: the idea that the performance of development projects and actors (such 
as development organizations and NGOs) should be evaluated based on business metrics, such 
as efficiency, pay-off, and cost-benefit. For a critique of the Gates Foundation’s aid strategy, see 
Bowman (2012) and Birn (2014). For a more extensive discussion of the virtues and 
disadvantages of this strategy in development aid, see Letts, Ryan, and Grossman (1997), 
Kramer (2002), Katz (2005), and McGoey (2012). 
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would like the goals to represent the subjective preferences, values, and norms of local 

stakeholders; we may want our method to be based on quantitative statistics or we may 

take a more qualitative approach. 

Again, the question of the right methodology is fundamental because the 

method by which we select development goals has the potential to influence the 

specific goals of the agenda. A method based on a theory of justice, for example, would 

likely arrive at a list of goals that represent basic principles of justice, while a more 

empirically oriented method would arguably identify development goals that reflect 

real-life, nonideal circumstances and needs. 

 How we answer these three fundamental questions may crucially influence the 

particular list of development goals that a development agenda contains, and how we 

justify a particular development agenda thus to a great extent relies on how we justify 

the answers to the three fundamental questions. In this thesis, I develop and argue in 

support of my own framework for the setting of a development agenda, which 

provides answers to the three questions asked. In the following section, I provide a 

short overview of the framework that I will develop and defend and how it addresses 

the three fundamental questions. 

 

2. A framework for the setting of a development agenda 

The first question I consider in this thesis concerns what kinds of goals we should 

pursue as a matter of development. Are we aiming for economic development? Do we 

primarily concern ourselves with the development of public institutions and social 

security? Is development a tool to combat structures of oppression? In chapter 1, I 

argue that my framework, in order to answer the first question, would benefit from 

adopting the idea of human development. Human development has its origins in two 

academic developments in the 1970s, namely the emergence of the field of 

development ethics, pioneered by Denis Goulet (1971), and Amartya Sen's (1979; 1989) 

capability approach. Development ethics and the capability approach both introduced a 

concern for human beings to the field of (economic) development. How, they asked, 

can we achieve development that is ethically sound or morally justified?  
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The capability approach especially provides an answer to this question. Rather 

than merely providing people with a set of resources or the basic conditions for human 

survival, its proponents have argued, development should aim at expanding people’s 

capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are defined as the real freedom that people 

have to do or be certain things. Functionings are capabilities that have been realized. 

The benefit of focusing on capabilities and functionings is that it tells us what people 

are actually able to do and be with their resources, goods, and formal freedoms. We are 

thus concerned with the ends of development rather than the means.  

A focus on the means to development, to the contrary, ignores the fact that 

people are involuntarily subject to various factors that influence the extent to which 

they are able to successfully convert resources into actual opportunities or realized 

doings and beings. For example, a person in a wheelchair would arguably be able to do 

less with the same amount of economic resources than an able-bodied person. Even 

though they would be equally well-off in terms of means, such as economic resources, 

the person in the wheelchair is worse off in terms of what she can do or be with those 

resources simply due to the fact that she has more necessary expenses for her 

wheelchair, medicine, and physical therapy. In other words, in order to assess the 

extent to which people are well-off we need to focus on what they are able to do or be 

with a set of resources rather than on the amount of resources they have. 

For these reasons, in this thesis I shall be arguing that the first element of a 

framework for selecting development goals should be the conceptualization of 

development goals in terms of capabilities and functionings—what people are able to 

do and be—rather than in terms of the resources, goods, and formal freedoms they 

possess or have access to.  

The concepts of human development, capabilities, and functionings do not 

specify what goals are relevant for development, however. As Robeyns (2011) argues, 

the concept of capabilities and functionings is morally neutral: “Functionings can be 

univocally good (e.g., being in good health) or univocally bad (e.g., being raped). But 

the goodness or badness of various other functionings may not be so straightforward, 

but rather depend on the context and/or the normative theory we endorse.” In other 
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words, the capability approach does not from the outset dictate which capabilities and 

functionings are morally relevant, whether for human development, justice, or any 

other domain. This underspecification and open-endedness has led capability theorists 

to argue that we need a selection of relevant capabilities and functionings when 

applying the concepts in practice (e.g., Fukuda-Parr 2002, 121; Sen 1989, 46). Selecting 

which capabilities and functionings are included on a list of development goals, 

meanwhile, raises two further questions, namely who should make the selection and 

how should they go about doing so? 

 Accordingly, the second question that I shall investigate in this thesis concerns 

who should select the relevant development goals for a development agenda. Since the 

largely donor- and expert-driven formulation of the MDGs in 2000, which set out the 

global development agenda for the following fifteen years, the fact that many 

developing countries have in the meantime shed their aid-dependency has ushered in a 

claim to grant local stakeholders greater authority in the process of setting a 

development agenda. In the second chapter of the thesis I shall investigate what I call 

the claim to local authority. As a working definition, I define the claim to local authority in 

the following way, which I will specify further in chapters 3 and 4: 

 

Local stakeholders should be granted greater authority in deciding on matters of 

development in general and especially in relation to development initiatives, such as 

a development agenda that they are affected by. 

 

In chapter 2, I argue that the claim to local authority underlies at least three prominent 

development concepts, namely empowerment, local development ownership, and 

indigenous knowledge, either implicitly or explicitly. For empowerment, local 

development ownership, and indigenous knowledge to make any sense as normative 

claims—that is, that local stakeholders should be empowered to take control of their own 

lives, that local stakeholders should be granted some degree of ownership of the 

development process, and that indigenous knowledge should play a bigger part in 

development debates—they need to include a claim to local authority.  
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Note that I am not advocating a full transfer of authority to local stakeholders. 

I am merely arguing that local stakeholders should be granted more authority in two 

ways. First, local stakeholders should be granted more authority, relatively speaking, as 

compared to their historical levels of authority—or lack thereof—in development 

matters, and this is therefore connected to the process of making local stakeholders 

agents of change rather than merely passive recipients of aid (Goulet 1971, 148; Sen 

1999b, 11). Secondly, local stakeholders should be granted authority in an absolute 

sense to the extent that it satisfies certain criteria for democratic legitimacy as specified 

by the claim to local authority. In the context of setting a development agenda, I argue 

that the claim to local authority should be interpreted as a claim to two kinds of 

authority, namely political authority and expert authority. On the one hand, the process 

of setting a development agenda is in many ways a political process in which different 

stakeholders come to a satisfactory consensus about what goals should be achieved by 

development efforts. As such, the claim to local authority is a claim for local 

stakeholders to have the political freedom to influence this process. I label this the 

claim to local political authority.  

In chapter 3, I argue that the general idea of local political authority can be 

specified in three ways through republican theory. First, the claim to local political 

authority should be understood as the claim that local stakeholders should not be 

subject to domination, understood as the arbitrary exercise of power, in the political 

process of setting a development agenda from national policy-makers, external 

stakeholders, or fellow citizens. Secondly, the claim to local political authority holds 

that the political process of setting a development agenda should respect certain 

procedural constraints that restrict the extent to which power can be exercised, not that 

the development agenda must substantively represent the preferences and values of the 

local stakeholders. Thirdly, I argue that local political authority is threatened by both 

public and private exercises of power, the regulation of which requires different 

strategies, such as a rule of law and socioeconomic policies and laws. 

 However, before a development agenda becomes a political question, it is 

processed within another domain, namely the domain of expertise, where different 
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development experts provide input to the political process. As such, development 

experts have the authority to influence the development agenda. In this regard, the 

claim to local authority becomes a claim for local stakeholders to be granted such expert 

authority. In chapter 4, I argue that local stakeholders can legitimately claim expert 

authority in matters concerning their own development insofar as they possess tacit or 

embodied knowledge that can meaningfully contribute to a development agenda. I label 

this view third wave development expertise to mark the difference between a first wave, 

positivist account of development expertise and a second wave, social constructivist 

approach. 

 One obstacle to local stakeholders’ exercise of their expert authority lies in the 

fact that they often lack the ability to interact with established experts. (Similarly, 

established experts may also lack the ability to interact meaningfully with local 

stakeholders.) I argue that employing five types of experts who can mediate between 

local stakeholders, established experts, and political decision-makers can ameliorate this 

obstacle. 

With the defense of local political authority and the introduction of third wave 

development expertise, the second question that I have set out to answer in this thesis 

will be answered. We still need to address the third fundamental question related to the 

establishment of a development agenda, namely how this process can play out: by which 

method(s) should we select capabilities and functionings for a development agenda? 

The claim to local authority—understood in terms of both republicanism and third 

wave development expertise—is compatible with a variety of approaches to the 

selection of capabilities and functionings. For example, quantitative and qualitative 

surveys of various kinds, public deliberations, and referenda, which involve politicians, 

development experts, and citizens, may all be ways of selecting and adopting a set of 

development goals.  

As there are so many alternative methods, the third question I ask in this thesis 

is by which method we should select relevant capabilities and functionings for a 

development agenda. Several methods for the selection of capabilities and functionings 

have been proposed within the capability literature. In chapter 6, I identify, analyze, and 
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discuss fifteen such methods, which can be categorized into ad hoc, foundational, 

procedural, and mixed (or multistage) methods. Ad hoc methods base their selection of 

capabilities on ad hoc considerations, foundational methods on normative values and 

principles, and procedural methods on more open-ended, democratic information, 

while mixed (or multistage) methods employ foundational and procedural methods in 

conjunction. 

Before I engage in an evaluation of these methods, I first identify, in chapter 5, 

a set of criteria that a method used for the selection of capabilities and functionings 

should satisfy. On the basis of these criteria, I dismiss outright those methods that rely 

on ad hoc, purely foundational, or purely procedural methods for the selection of 

capabilities and functionings. Ad hoc methods are dismissed because of their lack of 

theoretical methodological and normative justification, and foundational methods due 

to a lack of democratic legitimacy and contextual sensitivity, while procedural methods 

are found to be vulnerable to implicit biases and adaptive preferences.  

Rather, in chapter 6, I argue that we should adopt a multistage method, which 

I label synthesizing methods. Synthesizing methods aim to engage critically with local 

stakeholders in a three-stage procedure. While the purpose of the first stage is to enrich 

the normative and descriptive theory through empirical and deliberative exercises, the 

second stage offers this refined theory as an input to a democratic procedure with the 

aim of enhancing the informational bases of the participants. Lastly, in the third stage, 

local stakeholders engage in a critical deliberation with an informed and widely 

endorsed list of capabilities and functionings as an ideal outcome. 

Finally, I argue that for a synthesizing method to be successful in setting a 

development agenda, it should be supplemented by the five types of mediating experts 

that I identify in chapter 4. The general role of the mediating experts is to mediate 

between local stakeholders, established experts, and political decision-makers in order to 

facilitate a deliberation on a development agenda, which brings together normative 

principles, empirical insights, and democratic concerns. 

 In sum, I argue for an inclusive framework for the setting of a development 

agenda, which includes the following three aspects. 
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 First, the goals of a development agenda are best conceptualized in terms of 

capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are the real freedom that people have 

to do or be certain things; functionings are capabilities that have been realized. 

 Secondly, local stakeholders should be granted both political and expert 

authority in the setting of a development agenda. Politically, the claim to local 

authority is best accounted for with reference to republican theory, which 

safeguards local stakeholders against arbitrary domination, while expert 

authority is best granted to local stakeholders on the basis of their tacit or 

embodied knowledge about local socioeconomic and environmental 

conditions. 

 Thirdly, the best method for setting a development agenda is to follow a 

multistage process, which aims to foster critical engagement between different 

stakeholders, such as local agents, government policy-makers, and external 

development experts. In order to facilitate this critical engagement, the process 

should be guided by a variety of mediating experts. 

 

To anticipate, I acknowledge that there may be tensions between these three aspects 

that need to be addressed. The tensions are, in particular, (i) between the commitment 

to the capability framework and the commitment to grant local stakeholders authority in 

deciding on matters concerning their own development, (ii) between the commitment to 

third wave development expertise and the commitment to republican political freedom, 

and (iii) between the commitment to local political and expert authority and the 

commitment to a mixed method for the selection of capabilities. Where appropriate, I 

address these tensions, and I will elaborate on them in some detail in sections 2.4, 4.5, 

and 6.7.  

The tensions, as we shall see, cannot be completely avoided, but I take that to 

be an inherent part of embracing an integrated and inclusive approach to development, 

which takes different sources of input—that is, philosophical, anthropological, 

democratic—into account. This presents a number of challenges, such as differences 
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between stakeholders in terms of power, influence, education, and status, as well as in 

terms of the normative status of substantive philosophical approaches vis- à-vis 

procedural approaches. Although these challenges cannot be completely avoided or 

addressed, I hope to show that they are, in fact, a vital part of development, understood 

as an ongoing dynamic process that must take into account and accommodate nonideal 

socioeconomic circumstances and different social and professional norms and 

viewpoints, in addition to principles of social justice. It is highly likely that all of these 

aspects will always be in some sort of tension with each other. 

In sum, this thesis offers novel answers to three fundamental questions related 

to the task of setting a development agenda. What kinds of goals should the agenda 

include? Who should set the agenda? And how should they do so? Taken together, the 

answers I provide to these questions lead to the construction of an innovative 

framework, which integrates stakeholders at all levels as well as distinct methods for the 

selection of goals for a development agenda. 

 

3. Methodological considerations 

What normative status the arguments I make in this thesis have is a question that could 

be raised. Do I claim, that is, to propose the definitive approach to the selection of 

development goals? Is my framework the only way to arrive at a justifiable list of 

capabilities and functionings, for development purposes or in general? We can 

distinguish two ideal typical views of the status of philosophical arguments. While the 

first view gives priority to substantive philosophical theories of justice, the second view 

holds that philosophical arguments do not have normative validity separate from 

democratic procedures (Walzer 1981, 386–387; Rawls 1999, 73–76). Accordingly, we 

can refer to these two views as, respectively, the substantive and the procedural views on 

the normative status of philosophical arguments. In this thesis, I adopt the second, 

procedural view. In the following paragraphs, I first introduce the substantive and 

procedural views before I explain my reasons for adopting the procedural view and the 

consequences this choice has for my arguments in this thesis. 

The first, substantive view on the normative status of philosophical arguments, 
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as Walzer (1981, 387)5 defines it, holds that “it can never be right to do wrong (not, at 

least, once we know or can know what is right).” Since it is possible, on this view, to 

know what is right through normative philosophical reasoning—that is, that it is 

possible to determine what perfect justice is or what a perfectly just democratic 

procedure looks like—we should grant that substantive philosophical theories of justice 

have a special normative status. Granting philosophical arguments such normative 

priority has two consequences, Walzer (1981, 387) argues: “First, that the power of the 

people ought to be limited by the rightness of what they do; and second, that someone 

else ought to be empowered to review what the people do and step in when they move 

beyond those limits.”  

 The second, procedural view holds that what is a normative theory cannot be 

considered valid independently from the historical context and social practices (Tully 

2002, 534–535). Because political concepts—“such as freedom, equality, democracy, 

reason, power, and oppression” (Tully 2002, 542)—mean different things to different 

people in different historical and social contexts, understanding and applying them 

correctly requires an intersubjective or democratic practice. As Tully (2002, 543) argues 

with reference to Wittgenstein: 6  “understanding political concepts and problems 

cannot be the theoretical activity of discovering a general and comprehensive rule and 

then applying it to particular cases [but rather] consists in the practical activity of being 

able to use a general term in various circumstances and being able to give reasons for 

and against this or that use.” In this sense, philosophy can at most hope to be a critical 

activity that provides input to a democratic procedure. 

 For these reasons—that is, because philosophy itself must be historically and 

contextually situated in order to be convincing—I adopt the second, procedural view. 

Consequently, the status of my arguments in this thesis is not that development 

experts, development policy-makers and development practitioners must adopt my 

                                                        
5 It should be noted that while Walzer argues that philosophical arguments have independent 
validity independently of from the democratic discourse, he holds that this validity is itself 
grounded in the practical norms of reasoning. As such, to be clear, Walzer does not himself 
endorse the substantive view. 
6 For more on Wittgenstein’s view on the role of philosophy and Tully’s interpretation thereof, 
see Wittgenstein (1968, 81–85) and Tully (1989). 
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framework, either as a matter of necessity or as a moral truth. In fact, I believe taking 

such a stance would be rather presumptuous. To the contrary, I take my contribution 

in this thesis to be rather modest. 

Methodologically speaking, the status of my argument is best described as a 

political (though also normative) one. Rather than presenting fundamental justifications 

for my framework (refuting all competing frameworks in the process)—something, 

which I, following Tully, do not believe can be done—I offer my framework to the 

political discourse on development and hope to provide attractive reasons why we 

should adopt it when setting a (post-2015) development agenda. My aim in this thesis is 

to address a specific set of issues that depend on real-life circumstances. Thus, I do not 

present a universally valid argument that holds across all possible worlds. That is not to 

say, though, that I do not attribute any normative weight to my claims. I believe that 

my framework, including the answers I provide to the three fundamental questions 

raised above, constitutes an improvement to the current state of affairs in the context 

of setting a development agenda and I provide arguments throughout for why I believe 

this to be the case.  

What are the consequences of adopting the procedural view? In what ways do 

I have to retain argumentative modesty? First, my framework is exactly that—a 

framework. As such, it must be specified when applied in practice and therefore 

adjusted to the specific circumstances surrounding its application. I do not in this thesis 

provide an elaborate guideline on how to adapt the framework to the specific 

circumstances. The framework I develop in this thesis is open-ended and 

underspecified and should thus be supplemented with the necessary information 

respective to its application, such as thick sociological and anthropological descriptions 

of local circumstances as well as an appropriate value theory. To put it briefly, my 

framework is more of an ethical tool for development practitioners than a prescriptive 

guideline.  

 The second consequence of my modesty is the idea that there are several right 

(and complementary) ways of achieving a certain end (Tully 2002, 545). The aim of this 

thesis is to propose one particular way of selecting goals for a human development 
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agenda and provide good reasons for adopting this approach. Thus, I do not develop 

and refute similar fully fledged frameworks apart from those that already (partially) 

exist in the literature. In the process of developing my own framework, however, I do 

consider and exclude many of the arguments that proponents of alternative 

frameworks may invoke (as support for their own frameworks as well as in opposition 

to mine) and in this way I do narrow down the field of potential alternatives that I 

consider feasible or justifiable.  

 In sum, the normative status of the arguments in this thesis should be 

considered against the historical and empirical context of development and 

development ethics, such as the oppressive history of (neo)colonialism, the recent 

emphasis on local stakeholder involvement, and the need for a truly inclusive 

development agenda. The philosophical arguments are part of an ongoing public 

discourse on development and, as such, I do attribute normative legitimacy to many of 

my philosophical arguments. In this context, many of my arguments will be valid or 

convincing ‘independent’—that is, according to standards internal to practical 

philosophy—of any additional inquiry into the public will since they are already based 

on such a historical and empirical analysis: it will never be legitimate, for example, to 

reinstate slavery in the name of development. 

Even so, the legitimacy of many arguments in this thesis also depends on 

whether they are convincing to those to whom they apply. That is, the arguments in 

this thesis also serve as critical input to a democratic procedure, namely the public and 

political deliberation on how to set a development agenda. A justifiable development 

agenda, as I shall insist throughout this thesis, requires democratic legitimacy, which 

can only come from the procedure being acceptable to those involved in setting a 

development agenda. Hence, while my framework may be normatively convincing to 

development ethicists, its practical implementation also depends on whether it is 

convincing to the variety of stakeholders involved in development. In the end, I hope 

my framework will do just that: convince development policy-makers to include local 

stakeholders to a greater degree in discussions on their own development.  
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4. Concluding remarks 

The framework that I develop in this thesis addresses three fundamental questions that 

we need to ask before we can set a development agenda. The three fundamental 

questions ask what kinds of goals a development agenda should include, who should be 

involved in the setting of a development agenda, and by which method they should 

select relevant development goals. Since our answers to these three fundamental 

questions have the potential to influence the particular goals of our agenda, it becomes 

imperative that we can provide good reasons and arguments for them. This is the 

challenge that this thesis must meet. Throughout, I not only draw on well-established 

theories—such as the capability approach and republicanism—to support my 

framework, but also look to address the questions through approaches that can provide 

novel solutions to long-standing issues within the development literature. In the end, I 

hope to provide a compelling framework for identifying development goals for future 

development agendas or at the very least to encourage development stakeholders—

donors, experts, practitioners, and policy-makers—to carefully consider what they 

mean when they talk about development.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

A capability framework for development goals 

 

The world has seen unprecedented advances in the past one and a half centuries. Never 

has the amount of wealth in the world been greater (Credit Suisse 2013), and the 

average GDP per capita has been on the rise since the 1820s (van Zanden et al. 2014, 

Chapter 3). Medical advances, such as better hygiene and the discoveries of penicillin, 

antibiotics, and vaccines, have had a profound effect on human health and longevity as 

well as significantly lowering the global infant mortality rates (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention 1999; van Zanden et al. 2014, Chapter 6). We are now able to 

communicate effectively in a matter of seconds across the globe thanks to the surge in 

ICTs, something that previously would have taken days, weeks, or even months. The 

inventions of first steam power and later fossil fuels have facilitated transportation 

(Rodrigue and Comtois 2013), making it possible to circumvent the earth in a couple of 

days or to travel to Paris for business in the morning and return for dinner in your 

London suburb in the afternoon. 

Despite all of these advances, there are still persistent inequalities in people’s 

health, educational achievements, and social security. What is more, these inequalities 

have a tendency to further disadvantage the already disadvantaged—mainly children, 

females, and inhabitants of developing countries—who bear little responsibility for 

their situation. Child mortality, though halved since 1990, is still staggering, with the 

deaths of 6.3 million children under the age of five in 2013 (averaging 17,000 children 

per day) according to a recent report by the UN Inter-agency Group for Child Mortality 

Estimation (2014, 1); the International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour 

(IPEC) (2013, vii) estimates that “168 million children worldwide are in child labour, 

accounting for almost 11 per cent of the child population as a whole,” half of which 

(85 million) are working under hazardous conditions directly endangering their health 
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and safety; women’s education is still not a priority in many societies (though it has 

been moved to the center of much development thinking) and, according to UNESCO, 

two-thirds of all illiterate adults are women (UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2014); 

and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports that the inhabitants of 

least-developed countries are especially vulnerable to climate changes due to the lack of 

socioeconomic security (IPCC 2014; see also Warner et al. 2013).7 

During the 1990s, it became increasingly evident to many in the development 

community that a global effort was needed to address these issues. After many 

discussions, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Millennium Declaration 

on 8 September 2000 (United Nations 2000). The Millennium Declaration expresses 

the UN member states’ commitment and responsibility “to uphold the principles of 

human dignity, equality and equity at the global level,” especially for “the most 

vulnerable and, in particular, the children of the world, to whom the future belongs” 

(United Nations 2000). It asserts that every individual has the right to a life of dignity, 

freedom, and equality; the right to live in peace, free of hunger and poverty. The 

commitments of the Millennium Declaration were soon distilled into a global 

development agenda, popularly labeled the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 

which set out a range of goals to be achieved by the development community before 

the self-imposed deadline in 2015, among others to eradicate extreme poverty, ensure 

gender equality, and achieve global education (United Nations 2015b). Though much 

progress has been made, the extent to which the goals have been achieved is less clear 

and often depends on how the data are interpreted (Vandemoortele 2012; Fukuda-Parr 

2012, 9). Recent years have seen a fierce debate about how to advance towards a post-

2015 development agenda and especially what lessons can be learned from the 

successes and failures of the MDGs. In August and September of 2015, these 

discussions resulted in the formulation and adoption of a new set of development 

goals, popularly labeled the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).8  

                                                        
7 Conversely, the report by the IPCC (2014) also shows that more affluent countries are better 
able to adapt to the adverse effects of climate change.  
8 Other names used are the Global Development Goals or simply Global Goals, both of which 
are used synonymously with the MDGs and SDGs, especially within the auspices of the UN and 
‘the post-2015 development goals.’ Throughout this thesis, I shall use MDGs and SDGs when 
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Though the MDGs and, subsequently, the SDGs represent the first uniformly 

global attempts to establish an agenda to guide development efforts,9 several discourses 

have influenced development since the Second World War.10  As Streeten (2003) 

argues, there have been at least three major shifts in development discourse in the past 

seven decades: from economic growth to human resource development; from human 

resource development to human needs development; and, finally, from human needs 

development to human development. This raises the first fundamental question that I 

shall answer in this thesis: what kind of development discourse should guide our efforts 

to set a development agenda? What kind of discourse best captures the challenges that 

development faces and what kinds of goals does it entail? 

In this chapter, I argue that a development agenda is best conceptualized in 

terms of the concept of human development. Human development holds that the kinds of 

goals that a development agenda should include are best conceptualized in terms of 

capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are the real freedom that people have to do 

or be certain things; functionings are capabilities that have been realized. I further argue 

that adopting the human development and capability framework has, on the one hand, 

significant benefits over any of its alternative discourses. On the other hand, the 

chapter explicates the unique challenges that need to be addressed and accommodated 

when setting a development agenda based on a commitment to the human 

development and capability framework.  

The chapter is structured as follows. In the first section (1.1), I give a short 

summary of the evolution in development discourses since the Second World War. I 

                                                                                                                                               
referring to the specific sets of goals set out by the UN and use the term (post-2015) 
development goals/agenda when referring to the larger discussion about setting goals for 
development, whether in general or post-2015. 
9 In Appendix 1, I provide a brief introduction to both the MDGs and the SDGs, their geneses, 
and the criticisms they have received. 
10 Development in its noncolonialist form did not truly come into existence until after the 
Second World War. Prewar development was mainly concerned with the exploitation of non-
Western nations and indigenous peoples (OECD 2006, 51–52, chapter 2) and the ‘civilizing’ of 
‘savage peoples’ (Barcham 2012, 57–58). Consider, for example, Edward Douwes Dekker’s 
influential account, written under the pseudonym Multatuli (1868), of the Dutch colonial rule in 
Indonesia. Here Dekker documents the exploitation of the Indonesian farmers by the Dutch 
East India Company (VOC) and the abuse of colonial power, which resulted in poverty and 
starvation among farmers. 
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argue that there have been three major shifts in development discourse, leading us from 

a focus on economic growth to a focus on what people are actually able to do and be. 

Consequently, I raise the following question: which development discourse should be 

used to conceptualize the goals that are included on a development agenda? In section 

1.2, I argue that we should conceptualize development goals in terms of capabilities and 

functionings and proceed to give a detailed account of the human development and 

capability approach, its terms, concepts, and normative commitments. In section 1.3, I 

show how the capability framework provides a better basis for conceptualizing 

development goals than its alternatives. Section 1.4 concerns the question of whether a 

development agenda should focus on basic or advanced capabilities or functionings, 

and I argue that we should prefer a hybrid approach. The final section (1.5) considers 

what issues we need to be aware of when setting a development agenda based on the 

human development and capability framework. 

 

1.1 Three major shifts in development discourse 

How we shape our development agenda often depends on the kind of development 

ethics that we subscribe to. Development ethics is the interdisciplinary field of studies 

concerning the ends and means of local, national, and international development 

(Astroulakis 2011, 100; Crocker 1991, 457). What, development ethicists ask, is 

normatively important in development? What should development achieve and how 

should it go about doing so? 

The field of development ethics was originally introduced by Denis Goulet in 

his book Cruel Choice (Goulet 1971). Goulet’s aim was to “thrust debates over economic 

and social development into the arena of ethical values” (Goulet 1971, vii; also cited in 

Gasper 2008, 454). This statement was later echoed by another prominent contributor 

to the field of development ethics, Amartya Sen (1987; see also Qizilbash 2007, 54–55), 

who argued that there are economic issues that have strong ethical aspects and that we 

would benefit greatly from bringing the two together. As a consequence, development 

ethics is the reflection on what is good development both for societies and for 

individuals. This requires us to reflect on the values that are present in or relevant for 
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debates on development (Gasper 2014, 47). In other words, development ethics brings 

normative values to the discipline of development economics. It concerns the oughts 

and shoulds of the theory and practice of development. How should we conceptualize 

development? What ought we do to realize development? Who should benefit from 

and who should be responsible for development? As Gasper (2014, 47) argues, 

“[p]ractically oriented development ethics looks at how and which values are or can be 

incorporated in systems of policy, laws, social routines, and public and individual 

actions.” 

 A major question within development ethics concerns what kinds of goals we 

should pursue as a matter of development. One of the most authoritative development 

scholars, Paul Streeten (2003), argues that the discourses on development since the 

Second World War have changed from a focus on economic growth to taking human 

beings seriously as the ends of development. In the process, he distinguishes and 

explains three major shifts in development discourses: from economic growth to 

human resource development; from human resource development to human needs 

development; and, finally, from human needs development to human development. In 

the following subsection, I provide a short overview of these shifts in development 

discourse. In particular, I highlight the strengths of each discourse and the 

disadvantages that led to a shift in the discourse. 

 

1.1.1 Development as economic growth 

In the 1950s, economists hailed economic growth as the key to poverty eradication. A 

focus on economic growth was justified by the argument that it would enhance the 

range of choices open to people: more economic growth would lead to people 

possessing more resources with which they could pursue different ends. According to 

the economic growth discourse, development should strengthen the instrumental 

causes of economic growth, such as political and financial institutions, free trade 

agreements, and labor competition. Three assumptions were thereby made (Streeten 

2003, 68–69). First, economists assumed that the benefits of economic growth would 

spread through market forces, creating demand for labor and rising productivity, and 
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leading to higher wages and lower prices of goods. Second, even if this were not the 

case, then at least governments, concerned with the well-being of the poor, would 

spread the wealth equally. Third, it was assumed that the primary focus should be on 

building up “the capital, infrastructure and productive capacity of an economy” 

(Streeten 2003, 69) because these are essential conditions for economic growth.  

Judging by economic growth, development since the Second World War has 

been a success. Indeed, the post-war economic boom—also known as the Golden Age 

of Capitalism—is well-documented (Marglin and Schor 1991; Middleton 2000; OECD 

2006, 125; Skidelsky 2010). Lasting from approximately the beginning of the 1950s to 

the early 1970s, the boom saw, on a global average, an annual economic growth rate of 

4.8–4.9%, accompanied by low unemployment rates (Skidelsky 2010, 126; OECD 

2006, 126). Though the economic growth rates, for different reasons, have slowed 

significantly compared with the rates of the economic boom—the annual growth rates 

of OECD countries in the late 1970s and the 1980s ranged between 2% and 3% 

(Marglin and Schor 1991)—certain regions continue to experience unprecedented 

growth. This is especially so in the case of Africa, which has more than doubled its 

gross national income (GNI) from USD539 per capita in 1995 to USD1,699 per capita 

in 2014 (World Bank 2015a), while East Asia is the fastest-growing region, with growth 

rates at 6.1% (United Nations 2015c, 10–11). In short, it seems that citizens of the 

world now have more money in their hands than ever before to buy the goods and 

services they need. 

The only problem is this: they don’t (OECD 2006, 129). The economic growth 

development discourse is severely flawed, both methodologically and normatively, as 

well as empirically. Methodologically speaking, there is a concern that aggregate 

measures, such as GDP and GNI, conceal or do not capture internal inequalities. That 

is, a country may experience a high level of GDP although in reality the wealth and 

income is concentrated in the hands of a few. A prime example of such incongruences 

is Saudi Arabia. Measured on its GDP, Saudi Arabia is the nineteenth wealthiest 

country in the world. However, economic inequalities are widespread in a country 

where up to 25% of the population—between 2 million and 4 million individuals, 
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discounting the large group of migrant workers who are often worse off live below the 

national poverty line (USD530/month; USD17/day); this can be contrasted with King 

Abdullah’s personal fortune, estimated at USD18 billion (Sullivan 2013). Similar 

patterns of wealth concentration have been documented in the rising economies of 

Africa and Latin America (African Development Bank Group 2012; World Bank 2013). 

Therefore, a focus on GDP misrepresents the reality, in which a large part of the 

population stays poor despite an expansion of aggregate wealth and production.  

Moreover, the focus on wealth and income can be criticized for ignoring other 

normatively important inequalities. China, for example, is the second biggest economy 

in the world based on its GDP (United Nations Statistics Division 2014; World Bank 

2015b). As Human Rights Watch (2015) has documented, however, Chinese 

“authorities have also unleashed an extraordinary assault on basic human rights and 

their defenders with a ferocity unseen in recent years.” While dissenters who oppose 

the authoritarian regime face arbitrary detention, imprisonment, physical abuse, and 

harassment, the inhabitants of China’s autonomous regions—Xinjiang, Tibet, and 

Hong Kong—suffer from ethnic discrimination, religious repression, and cultural 

suppression. Making economic growth the only or primary normative focus of 

development only serves to cover up these injustices. Even if we do not care about 

such injustices, Easterly (2013) shows how the suppression of economic and political 

freedom curbs the effectiveness of development interventions. That is, we need to care 

about people’s socioeconomic status because it is at least instrumental in achieving 

development. 

The above issues have been underscored by the empirical observation that the 

three assumptions, implicit in the justification for the focus on economic growth, were 

not universally applicable (Streeten 2003, 69). Increasing wealth did not automatically 

spread widely nor evenly, governments were not always interested in reducing poverty, 

and the accumulation of capital did not require a primary effort to create the essential 

conditions for economic growth. As Streeten (2003, 69) notes, economic growth was 

unequally divided between countries, as well as between individuals and groups: “the 

benefits of growth [were not] always widely spread, and the lower income groups often 
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did not benefit” (Streeten 2003, 69).  

 

1.1.2 Human resource development 

Thus, the first shift in development discourse turned its attention towards 

redistribution. As Streeten (2003, 71) sums up the question, “[h]ow can strategies of 

redistribution be combined with strategies of growth?” The assumption was that by 

improving the capacities and skills of poor people they would have a better chance of 

improving their own standard of living rather than relying on distribution of income. 

To put it bluntly, healthy and educated people are better workers and thus wealth 

should be redistributed to build schools and hospitals. This development discourse has 

come to be known as human resource development (McGraw, Tetelock, and Kristel 2003; 

McLean 2004; United Nations General Assembly 1965).11 By redistributing resources 

to create individuals with better skills, human resource development aimed to reinforce 

economic growth in two ways. On the one hand, workers with better skills would be 

more efficient, in effect reducing the cost of production and, conversely, increasing 

both output and profits; on the other hand, it would allow individuals to become more 

resourceful, thus reducing their independence on redistributive assistance. 

While human resource development certainly intends to spread the benefits of 

economic growth more equally, it faces two objections. First, it essentially regards 

people as a means to economic growth. This criticism has been advanced by a number 

of scholars. Anand and Sen (1994), for example, argue that improvements in people’s 

living standards are merely positive externalities: securing health care and education for 

the poor is primarily a way to enhance economic growth (which, however, is still 

regarded as a necessary condition for poverty eradication). As such, the human 

resource development discourse suffers from the same normative shortcomings as the 

economic growth paradigm: first, because it treats agents of development merely as 

means and not as ends, it dehumanizes them and thus, secondly, ignores—and may 

even justify—gross injustices as long as economic growth is boosted.  

                                                        
11 It is also sometimes referred to as national human resource development in order not to 
confuse it with the management paradigm of the same name. It is also sometimes called human 
resources development, for example by Lawrence and Stevens (1988). 
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This leads us to the second objection, namely that even if proponents of 

human resource development argue that economic growth is the best means to 

improve the lives of people, this normative view of development is highly contested. 

Poverty cannot always be reduced to the deprivation of economic resources or 

productive abilities and capacities. There is a case to be made that there are basic needs 

that cannot be captured as a matter of creating economic progress: human life depends 

on a range of basic needs being met, such as adequate nutrition, health care, education, 

clean water, shelter, and security. These needs are not necessarily best addressed 

through economic growth and production but rather through social and institutional 

efforts. In this perspective, the human resource development paradigm (as well as the 

economic growth paradigm) put the horse before the cart because pursuits of 

economic goals presuppose that a minimum threshold of basic needs is already met. If 

that minimal threshold were not met, other strategies apart from economic growth may 

be more effective in meeting those basic needs.  

 

1.1.3 Development as basic needs satisfaction 

These objections ushered in the second major shift in the development discourse, 

introduced at the International Labour Organization’s World Employment Conference 

in 1976, putting the focus on basic needs (Jolly 1976; Streeten 2003, 72). The basic needs 

discourse held that the fulfillment of certain fundamental needs can be considered 

necessary for a decent human life. The basic needs paradigm thus differed from 

previous discourses in two ways. First, it shifted the ends and means of development. 

The primary end was no longer economic growth and human capital was no longer the 

only or primary means of achieving development. According to the basic needs 

paradigm, economic growth was only considered a valuable means insofar as it was 

instrumental in meeting the end of development, namely the satisfaction of people’s 

basic needs. Secondly, the basic needs paradigm stressed the multidimensionality of 

poverty and deprivation. Poverty is not only a deficiency in income (or access to an 

income) but rather consists of a range of disadvantages. As a consequence, 

development policies were required to do more than merely expand people’s access to 
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income and resources. Rather, it became paramount to provide public services such as 

schools, hospitals, wells and water purifiers, markets, counseling, and a police force 

(Streeten 2003, 73). 

The basic needs discourse highlights the importance of providing a minimum 

threshold of development for all human beings. Focusing development on a set 

threshold of basic needs, however, is inadequate because it ignores what goes on above 

this threshold. This is so in two ways. First of all, it ignores the fact that human needs 

differ between individuals themselves, as well the societies they live in. Two individuals 

with the same sets of basic resources, securities, and freedoms may have widely 

different prospects in life depending on who they are and where they live.  

On the one hand, even if a paraplegic has all her basic needs satisfied, she is 

still worse off in terms of her ability to move around than a physically healthy person. 

Personal traits beyond our control—such as gender, race, intelligence, and motoric 

abilities—all play a role in determining our quality of life and the opportunities open to 

us even above a basic needs threshold. Consider, for example, how nonwhite North 

Americans, though well-off compared with other minority groups in other parts of the 

world (e.g., Dalits in India), still have fewer social opportunities in terms of health, 

wealth, wages, employment, housing, social mobility, and education than white North 

Americans (Smedley, Stith, and Nelson 2003; Kochhar, Fry, and Taylor 2011; Krivo 

and Kaufman 2004). 

Addressing this issue is not only a matter of making a list of basic needs 

relative to the socioeconomic context. The worry is, rather, that a list of basic needs, 

which comprises all inequalities, would either be quite expansive or embody a particular 

ethical view about what constitutes a ‘normal’ human being. The problem of expansion 

arises from the observation that anything could be considered a basic need if we 

recognize that it is so in relation to the social and cultural context. Imagine, for 

example, a society in which social status and access to social services depend on 

whether or not one is an active PlayStation player. Having a PlayStation in such a 

society could arguably be considered a basic need. Now, the problem of expansion 

does not disprove the basic needs discourse in itself, but it does raise the following 
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question: why are these particular needs basic rather than others? Proponents of the 

basic needs paradigm could argue that certain needs are basic because they constitute 

the needs that a ‘normal’ human being has. However, with the amount of human 

diversity that exists, defining what a normal human need is may prove quite 

controversial. In fact, not even survival seems to be a basic need for some: consider, 

for example, the Tibetan monks setting fire to themselves (self-immolation) in protest 

at the Chinese occupation of Tibet and Nepal.  

Even if we consider the Tibetan monks an outlier example and hold that 

human survival (as well as other basic needs, such as health and nutrition) is still a basic 

need for society at large, the problem with setting a universal threshold of basic needs 

is that different socioeconomic and environmental contexts influence what is 

considered a basic need. This is so both in terms of the kinds of needs that people have 

and in terms of the level at which we should set the basic threshold.  

In the first case, the social and physical environment in which we live has an 

impact on what constitutes a basic requirement for human life. That is, particular 

circumstances may constitute a threat to human life in one socioeconomic or 

environmental context but not in another. Malaria, for example, constitutes one of the 

world’s most severe public health hazards and is a leading cause of death and disease in 

many developing countries, where pregnant women and children are especially at risk. 

Though an estimated 3.3 billion people worldwide—almost half of the world’s 

population—are at risk of contracting malaria, according to the World Health 

Organization (2014, x), most of these live in the (Sub-Saharan) African region, where 

90% of all malaria deaths occur. While the Anopheles gambiae mosquito—which is the 

natural carrier of the Plasmodium parasite responsible for malaria—is not exclusively 

endemic to Africa, nor even tropical regions, first-world countries have been successful 

in eliminating the Plasmodium parasite. Efforts to combat the contraction and spread of 

malaria are thus arguably basic needs specific to the Sub-Saharan African region 

especially (and other tropical regions, albeit less so) due to both socioeconomic causes 

(i.e., widespread poverty in combination with a lack of institutional and economic 

capacity to eradicate the carrier parasite and to adequately treat infected persons) and 
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environmental causes (i.e., the fact that both the Anopheles gambiae mosquito and the 

Plasmodium parasite are endemic to the region). 

In the second case, what we consider a threshold level of basic needs 

satisfaction often depends on the particular standards of living. That is, two individuals 

may be equally well-off according to an absolute scale of basic needs satisfactions and 

yet be unequally well-off relative to the living standards in their respective societies 

(Alexander 2008, 3; Sen 1983). Someone in an affluent society arguably needs a higher 

level of, for example, basic income in order to have the same opportunities in life as 

someone living in a less affluent society, simply because the costs of satisfying basic 

needs (food, housing) tend to be higher in more affluent societies. If this is the case, we 

need to reconsider development, not as the satisfaction of an absolute threshold of 

basic needs, but as the satisfaction of basic needs relative to the level of living standards 

in particular societies. 

The second objection that the basic needs development discourse faces 

concerns the claim that people have aspirations that are relevant for development 

beyond their basic needs. That is, people aspire to more than merely survival; they also 

want to lead flourishing lives where they can pursue their own agential aims, such as 

being loved and starting a family, having a fulfilling job, spend time with family and 

friends, or having time to nurture one’s hobby. Consider, for example, Alkire’s (2002, 

1–2) case study of an Oxfam-funded rose cultivation project in Pakistan. While the 

project was focused on making its participants economically self-sufficient, Alkire 

found that though the project was a failure in this regard, the participants still found 

the project valuable because it allowed them pursue and achieve other nonessential 

ends, such as respect, aesthetic pleasure, social relationships, and inner religious peace.  

It may be objected that such agential pursuits are irrelevant for development 

efforts and that we are only obliged to provide the basic elements of human life from 

which people can then pursue their own ends. This answer is inadequate, however, 

because the extent to which people can pursue their personal ends does indeed depend 

on contingent circumstances beyond their own control. For example, it is well-

documented how implicit biases affect the job opportunities of women and racial 
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minorities. If development is concerned with such inequalities (caused by brute luck or 

structural factors), it needs to look beyond basic needs and consider people’s agential 

aspirations, ends, and goals.  

One major issue arises as a consequence of such a shift in focus: how can we 

capture the relative nature of such aspirations? How can we capture, that is, the fact 

that people’s aspirations are relative to individuals and their socioeconomic and 

environmental circumstances, as just described above? In the following section, I argue 

that addressing this issue requires us to adopt a human development discourse. The 

human development discourse conceptualizes development goals in terms of 

capabilities and functionings. I will first introduce the human development and 

capability approach, its core concepts, and normative commitments, before I turn to 

consider its implications for development. 

 

1.2 Development as the expansion of capabilities and functionings 

In recent years, the human development and capability approach has not only become 

increasingly influential in academia but also within debates on global, national, and local 

socioeconomic policy (Robeyns 2006, 351–352; Pressman and Summerfield 2002). In 

addition to providing the conceptual foundations for the UNDP’s Human 

Development Index in the early 1990s, capability scholars have in the last decade been 

involved in commissions offering policy advice to the governments of both France and 

Germany (Stiglitz et al. 2010; Volkert 2005). In the previous section, I made the 

tentative claim that we should look to the human development and capability approach 

when setting a development agenda. In particular, my claim entails that we should 

conceptualize the goals that are included on a development agenda in terms of 

capabilities and functionings. In this section, I shall provide a comprehensive 

introduction to and analysis of the human development and capability framework, 

including its core concepts—such as capabilities and functionings—and its normative 

commitments. 
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1.2.1 Human development and the capability approach 

The idea of human development has been largely influenced by the capability 

approach, which has been advanced by a large number of scholars, most prominently 

Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum.12 The capability approach has its origins in a 

number of articles in which Sen criticizes the limited informational bases of the 

traditional economic models and evaluative accounts (i.e., utilitarianism and 

resourcism).13 What is missing from these traditional models, Sen argues, is a notion of 

what activities we are able to undertake (‘doings’) and the kinds of persons we are able 

to be (‘beings’). Sen calls this notion capabilities.14 Capabilities are the real freedoms that 

people have to achieve their potential doings and beings. Real freedom in this sense 

means that one has all the required means necessary to achieve that doing and being if 

one wishes to. That is, it is not merely the formal freedom to do or be something, but 

the substantial opportunity to achieve it.  

Someone might, for example, have the formal freedom to vote in elections in 

the sense that she has a right to do so and that no one will stop her from doing so, but 

she might lack the substantial possibility to vote because the closest voting station is 

200 kilometers away and she does not own a car and does not have access to other 

means of transportation. Conversely, someone may be living close to the voting station 

but still may not have the real freedom to vote because females are not permitted to 

vote in that particular society. Capabilities are thus real freedoms in the sense that they 

are corrected for any potential impediments. Functionings simply denotes those 

capabilities that have been achieved whether voluntarily or by chance. For example, 

                                                        
12  Sen’s particular capability theory has often been accused of being incomplete and 
underspecified. Gasper (2002), for example, correctly argues that the capability approach must 
be specified in a number of respects, such as the concepts of agency and need, in order to be 
able to address development issues. Since, in this thesis, I am merely interested in developing a 
framework that can be used to develop a particular human development agenda, I shall merely 
insist that making these specifications is a task for the particular human development theory. 
13 For more on Sen’s work on informational bases and his critiques of utilitarianism, resourcism, 
and welfarism, see, for example, Sen (1974, 1979a, 1979b, 1979c). 
14 It should be noted that Sen in earlier texts used the term ‘capabilities’ to refer to a person’s set 
of basic capabilities, rather than particular capabilities. Only later did he use the term in the 
broader sense of doings and beings. See also Robeyns (2011).  
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someone might have the real freedom to vote but chooses not to do so and thus does 

not have the functioning of voting.  

It is important to notice that capabilities and functionings can be both positive 

and negative, as well as neutral (Robeyns 2016). Thus, examples of ‘doings’ are to eat, 

travel, fall in love, read the phone book, pollute, and rape. Example of ‘beings’ are 

being altruistic, being in good health, being educated, being criminal, and being raped. 

All capabilities of one person taken together are referred to as her capability set. Though 

most applications of the capability approach focus on people’s positive capabilities—

what we consider valuable for them to do or be—we may also sometimes want to 

consider their negative capabilities. For example, it matters to the evaluation of a 

person’s well-being or standard of living whether she is at risk of being murdered or 

being raped, which are both what we would call negative capabilities insofar as we 

consider them not to be valuable. Hence, in order to capture the variety of applications 

of the capability framework, it is important that the concepts of capabilities and 

functionings are kept value-neutral. If capabilities and functionings only encompassed 

positively valued doings and beings, we would not be able to capture the relevance of 

negative doings and beings (such as being murdered or being raped) for a person’s 

well-being. 

The capability approach changes the focus from means (the resources15 people 

have) to ends (what they are able to do and be with those resources and goods). This 

shift in focus is justified because resources and goods alone do not ensure that people 

are able to convert them into actual doings and beings. Two persons with similar sets 

of goods and resources may be able to achieve very different ends depending on their 

circumstances. One of the most prominent illustrations within the capability literature 

of the need to move beyond a focus on goods and resources is found in Sen's (1979a) 

                                                        
15 I shall use the term ‘resources’ here in its broader sense to denote material assets, as well as 
more intangible assets such as human capital, legal freedoms, and so on. Please note that on the 
most plausible reading of Sen (1985a), he is concerned with the conversion of more tangible 
resources. There is no reason, however, that we should not be equally concerned with the 
conversion of more intangible resources, such as human capital. In distinguishing between 
human capital and human capabilities, for example, Sen (1997) seems to acknowledge that 
intangible resources (such as human capital) are merely means to capabilities in the relevant 
sense. 
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Equality of What?  Here, Sen asks us to consider two persons with the same amount of 

resources. One, however, suffers from a disability. This disability makes her unequal to 

the able-bodied person in two regards, which cannot be captured by a sole focus on 

resources. First of all, the disabled person is unequal in terms of what she can do with 

her resources compared with the physically able person. She may, for example, be 

confined to a wheelchair and thus restricted to places with wheelchair access. Secondly, 

the disabled person may even be doubly worse off because she only gets the same 

amount of resources even though she has more expenses in order to correct for her 

disability. That is, because the disabled person needs to spend a considerable amount 

of her resources on a wheelchair merely to move around, she actually has fewer 

resources available to pursue other goals than the able-bodied person who, ex hypothesi, 

can spend all her resources towards pursuing her valued ends. Thus, in order to 

evaluate people’s well-being, we need to not only consider the amount of resources 

they have but also what they are able to do and be with those resources. 

Moreover, what Sen’s example shows is that the conversion of resources and 

goods into capabilities and/or functionings crucially relies on various conversion factors. 

Conversion factors are the conditions that influence a person’s ability to exploit the 

value of some resource, good, or formal freedom that one has. The real value of a 

bicycle, for example, depends on whether the person in question has the mental and 

physical skills to ride the bicycle (personal conversion factors), whether the relevant 

laws and social norms allow her to ride the bicycle (social conversion factors), and 

whether there are decent roads and an adequate infrastructure (environmental 

conversion factors). The real freedom someone has to ride a bicycle is thus dependent on 

whether these conditions are fulfilled. In this sense, conversion factors also shape the 

needs of the individuals in question: in a society in which the capability of riding a 

bicycle is important (e.g., in order to get to work), it becomes crucial to provide decent 

roads and an adequate infrastructure (Crocker and Robeyns 2010, 68).  

Human beings are diverse. Our well-being depends on our ability to fulfill our 

needs, yet both our needs and our ability to fulfill them differ depending on our 

personal and contextual circumstances. That is, people get different amounts of well-
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being from the same set of resources depending on the conversion factors they are 

subject to. To illustrate, recall the example of the disabled individual mentioned above. 

Arguably, the disabled individual requires more resources—qua being disabled—in 

order to experience the same increase in well-being as her able-bodied peers.  

A utilitarian may argue, however, that this only shows that we ought to 

distribute more resources, goods, and freedoms to the disabled person to the extent that 

she experiences the same amount of well-being as the able-bodied person. As Sen 

(1979a) has shown, however, this response is inadequate. The disabled person may be a 

pleasure wizard who gains a lot of utility from very little input. Conversely, the able-

bodied person may be very hard to please and thus requires a large input of resources 

and freedoms in order to detect an increase in well-being. In this case, Sen notes, the 

amended utilitarian position would actually direct more resources and freedoms to the 

able-bodied person and less to the disabled one. But surely it cannot be right to 

provide less help to those with greater needs, merely because they are easier to satisfy. 

As Sen himself has documented, people in poor conditions may actually tend to lower 

their expectations and settle into their poverty (e.g., Kynch and Sen 1983). But just 

because they experience a bigger increase in well-being from fewer resources does not 

mean that the situation is justified or justifiable in the first place.  

A concept of well-being should thus recognize the diversity of human needs 

and personal and contextual circumstances. This is exactly what the notions of 

capabilities and functionings do. First, by focusing on what people are able to do and 

be (rather than on an equal distribution of goods and resources), the capability 

approach recognizes the diversity of people’s ability to convert those resources and 

goods into real opportunities and achievements. Secondly, Sen distinguishes between 

two kinds of freedom, namely what he calls well-being freedom and agency freedom (Sen 

1985). Both of these can also be analyzed in terms of whether they have been achieved. 

In this case they are called well-being achievement and agency achievement. Well-being 

freedoms are those freedoms that promote our well-being generally. Being well 

nourished, for example, is a part of our well-being. But we may also value freedoms 

that do not promote our well-being, such as giving up a promising career in order to 
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fight for global justice. My fighting for global justice may not provide me with anything 

in terms of well-being as it requires me to travel to some of the most insecure places on 

earth and does not provide a steady income. I am worse off in terms of well-being 

compared to the alternative of pursuing a promising career. Yet I value this freedom 

because it is an expression of my agency.16 The recognition of agency freedom, in 

addition to well-being freedom, allows people to pursue a diversity of doings and 

beings. 

What particular capabilities and functionings are normatively relevant? The 

first thing we should notice is that the commitment to consider the diversity of human 

needs and circumstances has often led capability scholars to argue that we need to 

make a selection of capabilities and functionings depending on the particular domain of 

application and/or the particular socioeconomic context. In the first case, as argued, 

the capability approach can be applied to many more specific domains, such as a 

capability theory of justice, empirical studies, the evaluation of social policies, the 

design of development initiatives, and so on. Each of these domains of application may 

require different lists of capabilities. In the second case, the commitment to human 

diversity should lead us to acknowledge that which capabilities are normatively relevant 

may differ both between individuals and between societies.  

It should be noted that some scholars have argued that all capabilities are 

valuable and, hence, that there is no need to make a selection of normatively relevant 

capabilities. This view can especially be attributed to Carter (2014) and Vallentyne 

(2005). Carter’s and Vallentyne’s views are outliers, however, and almost all capability 

scholars agree that we need to make a selection of normatively relevant capabilities and 

functionings. In this thesis, I shall proceed on the assumption that we need to make a 

selection of capabilities and functionings when applying the capability approach in 

practice, for example in order to set a development agenda. In chapters 5 and 6, I 

investigate the issue of selecting capabilities and functionings in more detail, including 

why we need to make a selection. 

                                                        
16 It should be noted, though, that an expression of one’s agency freedom does not always have 
to be at odds with one’s own interests. 
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The proliferation of literature on the capability approach has engendered a 

discussion about how to exactly define it. While Nussbaum (2011) seems to provide an 

elaborate account of the entire capability framework, Robeyns (2016) has recently 

argued that this account cannot constitute the definitive version of the capability 

approach. Rather, Robeyns argues that we can define the capability approach more 

minimally than Nussbaum does. The capability approach, Robeyns argues, should be 

defined as a normative framework, which can host a wide variety of more specific 

theories and applications, such as, for example, Nussbaum’s partial capability theory of 

justice, Crocker’s capability theory of deliberative democracy, or Kuklys’ capabilitarian 

econometrics (Robeyns 2016). Likewise, Qizilbash (2012) argues that the capability 

approach should be seen as a ‘thin’ framework, which can be filled in by ‘thicker’ 

theories and applications. While all of these accounts may differ greatly in their specific 

structure, purpose, and normative commitments, they all adhere to the same normative 

core. Thus, at the center of the capability framework, Robeyns (2016) argues, is a 

normative commitment to conceptualize well-being in terms of capabilities and 

functionings—the real freedom that people have to do or be certain things. In this way, 

Robeyns provides an account of the capability approach that both pays due respect to 

the variety of work being done on or with the approach and manages to define its core 

in concise principles. 

 

1.2.2 Human development as the expansion of capabilities and functionings 

One of the domains that the capability framework can be applied to is development, 

where it has given birth to the development discourse known as human development.17 

Human development is the idea that processes of development should benefit the 

people whom they affect by expanding what they are able to do or be with their 

resources (Streeten 1994, 232; Qizilbash 1996, 144).18 The ideal of human development 

arose out of a discontent with the fact that existing development paradigms, such as 

                                                        
17 See Haq (1996) for an introduction to the human development paradigm (chapter 2) and its 
influence on the Human Development Reports (chapter 3) and Human Development Index 
(chapter 4). 
18 Note that this may include taking future generations into account. 
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economic growth and human resource development, would often bring about social 

injustices or fail to enhance people’s actual well-being (Qizilbash 1996, 143). Whereas 

both of these paradigms only consider human beings as the means to economic growth, 

the idea of human development holds that the primary end of development should be 

people (Haq 1996, 5). In other words, the focus should, according to human 

development, be on what people are able to do and be with their resources rather than 

with the resources themselves. Maximizing economic growth is thus, on this view, only 

a means to achieve development insofar as it enhances people’s capabilities—their 

opportunity to do and be certain things. Consider, again, the value of a bicycle. From 

the perspective of an economic growth paradigm, the value of the bicycle is either 

intrinsic—insofar as it is a product of economic wealth—or instrumental as a means to 

create economic growth (e.g., by transporting laborers to and from work). From the 

perspective of a human resource development paradigm, the bicycle has instrumental 

value because it allows someone to get to work (and contribute to economic 

production). The idea of human development holds that the bicycle has instrumental 

value only insofar as it expands the owner’s freedom to lead a flourishing life regardless 

of whether this leads to a rise in economic growth. 

Several scholars have argued that human development is essentially a pluralistic 

concept (Alexander 2004; Drydyk 2011; Haq 1996, 14–16; Nussbaum 2003; Sen 2005). 

This is so in three ways. First, there are several capabilities that are important for 

human development. Education, health, nourishment, shelter, and security are only 

some of the most basic capabilities, but we may also value more ‘advanced’ capabilities 

such as traveling, reading a good book, being physically active, going to the movies, 

taking care of one’s sick mother, fighting for global justice, voting in a democratic 

election, being a good parent, and participating in a community (Robeyns 2011). It is of 

course possible that the value of all of these capabilities may differ between two 

persons or from one society to another. Someone who leads an adventurous lifestyle, 

for example, may have less need for security than most people.  

Secondly, we may need different means to achieve our capabilities. This is not 

only due to the fact that we may value different capabilities but also because the same 
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capability may be realized through different means. Consider, for example, how the 

functioning of traveling may be achieved through different means of transportation, 

such as by car, train, plane, and bike, or on foot. The idea of human development thus 

holds that neither the ends nor the means of development can be reduced to a single 

dimension. Thirdly, the obstacles we face in achieving human development are diverse, 

as exemplified by Sen’s three conversion factors. These personal, social, and 

environmental factors are the conditions that enable or restrict someone’s use of a 

tangible or intangible good. Someone may be unable to vote in the elections either 

because it is illegal for women to vote in her society (a social conversion factor) or 

because she is severely disabled (a personal conversion factor) and cannot get to the 

voting station.  

The idea of human development has often been reduced to or equated with 

two uses. On a narrow application, the idea of human development is captured by the 

UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI) and the corresponding annual Human 

Development Reports (HDR). 19  Another instantiation of human development is 

captured by the development paradigm known as the human development approach.20 

While the two have often been regarded as synonymous—that the HDI is an 

instantiation of the human development approach—there are notable differences 

between the two (Fukuda-Parr 2003a). Most importantly, the HDI only considers two 

capabilities—longevity and education—and one proxy for economic capability, namely 

average income. The human development approach, on the contrary, holds that the 

range of valuable capabilities is virtually infinite (Fukuda-Parr 2003b, 305). This is so 

because of another important difference. The human development approach holds that 

valuable capabilities should be decided on a local level and that since local norms and 

needs change, we cannot know beforehand which capabilities are the relevant ones 

(Fukuda-Parr 2003b, 306). The HDI, meanwhile, stipulates that longevity, education, 

                                                        
19 For an introduction to the HDI and the HDR, their genesis, structure, and methodology, see 
Haq (1996, chapters 3–4). 
20  It should be noted, though, that the human development approach is not merely an 
instantiation of the human development ideal, but also adds some normative claims, which do 
not follow directly from the human development idea, namely in terms of the normative 
importance of equity, sustainability, productivity, and empowerment (Fukuda-Parr 2003a, 93; 
Haq 1996, 16–20). 
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and income are universally important to lead a flourishing life. While this reduced view 

of what is taken to be the central capabilities of human life has been met with criticism, 

the choice of limiting the range of valuable capabilities was primarily taken for political 

reasons—a limited measure was simply more palatable for the UNDP member states 

(Sen 2003, xiii (fn. 4)). The aim was to find an alternative for GDP per capita that had 

the same simplicity, even if that meant it would also be ‘vulgar.’  

While the HDI and the human development approach are the two most 

popular uses of the notion of human development, it is by no means clear that the idea 

of human development can be reduced to either. The human development approach, 

as it is usually represented in the literature, includes a range of commitments that would 

be controversial on other accounts of human development. A perfectionist21 approach 

to human development, for example, questions the human development approach’s 

commitment to open-endedness with regards to valuable capabilities, as well its 

commitment to moral relativism and pluralism22—what people have reason to value. 

Since we can imagine—as a consequence of Robeyns’ minimal definition of the 

capability approach—perfectionist (e.g., Deneulin 2002; Khader 2011) and more open-

ended (e.g., Clark 2005; Sen 1993) capability-based approaches to development, it 

stands to reason that human development can be reduced to neither the HDI23 nor the 

human development approach. 

Since an application of the capability framework to (human) development 

cannot be reduced to the more specified human development approach, we can talk 

about several approaches to human development. Robeyns’ (2016) minimal definition 

of the capability approach allows us to ‘assemble’ different approaches with different 

normative commitments and specifications. All of these may use the concepts of 

                                                        
21 Generally speaking, perfectionist theories endorse an objective account of the good on which 
ethical theories should be based. 
22 Moral relativism is the empirical and/or normative notion that ethical standards and morals 
are or should be based on cultural and subjective values rather than on objective moral facts 
(Gowans 2015). Moral pluralism is the position that there are several moral and ethical systems, 
principles, and values that are correct (Mason 2011).  
23 Haq (1996, 59) seems to recognize this, noting that “human development is a much richer 
concept than the HDI can ever hope to capture” while Fukuda-Parr (2002, 93), similarly, argues 
that “human development is broader than [the HDI’s focus on] education and health because 
human capabilities extend well beyond these areas.” 
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capabilities and functionings to analyze and evaluate development processes, provide 

policy advice, or design concrete development projects. We can, for example, imagine a 

perfectionistic approach with a finite and unchangeable list of relevant capabilities for 

development. Likewise, we can imagine a foundational approach that bases its list of 

relevant capabilities in a well-reasoned theory of justice rather than on a procedure of 

democratic deliberation like the human development approach. In regard to the scope 

of human development, different accounts may also focus on different levels of 

application—local, national, regional, or global. Relatedly, human development in 

developing countries may also differ crucially from an approach focused on human 

development in affluent countries and universalistic approaches. While a universalistic 

approach to human development holds that the aim of development should be the 

same regardless of individual, social, and economic differences, the two former 

approaches would hold that people with different living standards and that are affected 

by different personal and socioeconomic circumstances have radically different needs 

and, accordingly, that a human development approach should accommodate that fact.24 

Thus, in the rest of this thesis, the terms ‘human development’ and ‘the human 

development and capability approach/framework’ refer merely to the idea that 

development should, on the one hand, be committed to promote the normatively 

relevant ends of people and, on the other hand, that these ends must be conceptualized 

in terms of capabilities and functionings.  

Although human development and the notions of capabilities and functionings 

provide us with a theoretically stronger alternative to other development paradigms, as 

argued, we still need to ask to what extent does it correspond with what local 

stakeholders value or find important in development? This becomes especially 

important when we turn to answer the second question of this thesis in chapters 2–4, 

namely the extent to which local stakeholders should be involved in the selection of 

development goals. What if, we need to ask, local stakeholders, when granted influence 

in this regard, prefer to conceptualize development in terms of some other concept of 

                                                        
24 A good example of the need to adapt capabilities and functionings to local circumstances are 
the various regional and national human development reports, which focus on more localized 
issues and progress relative to the regional or national levels of human development. 
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‘advantage’ or well-being, such as economic growth, resources, or happiness? Is the 

capability framework compatible with letting people decide on matters concerning their 

own development?25 

There is empirical evidence that local stakeholders do conceptualize their own 

ends in terms of capabilities and functionings. One of the most comprehensive surveys 

of people’s values and ends are the three Voices of the Poor reports, published at the turn 

of the millennium (Narayan et al. 1999; 2000; Narayan and Petesch 2002). Featuring 

interviews with more than 60,000 poor individuals from around the world, what the 

reports reveal is that those interviewed often frame and describe their circumstances, 

goals, ambitions, and aspirations in terms of what they are (or would like to be) able to 

do or be; that is, in terms of capabilities and functionings. Even when asked about the 

value of material goods and resources, those interviewed expressed the view that “the 

material is only one dimension among others” and primarily as a means to other ends 

(Narayan et al. 2000, 24). As noted earlier, Alkire (2002) reaches the same conclusion 

after asking the participants in three development projects to evaluate the outcomes of 

the projects. What they valued was not so much the economic outcome (that was often 

marginal or nonexistent) as much as what the projects enabled them to do or be, such 

as being literate, forming social relationships, or influencing household decisions. 

However, based on his fieldwork in a South African context, Clark (2005) 

found that while locals did indeed value ‘traditional’ sources of well-being, such as 

being clothed, having good housing, and being able to engage in physical activity, 

respondents also contradicted the capability framework in two ways. In the first case, 

Clark’s respondents, when asked what they valued, also included both material goods 

(clothing, television) and mental pleasures (the joy of watching sports) on their lists. In 

the second case, the respondents valued having capabilities, which we would 

traditionally consider negative or at least nonpositive, such as smoking tobacco or 

drinking Coca-Cola and alcohol.  

                                                        
25 Do note that I will not be advocating that local stakeholders should be granted exclusive 
decision-making rights in the context of setting a development agenda. As I argue in section 2.4, 
my claim will be more moderate. 
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What are we to make of Clark’s findings vis-à-vis the capability framework? The 

first thing we should notice is that in both cases what the respondents value can be 

interpreted as proxies for other (positive) capabilities or functionings. For example, in 

relation to the first case, when asked why they valued having the material good of a 

television, the respondents highlighted its value as a means to other capabilities, such as 

learning new things and facilitating social life (Clark 2005, 1356). In relation to the 

second case, the seemingly nonvaluable capability of drinking Coca-Cola 26  was 

described as a proxy for access to clean drinking water and medical remedies to relieve 

stomach ache, flatulence, and diarrhea (Clark 2005, 1352). These findings point to the 

idea that if we inquire enough into the reasons why people value something, we may be 

able to describe it in terms of some positive capability. 

That said, according to Clark, even at this level of inquiry many respondents 

still expressed the value of certain items on the list in terms of their mental pleasure. 

For example, in addition to being seen as a means to status, prestige, and physical 

fitness, the capability of playing sports was also valued because of the pleasure that the 

respondents got from its exercise. While the focus on mental states, pleasure, and 

happiness is not incompatible with the capability approach—“[h]appiness may be a 

valuable part of well-being”—it “cannot serve as a surrogate” for well-being (Sen 

1985a, 200). Clark’s findings, however, show that we need to consider the mental 

pleasure that people derive from a certain functioning as an intrinsic part of why people 

value that functioning. Moreover, Clark (2005, 1360–1361; italics in original) argues 

that his findings show that the capability framework must also focus on resources and 

commodities because “a person needs a combination of commodities before s/he can 

achieve specific functionings satisfactorily” and “[i]t is unlikely that any combination of 

relevant inputs will do.” To wit, even if we focus on people’s capabilities and 

functionings, we need to also focus at least partly on securing the right commodities and 

resources that are necessary for people to have these capabilities and functionings. 

                                                        
26 Drinking Coca-Cola should perhaps even be labeled as a negative capability because of its 
alleged lack of nutritional value and adverse effect on human health, such as caffeine addiction, 
increased risk of kidney failure, decrease in metabolism, increased risk of obesity and diabetes, 
and damage to teeth and bones (Hering-Hanit and Gadoth 2003; Hu and Malik 2010; 
Kristensen et al. 2005; Malik et al. 2010). 
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In sum, I have in this section given an introduction to the human development 

and capability approach. The human development and capability approach is 

normatively committed to the idea that development goals should be relative to 

individual, socioeconomic, and environmental circumstances and introduces several 

concepts—capabilities and functionings, conversion factors, well-being, and agency 

freedom—that can help capture and conceptualize development as basic requirements 

for human life but also as the freedom to pursue personal aspirations and ends above 

the basic threshold. The framework provided by the human development and 

capability approach, as I have presented it here, gives us an answer to the first question 

I set out in the introduction to this thesis, namely what kinds of goals should we include 

on a development agenda? The answer provided makes it clear that we would do well 

to conceptualize the goals of a development agenda in terms of capabilities and 

functionings—what people are able to do and be. 

One issue remains to be investigated. Should a development agenda include 

basic capabilities, basic functionings, advanced capabilities, and advanced functionings, 

or a combination of two or more of these, or all of them? In the following section, I 

argue for the last option, namely that a development agenda should consist of basic and 

advanced capabilities and functionings. 

 

1.3 Capabilities, functionings, and sustainable development 

A human development discourse holds that development should promote the doings 

and beings that people have reason to value, lead to a flourishing life, or that are 

somehow just or virtuous. Two questions remain unanswered, however. First, should 

the goals focus on basic capabilities and/or functionings or advanced capabilities 

and/or functionings?27 Second, should the goals of a development agenda focus on 

achieved doings and being (i.e., functionings) or rather the real freedom to pursue these 

doings and beings (i.e., capabilities)? In this section, I argue that a development agenda 

needs to include goals that represent a combination of basic and advanced capabilities 

and functionings. I first deal with the first question and argue that while development 
                                                        
27 See also Robeyns (2011) for some considerations related to specifying the capability approach 
in general along the basic/advanced and capabilities/functionings distinctions. 
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cannot be reduced to a concern with basic capabilities and functionings, we do need to 

include certain basic capabilities and functionings as preconditions for more advanced 

capabilities and functionings. I then turn to the second question and argue that 

although a pure functionings approach is problematic since it ignores human agency, 

we nevertheless need to include certain achieved functionings. This is so for two 

reasons: first, because some basic achievements are necessary in order to pursue 

capabilities in the first place and, second, because we may need some individuals to 

fulfill certain functionings (e.g., paying their taxes) in order to ensure the capabilities of 

other individuals. 

  

1.3.1 Basic or advanced doings and beings? 

An important distinction made within the capability literature is between basic 

capabilities (and functionings) and advanced capabilities (and functionings). The term 

basic capabilities, as I shall use it, refers to the idea that we need to ensure a minimum 

threshold of capabilities and functionings, for example, in order for people to survive, 

flourish properly, or have sufficient agential capacity.  

While some doings and beings are widely recognized as necessary for human 

survival—for example access to food and adequate health care—a list of basic 

capabilities and functionings can also include other doings and beings that are central 

to human life though not to survival. Nussbaum (2011, 33–34), for example, includes 

on her list of central capabilities and functionings not only life and bodily health but 

also mental capabilities, such as having emotions and an imagination, as well as social 

capabilities, such as being able to engage in social relations with fellow humans and 

other species. Such doings and beings, Nussbaum (1992) argues, are essential to 

humans. That is, without them, we would hesitate to call it a human life. Because basic 

capabilities and functionings (however specified) are so central to human life, some 

scholars have argued that we have a duty to provide them to everyone as a matter of 

justice or human rights (Nussbaum 2011; Vizard 2007; Arneson 2005). 

In my criticism of the basic needs development discourse, I argued that a focus 

on basic needs ignores the fact that human beings have aspirations that go beyond the 
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satisfaction of their basic requirements. The main problem with a sole focus on basic 

capabilities and functionings is that it does not consider doings and beings that are not 

essential for human life yet may be valuable or relevant in a human development 

perspective. I refer to such nonessential capabilities (and functionings) as advanced 

capabilities. For example, having the opportunity to become a graduate student would 

not be considered essential or a threshold requirement to human life (whether it is 

defined in terms of survival, flourishing, or agential capacity) in most parts of the 

world. We would still be able to survive and function properly in most aspects of life 

with a lower degree of education. Yet we might still consider it to be normatively 

relevant for human development because someone who has access to graduate school 

is arguably better off than someone who does not.  

Scholars who stress the need to go beyond basic doings and beings and include 

more advanced capabilities and functionings often stress the value of freedom of 

choice and agency within the capability approach (Crocker and Robeyns 2010). That is, 

as argued, people have a variety of agential aspirations and life goals that cannot 

necessarily be reduced to a set of basic capabilities. Following Sen (1985), we can refer 

to this as the agency aspect of development. In order to capture the agency aspect of 

development we may need to ensure that people have access to a wider range of 

advanced doings and beings that present them with choices between different lifestyles, 

such as whether or not to attend graduate school. Again, which doings and beings are 

relevant in this sense may differ between both individuals and societies and is thus a 

question that must be addressed in consultation with the local stakeholders, as I shall 

argue in the subsequent chapters. 

 In sum, both basic and advanced doings and beings can have normative 

relevance for development. On the one hand, as Nussbaum (2000c, 84) points out, the 

pursuit of more advanced capabilities requires that certain basic doings and beings are 

available or achieved. Human development, however, does not only concern the 

threshold requirements of human life but also the range of opportunities that individual 

agents can choose from. Insofar as we need to capture this agency aspect of 

development and socioeconomic progress, we ought to include more advanced doings 
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and beings on our development agenda. Consequently, a development agenda needs to 

incorporate both basic and advanced doings and beings that are (normatively) relevant.

  

1.3.2 Capabilities or functionings? 

The second specification we need to make concerns whether a development agenda 

should focus on achievement (i.e., functionings) or rather on real opportunities (i.e., 

capabilities). I argue first that the agency aspect of development requires us to at least 

include certain capabilities on a development agenda. However, I also argue that there 

are two reasons why we need to include a focus on certain functionings: first, because 

some basic achievements are necessary in order to pursue capabilities in the first place 

and, second, because we may need to restrict the freedom of some people in order to 

ensure the freedom of other individuals. 

 Why ought we to focus a development agenda on capabilities rather than 

functionings? The primary reason for a focus on capabilities is the concern with agency 

and people’s freedom to pursue their own valued lifestyles. Capabilities present people 

with certain real opportunities, which they can choose to realize or not. A focus on 

functionings, on the contrary, is engaged in developing certain lifestyles rather than 

promoting people’s freedom to pursue their own valued lifestyles. Obviously, such 

achievements could be in securing that people have basic functionings such as being 

healthy, nourished, and secure. In that case, a functionings approach is similar to the 

basic needs approach to development. But a functionings approach can also focus on 

achieving more advanced functionings, such as a higher level of democratic or 

community participation or greener and more sustainable lifestyles.  

 The worry here is that a focus on functionings entails a particular view of the 

good life (Claassen 2014, 60–61; Robeyns 2011). Not only is any account of the good 

life likely to be controversial given the diversity of human aspirations but basing 

development on such an account also justifies widespread paternalistic interventions 

with people’s choices, which is likely to violate the commitment to agency freedom 
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(Carter 2014; Claassen 2014).28 Consider, for example, how a particularly Western ideal 

has guided much development practice and the extent to which these practices have 

sought to ‘civilize’ the ‘savage’ peoples of the non-Western world.29 Of course, a view 

of the good life does not necessarily need to have such colonial overtones, but we need 

to focus, at least partially, on people’s opportunities—rather than achievements—

because of the intrinsic value that we may put on the freedom to choose between 

alternative paths in life. 

There are good reasons why we should also focus our development agenda on 

achieved functionings, however. Of course, there are special cases where we need to 

promote certain functionings because the individuals concerned are not able to choose, 

such as infants and children, the severely mentally disabled, and individuals suffering 

from dementia and brain damage. As Robeyns (2011) argues, “it is generally held that 

we (through families, governments, or other institutions) have the moral obligation to 

promote or protect their nutritional and healthy functioning.” Beyond such special 

cases, meanwhile, we can identify two instances where we need to focus on 

functionings. Let me consider each in turn. 

First, we may need to secure a certain threshold of functioning in order to be 

able to pursue capabilities in the first place (Claassen 2014, 63–68; Nussbaum 2000, 

89–93).30 The promotion of (some) functionings may therefore be an unavoidable 

instrumental step in the promotion of capabilities (Claassen 2014, 63). As Nussbaum 

(2000, 89–90; see also Nussbaum 2006, 171–173 and Claassen 2014, 63–64) argues, 

“[i]f we aim to produce adults who have all the capabilities on the list, this will 

frequently mean requiring certain types of functioning in children.” Nussbaum (2000c, 

92) puts special emphasis on two functionings that are instrumentally central to 

                                                        
28 See also Deneulin (2002) and Fleurbaey (2006) for further discussions of paternalism in the 
capability approach. 
29 Interestingly, Sugden (2006; 2008) has criticized the focus on capabilities for promoting a 
particularly liberal view of the good life. See Argenton and Rossi (2013) for a similar criticism. I 
shall not pursue this discussion here but rather refer to Qizilbash's (2011) response in which he 
argues that whether the capability approach is paternalistic in this sense depends entirely on how 
we specify the particular account of the capability approach. 
30 Claassen (2014, 63–68) identifies five instances in which the promotion of functionings is 
necessary: absence of capacities for voluntary choice, capability training, capability support, 
capability surrender, and capability participation. 
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people’s ability to act agentially, namely affiliation and practical reason, which “suffuse 

all other the capabilities, making them fully human.” That is, affiliation and practical 

reason are supportive of our ability to exercise other capabilities. For example, we 

exercise the functioning of practical reason when choosing which capabilities to pursue. 

Claassen (2014, 66), meanwhile, argues “that, to a certain extent, cross-linkages can be 

identified between almost all of the capabilities on Nussbaum’s list,” not only between 

practical reason and affiliation. For example, the functioning to move around freely 

seems to be a precondition for participating in political decision-making, which is an 

instance of the capability to control one’s environment.31 If this is true, we need to 

include at least some threshold for such supportive functionings. 

The second reason why a partial focus on functionings is necessary derives 

from the observation that we may need to limit which capabilities and functionings 

some individuals are able to pursue in order to ensure the freedom of other individuals, 

either at present or for future generations (Basu 1987, 74; Holland 2008; Watene 2013). 

Consider, for example, how everyone in a society may have the capability of accessing a 

social security system with free (or subsidized) health care and unemployment benefits 

but only insofar as everyone (or the majority) in that society realize the functioning of 

paying their share of the taxes. We may not want to include the individual functioning 

of paying taxes on a development agenda, but insofar as we find it normatively 

important that people have access to an effective social security system, we may want 

to include the functioning that people have such access, whether it is in the form of 

public or private services (only the former may require that taxes are paid). 

                                                        
31 Gasper (2005; and Truong 2005; 2008; Koehler et al. 2012) has, for example, argued (a) for 
human security to have the central role in a development agenda and has even argued that (b) 
such a focus should lead us beyond human development. I shall not discuss Gasper’s two claims 
in detail here, however. In regard to (a), I shall not take a stance here on the substance of a 
development agenda; whether or not ‘human security’ should be included is a question I leave to 
further specification. Concerning (b), the notion of human security does not mean abandoning 
the idea that the kinds of goals that a development agenda should specify should be 
conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings. Rather, the human security discourse 
sets out the normative focus for the particular capabilities and functionings of a development 
agenda. As such, the human security paradigm could be (re)conceptualized as a particular 
capability theory of development. 
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In the second case, we may want to limit which capabilities people living at 

present have or can pursue in order to ensure that future generations have the same 

level or a minimal threshold of capabilities. Proponents of sustainable development in 

particular can argue that this requires present generations to achieve the functioning of 

living in a manner that is environmentally sustainable32 because future generations also 

need natural resources to sustain a decent standard of living. However, we are currently 

depleting the earth’s resources at an unsustainable rate. Furthermore, our current 

consumption of certain resources—most notably fossil fuels, such as coal, oil, and 

natural gas—threatens to change the earth’s atmosphere to the extent that it will have 

an impact on the lives of future generation. For example, the release of CO2 into the 

atmosphere, which occurs through the burning of coal, oil, and natural gas, has been 

shown to lead to global warming, indirectly causing desertification (and a lack of land 

suitable for agriculture), rising sea levels (and the threat of flooding and, especially in 

the case of small island development states, the loss of homes), volatile weather 

conditions, and the loss of rainforests. If we hold that development ought to be 

normatively concerned with future generations, we would do well to include such 

sustainability functionings—the functioning of living a green lifestyle—on our 

development agenda.33 

 

In sum, in this section I have argued that our development agenda cannot be reduced 

to a singular concern with, on the one hand, either merely basic or advanced doings 

                                                        
32 Though there are notable differences between a sustainable development discourse and the 
human development and capability approach—especially the former’s particular focus on the 
environment—I shall not discuss here whether they are compatible or not, though most 
scholars working on this intersection are positive that the two approaches can be mutually 
reinforcing. For a discussion of commonalities and challenges in this regard, see Crabtree 
(2013), Crabtree and Tiwari (forthcoming), Lessmann et al. (2011), Lessmann and Rauschmayer 
(2013), Rauschmayer, Omann, and Frühmann (2012), and Rauschmayer and Lessmann (2011). 
33 Moreover, some capability scholars, such as Holland (2008), have argued that sustainability is 
best secured by limiting some of the capabilities that people can pursue rather than by forcing 
them to achieve certain functionings. Limiting capabilities would still allow for a wide variety of 
capabilities and functionings and cannot therefore be reduced to a focus on a specific 
functioning, such as living a green lifestyle. I shall not discuss the merits of this proposal here 
other than to note that it may be compatible with the framework that I set out: we could 
envision a development agenda that also sets out the capabilities and functionings that we 
should limit. 
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and beings and, on the other hand, only capabilities or only functionings. To the 

contrary, there are good reasons why a development agenda should be normatively 

concerned with both basic and advanced doings and beings as well as certain 

capabilities and functionings. There are four reasons for this. First of all, the 

approaches focused on basic capabilities and functionings are too similar to the basic 

needs approach to warrant being of interest here. Basic needs and functionings are 

rarely disputed and it is fairly obvious that a threshold level of health and nourishment 

is needed for human survival. The kind of development I am interested in goes beyond 

such basic survival. We would have no need to investigate how to select relevant 

capabilities and to what extent this selection should involve the people to whom it 

applies if the aim of development were as (relatively) clear-cut as securing basic needs. 

Secondly, functionings-based approaches to development ignore the instrumental and 

intrinsic values of freedom. Human life arguably involves more than living a good life 

according to some objective standards. It is also about being able to make those 

virtuous choices oneself. Only by recognizing the freedom aspect of human 

development can we capture this aspect of human life.  

Thirdly, a purely capability-based approach, though highlighting the freedom 

aspect of development, does not account for the need for the achievement of some 

functionings necessary to ensure capabilities. In order to exercise their freedom, people 

need basic capabilities—especially the capability for life—as well as more advanced 

functionings, such as just institutions and the removal of socioeconomic and 

environmental obstacles. Fourthly, from the perspective of a hybrid position, the 

selection of basic capabilities, advanced capabilities, or functionings is not a given 

because of the interplay that exists between them. In other words, because a selection 

of advanced capabilities is not a given due to the diversity of ends that may be valuable 

to human lives, the selection of basic capabilities and functionings—which, as I have 

argued, play a supporting role in ensuring advanced capabilities—is likewise up for 

debate. A hybrid position on development requires a selection of capabilities and 

functionings to consider the interplay between basic and advanced capabilities and 

functionings. In the final section of this chapter, I consider what particular 
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characteristics of human development, as I have presented it in the previous sections, 

we need to be especially aware of when setting our development agenda. 

 

 

1.4 Four characteristics of human development goals 

In the previous sections, I have argued that we should conceptualize a development 

agenda in terms of human development and capabilities. I am now able to offer an 

account of human development goals that will be used throughout this thesis. In the 

following subsection, I ask: What does this commitment to human development and 

capabilities entail for the way in which we construct our development agenda? What 

should we be aware of when selecting goals for a development agenda? In other words, 

what characteristics do we ascribe to human development goals?  

In this section, I finally summarize four characteristics that our development 

goals ought to embody.34 First, human development is the idea that development issues 

arise because people are deprived of the opportunity to do or be certain valuable things 

and thus our development goals should involve a concern for people’s agency. 

Secondly, human development goals should involve multiple stakeholders at multiple 

levels. Human development can be addressed as part of global development policy, as 

well as in a local context; human development deprivations not only occur in poor 

countries but also affect people in more affluent societies. Thirdly, human development 

goals should be multidimensional in that they cannot be reduced to the improvement 

of one factor, such as economic growth or education, nor to the basic requirements of 

human life. Fourthly, the circumstances surrounding human development issues are 

decidedly nonideal. Human development needs to be formulated against the 

background of a world where resources are limited, educational levels vary, economic 

                                                        
34 Note that these four characteristics differ from the four essential components of human 
development, identified by Haq (1996, 16–20), namely equity, sustainability, productivity, and 
empowerment. Though there are some thematic overlaps between my characteristics and Haq’s 
four, the important thing to stress is that Haq refers to the more specific human development 
paradigm. Since, as I have argued, we do not necessarily need to reduce human development to 
this more specific paradigm, my characteristics refer to human development in a broader 
perspective. 
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inequalities are on the rise, and access to democratic institutions is restricted for a large 

part of its population, and a development agenda should reflect this. 

 

1.4.1 A concern with human agency 

The first characteristic of human development goals is that they should be concerned 

with human agency.35 Human development recognizes that development and well-being 

should be conceptualized in terms of the things people are able to do and be (i.e., their 

capabilities and functionings). In other words, it holds that development concerns the 

opportunities and freedom people have to exercise their agency. Setting a development 

agenda based on human development thus requires sensitivity to human agency. To 

illustrate, famines, as Sen (1980) has shown, constitute a human development issue 

because they are brought about as a consequence of a deprivation in people’s capability 

to influence distributive policies or search out other sources of food. A famine, Sen 

argues, is a consequence of deprivations in human agency in areas other than a shortage 

of food. Human development thus relates to human agency in two ways. On the one 

hand, human development is about expanding the opportunities people have to 

exercise their agency. That is, human development policies and interventions should 

expand the capabilities people have to do and be certain things. In expanding people’s 

capabilities, human agency is the primary end of development processes. On the other 

hand, human development interventions need to respect human beings as agents in the 

process of development. That is, human agents should not only be at the receiving end 

of development processes but should also be allowed to take part in them.  

  

1.4.2 Multiple stakeholders at multiple levels 

The second characteristic we should ascribe to human development goals is that they 

involve multiple stakeholders at multiple levels. Someone’s capability-deprivation is often 
                                                        
35 There is a concern that what this commitment to agency and the commitment to local 
authority and self-governance means, which I expand upon in the coming chapters, may be in 
conflict with my claim that we should conceptualize development goals in terms of capabilities 
and functionings. In short, is it not inconsistent to claim that individuals can choose their own 
goals while claiming that they should do so in terms of capabilities and functionings? In chapter 
2, I first say more about what I mean by local authority before I addressing this potential 
tension in section 2.4.  
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brought about as a consequence of the actions of others, whether they are specific 

individuals, government policy-makers, or global institutions. Even if someone’s 

capability set is restricted due to personal factors (e.g., poor health or mental capacities) 

what makes it a capability-deprivation is often a lack of accommodation by the 

surrounding society. A wheelchair only (or primarily) becomes a restriction for 

someone’s free movement insofar as society fails to facilitate adequate wheelchair 

access. In turn, this failure may be a consequence of a lack of pressure on national 

policy-makers by international development institutions. Thus, human development 

issues can arise as a consequence of actions on multiple levels—personal, societal, 

national, and global—by a variety of different agents with different aims. Human 

development goals, as a consequence, must reflect this multitude of causes and 

stakeholders.  

 

1.4.3 Multidimensionality 

Likewise, thirdly, human development goals should be multidimensional.36 This is so in 

two ways. First, a human development issue can rarely be reduced to a deprivation of a 

single capability. As above, surrounding social and environmental factors most 

influence the gravity of someone’s disability (a personal capability-deprivation). For 

example, a disability is worsened if the bearer at the same time lacks the capability to 

demand respect for her predicament, which could lead to the implementation of 

disability-friendly policies. Secondly, human development issues are multidimensional 

in the sense that they cannot be reduced to merely the basic requirements of human 

life, such as access to food, shelter, and security. Rather, human development is 

concerned with situations that are not only a matter of life and death. Consider, for 

example, the idea of human dignity, highlighted by Nussbaum (2000c, Chapter 4) as a 

core aim of capability development. Whether someone is able to live with dignity is 

hardly a matter of life and death. Yet we would not hesitate to say that dignity is crucial 

to living a flourishing (or even decent) life. Human development, unlike the basic needs 

approach, concerns more than the minimal and essential aspects of human life.  

                                                        
36 For a similar argument, see Barcham (2012, 60). 
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1.4.4 Sensitivity to nonideal circumstances 

Human development issues arise as a consequence of nonideal circumstances and can only 

be solved with the help of nonideal measures. Accordingly, development goals should 

reflect this nonideal nature of development. We live in a world where resources are 

scarce, the global environment is changing, socioeconomic inequality is widespread, 

and democratic processes often prove inefficient, to mention just a few of the 

problems that humanity is facing. All of these factors are instrumental in creating 

human development deprivations, or are themselves deprivations. Being nonideal, 

these circumstances put pressure on us to intervene. New resources will not magically 

appear by themselves, global warming will not reverse unless interrupted, power 

relations will tend to reproduce socioeconomic inequalities, and democratic processes 

will continue to face issues of biases and affiliations. What is more, we cannot wait 

around for the perfect solution to address these issues. Just as Buridan’s donkey starved 

to death trying to decide between two equally good haystacks, human development 

issues are too pressing to simply wait for ideal circumstances to arise. As Sen (2009) 

argues, in the face of the pressure human development deprivations puts on us to act, it 

is better to act using nonideal measures than to strive for that illusive ideal solution. 

 

1.5 Concluding remarks 

In this chapter, I have answered the first question that I set out in the introduction to 

this thesis. I have argued that the goals of a development agenda are best 

conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are the real 

freedom people have to do or be certain valuable things; functionings are capabilities 

that have been achieved. I have further argued that there are good reasons to include 

goals that are constitutive of the basic conditions of human life as well as goals that 

represent more advanced agential ends. A major consequence of this shift in focus is 

that we cannot immediately know which capabilities and functionings are normatively 

relevant for development. In setting a development agenda, then, we need to engage in 

a selection of relevant capabilities and functionings. In the following three chapters (2–

4), I answer the second question that I raised for this thesis: Who should be involved in 
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setting a development agenda? How and to what extent can we justify involving local 

stakeholders in the decision-making on their own development? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A claim to local authority 

 

The formulation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000, setting the 

global development agenda for the following fifteen years, was largely driven by donors 

and experts (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 13–15; Fukuda-Parr and Hulme 2011). Yet the world 

has seen many changes to its political and economic landscape since then. Most 

importantly for the development of a post-2015 development agenda, the fact that 

many developing countries have in the meantime shed their aid-dependency has 

ushered in the claim that local stakeholders should be granted more, or even primary, 

authority in the process of setting a development agenda. I call this the claim to local 

authority. In this chapter, I provide an introduction to the claim to local authority in the 

context of the development of a development agenda.  

In this chapter, I argue for three claims. First, I show how the claim to local 

authority is of central importance to three central concepts of the development 

literature, namely empowerment, local development ownership, and indigenous 

knowledge. All three concepts highlight the normative importance of granting a greater 

authority to local stakeholders. Secondly, I argue that the claim to local authority can be 

applied to the context of setting a development agenda. In particular, I show how two 

sets of criticisms of the MDGs can be said to instantiate or be representative of the 

claim to local authority. Finally, I argue that in the context of setting a development 

agenda, the claim to local authority should be understood in two distinct ways, namely 

as the claim to political and expert authority. 

 The chapter is structured as follows. In the first section (2.1), I introduce the 

claim to local authority. I argue that three different concepts within the development 

literature implicitly or explicitly use the concept of local authority and provide a 

preliminary, minimal definition of the claim to local authority. The second section (2.2) 

shows how the claim to local authority underlies both substantive and procedural 
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objections to the MDGs. I conclude that a deeper analysis of the claim to local 

authority can help specify a development agenda. In section (2.3), I argue that we 

should investigate the claim to local authority both as a claim to political authority and 

as a claim to expert authority. The final section (2.4) addresses and dispels an alleged 

tension between my argument in chapter 1 and the claim to local authority. 

 

2.1 A claim to local authority 

What is the claim to local authority? What is it a claim to exactly? Within the development 

literature, the claim to local authority underlies several different concepts, such as 

empowerment, ownership, and indigenous knowledge. The claim to local authority, as I 

shall preliminarily and minimally define it here, is simply the argument that local 

stakeholders should be granted more authority in matters of their own development. 

 The etymology of the claim to local authority can be traced to similar concepts 

within political philosophy (especially discourse ethics), such as participatory parity and 

communicative freedom and power. Participatory parity is the demand that all individuals and 

groups should have equal opportunity to participate in social and democratic 

interactions in order “to define for themselves what counts as a good life and to devise 

for themselves an approach to pursuing it, within limits that ensure a like liberty for 

others” (Fraser 1996, 25). The freedom to participate in social and democratic practices 

is essential to fight misrecognition within the public sphere because it guarantees that 

individuals and groups can shape the institutionalized characterization of themselves 

(Fraser 1996, 24).  

Likewise, the concepts of communicative freedom and communicative power 

are concerned with the extent to which individuals or groups can influence public 

policy. Communicative freedom, as Habermas defines it, is the ability to participate in 

public discourse (Habermas 1989, 38; Bohman 2010, 434; 2012, 103). When the 

exercise of communicative freedom becomes institutionalized—when individuals and 

groups are free to influence public decision-making—it becomes communicative 

power, the ability “to place an item on an institution’s agenda” (Bohman 2012, 103). 

The idea behind both of these concepts—participatory parity, on the one 
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hand, and communicative freedom and power, on the other—is that democratic justice 

requires that individuals have equal opportunity to influence public decision-making. 

By extension, such equality requires that no individual or group be given sole authority 

over such decisions. Rather, authority must be spread among different stakeholders in 

order to prevent the domination37 of one party over another. The idea that authority 

must be spread among stakeholders is essentially what underlies the claim to local 

authority: local stakeholders should be granted more authority in order to ensure that 

they can “devise for themselves what counts as a good life” (Fraser) and can influence 

public policy (Habermas and Bohman). 

For now, I keep the definition of the claim to local authority deliberately 

vague, indicating that how much and what kind of authority should be granted to local 

stakeholders depends on the domain of application as well as our normative theory. I 

make these specifications in chapters 3 and 4, and hence a complete account of how to 

understand the claim to local authority will only be presented later in this thesis. Yet the 

claim that local stakeholders should be granted more authority is not only a claim 

against this theoretical normative standard; it can also be seen as a historical claim: local 

stakeholders should be granted more authority in matters of their own development as 

compared to previous top-down development efforts. 

In this section, I analyze three popular concepts within the development 

literature—empowerment, ownership, and indigenous knowledge—and show how they 

all employ some version of the claim to local authority. Though the different concepts 

that I investigate specify local authority in different ways and for different reasons, the 

overarching idea is that local stakeholders should have more control over their own 

lives. In the subsequent section, I shall argue that the claim to local authority can be 

raised within discussions regarding a development agenda, too. 

 The first concept that invokes a claim to local authority is empowerment. 

Empowerment within the development literature has its roots in Goulet's (1971, 148) 

statement that people “are entitled to become agents, not mere beneficiaries, of 

development,” while Haq (1996, 16) includes it as one of the four essential components 

                                                        
37 I return to the notion of ’domination’ in chapter 3. 
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of the human development paradigm. In essence, empowerment is the idea that an 

important means to and/or end of development is to enable local individuals and 

institutions to become actively involved in their own development (rather than merely 

being recipients or beneficiaries of development aid). The idea of empowerment has 

gained traction within the development community and is often invoked by 

development scholars, policy-makers, and practitioners as a necessary part of an 

effective development process (Drydyk 2008, 231). Important global development 

actors, such as the UNDP (2000) and the World Bank (2001, 9–10, 97–131), have 

adopted the language of empowerment, and the empowerment of women and girls is 

an explicit part of goal 3 of the MDGs and goal 5 of the SGDs. As Drydyk (2008, 231–

232; 2013, 249) and Eyben and Napier-Moore (2009) note, however, the concept of 

empowerment is often used in abstract and disparate ways, leading to a less-than-clear 

picture of what exactly empowerment is. 

 The most recent definition of empowerment can be attributed to Drydyk 

(2013). In responding to two other definitions of empowerment—as means (Narayan-

Parker 2002, 14–15; 2005, 16) and as agency (Alkire 2002, 131; Alsop, Bertelsen, and 

Holland 2006, 10; Crocker 2008, 157; Drydyk 2008, 236; 2013, 251–253)38—Drydyk 

defines empowerment as the absence of coercive power relations. As Drydyk (2013, 

255; italics in original) argues, empowerment is not only concerned with agency but 

also—naturally—with power: “Power is sometimes an asymmetry in which the choices 

that one group makes shape or determine the choices that another group has, 

undeterred by the choices that the second group might make. But it can also be a more 

subtle asymmetry, in which the more powerful group does not need to do or choose 

anything.” For example, even if law-enforcers do not exercise their power, the fact that 

they have the power to exercise it is often enough to deter citizens from acting against 

the law. A crucial part of this understanding of empowerment, then, concerns the 

extent to which an agent is or is not subject to coercion—directly or indirectly—by 

another agent. 

                                                        
38 I shall not discuss these alternative definitions of empowerment here but rather refer to the 
discussion in Drydyk (2013).  
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This addition to the definition of empowerment cannot be reduced to the 

exercise of agency, defined as the extent to which a person plays an active role in 

pursuing and bringing about a specific end since it aims to protect agents’ continued—or 

‘durable,’ as Drydyk (2008) calls it—capacity to play such an active role. Being 

safeguarded against abusive exercises of power does not necessarily entail any activity 

on the part of individual agents and groups. Rather, for agents to be empowered in this 

sense, a society—or any relevant social relation; in our context, the relationship 

between local agents and external development organizations—needs rules and laws, 

which regulate the relationships between citizens.  

However, we should not dismiss the active role that agents can play in 

demanding and establishing such rules, laws, and regulations through a democratic 

influence on public policy. That is, citizens may be more or less empowered in terms of 

the extent to which they can influence public policy that protects their agency. Haq 

(1996, 20), for example, argues that empowerment means “a political democracy in 

which people can influence decisions about their lives.” It is in this sense that 

empowerment comes close to what we mean by local authority. Empowerment aims to 

enable local stakeholders to take control of their own lives and of their own 

development. Since such control depends on external circumstances—especially public 

policies—empowerment, I contend, implies that the local stakeholders are granted 

authority when it comes to shaping these external circumstances: it implies that local 

stakeholders are free from coercion and are actually granted the ability to influence 

public decision-making processes. 

Consider, for example, the case of community participation in decision-making 

processes (Narayan-Parker 2005, 16). Participation in decision-making processes is 

often seen as particularly empowering for communities since it is considered to enable 

the community—especially the poor—to influence political decisions that reflect their 

priorities. However, participation may be a poor indicator of political influence on 

public decisions (e.g., Alsop, Krishna, and Sjoblom 2001). For example, as Narayan-

Parker (2005, 16) notes, participation in village meetings was high in Indonesia under 

the autocratic and repressive Suharto regime because it was compulsory. That did not 
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mean that the citizens had more influence. Without granting local stakeholders 

authority, such empowering initiatives are essentially scams. 

Another concept that seems to invoke a claim to local authority is the idea of 

local development ownership. On an institutional level, the UN, the World Bank, and the 

OECD have all recognized the claim to local ownership. For example, the OECD has 

included the commitment to local ownership in the Paris Declaration on Aid 

Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for Action, as well as the Busan Partnership 

Agreement, which all stress local ownership and participation as central to the 

development process (Vandemoortele 2012, 11; OECD 2005; 2008; 2011). Despite 

being widely used as a central notion in development discourse, the adopted 

terminology of local development ownership is still rather vague. The World Bank 

(1996), for example, makes several mentions of ‘ownership’ as something that is a 

desirable outcome of development processes. However, it is unclear whether 

ownership is a subjective state—“a sense of ownership” (World Bank 1996, xii, 30)—

or something more substantial that can be fostered, gained, surrendered, and lost. The 

OECD (2005, 3), meanwhile, seems to equate ownership with taking a leadership role. 

Moreover, while citizens and local communities can have ownership on the World 

Bank’s definition, development ownership, according to the OECD, is primarily 

something that can be attributed to national governments. 

The concept of local development ownership is in many ways similar to the 

concept of empowerment as it aims to represent the extent to which agents are able to 

control their own lives. As Drydyk (2013, 252) argues, “the core idea [of 

empowerment] is the degree to which one’s activities are one’s own, or, so to speak, the 

‘ownership’ of one’s activities.” Local ownership, Chambers (1995, 203) argues, arises 

with the move away from a centralized, technocratic approach to development in 

which ownership is ‘pushed down’ and ‘handed over’ to local development actors. 

Local development ownership in this sense means that not only should locals 

participate in the design and implementation of the development projects, but also in 

the identification, monitoring, evaluation, and policy formulation (Chambers 1995, 

203). Several scholars, including Alkire (2002), Drydyk (2005), and Wisor (2012, 121–
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124), have echoed the need for local participation. Alkire (2002, 129–130) defines 

participation as “the process of discussion, information gathering, implementation, and 

evaluation by the group(s) directly affected by an activity” and thus “a method of 

decision-making in which the participants who are directly affected by an action make 

the choice.” So defined ‘participation’ is an essential element of the concept of local 

development ownership because it empowers people to become active participants of 

development processes rather than their passive recipients.  

However, participation is unlikely to have an impact on the local stakeholders’ 

ownership of the development process unless they are, at the same time, granted 

authority. That is, as Wisor (2012, 124) argues, though such participatory mechanisms 

are indeed important for ownership, it is unclear how someone can gain ownership 

merely by having their voice included if, for example, the ultimate decision maker is still 

in a position to ignore them. Hence, the claim to local development ownership relies 

on a claim to local authority: that local stakeholders be granted authority when 

participating in the decision-making process. In the absence of such authority, local 

stakeholders can hardly be said to actually have ownership. 

A third concept, which can be said to instantiate a claim to local authority, is 

indigenous knowledge. The concept of indigenous knowledge holds that local 

stakeholders—such as indigenous peoples—embody knowledge about themselves and 

the society in which they live. This body of knowledge, the proponents of indigenous 

knowledge hold, effectively makes them authorities in matters of their own lives. In this 

way, the idea of indigenous knowledge builds on an epistemological claim: that 

indigenous peoples can contribute relevant knowledge, which is valuable or relevant for 

the design of development initiatives. Sillitoe (1998, 224), for example, points out that 

“development initiatives that pay attention to local perceptions and ways are more 

likely to be relevant to people’s needs and to generate sustainable interventions.” On 

this epistemological view, indigenous knowledge is valuable to development because it 

provides information about—a phenomenological perspective on—local sociocultural 

and economic circumstances that would otherwise have been lost to external observers 

and thus enhances the chances that development efforts are representative of the local 
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reality. 

The epistemic value of indigenous knowledge, meanwhile, has given rise to the 

normative claim that local stakeholders should be granted more authority in 

development decision-making. As Watene and Yap (2015, 53) argue, “[i]f we are 

serious about the contribution of indigenous peoples, then we must also admit that no 

serious conversation of indigenous perspectives of sustainable development can take 

place without it.” Likewise, Chambers (1995; 1997) argues that we must recognize the 

reality of local stakeholders as a legitimate input into the process of understanding and 

solving development issues, while Sillitoe (1998, 225) argues that not doing so 

constitutes a “[l]ack of respect for others’ ways,” which “leads to offensive interference 

in their lives.”  

To wit, the idea of indigenous knowledge leads to a claim to local authority 

because its proponents acknowledge local stakeholders as authorities in matters of their 

own life. Hence, unlike the previous two uses, the claim to local knowledge is an 

instrumental part of the concept of indigenous knowledge: local stakeholders should be 

granted decision-making authority because the decisions will thereby be better 

informed. Conversely, the concepts of empowerment and local ownership make the 

claim that local authority is intrinsically valuable—that the capacity to decide in matters 

concerning one’s own life is normatively important in itself and not merely because 

decisions will thereby be (epistemically) better. 

In sum, the claim to local authority is an idea that underlies several important 

and influential concepts within the development literature. I have shown here how at 

least three concepts—empowerment, local ownership, and indigenous knowledge—to 

some extent involve a claim, implicitly or explicitly; intrinsically, or instrumentally, to 

grant local stakeholders more authority in matters of development. The claim to local 

authority may concern the rights that local stakeholders have, their ability to influence 

their own lives and surroundings, the extent to which they are able to express 

themselves through words and actions, and whether they are subject to coercion and 

unjust asymmetric power structures. All of these aspects are relevant to the setting of a 

development agenda. In the present context, it is therefore important to show that the 
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claim to local authority can also be meaningfully advanced in relation to the setting of a 

development agenda. That is, can it be claimed that local stakeholders should be 

granted more authority in the setting of a development agenda? In the following 

section, I shall show that recent criticism advanced against the MDGs can be 

interpreted as instantiating a claim to local authority.  

 

2.2 Beyond the MDGs: a claim to authority in setting a development 

agenda 

The global development agenda has, since their adoption in 2000, been driven by the 

United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals (MDGs; Vandemoortele 2012; 

Fukuda-Parr 2012, 2–4).39 The MDGs aimed to set out concrete goals, representing the 

commitments made in the Millennium Declaration (United Nations 2000), that include 

commitments to eradicate extreme poverty, ensure gender equality, and achieve global 

education (United Nations 2015b). However, since their adoption, the MDGs have 

received their fair share of criticism from nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 

development practitioners, and academics alike. In this section, I show how these 

critiques can be interpreted as instantiating a claim to local authority in terms of setting 

the development agenda. 

We can distinguish two sets of critiques raised against the MDGs, substantive 

and procedural.	40 Substantive critiques hold that the MDGs inadequately reflect what is at 

stake in development. Feminist activists especially have criticized the MDGs for 

underrepresenting the commitment to gender equality and equity made in the 

Millennium Declaration, while more general critiques have argued that the MDGs fail 

to address the root causes of poverty or concerns about climate change, sustainability, 

freedom, universality, equity, human rights, nondiscrimination, justice, tolerance, 

solidarity, shared responsibility, and the accountability of decision-makers. Absent 

                                                        
39 In Appendix 1, I provide a more in-depth introduction to both the MDGs and their 
successors, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including a short history of their 
origins, a summary of the goals, and an overview of the various critiques that have been raised 
against them. See also Fukuda-Parr (2012; and Hulme 2011) for an introduction to the MDGs. 
40 See also Fukuda-Parr (2012, 11) and Wisor (2012, 113) for a similar distinction between 
procedural and substantive critiques of the MDGs. 
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proposals to tackle these concerns, the MDGs have quickly become substantively 

outdated and misrepresentative of the current political, social, and environmental 

circumstances, especially in light of accelerated changes to the global climate and the 

recurring financial crises (Hall et al. 2013).41  

Procedural critiques, on the other hand, argue that the process by which the 

MDGs were formulated, adopted, and implemented was seriously flawed. In fact, most 

of the substantial challenges to the MDGs could have been avoided if enough attention 

had been paid to the procedure by which they were formulated and implemented 

(Wisor 2012, 119). The procedure suffered from a range of issues. First of all, it was 

ambiguous whether the MDGs should be implemented on a global or a national level 

(Fukuda-Parr 2012, 13). While Sachs (2006) holds that they should be achieved in each 

and every country, Vandemoortele and Delamonica (2010) have argued that the global 

goals should be adjusted at the national level. The problem with applying global goals 

as a one-size-fits-all approach is that countries have widely different starting points, 

socioeconomic contexts and constraints, financial resources, and capacities, which 

influence their ability to achieve the targets. Thus, secondly, because the assessment of 

performance is judged relative to the target, countries already disadvantaged at the 

point of departure may be further disadvantaged at the point evaluation (Fukuda-Parr 

2012, 13).  

 Wisor (2012), meanwhile, argues that the most important procedural failure 

was the lack of possibility for democratic participation and input from civil society, 

especially from the developing world, in the design and implementation process of the 

MDGs. The procedural shortcomings were therefore primarily democratic 

shortcomings. As both Hall et al. (2013, 6) and Wisor (2012, 119) note, the 

formulation, adoption, and implementation of the MDGs was largely a donor-driven 

process that paid little attention to the preferences of developing countries and 

                                                        
41 For these various substantive critiques and discussions thereof, see Alston (2005), Atrobus 
(2005), Clemens, Kenny, and Moss (2007), Easterly (2009), Fukuda-Parr (2012; 2008), Hall et al. 
(2013), Nelson (2007), Sachs (2006), Saith (2006), van der Hoeven (2012), Vandemoortele 
(2012), Vandemoortele and Delamonica (2010), and Wisor (2012). 
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NGOs.42 The political environment surrounding the formulation and implementation 

of the MDGs was constrained as there was no support for a global development 

agenda with measurable targets and indicators (Wisor 2012, 120). Through the 1990s, 

development had all but vanished from the global political agenda out of discontent 

with the progress being made, and development aid had been on the decline (Fukuda-

Parr 2012, 13–15; Fukuda-Parr and Hulme 2011). Consequently, the implementation of 

the MDGs can best be described as an attempt to save the Millennium Declaration, 

which set out the commitments that would be represented by the MDGs, from falling 

into oblivion like so many of its predecessors. Hence, the MDGs could be seen as an 

attempt to thrust development back onto the global political agenda without the 

constraints of political consensus. As Wisor (2012, 120) puts it, “[t]he MDGs were 

snuck in the back door at the United Nations, allowing their architects to sidestep 

normal discussion and voting.” 

In short, the procedure surrounding the formulation and adoption of the 

MDGs suffered from three democratic shortcomings, namely a lack of transparency, 

feedback, and deliberation (Wisor 2012, 119–120). That is, there was little to no 

opportunity for stakeholders to gain insight into the selection of the concrete targets, 

benchmarks, and indicators or to object to them. The MDGs, to put it bluntly, imposed 

a set of global development goals on countries that were already disadvantaged in terms 

of their capacities to achieve these goals. Hence, the process left a lot to be desired in 

terms of empowering the local stakeholders to decide on matters of their own 

development. 

More importantly, in addition to imposing a set of goals, which were 

insensitive to the socioeconomic contexts of the developing countries, the lack of 

democratic participation by developing countries and local communities in the 

formulation and implementation of the MDGs meant that local stakeholders lacked any 

authority in relation to the new development agenda that the MDGs reflected. Since 

the adoption and implementation of the MDGs, however, many developing countries 
                                                        
42 Why did the developing countries, after all, support the implementation of the Development 
Declaration and the MDGs despite their flaws? As Fukuda-Parr (2012, 15) explains, “the 
priority for the developing countries was to keep the development issue a high priority on the 
UN agenda, on par with political issues,” and the aim of the MDGs was to do exactly that. 
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have shed their donor-dependency (Hall et al. 2013, 6), and the move to a new post-

2015 development agenda is seen by many as a suitable opportunity to rectify this issue 

of local authority. The new development agenda has accordingly been met with a 

demand to grant local stakeholders greater authority in relation to the development 

discourse and the setting of a post-2015 development agenda (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 20; 

Hall et al. 2013, 21; Wisor 2012, 124).  

 The question is, how much authority should be granted to local stakeholders 

when setting a development agenda? At one end of the spectrum, the claim to local 

authority could merely mean giving local stakeholders a better opportunity to express 

their preferences when setting a development agenda. This weaker version of the claim 

to authority does not aim to shift the decision-making rights away from the external, 

global development stakeholders. At the other end of the spectrum, the claim to local 

authority could mean a full transfer of responsibility from external stakeholders to local 

stakeholders. This strong version of the claim to local authority seems to underlie 

Chambers' (1995, 197) statement that the global development community must realize 

that ownership by locals means nonownership by global development institutions.  

The concept of local authority that I develop in the following two chapters lies 

somewhere in between these two extremes. The more intermediate version, which I 

subscribe to, holds that the claim to local authority demands that the global 

development community is accountable for representing and responding to local needs 

and demands (Chambers 1995, 203; Wisor 2012, 124). As such, my position aims to 

integrate local concerns and knowledge with external expertise and financial capacity. 

In fact, the amount of authority that can and should be transferred to local 

stakeholders, I argue, depends on the kind of authority that the claim to local authority 

is a claim to. In the following section, I argue that in the context of setting a 

development agenda, the claim to local authority can be interpreted as one or both of 

two analytically distinct claims to authority, namely political and expert authority. 

 

2.3 Political and expert authority 

What exactly is the claim to local authority a claim to? I have argued that it is a claim 
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for local stakeholders to have legitimate authority to decide on matters of their own 

development, such as, in our context, how a development agenda is formulated and 

implemented. Before we proceed to further investigate and normatively ground the 

claim to local authority, however, we need to take a step back to consider the domain 

in which it is a claim to authority. That is, what kinds of authority are relevant to 

decision-making on development policy in general and the setting of a development 

agenda in particular? In this section, I argue that local stakeholders can put forward the 

claim to local authority as a claim to two distinct kinds of authority, namely political 

authority and expert authority, in order to have authority in matters of their own 

development. 

Most obviously, the setting of a development agenda is a political question: it is 

a claim to have a voice in deliberations that shape, influence, and ultimately decide 

upon and endorse a development agenda. In this context, the claim to local authority is 

a claim to political authority. Conversely, and by extension, it is a claim to not have a 

development agenda imposed by some higher authority, because it implies that the 

local stakeholders have at least some authority in these matters.43  

However, before a development agenda becomes a political issue, it is arguably 

processed within another domain, namely the domain of expertise. 44  That is, 

development experts often provide input to the political process.45 On the one hand, 

these inputs allow the participants in the political process to make informed decisions. 
                                                        
43 Note that this does not exclude the idea that we, in practice, need to hand over some 
authority in order to enforce policy. Rather, this is consistent with the idea behind democracy: 
that citizens are the owners of the policy and the law because they are the authors of it through 
democratic participation. 
44 We should condition this sentence in two ways. First of all, I do not mean to imply here that 
the process of soliciting expert advice necessarily comes chronologically before the political 
process. The process of expert advice might proceed simultaneously with the political process. 
Secondly, though the process of expert advice is distinct here from the political process, I do 
not mean to imply that it is not tainted by political discussions. In fact, as we shall see in chapter 
4, the political process often has a bearing on the conclusions of experts. Nonetheless, I insist 
that we should keep the two domains apart, since, as I argue, we can distinguish the claim to 
local authority, at least analytically, differently whether it is put forth as a claim to political or 
expert authority.  
45 I take a broad view of development expertise here to include earth sciences and social 
sciences, as well as the humanities (ethics and rhetorical studies come to mind as especially 
relevant).  
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On the other hand, the input of experts can be used to ‘check’ the arguments and 

proposed solutions put forth in the political process. In this way, the domain of 

expertise and who may legitimately be labeled an expert can potentially influence and 

shape the political process and outcome. We can read the claim to local authority as the 

claim that local stakeholders have legitimate expertise when it comes to matters of their 

own development. The claim to local authority, then, can be read not only as the claim 

to political authority but also to expert authority: it is a claim to have legitimate authority 

not only to decide on or endorse a development agenda (the political issue) but also to 

influence the input that shapes the agenda (the expertise issue). 

In the following two chapters, I shall discuss and defend the claim to local 

authority in both respects. Local stakeholders have a legitimate claim to authority in 

terms of both being experts in matters of their own development and having a political 

say in these matters. In chapter 3, I defend the first, political, claim by couching it in 

terms of republican theory. Republicanism is the idea that people should enjoy political 

freedom understood as the absence of domination (Pettit 1997, vii; 1999, 165; 2012, 3; 

2016). A person or a group is subject to domination—that is, lacks political freedom—

insofar as another person or group has the power to arbitrarily interfere with the 

choices and actions of that person or group, whether or not that power is invoked. As 

such, the claim is not that local stakeholders are the only political authority. Rather, 

granting local stakeholders political authority in this sense means that they should be 

included in the decision-making process and be respected by both law-makers and law-

enforcers.  

In chapter 4, I defend the claim to expert authority by couching it in terms of 

third wave expertise. Third wave expertise builds on first and second wave conceptions 

of expertise: while the first wave grants expert authority merely to traditional experts 

and scientists, the second wave extends expertise to include laypeople. The idea behind 

second wave expertise is, on the one hand, that the traditional sciences function much 

in the same way as ordinary social relations and, on the other hand, that laypeople have 

knowledge that is scientifically significant. Third wave expertise, meanwhile, provides a 

normative view of expertise, which, though extending expertise beyond the traditional 
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scientific experts, aims to delimit what counts as legitimate expert knowledge. Thus, 

again, the claim is not that local stakeholders are the only authoritative experts in 

matters of their own development but rather that they hold legitimate knowledge that is 

significant for the setting of a development agenda. 

Thus, in both cases I carve out a significant space for local stakeholder 

involvement and authority in setting a development agenda while retaining the 

necessity of involving other authorities, most importantly development experts, in this 

task. Whereas the relationship between local and external stakeholders within 

development has often been dichotomous, by providing a normative account of the 

extent to which local (and, thus, by extension external) stakeholders can claim political 

and expert authority, what I aim to establish in the following two chapters is a nuanced 

and stable view of this relationship in which the two form parts of the same process 

and solution. I do not claim, meanwhile, that the discussion ends here. We still need to 

investigate how this process could play out and by which methods we should select 

capabilities and functionings for a development agenda. I return to this question in 

chapters 5 and 6. 

 

2.4 Addressing a potential tension 

Before I continue, I first need to address a potential tension within the framework that 

I propose in this thesis. The tension is between my answers to the first and second core 

research questions, namely how the goals of a development agenda should be 

conceptualized, on the one hand, and, on the other, who should be involved in setting 

these goals. It may be objected that my defense of the authority of local stakeholders to 

set a development agenda, which I will be defending in chapters 3 and 4, is inconsistent 

with my claim, in chapter 1, that development is best conceptualized in terms of 

capabilities and functionings. Insofar as I grant local stakeholders authority in setting a 

development agenda—selecting the relevant goals—should they not also be granted 

authority to decide on how to conceptualize the goals? Moreover, what if the local 

stakeholders, if granted authority, think that development consists not in expanding 

functionings and capabilities but merely in improving the rule of law and increasing 
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economic capacity building, or in increasing people’s preference satisfaction, even if 

they primarily understand development as the wider accessibility of consumer goods? 

While I acknowledge that there may indeed be a tension, in the following, I shall argue 

that the worry can be dispelled because the positions that I advance in relation to the 

two questions are actually more moderate than this objection makes them out to be.  

First of all, the claim to local authority that I specify in chapters 3 and 4 is not 

that local stakeholders should be granted full authority to make decisions on their own 

development but rather, more moderately, that they should be granted greater authority. 

We could thus imagine a division of authority in which development ethicists have 

authority in terms of deciding what kinds of goals should be included on a development 

agenda while local stakeholders have authority in terms of deciding which particular 

goals—that is, capabilities and functionings—should be included on the agenda. If so, 

there is no tension or inconsistency, since the extent of authority granted to local 

stakeholders may not cover the authority to decide on how to conceptualize 

development goals. 

Granting development ethicists this kind of authority is not a satisfactory 

response, however. Indeed, I hold the position that we need to grant that local 

stakeholders should also have authority—though not exclusive authority—in deciding 

on the answer to the first question. Deciding on what kinds of goals to include on a 

development agenda should thus be a matter of consultation and deliberation between 

development experts, such as development ethicists, and local stakeholders. Moreover, 

granting local stakeholders authority in this way does not necessarily lead to the alleged 

tension. The reason for this is that the status of my argument in chapter 1 has not been 

that development goals must be conceptualized in terms of capabilities and 

functionings. Rather, my claim is that the capability framework provides the best 

conceptualization of human development by capturing and accommodating the 

diversity of human ends. Hence, my claim is that whoever is responsible for or 

involved in selecting development goals would do well to conceptualize them in terms 

of capabilities and functionings.  

There is both an empirical and a normative reason to support the claim that 
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local authority is compatible with conceptualizing development goals within the 

capability framework. Empirically speaking, in chapter 1 I offered evidence that local 

stakeholders do conceptualize their own ends in terms of capabilities and functionings. 

Recall that I concluded that local stakeholders often describe their living standards, 

well-being, and aspirations in terms of what they are able to do and be. Even when they 

highlight the importance of resources, they do so as a means to expand their capability 

sets. When they were seen as preferring what we could call negative or nonvaluable 

capabilities—such as drinking Coca-Cola—these could be interpreted as proxies for 

other capabilities, such as socioeconomic status or (lack of) access to clean drinking 

water. In short, the capability framework does seem to capture what local stakeholders 

would put on a development agenda given the authority to do so. 

Normatively speaking, as Binder and Binder (2016) and Bohman (2012) also 

argue, adopting the capability framework provides further normative support for the 

claim that local stakeholders should be granted the freedom to influence the 

development agenda. As argued in chapter 1, the capability framework aims to capture 

the agency aspect of development: the freedom that people have to decide on and 

pursue their own ends. The claim to local authority is thus complementary to the 

capability framework because it grants local stakeholders a measure of self-governance 

(Binder and Binder) or ‘communicative power’ (Bohman). Conversely, the capability 

framework also provides a normative and conceptual grounding of the claim to local 

authority, highlighting the normative importance of local stakeholders’ freedom to 

decide on and pursue their own ends. Therefore, conceptualizing development goals in 

terms of capabilities and functionings may serve to underscore the claim to local 

authority. 

In sum, though the claim to local authority may indeed be in tension with my 

claim, in chapter 1, that we ought to adopt the capability framework to conceptualize 

development goals, this tension is dispelled as soon as we realize that my claims in 

chapters 1–4 are more moderate. First of all, I do not claim that local stakeholders 

should be granted exclusive authority or that development goals must be 

conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings. I do hold, however, that local 
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stakeholders should have an influence on how development goals are conceptualized. 

Moreover, there are good reasons why they ought to or would adopt the capability 

framework in this regard: first, because it provides normative and conceptual support 

for the claim to local authority and, secondly, because there is empirical evidence that 

people actually conceive of their goals and aspirations in terms of doings and beings.46 

 

2.5 Concluding remarks 

In this chapter, I have argued that we can identify a recurring idea within the 

development literature. This idea, which I have labeled the claim to local authority, 

underlies at least three central concepts within development, namely empowerment, 

development ownership, and indigenous knowledge, as well as two sets of critiques 

raised against the MDGs. Based on the discussions in this chapter, let us, preliminarily 

and minimally, define the claim to local authority in the following way: 

 

The claim to local authority holds that local stakeholders should be granted greater 

authority in deciding on matters of development in general and especially in 

relation to development initiatives, such as a development agenda, which they are 

affected by.  

 

In the context of setting a development agenda, I have further argued that the claim to 

local authority can be interpreted as a claim to either or both political and expert 

authority. A claim to political authority is the claim that local stakeholders have the 

right to be involved in and influence the political decision-making process because of 

the impact that a development agenda will have on their lives, while the claim to expert 

authority is the claim that local stakeholders have expert knowledge, which is relevant 

and valuable for the setting of a development agenda, and thus cannot be ignored. The 

                                                        
46 We can derive three conclusions from this: while (i) my answer to the second question is 
analytically independent from my answer to the first question and (ii) my answer to the third 
question requires that we adopt my answer to the first question, (iii) my answer to the second 
question is consistent with and in support of the answers I provide to both the first and the 
third questions and vice versa.  
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extent to which and how local stakeholders should be granted either or both political 

and expert authority is the subject of the following two chapters. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A republican conception of local political authority 

 

In the previous chapter, I showed how a particular normative claim—the claim to local 

authority—underlies much of recent development thinking. The claim to local authority 

holds that local stakeholders should be granted more authority in matters of their own 

development. So far, I have merely shown that the claim is being made—that there are 

scholars putting it forward in discussions on development in general and in the context 

of setting a development agenda in particular. I further argued that in the context of 

setting a development agenda, the claim to local authority can be interpreted as a claim 

to both political authority and expert authority. In this and the following chapter, I 

defend and specify the claim to local authority in both of these respects. Where this 

chapter addresses the claim to local political authority, the next chapter concerns the 

claim to grant local stakeholders expert authority. 

As a political claim, the claim to local authority is essentially a claim to political 

freedom: it is a claim for local stakeholders to have the freedom to influence the 

political decision-making involved in setting, adopting, and implementing a 

development agenda. In this chapter, I defend and specify the claim to local political 

authority in the context of setting a development agenda. I do so by grounding the 

claim in republican theory. On a republican conception, political freedom is 

characterized by the absence of domination (Pettit 1997, vii; 1999, 165; 2012, 3; 2016). A 

person or a group is subject to domination—that is, lacks political freedom—insofar as 

another person or group has the power to arbitrarily interfere with the choices and 

actions of that person or group, whether or not that power is invoked. 

Accordingly, the republican account that I defend in this chapter specifies the 

claim to local political authority in three regards: First, granting local stakeholders 

political authority means that a development agenda cannot legitimately be 

implemented without having given them an adequate voice in the relevant political 
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decision-making process. Secondly, this means that the political decision-making 

process should be guided by certain procedural constraints that, thirdly, regulate both 

public and private exercises of power through a rule of law and socioeconomic policies 

and laws. 

The chapter is structured as follows. In the first section (3.1), I develop a 

republican conception of the claim to local political authority. In particular, I discuss 

three central concepts of republican theory—(non)domination, arbitrariness, and rules 

and regulations—in order to bring out the three aspects of a republican conception of 

local political authority mentioned above. In the second section (3.2), I discuss the 

standard republican objections to negative and positive conceptions of freedom and 

argue that we can identify stronger and more nuanced versions of both. Consequently, 

I conclude that a republican conception of local political authority should integrate 

aspects of both negative and positive freedom in order to ensure the real political 

freedom of local stakeholders. 

 

3.1 A republican conception of local political authority 

Republicanism is a normative political theory that claims that political freedom is 

characterized by the absence of domination. A person or a group is subject to 

domination—that is, lacks political freedom—insofar as another person or group has 

the power to arbitrarily interfere with the choices and actions of that person or group, 

whether or not that power is invoked (Pettit 1997, vii; 1999, 165; 2012, 3; 2016). What 

republicans try to capture through the notion of (non)domination is the insight that 

(political) freedom “is best understood as a sort of structural relationship that exists 

between persons or groups, rather than as a contingent event” (Lovett 2015).  

To wit, freedom is not only violated in the particular instance in which an 

individual or a group is being interfered with—for example a master whipping his 

slaves. Rather, it is the ongoing possibility that such a violation can occur in the first 

place—for example the fact that the master is in a position to whip his slaves at his 

own discretion without fear of retribution—that constitutes a breach of people’s 

freedom. In other words, that there exists a structural relationship between two 
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individuals or groups that allows for the uncontrolled exercise of power of the one over 

the other (Lovett 2001; 2010; Pettit 1997; 2012; Wartenberg 1990). Conversely and 

equivalently, then, we should say that (political) freedom is constituted by the absence 

of domination (or the enjoyment of nondomination). As Lovett (2015) notes, this 

definition of republican freedom as nondomination has been widely endorsed by other 

contemporary republicans, such as Skinner (1998; 2008), Viroli (2002), Maynor (2003), 

Laborde (2008; 2010), and Costa (2009; 2013).47 

On the basis of the republican view of political freedom as nondomination, I 

proceed in the following subsections to develop and specify a republican conception of 

local political authority in the context of setting a development agenda. While we may 

specify the claim to local political authority along several different republican accounts, 

these accounts can best be specified according to their stance within three central 

republican debates. Thus, in the following subsections, I engage in these three core 

republican debates in turn in order to specify the particular republican account that we 

should invoke and, accordingly, how we should characterize the claim to local political 

authority. 

The first republican debate concerns how we define (non)domination. I shall 

argue that domination cannot be reduced to direct interference but can also be 

exercised in more subtle ways, such as being in a position to impose one’s power 

arbitrarily on another individual or group. The second republican discussion concerns 

how to define ‘arbitrariness.’ I argue that we should prefer a procedural definition in 

which a development agenda is rendered nonarbitrary insofar as its formulation, 

adoption, and implementation are guided by a set of procedural constraints. The third 

                                                        
47 In the remainder of this thesis, I proceed on the assumption that republicanism is compatible 
with the capability framework that I laid out in the first chapter. Pettit (2001; 2009) in particular 
has been a proponent of the view that the republican concept of political freedom as 
nondomination is compatible with freedom within the capability approach. For other 
investigations of the similarities between the capability approach and republican theory, see 
Alexander (2007; 2008; 2010) and Qizilbash (2016). In Appendix 3, I provide a more detailed 
comparison of the concepts of political freedom in Sen’s and Pettit’s work and argue, in line 
with the analyses of both Alexander and Qizilbash, that they are compatible, as long as we make 
some amendments or endorse a certain reading. For now, though, I shall merely refer to Pettit's 
(2001; 2009) argument and Sen's (2001) response, in which he acknowledges that the capability 
approach can adopt a republican view of political freedom but that it does not necessarily need 
to do so. I shall note where my analysis differs from that of Alexander and Qizilbash.  
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republican discussion concerns what concrete initiatives we may undertake in order to 

ensure that a development agenda is adopted on a nonarbitrary, nondominating basis. 

 

3.1.1 Conditions for nondomination 

The first republican debate that is relevant for how we conceptualize our claim to local 

authority concerns what the conditions for (non)domination are. Let us expand a bit on 

what characterizes domination on the republican account. Lovett (2001) provides a 

short analysis of domination in the republican literature. In particular, he argues that we 

can identify three conditions necessary for the presence of domination: imbalance of 

power, dependency, and the absence of rules and regulations. 

Domination, Lovett (2001) argues, is essentially a social relationship of a 

specific kind, namely one in which an agent (or group of agents), A, is in a position to 

wield power over another agent (or group of agents), B. The first condition of 

domination, then, according to Lovett, is that the social relationship suffers from an 

imbalance of power. The imbalance of power, moreover, manifests itself in the social 

relationship between agents A and B in such a way that B cannot escape the will of 

agent A. In other words, B is not in a position to agree or disagree to being dominated 

by A. Thus, the second condition of domination is that B is to some extent dependent on 

the will of agent A.  

Yet the two first conditions are not sufficient for domination. Consider, for 

example, the relationship between parents and children. In this relationship, we would 

(and arguably should) say that both the imbalance of power condition and the 

dependency condition are satisfied. On most accounts, however, we would hesitate to 

claim that the parent-child relationship is a case of domination.48 Thus, according to 

Lovett, a further condition is necessary to claim that a social relationship suffers from 

domination. To illustrate, imagine the parent-child relationship in two different 

institutional settings. In the first, parents are considered as the rightful owners of their 

children and how they treat them is not regulated by the law. In the second case, there 

                                                        
48 For an introduction to the rights and responsibilities—the so-called fiduciary responsibility—
of parents in relation to their children, see Brighouse and Swift (2006; 2013). Legally speaking, 
fiduciary responsibility is the duty that one has to act solely in the interest of another party. 
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are laws in place to regulate how parents can lawfully treat their children. In both cases 

the children are dependent on the parents and there is an imbalance of power between 

parents and children. Yet according to republicans, only in the first situation is the 

parent-child relationship a case of domination insofar as the children are subject to the 

unregulated—or arbitrary—will of their parents. The third condition of domination, 

then, according to Lovett, is the absence of rules for the regulation of social relationships. 

Do note that Lovett’s third condition—absence of rules—is weaker than 

Pettit’s (1997, 55) condition of nonarbitrariness, which requires that the exercise of 

power must track the interests of the people to whom it applies in order to not 

constitute domination (Lovett 2001, en. 13). Both conditions concern what constitutes 

an arbitrary exercise of power and hence domination. In the following section (3.1.2), I 

shall elaborate on both interpretations and argue that we should prefer Lovett’s weaker 

procedural account, defining the arbitrary exercise of power as the absence of rules (in 

addition to an imbalance of power and dependency).  

How can domination be exercised? As Pettit (2012, 37–64) argues, we should 

distinguish between four kinds of domination: vitiation, invasion, invigilation, and 

intimidation. While the former two kinds (vitiation and invasion) exercise domination 

through interference, the latter kinds (invigilation and intimidation) are characterized by 

exercising domination in the absence of interference.  

The first way domination can be exercised is by denying someone the 

resources that that person needs to exercise his or her freedom. Pettit labels this kind 

of domination vitiation: “To suffer the vitiation of choice is to be denied a precondition 

for enjoying freedom of choice: to lack a required resource” (Pettit 2012, 43). To 

illustrate how vitiation works, we can imagine how the government of Brazil may 

recognize the rights of indigenous Indians to participate in discussions concerning the 

use of their land. Yet the Indians may not be able to participate in the debates because 

these discussions take place at the local government seat and the Indians lack the 

resources to get there in time. In this case, we should say that the Indians’ freedom to 

participate in the debates (and thus exercise influence over their own fate) is vitiated 

because they lack the precondition for this exercise, namely access to an accessible 
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debate forum. While dominance through vitiation may be objectionable, Pettit (2012, 

43–44) argues that we should distinguish between vitiation through negligence and 

vitiation through invasion.  

Whereas vitiation through negligence does indeed restrict someone’s freedom 

of choice and action, invasion is the deliberate thwarting of another person’s freedom. 

To illustrate the difference between vitiation and invasion, imagine that the 

government—aware that the indigenous Indians would object to the government’s plan 

for their land– had planned that the debates concerning the land use would take place 

at the seat of the local government exactly because it knew that the indigenous 

population had no way of getting there in time or that they banned outright the Indians 

from participating. Because domination through invasion deliberately interferes with 

the Indians’ freedom to influence their own future, we should say that invasion is more 

objectionable than vitiation. 

Vitiation and invasion, however, are not the only ways to exercise domination. 

Republican theorists hold that domination can be exercised even in the absence of 

interference. I may, on the one hand, be free in the presence of interference insofar as 

this interference does not vitiate or invade my freedom to choose or act. In fact, 

interference may even be necessary for freedom insofar as it seeks to supply someone 

with the necessary means for exercising his or her freedom. On the other hand, I may 

be free in the presence of interference insofar as I am in control of the interference. 

Thus, Pettit (2012, 56–59) concludes, interference is neither necessary nor sufficient for 

domination. As a consequence, we should identify two further kinds of domination, 

namely invigilation and intimidation (Pettit 2012, 60–64). While the two may be present 

at the same time, they can also be exercised apart: invigilation can be exercised without 

intimidation and vice versa. 

Invigilation is the idea that someone has the power to interfere with the freedom 

of someone else, whether or not that power is exercised. Imagine that the indigenous 

Indians were given the opportunity to determine the use of their land but that the 

Brazilian government still retained the right to override the Indians’ decision should it 

wish to. In this example, the Brazilian government subjects the indigenous Indians to 
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domination because it invigilates their choices.  

Intimidation is the idea that someone is believed to have the power to interfere 

with the choices of someone else, even if that person or group does not in fact possess 

this power. Imagine, for example, that the Brazilian government had ratified a 

hypothetical international convention delegating the land rights to the indigenous 

Indians. In this case, the government does not actually have the power to invigilate (or 

interfere with) the choices of the Indians. Yet the Indians may themselves be unaware 

of this fact and thus believe that the government can interfere with their choice if it 

wishes to. As a result, they may be more disposed to make choices, which they suspect 

the Brazilian government would be less likely to interfere with. In this way, we should 

say that the Brazilian government holds dominance over the Indians insofar as it is able 

to intimidate them with the effect of coercing them to make certain choices.  

Because all four kinds of domination have the potential to influence the 

freedom of the local stakeholders to set a development agenda, we should insist that 

our conception of local political authority should be sensitive to these ways of 

exercising power. Let us accordingly specify the claim to local political authority in the 

following way: 

 

Specification #1: Local political authority should be defined as 

the absence of external domination and thus, in order to be present, 

demands that all four kinds of domination—vitiation, invasion, 

invigilation, and intimidation—are absent or regulated. 

 

That is not to say that our conception of local political authority should prohibit all 

involvement of external development agents in the process of setting a development 

agenda. Rather, it means that insofar as external stakeholders usually have more power 

than local stakeholders, the relationship between external and local stakeholders is 

vulnerable to the arbitrary exercise of power in the four ways mentioned. This raises 

two questions, which will be analyzed in the following two subsections. First, when 

exactly does the exercise of power instantiate a case of domination? That is, how 
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should we define the notion of arbitrary power (section 5.1.2)? Secondly, how can our 

conception of local political authority avoid imbalanced or asymmetric relationships 

between external and local stakeholders becoming vulnerable to the exercise of 

domination? That is, what measures should we take to regulate this relationship to 

ensure that local political authority is robust and not subject to domination (section 

5.1.3)?  

 

3.1.2 Substantive and procedural definitions of arbitrariness 

The second republican debate that we need to consider concerns how to define 

‘arbitrariness.’ Recall, republicans understand domination as the power to arbitrarily 

interfere with the choices and actions of others (Lovett 2012, 137; and Pettit 2009, 14; 

Costa 2007, 291; List 2006, 201).49 There are two ways of defining arbitrary power 

within republican theory, namely procedurally and substantively (Lovett 2015; 2012). 

On the substantive definition, the exercise of power is arbitrary insofar as it fails to track 

the interests or preferences of those affected by its exercise (Pettit 1997, 55–56; List 

2006, 202), while on the procedural view, it is arbitrary insofar as it is not reliably 

constrained by a rule of law (Lovett 2012, 139–140; List 2006, 202). In the following, I 

shall argue that our republican conception of local political authority ought to adopt a 

procedural definition of arbitrariness. 

Most republican theorists—including Bohman (2008), Maynor (2006), Pettit 

(1997; 2012), Richardson (2002), and Skinner (1998)—prefer a deliberative 

                                                        
49 As argued, the power to interfere does not in itself constitute domination. This is so in two 
ways. First, interference can sometimes be necessary in order to expand political freedom. As an 
example, the international community may interfere with a state’s power to subject its citizens to 
its will, thus expanding the political freedom of the citizens. Moreover, a government may, for 
example, impose certain taxes on its citizens—thus interfering with their economic capability—
in order to finance public goods, such as education and health care, which expands the freedom 
of the citizens. Secondly, the power to interfere does not constitute domination insofar as the 
people who are subject to it somehow sanction it. Consider, for example, how the citizens of 
(representative) democracies delegate the power to implement laws and policies to a select few 
politicians and law-makers. On the republican conception, what distinguishes domination from 
legitimate interference is that, in cases of domination, and to stay with our example, law-makers 
and policy-makers have the ability to implement laws and policies on an arbitrary basis. 
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interpretation of substantive arbitrariness.50  On the deliberative interpretation, the 

exercise of power is nonarbitrary insofar as it tracks—that is, is in accordance with or 

does not violate—people’s preferences as expressed through a procedure of democratic 

deliberation. As Bohman (2008, 207–208; also quoted in Lovett 2012, 143) argues, the 

capacity to challenge social power through democratic processes “is constitutive of, and 

not merely instrumental to, nondomination.” A group of agents, then, has political 

freedom vis-à-vis the development process—are free from arbitrary domination—

insofar as they possess the capacity for self-government through democratic 

deliberation (Skinner 1998, 26).51 

Pettit (1997; 2004) takes a different route to arrive at a deliberative 

interpretation of the substantive definition of arbitrariness. Pettit’s account of the 

deliberative interpretation has as its starting point the idea that the members of a group 

have a commitment to an ongoing association with each other. Over time, this group 

would develop shared practices and a shared worldview, which would manifest 

themselves as socially acceptable reasons and considerations. When deliberating and 

making decisions, the associated group will draw on this fund of reasons, as Pettit (2004) 

calls it, that all members recognize. In other words, as Lovett (2012, 144) puts it, “[t]his 

fund of shared reasons constitutes, for that group, a framework for their deliberations.” 

On Pettit’s deliberative interpretation, power is exercised arbitrarily insofar as it fails to 

track this shared fund of reasons and norms.52 

Lovett (2012), on the contrary, argues that we should prefer a more 

minimalistic, procedural interpretation of arbitrariness. Recall, on the procedural view, 

that the exercise of power is arbitrary insofar as it does not respect certain procedural 

constraints (Lovett 2012, 139–140; List 2006, 202). As such, on the procedural view, 

                                                        
50 We should note that there are two other less supported interpretations of the substantive 
definition (Lovett 2012, 141–142; 2015). The first interpretation holds that power is arbitrarily 
imposed insofar as it fails to track the objectively defined, normatively justifiable interests of the 
people, while the other holds that the exercise of power is arbitrary insofar as it fails to track the 
subjective preferences, desires, or interests of the local agents. For objections to the objective 
and subjective interpretations, see Carter (2008), Larmore (2003), Lovett (2012), and Pettit 
(2004). 
51  See Lovett (2012, 143–144) for two objections to this version of the deliberative 
interpretation. 
52 See Lovett (2012, 145–146) for a criticism of Pettit’s version of the deliberative interpretation. 
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local stakeholders are vulnerable to arbitrary domination from external development 

agents to the extent that no effective rules or procedures are in place to regulate the 

development intervention. Lovett (2012, 139) emphasizes that it is insufficient that 

these rules and procedures are merely aspirational. For a social relation to be 

nonarbitrary, it must be regulated by rules and procedures, which are both effective and 

reliable. For the regulative rules to be effective, Lovett argues, there must be a relatively 

high probability that they are respected. This requires the rules and regulations to be 

actually observed. Furthermore, the rules and regulations should reliably ensure that the 

local agents do not suffer domination. As a case in point, it is not enough that the 

external development agents refrain from imposing their standards on the local agents 

because whether or not the rules and regulations are respected is still in the hands of—

and thus dependent on—the external agents. 

What definition of ‘arbitrariness’ should our republican conception of local 

political authority adopt? The first thing we should notice is that the claim made by our 

republican conception of local political authority is weaker or stronger according to 

whether it adopts a substantive or procedural definition of arbitrariness. On the one 

hand, adopting a procedural definition makes a weaker claim insofar as it only demands 

that the procedure by which a development agenda is formulated respects certain 

procedural constraints. Adopting a substantive definition, on the other hand, arguably 

places a stronger demand on a development agenda than the procedural definition. 

According to the substantive definition, a development agenda must be adequately 

representative of the preferences and interests of local stakeholders, whether expressed 

through a deliberative democratic exercise or manifested in a recognized fund of social 

norms. Hence, on the substantive definition, it is not only necessary that local 

stakeholders have had the opportunity to contest the agenda but also that the agenda 

itself represents their expressed interests and preferences. 

There are two reasons for us to adopt this stronger, substantive definition 

when it is applied to the setting of a development agenda. First, a development agenda 

contains substantive goals that represent the development of the local stakeholders. 

Thus, it can be argued, whether or not our development agenda constitutes a case of 
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domination depends at least partially on the extent to which it is substantively 

representative in this way. If this is true, then the weaker, procedural definition is 

unsuitable since it does not ensure that the agenda is substantively representative of the 

local stakeholders’ interests, preferences, or shared norms. 

However, proponents of the procedural definition may object that it is not 

sufficient that the agenda is substantively justified. That is, they could argue, local 

political authority is also concerned with the extent to which the political procedure of 

setting a development agenda includes local stakeholders and respects their input. Even 

if an agenda were substantively representative, it would still violate the claim to local 

political authority insofar as local stakeholders had insufficient opportunity to 

participate in the procedure of formulating and adopting the agenda. If so, we should, 

instead, adopt the procedural definition. 

The second reason for adopting the substantive, deliberative definition is that 

this procedural objection does not have any bite because the substantive definition 

includes the procedural definition (Lovett 2012, 143). That is, we can only arrive at a 

substantively representative development agenda insofar as there is a reliable procedure 

in place to track the local stakeholders’ expressed interests, preferences, or shared 

norms. As such, it is possible to dispel the main reason for opting for a procedural 

definition, namely that a suitable development agenda requires a procedural 

justification, because such a justification is also provided by the substantive definition. 

The substantive definition exemplifies what Rawls (1999, 74) refers to as perfect 

procedural justice. Perfect procedural justice, according to Rawls, has two defining 

characteristics. First, it employs an independent criterion that defines what a just 

outcome is. In this case, that would be a development agenda that is substantively 

representative of the values, preferences, and norms of the local stakeholders. 

Secondly, perfect procedural justice demands a procedure that can guarantee this 

desired outcome. In other words, on the substantive definition, the process of setting a 

development agenda is just insofar as it can ensure that the procedure arrives at a just 

outcome (i.e., an agenda, which is substantively representative). 

Yet we should ask whether this substantive definition is not too demanding. 
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That is, does the substantive definition’s requirement to adequately represent the local 

stakeholders’ expressed interests, preferences, and social norms not make a 

development agenda too moored in local conceptions of the good? Does it not close 

off the agenda to external objections? I believe it does. Recall, in the first chapter I 

argued that the changing contexts of setting a development agenda—not only in terms 

of sociocultural and environmental circumstances but also in terms of changes over 

time—should lead us to leave the outcome of the process open-ended. Therefore, what 

we want from a development agenda is not primarily to represent the preferences and 

norms of local stakeholders. Rather, we want a development agenda to be critical of 

unjust socioeconomic norms that hold back local development processes; we want the 

development agenda to not only represent local norms and preferences but also more 

technical solutions or normative insights. That is, as argued in the first chapter, we 

want a development agenda to integrate these different aspects.  

Thus, a definition of the claim to local political authority, which holds that a 

development agenda must be substantively representative of local norms, is too strong 

because it aims to transfer all authority from external to local stakeholders. Such a full 

transfer of authority is counterproductive to development because a sustainable 

approach to development and, in our context, a development agenda, requires the 

input of external stakeholders in addition to being representative of local stakeholders. 

For these reasons, I propose that the republican claim to local political authority adopts 

the procedural definition. 53  On a procedural definition, the process of setting a 

development agenda is respectful of the claim to local political authority insofar as it 

adheres to certain procedural constraints. 54  Let us therefore define the second 

specification of the claim to local authority in the following way: 

 

                                                        
53 I should stress that I do not claim here that the procedural definition is preferable in all 
contexts in which we apply republican theory. My claim is merely that in the specific context of setting 
a development agenda the procedural definition is preferable to the substantive definition because it 
(a) does not entail a full transfer of authority and (b) leaves the outcome of the process open-
ended. 
54 My account here differs from Alexander’s (2007; 2010) republican capability theory, which is 
committed to Pettit’s deliberative interpretation of arbitrariness (Alexander 2010, 20). 
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Specification #2: Local political authority demands that a development 

agenda is formulated, adopted, and implemented according to a political process 

that respects certain procedural constraints. 

 

What kinds of constraints should a procedure for the setting of a development agenda 

adhere to? In the following subsection, I argue that a third republican debate—on the 

scope of accountability—can help us specify these constraints further.  

 

3.1.3 Rules, regulations, and public policies 

In the previous two subsections, I have argued that we can specify the claim to local 

political authority in two ways. First, I argued that local political authority should be 

defined as the absence of four kinds of domination, namely vitiation, invasion, 

invigilation, and intimidation. Any of these four kinds of domination allows for the 

arbitrary exercise of power. Secondly, I argued that local political authority merely 

requires that certain procedural constraints are respected. That is, a development 

agenda satisfies the claim to local political authority insofar as the procedure of 

formulating, adopting, and implementing the agenda adheres to certain constraints and 

regulations.  

This prompts us to ask the following question: what kinds of constraints and 

regulations should the procedure adhere to? Republicans usually look to curb the 

arbitrary use of power through the implementation of a set of rules, regulations, and 

public policies. In the following, I first explain why republican theory needs a set of 

rules and regulations before I outline the kinds of institutions and public policies that 

republicans favor and that can help us specify the claim to local authority further. 

On the republican account, a governing body, which is not accountable to its 

subjects, exercises (or is in a position to exercise) its power arbitrarily. In order to curb 

such arbitrary governing, then, there should be some regulative mechanism in place to 

ensure that the governing body is responsive to its subjects. McMahon (2005) and 

Costa (2007), however, highlight a second important danger, namely the risk that some 

individuals or groups may assume uncontrolled power over (some of) their fellow 
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citizens.55 To illustrate, Lovett (2015) asks us to consider a society without any laws or 

regulations. In such a society, Lovett argues, the relationships between citizens would 

be subject to the arbitrary dominance of the stronger party. Simply put, without any 

laws, there would be no restrictions on people’s interactions—a man beating his wife 

and kids or a factory owner running a sweatshop could be allowed in such a society. 

Obviously, this puts the freedom of the weaker parties—less powerful agents—at risk 

of being subject to domination. Thus, in order to protect the republican freedom of 

everyone, it is essential for republican theory that society be ruled by a set of laws, 

rules, and regulations. Pettit (2006, 279) refers to these two kinds of domination as 

public and private instances of domination.56  

The prospect of local political authority in the context of setting a 

development agenda faces the same two threats. On the one hand, local stakeholders 

are vulnerable to the expert rule of international development organizations as well as 

to corrupt or dysfunctional national governments. Securing local political authority thus 

requires the regulation of the relationship between the local stakeholders and 

development policy-makers. At the same time, local political authority also faces 

dangers related to private domination, though this may be less obvious from what has 

been said so far. To see how, we need merely consider the danger that a select few 

locals take control of the decision-making process, ignoring the values and preferences 

of their fellow citizens and passing off their own worldview as representative of society 
                                                        
55 In fact, as McMahon (2005; see also Costa 2007 and Pettit 2006) argues, the republican theory 
would often seem indeterminate if private interactions were regulated similarly to public 
relations. As we have seen, on the most popular accounts of republicanism, public exercises of 
power are required to somehow track the expressed preferences of the people in order to be 
rendered nonarbitrary. Yet the exercise of power in the private sphere is often caused by 
disagreements between two (or more) parties. Thus, if we were to regulate this private relation 
with reference to the common will, we would end up in a dilemma: either we would have to 
arbitrarily choose one side over the other or we would have to acknowledge that we cannot 
regulate private relations—that is, the republican theory would be indeterminate when it comes 
to regulating private exercises of power. In his response to McMahon, however, Pettit (2006, 
279–280) argues that private interactions should not track the common will in order to be 
rendered nonarbitrary. Rather, they should merely track the preferences of the individual or 
group of individuals affected by the exercise of power.  
56 In other places, Pettit (1997, chapters 5–6) uses the terms ‘imperium’ and ‘dominium’—which 
he adopts from Kriegel’s work (1995)—for the two kinds of domination (see also McMahon 
2005, 68). Here, I prefer the public/private terminology, as it is more indicative of the respective 
spaces of domination. 
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in general. Accordingly, the outcome of the process would favor these select few 

agents. 

What kinds of institutions and public policies are needed to ensure that the 

arbitrary exercise of power is curbed? To begin with, we should note that addressing 

the two kinds of domination—public and private—requires two different strategies 

(Pettit 2006, 279–280): while curbing public domination requires regulation with regard 

to how a governing body can interfere with its subjects, private domination is best 

addressed by policies that secure the equal status of citizens so no one is in a position 

to impose his or her power on others. In other words, the public exercise of power is 

nonarbitrary insofar as it is somehow regulated by a rule of law, while a private exercise 

of power is rendered nonarbitrary insofar as it respects the other person as an equal 

agent.57 Let us take a look at some of the concrete suggestions republicans have 

proposed to keep public and private domination in check. 

According to List (2006, 210–211), republicanism is distinguished by its 

commitment to limit and/or regulate how governments and decision-makers can 

exercise their power through a rule of law. The rule of law is the (constitutional) principle 

that public officials—and not only the citizens—are subject to the law. In other words, 

whereas the governing body—the law-makers and the decision-makers—is free to rule 

as it pleases within an autocratic regime, republican theory requires that it respects 

certain laws that regulate how it can exercise its power, for example when passing laws 

and policies (List 2006, 211).  

As I have argued in the previous subsections, securing local political authority 

primarily requires procedural or democratic regulations. To wit, in a public context, the 

claim to local political authority demands that external stakeholders and national 

governments are answerable to some sort of democratic rule when setting a 

development agenda. A robust democratic rule must satisfy three conditions (cf. Pettit 

1997, Chapter 6). First decision-makers must be able to provide reasons for their 

decisions, which are open to public debate. Secondly, everyone should have an equal 

                                                        
57 For a similar view on the difference between the rights and duties of the governing body vis-à-
vis its subjects and the rights and duties owed to other citizens, see, for example, Weintraub and 
Kumar (1997, 10–16). 
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opportunity for democratic contestation, and, thirdly, there should be democratic 

institutions, which facilitate the process of public contestation.  

I believe these conditions are essential for the claim to local political authority 

too. What do the conditions specifically mean for local stakeholders? Most obviously, 

in order to satisfy these conditions, we need to ensure that local stakeholders have the 

capability—that is, real freedom—to vote, to participate in public discussions, and to 

contest the decisions of the governing body (Maynor 2003; 2006; Pettit 1997; 2006). 

Moreover, for local stakeholders to have such capabilities, they need equal access to 

public institutions that are transparent and fair.58  Yet regulating the relationship 

between local stakeholders and more powerful development agents, such as national 

governments and international development organizations, is only part of ensuring that 

local political authority is robust. Differences in socioeconomic conditions between 

local stakeholders may also cause political authority to be unequally distributed between 

stakeholders. Some scholars, for example, have argued that there is a correlation 

between economic wealth and political power, effectively leading to a state of 

plutocracy: the domination of a wealthy elite (Christiano 2010; 2012). 

How can we avoid differences in socioeconomic power leading to such cases 

of private domination? Republican theorists have in particular highlighted three 

instruments that could be used to regulate private exercises of power, namely civic 

virtue, public law, and public policy. Civic virtue is the idea that people are willing to 

sacrifice some of their own interests in favor of realizing the public good. However, 

because civic virtues are driven by each individual’s interest in supporting republican 

freedom, they are vulnerable to a situation in which trust breaks down between citizens 

and each decides to pursue his or her own interests at the expense of those of his or 

her fellow citizens. Republicans have thus argued that citizens’ political freedom should 

be supported through more robust means. 

In order to support the claim to local political authority, we can invoke two 

means. First, we may enact public policies in a bid to level the socioeconomic playing field 
                                                        
58 Note that these requirements are only suggestions. As with a development agenda, the 
democratic rights and institutions should be tailored to the specific society. I have provided a 
similar argument elsewhere against the view that we can specify a particular list of (democratic) 
capabilities through mere normative political theorizing (Byskov 2015). 
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between individuals. Because people who are socioeconomically disadvantaged are 

vulnerable to exploitation by or dependent on more resourceful people (Dagger 2006; 

Lovett 2009; 2010), public policies may serve to minimize the risk of domination. 

Employees who depend on their income to meet basic needs are, arguably, less likely to 

object to poor working conditions—for example by endorsing a progressive 

development agenda—if it means that they will lose their employment status and 

precious income. Providing socioeconomically disadvantaged people with basic goods 

and capabilities reduces this risk of exploitation and dependence and thus promotes 

their political freedom. That is, the workers may feel more confident in speaking out 

against their poor working conditions when debating a development agenda if they are 

able to meet their basic needs independently of an income from their labor.  

 Secondly, republicans aim to curb such private cases of domination, which 

impact people’s political freedom, by invoking public laws. That is, by enshrining 

citizens’ rights to, for example, decent working conditions, a minimum wage, or basic 

living standards into the law they will be less vulnerable to exploitation. In keeping with 

the above-mentioned case, laws protecting workers’ rights, for example, curb the power 

an employer can exercise over her employees without fear of punishment. As such, 

public laws play an important role in regulating private relations and minimize the risk 

of some citizens (e.g., employers) influencing the voice of other citizens (e.g., 

employees) in general and in particular in relation to the political process of setting a 

development agenda.59  

Ensuring that local stakeholders have political authority in the context of 

setting a development agenda requires that they are not subject to domination, defined 

as the power of one (group of) individual(s) to arbitrarily impose their power over 

another (group of) individual(s). In this subsection, I have argued that the claim to local 

political authority faces threats from both public and private exercises of arbitrary 

power. I have argued that in order to protect local political authority, we should adopt 

the republican notion of a rule of law, which can regulate both public and private 
                                                        
59 Republicans recognize, though, that no matter what, domination will always pose a threat to 
political freedom (Pettit 2006, 282–283; Lovett 2015). See Pettit (2006, 282–283) for a 
discussion of three issues, which he refers to as the problems of the imperfect, the ineffective, 
and the unauthorized state. 
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exercises of power. Let us therefore define the third specification of the claim to local 

authority in the following way: 

 

Specification #3: Local political authority should be protected by a rule of 

law in order to procedurally regulate both public and private exercises of power, 

including democratic rights, public laws, and public policies. 

 

In sum, in this section I have argued that we can and should specify the claim to local 

political authority in three ways with the help of republican theory. First, the claim to 

local political authority should be understood as the claim that local stakeholders 

should not be subject to domination—from national policy-makers or external 

development experts—in the political process of setting a development agenda. 

Secondly, I have argued that the claim to local political authority should be understood 

as a procedural claim. As a procedural claim, the claim to local political authority holds 

that the political process of setting a development agenda should respect certain 

procedural constraints that restrict the extent to which power can be exercised. Thirdly, 

I have argued that local political authority is threatened by both public and private 

exercises of power. Publically, policy-makers and external development experts and 

stakeholders may overrule local stakeholders; privately, socioeconomic inequalities 

make weaker parties vulnerable to exploitation by more resourceful and powerful 

citizens.  

 

3.2 Negative and positive conceptions of freedom 

A republican conception of the claim to local political authority holds that the political 

freedom of local stakeholders should be protected and supported by a rule of law that 

can regulate and curb the arbitrary exercise of power. By protecting their political 

freedom in this way, we ensure that local stakeholders have a larger degree of, or even 

primary, authority in the process of setting a development agenda. Recall, however, that 

the claim is not a claim to a full transfer of authority. 

Traditionally, political freedom is conceptualized either negatively or positively. 
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On the negative conception, political freedom requires that local stakeholders are not 

unreasonably constrained in their political endeavors. That is, local stakeholders are 

politically free on the negative view insofar as nothing or no one restricts the extent to 

which they can exercise their democratic rights, such as expressing their opinions, 

participating in public debates, and voting in elections and referenda (Steiner 1994).60 

On the positive conception, local stakeholders have political freedom insofar as they 

exercise their democratic and public rights (Taylor 1985b) or have the internal and 

external means necessary to do so, such as access to democratic institutions and 

agential capacities (A. Sen 1988). 

Republicans usually illustrate the concept of freedom as nondomination in 

opposition to both negative and positive concepts of freedom. In this section, I first 

provide a short summary of the standard republican argument against the negative and 

positive conceptions of political freedom and argue that it, in both cases, attacks a 

straw man. I then identify two stronger negative and positive positions and argue that 

republicanism should and arguably does incorporate aspects of both negative and 

positive political freedom. On the one hand, a republican conception of local political 

authority should include the negative aspect that where the freedom to do or be a 

certain thing is normatively valuable, a certain measure of negative freedom (i.e., 

noninterference) is required. On the other hand, I argue that the claim to local political 

authority should adopt the positive view that the exercise of political freedom requires 

certain conditions to be fulfilled. 

 

3.2.1 The republican straw men 

The distinction between the two conceptions of political freedom, which republicans 

take as their starting point, is found in the work of Berlin (1969). On Berlin's (1969, 

122) negative conception, the cornerstone of human freedom is the absence of 

interferences, obstacles, and constraints. We are free, that is, to the extent that nothing 

impedes our actions and/or no one interferes with them. Accordingly, republicans also 

refer to negative freedom as freedom as noninterference. For example, Lovett (2015, section 

                                                        
60  Though Hobbes’ (1991) account of negative freedom is not concerned with political 
participation, it could arguably be interpreted in the same way. 
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1.1) states that all conceptions of negative freedom “have in common the basic 

intuition that to be free is, more or less, to be left alone to do whatever one chooses.”  

On Berlin’s version of positive political freedom, which republicans argue 

against, someone is free insofar as she exercises control over a particular choice; she is 

the one determining the choice. Positive freedom in this sense is thus an internal 

capacity to act on one’s own second-order desires, as Harry Frankfurt (1988) calls 

them: to act in a reflected and rational way rather than on one’s unreflected (first-order) 

desires. Politically speaking, meanwhile, positive freedom is usually thought of as acting 

in accordance with a collective or general will. As Carter (2012, section 1) explains, 

“one might say that a democratic society is a free society because it is a self-determined 

society, and that a member of that society is free to the extent that he or she 

participates in its democratic process.” 

Republicans are critical of both these conceptions of freedom. On the one 

hand, they argue that Berlin’s conception of negative freedom does nothing to protect 

the political freedom of local stakeholders from domination through invigilation and 

intimidation (Lovett 2015): even if the local stakeholders are not interfered with, their 

political freedom may still depend on the contingent and arbitrary will of others.61 Moreover, 

republicans argue, political freedom as noninterference ignores the fact that ensuring or 

increasing the political freedom of local stakeholders often requires an increase in 

interference from external stakeholders.62  

                                                        
61 Consider the example of the well-meaning master who for some reason does not interfere 
with the lives of his slaves (Lovett 2015, section 1.2). To all intents and purposes, on Berlin’s 
negative conception of freedom the slaves are free to do as they please insofar as they are not 
being interfered with. Republicans find this conclusion incorrect: even if the slaves were left to 
their own devices they would still be slaves to a master who has the right to treat them as he 
pleases. Moreover, we could imagine the slaves acting strategically so as to keep on their 
master’s good side. The slaves may be very adept at predicting their master’s psychological state 
and may therefore keep him satisfied. However, this also means that the slaves’ freedom 
depends on the extent to which they are successful in satisfying the preferences of someone 
else. 
62 To illustrate, consider the example of a colony of a great imperial power (Lovett 2015, section 
1.2). Suppose that the relationship between the colonial subjects and the imperial power is the 
same as that of the master and the slave mentioned above: though the imperial power has the 
right to interfere with the colonial subjects, it chooses, for some reason or another, not to 
exercise this control. Imagine now that the colonial subjects gain independence from the 
imperial power. The former colony is now self-governing. Let us assume, however, that the new 
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On the other hand, republicans also object to the positive conception of 

political freedom on the ground that it may actually justify interference with people’s 

choices (Lovett and Pettit 2009, 15). What republicans object to is that insofar as 

Berlin’s conception of positive freedom relies on a normative view of what constitutes 

a rational exercise of freedom—that is, to act in a reflected and rational way rather than 

on one’s unreflected (first-order) desires—we are justified in interfering with exercises 

of freedom that are somehow judged to be irrational. However, this judgment often 

relies on a questionable (metaphysical or psychological) view of rationality in which 

desires are controlled by reason (Taylor 1985b, 216). If so, the interference justified by 

the positive conception of freedom may be arbitrary and constitute a case of 

domination, according to republicans. 

The issue with these republican objections is that by invoking and objecting to 

Berlin’s conceptions of negative and positive freedom, republicans argue against a 

straw man in both cases. Recall, on the republican characterization, negative freedom is 

simply synonymous with the absence of any (external) constraints, while positive 

freedom is equated with acting rationally. In the following, I argue that we can identify 

stronger and more nuanced versions of both the negative and the positive conceptions 

of (political) freedom.  

Proponents of negative freedom can respond to the republican objections by 

arguing that they hold a narrow view of freedom and that infringements of freedom are 

quite common and justifiable. Negative freedom, on this amended view, does not entail 

that each and every preference should be acceptable or justified but merely that it is 

justified that no one interferes with them without the express consent of the subject. 

Nor do proponents of negative freedom more generally hold that subjects cannot be 

interfered with or that being free entails no interference whatsoever. Rather, they 

acknowledge that infringements of freedom may indeed be unavoidable, for example 

                                                                                                                                               
government becomes more involved in the day-to-day running of the former colony, passing 
laws and policies that to a greater extent interfere with the lives of its citizens than was the case 
under the imperial rule. Again, republicans find this incorrect: even if there has been an increase 
in interference it would be absurd to claim that the citizens are now less free than they were 
before. 
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when individual agents enter into a social contract in order to protect their individual 

freedom (Hobbes 1991, chap. 14 and 21; Steiner 1994). 

Thus, proponents of negative freedom would not necessarily object to the kind 

of interferences that the republicans highlight insofar as the individual agents have 

sanctioned the interference or the interference can be justified. Let us therefore specify 

the negative conception of freedom in the following way: local stakeholders are 

politically free on the negative view insofar as nothing or no one unreasonably restricts 

the extent to which they can exercise their democratic rights, such as expressing their 

opinions, participating in public debates, and voting in elections and referenda. 

Moreover, proponents of negative freedom can acknowledge that some 

positive conditions—whether internal or external to the agent—are necessary for a full 

conception of freedom (A. Sen 1988, 273; Knight 1982, 15). What they argue, however, 

is that a full account of freedom cannot be reduced to the presence of these positive 

conditions and that some measure of noninterference is necessary—that in any case 

where we are normatively or politically committed to ensure that people have the 

freedom to do or be a certain thing, it is necessary (also) to ensure that people are not 

obstructed when exercising that freedom.  

In his influential essay “What’s Wrong with Negative Liberty?,” Charles Taylor 

(1985b) defends the positive conception of freedom against the objection that it 

necessarily carries the risk of widespread paternalistic intervention in people’s choices. 

In particular, he argues, positive freedom need not presuppose a questionable 

(metaphysical or psychological) view of rationality in which desires are controlled by 

reason (Taylor 1985b, 216). Rather, Taylor (1985b, 220) argues, we exercise our 

freedom by making strong evaluations. Strong evaluations, according to Taylor, are a kind 

of second-order desire: “We experience our desires and purposes as qualitatively 

discriminated, as higher or lower, noble or base, integrated or fragmented, significant or 

trivial, good and bad. This means that we experience some of our desires and goals as 

intrinsically more significant than others.” In other words, freedom is the act of 

distinguishing desires that are more important or valuable to our being our distinct 

selves—such as practicing one’s religion—from desires that are more trivial—such as 
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crossing the street without having to stop for a red light (Taylor 1985b, 218). 

In that sense, individual positive freedom does not spring from our rational 

capacities but rather from our phenomenological or hermeneutical self-understanding 

(Taylor 1985b, 228–229).63 Taylor (1991) argues that we do not understand ourselves 

as atomistic individuals but rather understand ourselves against a backdrop of social 

norms and institutions, which (partly) shape our identities, values, and choices. In order 

for individuals to be fully able to exercise their positive freedom—that is, their capacity 

for forming a self-understanding—it becomes imperative to ensure access to such a 

social backdrop. As a consequence, positive political freedom, on Taylor’s account, is 

the idea that individuals and communities are granted the necessary capacities for 

developing such a shared social understanding.64  

To recap, it is possible to construct stronger and more nuanced versions of 

both the negative and the positive conceptions of (political) freedom that can avoid the 

standard republican objections. Since the republican conception of (political) freedom 

is usually claimed to be in opposition to negative and positive freedom, does the 

modification of these two concepts mean that we should abandon republicanism? I 

believe not. In the following, I shall argue that we should see the republican conception 

of (political) freedom as integrating aspects of both negative and positive freedom 

rather than alternative, incompatible conception of (political) freedom.  

By integrating these two alternative conceptions, the republican conception of 

political freedom may be said to capture the opportunity aspect of freedom that is part 

and parcel of the capability framework that I introduced in chapter 1. Recall the 

example of the would-be voter. Only by having both the positive (i.e., access to a 

voting station and the means of transportation to get there) and the negative (i.e., the 

formal right to vote, as well as the guarantee that no one will interfere with the voter’s 

action) aspects of the voter’s freedom to vote can we say that she has the real 

freedom—the capability—to vote. 

 

                                                        
63 For a broader introduction to Taylor’s phenomenological and hermeneutic approach, see 
Taylor (1985a). 
64 See also Sen (1988) and Knight (1982) for a similar conclusion. 
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3.2.2 Negative and positive aspects of republican freedom 

In the previous subsection, I argued that proponents of both negative and positive 

(political) freedom could respond to the republican objections. Recall, on the amended 

version of negative freedom, it is not necessarily an issue, as republicans argue it is, that 

ensuring or increasing the political freedom of local stakeholders often requires an 

increase in interference. Proponents of negative freedom can acknowledge that 

infringements of freedom are often necessary in order to ensure its exercise.  Likewise, 

proponents of positive freedom can argue that they do not, as republicans argue they 

do, rely on questionable metaphysical views of rationality. Rather, they hold, positive 

political freedom is the exercise of one’s capacity for self-understanding in a political 

context and thus requires the positive conditions that can foster the expression of one’s 

self-understanding. 

How can republicans respond to these amended versions of the negative and 

positive conceptions of (political) freedom? In the following, I argue that while 

republicans can and should acknowledge both amended positions as part of a 

republican conception of political freedom, they should insist that republicanism can be 

reduced to neither. I begin with the republican response to the amended conception of 

negative political freedom before I address the amended positive conception. I hope in 

the process to show that my conclusions here affect our republican conception of the 

claim to local political authority. The claim to local political authority, I shall argue, 

must satisfy both negative and positive aspects of political freedom. 

How can republicans respond to the more nuanced version of negative 

freedom? I believe that republicans can and should conditionally concede two points. 

First of all, some measure of noninterference is necessary in order to effectively 

exercise one’s freedom. For local stakeholders to have political freedom in the context 

of setting a development agenda, it is important that they have, to a certain extent, the 

negative freedom to express their own preferences. Proponents of negative freedom 

and republicanism agree on this.  

According to republicans, though, negative freedom can only be a partial 

measure of local political authority. Consider, for example, how even if the local 
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stakeholders had the formal, negative freedom to participate in the political debate on a 

development agenda, the exercise of this freedom would still depend, more positively, 

on the extent to which they had the means necessary to do so. That is, whether the 

indigenous Brazilians in our example above can exercise their right to participate in the 

debate on the use of their land depends on whether they have the means to get to the 

venue where the debate as well as the oral skills to make their case in a convincing 

manner. 

Secondly, a cornerstone of republicanism is the idea that people cannot be 

interfered with without their express consent. As such, republicans are in agreement 

with an amended version of negative freedom that stresses endorsement and 

justifiability of interferences as a necessary part of a justifiable asymmetric relationship. 

However, republicans insist that even if an agent freely enters an asymmetric 

relationship, this relationship still needs some measure of regulation in order to ensure 

that the more powerful part of the relationship does not exploit the individual agent, 

for example through intimidation.  

Consider, for example, the case of a single mother who accepts having to work 

longer hours because she cannot afford to lose her job. She may have entered the 

relationship with her employer freely, thereby accepting certain (potential) restrictions 

on her freedom. (Conversely, we may say that she freely endorses certain (potential) 

infringements of her freedom by her employer.) The single mother may explicitly 

consent to the change in conditions (i.e., longer working hours). Thus, on the amended 

negative conception of freedom, we should say that no infringement on her freedom is 

present—and, in any case, no interference has been made. Republicans, meanwhile, 

argue that this case constitutes a case of domination insofar as the single mother feels 

intimidated to accept working longer hours, for example out of fear of losing her job. 

This is so even if the coercion is not intentional on the part of the employer: as 

recognized by both Adam Smith (2008, 99) and Karl Marx (1976, Chapter 25), the 

stronger bargaining position of the employer puts the employee in a disadvantaged 

position by default. The only way to avoid such a situation, republicans argue, is to 

impose certain regulations and rules on the relationship between employer and 
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employee.  

A republican conception of local political authority, then, can conditionally 

accommodate the amended negative conception of political freedom. Most 

importantly, in its amended version, negative freedom does not entail the view that all 

interference is unjustified, only that where the freedom to do or be a certain thing is 

normatively valuable a certain measure of negative freedom (i.e., noninterference) is 

required. A republican conception of local political authority should adopt this view. At 

the same time, we should insist that protecting the political freedom and authority of 

local stakeholders requires that certain positive conditions should be fulfilled, most 

importantly that the procedure of setting a development agenda adheres to certain rules 

and regulations.  

Just as proponents of the claim to local political authority can accommodate 

the amended negative conception of political freedom, they can and should 

conditionally accept the amended version of positive political freedom. To be sure, we 

should acknowledge that the amended conception of positive freedom stresses 

important aspects of freedom that are absent from Berlin’s version. First, Taylor’s 

emphasis on strong evaluations—the identification of second-order desires—seems to 

be central to the idea of local political authority. As Larmore (2001, 232) argues, it is 

“plain that Pettit’s theory of freedom as non-domination, distinct though it is from the 

‘positive’ conception of freedom as autonomy, accords nonetheless an essential role to 

democratic self-rule” (see also Pettit 1997, 8, 183ff). That is, by exercising their capacity 

for self-determination, for example through a deliberation on a development agenda, 

local stakeholders can avoid being dominated by other stakeholders’ interests.  

Secondly, we should recognize that a full conception of political freedom 

requires certain positive conditions to be satisfied, as Sen (1988) and Knight (1982) 

have argued, and, conversely, that domination can be exercised by denying these 

positive conditions. As argued, for local stakeholders to exercise their political freedom 

in the context of setting a development agenda they may need at least access to the 

relevant debate—for example, through researchers or open hearings—and the ability to 

adequately express their preferences and objections, which requires a minimum level of 
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education. According to Sen (1988), having political authority means that local 

stakeholders have the real freedom to exercise it, which in turn requires that the positive 

conditions are present. Likewise, on the republican conception of freedom, (the 

possibility of) denying or failing to provide these positive conditions, which allow local 

stakeholders to exercise their political freedom, on an arbitrary basis can be interpreted 

as a case of domination of one group of individuals over another. 

In that sense, both aspects of an amended version of positive freedom can be 

incorporated into the republican conception of local political authority. Republicans 

could and should still hold that freedom is inadequately represented by the positive 

account(s), however. First, insofar as Taylor’s concept of positive freedom depends on 

a certain level of congruence between individual values, on the one hand, and social 

norms, on the other hand, it still carries the risk of domination. Though a certain 

equilibrium between social norms and individual values may indeed be necessary for 

the exercise of political freedom, particularly in liberal societies, this may be less so in 

other contexts.  

Consider, for example, the Indian caste system. According to Walzer (1983, 

313), the caste system is compatible with positive political freedom because it 

exemplifies a self-determined community. However, few would agree that people are 

politically free under the caste system to express their preferences and values. In fact, it 

seems to exemplify a case of (tacit) domination of the community over the individual 

insofar as it imposes certain restrictions on lower-caste members, not only in terms of 

access to food and water, use of public spaces, and choice of profession and social 

relationships, including marriage (Ghurye 1969, 2–22), but also in terms of—either 

directly or indirectly—the extent to which lower-caste members are politically free to 

participate in public debates (Jeffrey 2002). A republican conception of local political 

authority insists that we need to safeguard against the risk that more powerful and 

resourceful groups—such as the upper-caste members—do not take control of the 

political sphere. 

Secondly, even if we acknowledge the necessity of providing certain positive 

conditions in order to ensure that people can exercise their freedom, republicans 
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maintain that this is only half of the story. That is, the full measure of one’s political 

freedom not only depends on the positive conditions but also on the formal, or 

negative, freedoms that one has—the freedom to choose between different 

alternatives.65 

Consider, for example, Sen’s (1999b, 75) example of a starving and a fasting 

person: while the starving person has no choice about whether to eat or not, the fasting 

person could eat if she chose to. Consider further, as Sen (1980) argues, that famines 

do not usually occur because of a lack of food but rather because of a lack of a right to 

have access to this food. Let us say that the fasting person has such a right to food but 

chooses not to exercise it, while the starving person starves because she lacks this right. 

This means that even though both lack the favorable positive conditions (i.e., an 

abundance of food), the starving person is worse off because she additionally lacks the 

negative freedom to choose between different alternatives (i.e., to eat or not to eat), 

which the fasting person possesses.  Likewise, exercising one’s political authority when 

setting a development agenda may require that one has the negative freedom to choose 

between different alternatives. 

In sum, in this section I have argued that the standard republican objections to 

the negative and positive conceptions of (political) freedom argue against two straw 

men. That is, we can identify stronger and more nuanced versions of both negative and 

positive (political) freedom, which are more difficult to reject on the republican 

account. Accordingly, I have argued that rather than attempt to refute these amended 

versions, republicans should acknowledge that their conception of (political) freedom is 

compatible with and integrates aspects of both negative and positive freedom. As such, 

we can specify our republican conception of local political authority in the following 

way: 

 

Specification #4: The claim to local political authority requires that both 

negative and positive aspects of political freedom are met. 

                                                        
65 We should note that this is not necessarily incompatible with the positive conception of 
freedom. What positive freedom holds may merely be interpreted as the claim that some 
positive measure of freedom is necessary for a full conception of freedom. 
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By integrating negative and positive aspects of political freedom, a republican 

conception of local political authority has the added benefit that it satisfies the idea of 

real freedom proposed by Sen (1988) that is central to the human development and 

capability approach.66 As such, on this conception of local political authority, the 

political freedom of local stakeholders is not merely a formal opportunity but a 

substantive one, which local stakeholders may choose to realize (or not). 

 

3.3 Concluding remarks 

In this chapter, I have specified the claim to local authority in the political context of 

setting a development agenda. Recall, the claim to local authority is the claim that local 

stakeholders should be granted both political and expert authority in relation to the task 

of setting a development agenda. Politically speaking, I have argued that the claim to 

local authority should draw on republican theory. I have labeled this a republican 

conception of local political authority.  

In particular, republican theory can help us specify local political authority in at 

least three ways. First, the claim to local political authority should be understood as the 

claim that local stakeholders should not be subject to domination, understood as the 

arbitrary exercise of power, in the political process of setting a development agenda, 

from national policy-makers, external stakeholders, or fellow citizens. Secondly, the 

claim to local political authority holds that the political process of setting a 

development agenda should respect certain procedural constraints that restrict the 

extent to which power can be exercised, not that the development agenda must 

                                                        
66 For a similar view of freedom to that of Sen (and other capability theorists), see also 
MacCallum’s (1967) triadic conception of freedom. Freedom, MacCallum argues, is a triadic 
relation that captures the extent to which (i) an agent is constrained by (ii) certain conditions in 
relation to (iii) certain things that he can do or be(come). Positive and negative freedom, 
MacCallum argues, are merely two different interpretations of this triadic relationship, which 
hold different assumptions about what an agent is, what a constricting condition is (e.g., internal 
or external), and what counts as something that one can strive to do or be. Regardless of how 
the proponents of positive and negative freedom specify this triadic relationship, it will contain 
both positive and negative aspects since it involves both the freedom from something and the 
freedom to do or be(come) something. Thus, MacCallum argues that the dichotomy between 
positive and negative freedom is false. 
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substantively represent the preferences and values of the local stakeholders. Thirdly, I 

have argued that local political authority is threatened by both public and private 

exercises of power, the regulation of which requires different strategies, such as a rule 

of law and public socioeconomic policies and laws. 

Finally, I argued that republicanism should be compatible with, rather than 

antagonistic to, both negative and positive conceptions of (political) freedom. In 

particular, I argued that the standard republican objections to negative and positive 

(political) freedom argue against two straw men and that we can identify stronger and 

more nuanced versions of both negative and positive (political) freedom. Both of these 

amended versions, I argued, highlight important aspects of republican freedom—most 

importantly that a full conception of political freedom must satisfy both negative and 

positive aspects of political freedom. I further argued that this also applies to our 

republican conception of local political authority. 

Ensuring that local stakeholders enjoy political authority, however, is only part 

of the claim to local authority in the context of setting a development agenda. As I 

argued in the previous chapter, a development agenda is also shaped by the advice 

from different experts. In the next chapter, I shall argue that local stakeholders can 

legitimately be considered experts in relation to their own development and that 

consequently they should be granted what I call local expert authority. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Third wave development expertise 

 

While a development agenda may receive its final endorsement and adoption at the 

political level, which I addressed in the previous chapter, an important step leading up 

to this adoption occurs at a different level, namely the socioscientific one. Though 

development experts working for international development organizations have 

traditionally spearheaded development efforts at the socioscientific level, this top-

down, technocratic approach has recently been challenged. Several scholars have 

argued that development experts often get local socioeconomic dynamics wrong (a.o. 

Ferguson 1990; 1994; Keene 2007; Penz, Drydyk, and Bose 2011; World Bank 1994), 

while other scholars have argued that the insights, knowledge, and perspectives of local 

stakeholders can make significant contributions to our understanding of development 

(a.o. Briggs 2005; Sillitoe 2004; Watene and Yap 2015). These challenges invite us to 

ask: What is ‘development expertise’? What counts as legitimate expert knowledge and 

who can legitimately claim to be experts? Given the authority that experts have in 

influencing development policy, it becomes crucial to determine who can claim such 

expert authority and on the basis of what kind of knowledge. 

In this chapter, I offer a normative account of development expertise. Though 

extending expertise beyond the traditional development experts to include local 

stakeholders, this normative account aims to delimit legitimate forms of expertise based 

on Collins and Evans’ (2002; 2008) taxonomy of expert knowledge. I label this 

normative view third wave development expertise.67 There are two reasons for this label. 

First, it is in line with Collins and Evans’ own terminology, which refers to the ‘third 

wave of science studies.’ Secondly, the label aims to distinguish this normative view of 

development expertise from, on the one hand, the traditional technocratic view of 

                                                        
67 The term should not be confused with third wave economic development, however, which 
refers to the broadening of the foundation for economic development (Bradshaw and Blakely 
1999). 
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expertise (first wave development expertise) and the social constructivist view of 

development expertise embodied by proponents of indigenous knowledge (second 

wave development expertise).  

In particular, I shall discuss Collins and Evans’ notions of contributory and 

interactional expertise. Contributory expertise denotes the extent to which an agent or 

group of agents possess (tacit, embodied, or explicit) knowledge that can make a 

significant contribution to a particular scientific area (e.g., Wynne 1989)—in this case 

development—while interactive expertise denotes the extent to which they are able to 

communicate this knowledge meaningfully. I note that while local stakeholders may 

possess (tacit) contributory expertise in matters of their own development, they may 

lack interactive expertise to make a contribution to debates about development. 

Conversely, some may possess interactive expertise—that is, be able to talk the talk—

yet lack any real understanding of the subject matter. 

I shall argue that third wave development expertise contributes to the 

development literature in two novel ways.68 First, it establishes that there are clearly 

some forms of knowledge that do not count as legitimate contributory development 

expertise and why. Secondly, I shall argue that where local stakeholders may be said to 

have contributory expertise, yet lack interactional expertise, their tacit knowledge needs 

to be articulated by someone who does possess adequate interactional expertise or the 

local stakeholders must improve their ability to communicate scientifically. Likewise, 

development experts who possess substantial knowledge about development must 

acquire the interactional expertise necessary or employ a translator to communicate 

properly with local stakeholders. This, I argue, may call for a mediator who can interact 

with and between external experts and local stakeholders. 

The chapter is structured as follows. In section 4.1, I explain the move from 

first to second wave (development) expertise. In section 4.2, I present and discuss 

                                                        
68 It is important to note here that my adoption of Collins and Evans’ notion of third wave 
expertise is based on my argument that it can help us explain and solve a prominent issue within 
development, not on the assumption that the notion is the best overall description or analytical 
conception of expertise. I shall not engage in this broader discussion here but rather refer to the 
criticisms raised by Gorman (2002), Jasanoff (2003), Rip (2003), and Wynne (2003), as well as 
the response by Collins and Evans (2003). 
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Collins and Evans’ notion of third wave expertise with a particular emphasis on what 

they call contributory and interactional forms of expertise. The following section (4.3) 

applies the notion of third wave expertise to the domain of development. In particular, 

I shall argue that we should adopt a third wave view of development expertise, which 

includes embodied and tacit knowledge. In section 4.4, I argue that we can identify five 

types of experts who can mediate between technical development experts and local 

stakeholders (Brand and Karvonen 2007), and finally, in section 4.5, I address three 

(social constructivist) objections. 

 

4.1 Positivism, social constructivism, and development expertise 

Development policy can be characterized as a socioscientific issue. A socioscientific 

issue is a social issue that has a conceptual or technological link to science or, 

conversely, a scientific issue that has a clear social impact (Sadler 2004). As with stem 

cell research, nuclear energy, and global warming, how to achieve development poses a 

“complex, open-ended, often contentious” dilemma (Sadler 2004, 514) that the public 

have an interest in solving because of its impact on how we live (Bingle and Gaskell 

1994, 186). Solving socioscientific issues, such as development, involves a strong 

scientific component. That is, the political decision-making process relating to 

socioscientific issues relies on input from the scientific community.  

Within development, we may conceive of this scientific input quite broadly. 

Traditional scientific domains that provide input to development policy include, among 

others, economics, ethics, sociology, epidemiology, agricultural science, water 

management, and anthropology. More recently, the realization that climate change and 

global warming pose a threat to people’s development has called for input from the 

earth sciences, while the philosophy of technology has been invoked in response to the 

increasing role of information and communication technology in development (so-

called ICT4D–ICTs for development). 

Unfortunately, making judgments about socioscientific issues often requires 

information that is “complex, arising from multiple sources, and is often inconclusive” 

(Bingle and Gaskell 1994; Barnes 1985; Fleming 1989; Wessel 1980). As such, decision-
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making in relation to socioscientific issues is often disputed and contentious (Bingle 

and Gaskell 1994, 186). Development policy, as I hope to have shown in the previous 

chapters, is no different. This complexity raises questions about who can legitimately 

contribute to providing such input. In other words, who can legitimately claim 

authority as (development) experts? What counts as legitimate expert knowledge? In 

this section, I introduce two views of (development) expertise, namely the positivist 

and the social constructivist (Bingle and Gaskell 1994; Jasanoff 1987; Longino 1983; 

1990). I discuss both views in turn and argue that they are both inadequate as notions 

of development expertise. 

 

4.1.1 The first wave of development expertise: A positivist view 

On a positivist view, scientific knowledge derives from the formal processes of 

deduction and induction in the tradition of Popper and Carnap (Sadler 2004, 514). 

Science can, according to this view, be distinguished from other forms of knowledge 

because of its formal structure, which adheres to specific scientific norms (Bingle and 

Gaskell 1994, 190; Longino 1983, 7; Sadler 2004, 514). In his influential essay “The 

Normative Structure of Science,” Merton (1973) identifies and explicates four 

principles or norms of ‘good science’: universality, communalism, disinterestedness, 

and organized skepticism. These have later come to be known as the Mertonian (or 

CUDOS)69 principles, which guide legitimate scientific practice (Macfarlane and Cheng 

2008). According to the positivist view, legitimate scientific claims must undergo 

rigorous testing that abides by these principles and is only validated when the scientific 

community has been able to replicate and confirm the claim (Bingle and Gaskell 1994, 

190; Cole 1992, 6).  

 Science is value-free on the positivist view. This means, as Longino (1983, 7) 

explains, “that scientific practice ought to be independent of personal, social, and 

cultural values and that the practice of scientists as scientists is independent of their 

subjective preferences regarding what ought to be.” In other words, the truth value of 

scientific claims, on the positivist view, should be evaluated separately from the social 

                                                        
69 CUDOS is an acronym for communalism, universalism, disinterestedness, originality, and 
skepticism. 
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context: scientific consensus is attributed to the best scientific – as opposed to the most 

popular – explanation as based on the scientific method and principles. 

Though this makes the scientific discussion open to anyone in principle 

(Bingle and Gaskell 1994, 190; see also Barnes 1985), scientific expertise is in practice 

esoteric on the positivist view. Consider the often controversial and contested nature of 

(new) scientific claims (Latour 1987, 99), which makes it impossible even for specialist 

scientists to reach a consensus on its truth value: evaluating methodology and 

interpreting different data often depends on subtle distinctions, which one can only 

acquire through years of education and practical experience. As Bingle and Gaskell 

(1994, 193) argue, “the public has no practical access to the standards used by scientists 

to judge good and bad science” without having “to attain the same level of education 

and practical experience as a professional scientist.” Expertise, on the positivist view, is 

thus esoteric in the sense that it reserves this authority to scientists (or members of the 

public) who possess what we may call ‘scientific literacy’: adequate knowledge and 

experience to discriminate between scientific justifications (Duschl 1988; Fischer 2000; 

Kleinman 2000). 

Traditional approaches to development have clearly embodied the positivist 

view on development expertise—if not explicitly then at least implicitly; if not by 

design then at least by default. Expert authority within the socioscientific decision-

making process extends its roots as far back as the Enlightenment (Brand and 

Karvonen 2007, 21) and thinkers such as August Comte and Francis Bacon (Wilson 

2006, 505). According to Comte, rules of society and nature could be discovered 

through empirical observation and research and, thus, decision-making only required 

experts who held such knowledge (Wilson 2006, 505). In the context of development, 

the positivist approach, which embodied “the privileged status of the technical expert,” 

took hold in Western70 societies’ ideal of decision-making in the late-nineteenth century 

(Brand and Karvonen 2007, 22; Hickman 1992; Seely 1996).  

As Western leaders—such as U.S. President Truman who, in 1949, launched a 

‘technical-assistance program for underdeveloped countries’—later turned their 

                                                        
70 North American, British, and European societies in particular adopted the technocratic 
approach to policy-making (Seely 1996). 
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attention towards the development of the Third World, they naturally adopted the 

positivist, technocratic approach (Bucchi 2009, 2–3; Cooke 2003; 2004; Crewe and 

Harrison 1998; Wilson 2006, 504). This tradition was further carried over into the work 

of intergovernmental and international development organizations. Evidence of this 

can be found in both their mission and their strategy statements (Chambers 1995; 1997; 

Craig and Porter 2003), as well as in their development practice (Easterly 2006; 2013; 

Ferguson 1990; 1994; Beck and Ghosh 2000). What all of these authors suggest is that 

a general trend within development is to favor technocratic solutions—solutions that 

are based on abstract and idealized theories rather than on real knowledge about the 

socioeconomic and cultural reality of the societies in which the solutions were 

implemented. 

What reasons do development institutions have for retaining a positivist view 

on development expertise? The positivist/technocratic position, Bucchi (2009, 1–2) 

argues, relies on two main assumptions: (a) “[p]ublic opinion and decision makers are 

extremely misinformed about science and the issues raised by its development” to the 

extent that (b) “citizens and decision makers easily fall prey to ‘irrational’ fears which 

stoke their hostility and suspicion towards entire sections of research and technological 

innovation.” In other words, the prevalence of the positivist view within development 

is nourished by a deep belief in the ‘scientific illiteracy’—the lack of scientific 

understanding—of the public. Hence, the argument goes, local stakeholders cannot be 

trusted to make decisions in regard to socioscientific issues since they lack insight into 

the scientific aspect of these matters. 

Since the mid-1980s, however, the positivist view has been at the receiving end 

of a growing body of critical literature, both within the philosophy and sociology of 

science and within development ethics. The esoteric nature of the positivist view has 

been under particular scrutiny, and several authors have argued that there is less of a 

difference between scientific and public reasoning than the proponents of positivism 

will have us believe. What these authors argue is that (socio)scientific reasoning and 

decision-making neither can nor should be considered independently of social values 

and contexts. We can identify two general sets of critiques aimed at the positivist 
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position. The first set of critiques aims to show how scientific reasoning and consensus 

in fact rely on value statements and social contexts,71 such as power, biases, influences, 

and strategic interests. As such, scientific reasoning cannot be seen independently from 

its social context. Consequently, the second set of critiques aims to show that we 

cannot exclude nonexperts from the socioscientific decision-making process. The two 

critiques can work in conjunction and separately. In the following, I consider and 

discuss each set of critiques in turn. 

One of the hallmarks of the positivist position is the claim that scientific 

reasoning and consensus is fundamentally different from other forms of reasoning 

because of its formal structure. Being an expert requires literacy into this scientific 

practice, and as a result expertise becomes an esoteric, privileged position on the 

positivist view (Brand and Karvonen 2007, 23; Duschl 1988; Fischer 2000; Jasanoff 

1987, 196; Kleinman 2000; Longino 1983, 9). Sociologists of science, meanwhile, have 

questioned these assumptions. Scientific reasoning and consensus, they argue, is more 

similar to public reasoning and decision-making than proponents of positivism have 

claimed. According to this criticism, scientists are just as prone as the public to be 

influenced by values and social contexts (Bingle and Gaskell 1994, 191; Longino 1983, 

8). As Jasanoff (1987, 195) puts it, contrary to what positivists claim, scientific “[f]acts 

are accepted as authoritative not necessarily because they can be empirically verified, 

but because they are validated through processes of informal negotiation.” What the 

first set of critiques puts into question, then, is the boundary between scientific and 

nonscientific reasoning, as well as that between expert and nonexpert authority. 

In her influential exposition of four socioscientific case studies, Longino (1983, 

13) concludes that “non-epistemological, personal, social, or cultural values have 

affected scientific practice.” This influence, Longino argues, is not only external to 

scientific practice, for example through allocation of research funds or general trends in 

                                                        
71 As Callon and Latour (1981) and Pickering (1993) argue, we should add to that the technological 
context. I shall not discuss the virtues and disadvantages of this posthumanist position—which 
has been labeled actor-network theory—but only note that it may on some readings be compatible 
with the criticisms I discuss here. For a discussion of posthumanism and actor-network theory, 
see, for example, the critique of Collins and Yearley (1992) and the replies of Callon and Latour 
(1992) and Woolgar (1992). 
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areas of research (Longino 1983, 8). If the influence were merely external, proponents 

of the positivist view could still hold that scientists at least internally accord with the 

Mertonian principles (Longino 1983, 9). However, as Longino (1983, 13) argues, the 

sociocultural influence is also internal to the scientific practice to various degrees in the 

sense that the scientists in the examined cases shape their conclusions around personal, 

social, and cultural interests rather than the empirical evidence.  

Similar patterns can be detected within development practice. For example, 

Easterly (2013) shows that development aid is often guided by political or pragmatic 

strategies. Likewise, Cooke (2004) argues that Western donors have more sinister 

motives, namely to establish a neoliberal order in the developing world through the 

management and administration of development efforts (see also Wilson 2006, 503). 

This has famously led Ferguson (1990; 1994) to characterize the positivist approach to 

development as an antipolitics machine, which disguises political motives as neutral 

technological solutions: “by uncompromisingly reducing poverty to a technical 

problem, and by promising technical solutions to the suffering of the powerless and 

oppressed people, the hegemonic problematic of ‘development’ is the principal means 

through which the question of poverty is de-politicized” (Ferguson 1990, 256).  

If there is in fact little difference between how (development) experts and the 

public reason, it seems that the scientific part of the socioscientific dispute is less 

esoteric or exclusive than proponents of the positivist view claim. Why, critics argue, 

should (development) experts be able to claim authority when, it turns out, the basis of 

that authority—that is, the formal structure of acquiring scientific knowledge—is only 

marginal? Proponents of the positivist view could respond that all the sociologists of 

science have shown is that scientists and experts are humans and thus fallible to being 

influenced by political interest and sociocultural values and contexts. The sociological 

challenge has not shown, however, that experts should not strive to adhere to the 

Mertonian principles. In this way, proponents of the positivist position can retain the 

boundary between scientific and public forms of reasoning and between experts and 

laypeople: good development practice should be free from sociocultural influences, 

even if this is not always possible in practice. 
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As Jasanoff (1987) shows through three case studies, the reasons for upholding 

this boundary rest on political interests, namely the interest of scientists in upholding 

the autonomy of science: “[s]cientists have an institutional stake in reducing public 

interactions between science and the administrative process, since these interactions 

emphasize the indeterminacy and lack of consensus within science, thereby weakening 

science’s (and the scientist’s) claim to cognitive authority” (Jasanoff 1987, 224). In 

response, proponents of the positivist view could hold that the political interest in 

upholding the boundary is merely external to the scientific practice. Indetermination 

and lack of consensus is inherent in science (Latour 1987), but that does not make 

scientific practice according to the Mertonian principles politically laden. One could 

still argue that scientific practice that adheres to the Mertonian principles is still the best 

way of examining socioscientific issues, even if it is an ideal that may never be fully 

reached. 

This response, however, raises the following question: is positivist science 

really the best way of addressing socioscientific issues, such as development? According 

to its critics, positivism suffers from some serious shortcomings when it comes to 

socioscientific disputes. Most significant is the objection that the technocratic nature of 

the positivist view will tend to ignore or even overrule those who are meant to benefit 

from the scientific input. Bingle and Gaskell (1994), for example, argue that the 

positivist standards leave no room for the public to object. Yet since the scientific input 

may be more or less influenced by political interests and sociocultural values and 

contexts, it is important, according to Bingle and Gaskell (1994, 191), that the people 

who are affected by the socioscientific issues are able to evaluate the work of the 

scientists. Unfortunately, they argue, “[t]he problem with the positivist approach to 

evaluating knowledge claims in science” is that “the public has no practical access to 

the standards set by scientists to judge good and bad science” (Bingle and Gaskell 1994, 

193). 

Within development this trend is similarly present. As Easterly (2013) 

(polemically) argues, the technocratic background of development experts (in addition 

to their political pragmatism) often causes them to act like benevolent autocrats: though 
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they act with the best of intentions, the positivists’ claim that the technological and 

scientific knowledge is superior will often overrule public opinion. The problem is 

further exacerbated by the fact that the technical language and rhetoric of development 

experts often shapes our understanding of important development terms, such as 

poverty, in ways that do not correspond with the reality experienced by the recipients 

of development aid (Chambers 1995). In other words, as the empirical examples of 

Ferguson (1990; 1994), Craig and Porter (2003),72 and Beck and Ghosh (2000)—to 

mention a few—show, the technocratic, positivist approach has a tendency to distort 

and misrepresent development precisely because it (more or less systematically) 

excludes local stakeholders—including their sociocultural values and contexts—from 

the scientific process and hence from any real authority in the socioscientific decision-

making. 

Ferguson’s (1990; 1994) case study of development aid in Lesotho provides a 

good example of how positivist development thinking can misguide development. 

Evaluating a World Bank-funded project in Lesotho in the 1970s and 1980s, Ferguson 

shows how Western capitalist biases, a lack of understanding of the local social and 

political environment, and insufficient monitoring coalesced to create a development 

disaster. The development discourse on which the project was based, stemmed from a 

World Bank report written in 1975. In the report, the authors described Lesotho as a 

traditional peasant subsistence economy, 73  untouched by modern economic 

development and unable to provide enough food for its population. As a consequence, 

the World Bank approved a number of loans to Lesotho’s government, earmarked for 

the development of its economic infrastructure and the creation of modern agricultural 

and livestock livelihoods.  

                                                        
72 As Craig and Porter (2003) show, even when development institutions—in their study 
represented by the IMF and the World Bank—recognize and, at least formally, implement 
participatory strategies in the decision-making process, the democratic input is merely seen in 
technocratic terms as a means to more effective development. In reality, as their Ugandan case 
study reveals, rather than enhancing democracy and local governance, the participatory efforts 
have resulted in “local subordination into technical structures” (Craig and Porter 2003, 66). 
73 A subsistence economy is an economy that relies on nonmonetary means, such as natural 
resources, hunting and gathering, and subsistence agriculture, to provide for basic needs. Living 
conditions in subsistence economies are limited to minimal levels of survival. 
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The only problem, Ferguson argues, was that the World Bank’s assessment of 

Lesotho’s economic and political situation was inaccurate on a number of parameters. 

First, Lesotho’s economy had not been a subsistence economy for a long time, at least 

not since the mid-1800s. The Basothos74 produced and traded a number of goods and 

livestock, and whereas the World Bank report claimed that subsistence agriculture was 

the main livelihood, the fact was that the average household income came from wage 

labor, such as mining, in neighboring South Africa. Thus, secondly, Lesotho was not an 

isolated peasant economy, as the report purported it to be. Rather, the citizens of 

Lesotho had a long history of being a labor reserve for the more developed South 

African economy. Thirdly, the decline in agricultural surpluses was neither an outcome 

of Lesotho’s assumed isolation nor of a lack of natural resources but was caused by the 

encroachment of farmland by Dutch settlers. Fourthly, the World Bank report assumed 

that the government of Lesotho would be neutral, unitary, and effective, when in reality 

it used the funding to advance its own agenda by “reinforcing and expanding the 

exercise of bureaucratic state power” (Ferguson 1994, 180).  

The World Bank’s misrepresentation of the socioeconomic reality in Lesotho 

led the development projects to fall short of their intended consequences in two ways. 

First of all, the attempt to boost the agricultural sector was doomed to be a failure. 

Being migrant wage laborers, the Basothos had little interest in shifting to agricultural 

production. Furthermore, the reluctance to treat livestock commercially was not a 

result of noncapitalist traditions but rather a consequence of the Basothos’ tendency to 

treat their livestock as financial reserves that could be sold off when times were bad. 

Secondly, rather than being a neutral administrator of development funds, the ruling 

Basotho National Party used the development projects to advance its own partisan 

interests. In effect, rather than empower the Basothos to improve their livelihoods, the 

development projects served to extend the bureaucratic arm of the central government, 

whitewashing their partisan political interventions—the government, for example, 

often used village meetings to agitate against the political opposition—under the more 

neutral label of ‘development.’ 

                                                        
74 The Basothos are the indigenous population of Lesotho. 
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As noted by Keene (2007, 3), Ferguson’s “observations and analysis remain 

relevant to this day – primarily due to the fact that the [development] industry doesn’t 

seem to have learned from its mistakes.” Thus, there is a real need within the 

development community to move beyond the positivist approach and embrace local 

knowledge. The second wave of (development) expertise aims to do exactly that. 

 

4.1.2 The second wave of development expertise: A social constructivist view 

As a consequence of the critiques raised against the positivist view, some scholars have 

argued that we should adopt a social constructivist view of science and expertise (a.o. 

Bauer 1992; Funtowicz and Ravetz 1991; Irwin and Wynne 2003; Jasanoff 1987; 2004; 

Latour 1987; Longino 1983; 1990; Mulkay 1979; Woolgar 1988; Wynne 1989; 1991). 

Though there are several social constructivist positions (Bingle and Gaskell 1994, 190), 

they have in common the view that (socio)scientific solutions cannot be judged 

independently of their social impact and, hence, sociocultural values and contexts. 

Proponents of social constructivism argue that if there can be no politically neutral 

(socio)scientific solution, as Jasanoff (1987) and Longino (1983) suggest, or if the 

solution would be impoverished or misrepresentative without sociocultural input 

(Chambers 1995; 1997; Barnes 1985; Bingle and Gaskell 1994; B. Martin 1991), we 

must open up the scientific process and expertise to laypeople.  

As such, the social constructivist position instantiates the second objection that 

has been raised against the positivist view, namely that the positivist view ignores the 

fact that laypeople may possess important knowledge for socioscientific decision-

making. Wynne's (1989) case study of how Cumbrian sheep farmers can contribute to 

the scientific understanding of the dangers of radioactive fallout is often taken as a 

paradigmatic example of the need to take a social constructivist view on science and 

expertise. 75  In his study, Wynne (1989, 37) documents how British government 

scientists, in the wake of the Chernobyl disaster, systematically failed to acknowledge 

“that the farmers held extensive knowledge about sheep habits, the local physical 

environment, and farming practices and decision-making, all of which needed to be 

                                                        
75 Note that Collins and Evans (2002) use Wynne’s study as an example of third wave expertise. 
I will explain the reasons for this appropriation in the next section. 
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integrated with more abstract and formal scientific knowledge to create an effective 

response framework to the Chernobyl fallout.”  

For example, the government scientists imposed rigid restrictions on where the 

sheep could graze and when they could be sold, which were incompatible with the 

flexible and pragmatic decision-making process required by sheep farming. In relation 

to grazing, the farmers were unrealistically expected to somehow control the grazing 

habits of their sheep and contain them within certain areas. In relation to the sale of 

sheep, the farmers were asked to hold on to their sheep in the hope that radioactive 

levels would decrease, which meant that the sheep could not be sold in their optimal 

physical condition and, hence, maximal market price (Wynne 1989, 14–15, 33–34; 

Collins and Evans 2002, 255). Moreover, the government scientists did not incorporate 

the sheep farmers’ experience of sheep farming on mildly radioactive land and their 

knowledge of the local variations in radioactive fallout that they had acquired due to 

living close to the Sellafield nuclear reprocessing plant. 

To wit, the scientists’ positivist view of legitimate scientific knowledge led 

them to ignore the farmers’ valuable input, which only helped exacerbate and prolong 

the crisis: the government response to the radioactive fallout simply failed because it 

misrepresented the reality of sheep farming.76 

Wynne’s example, the proponents of social constructivism argue, shows that 

we need to democratize science and expertise (Kleinman 2000). Like the Cumbrian 

sheep farmers in Wynne’s study, nonscientists may hold embodied or tacit knowledge 

that can contribute to solving socioscientific issues. If this is true, social constructivists 

argue, expertise cannot be considered esoteric or privileged. Anyone may legitimately 

contribute to the process. This does not only apply to embodied or tacit technological 

knowledge, as in the example of the sheep farmers. Social constructivists likewise 

advocate for the inclusion of sociocultural values. That is, since “[t]here is no such 

                                                        
76 As Yearley (2000, 106) notes, Wynne’s example is not an isolated case, and similar studies—
for example, within the regulation of hazardous agrochemicals (Irwin 1989) or the response to 
the outbreak of mad cow disease (Jasanoff 1997; Yearley 1991)—have corroborated the 
conclusion that external experts tend to ignore local knowledge and misrepresent the local 
reality. 
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thing as a neutral or unbiased assessment of scientific  evidence” (B. Martin 1991, 160) 

given that “science is done by human beings who are inevitably influenced by ethical, 

ideological, and cultural values […] it is appropriate for citizens to evaluate the 

importance of contextual factors to the scientific claim being made” (Bingle and 

Gaskell 1994, 191).  

The public may participate in the scientific process to various degrees and at 

different stages (Lengwiler 2008, 187–188). In the former respect, Kleinman (2000, 

140ff) shows how public participation can be categorized from low participation—the 

mere acknowledgment that there is a social dimension to the scientific issue—to high 

participation in which the public is directly involved, either in the scientific process 

itself or in challenging the scientific methods. In the latter case, the public may enter at 

earlier or later stages of the scientific process. As Lengwiler (2008, 188) notes, at which 

stage public participation is encouraged often depends on the particular scientific 

domain. In the natural sciences, for example, participation is more common when 

evaluating the consequences than in the actual design of a scientific solution or a 

particular technology (e.g., Bonneuil, Joly, and Marris 2008). In contrast, within the 

more socioscientific disciplines, such as biomedical science, solutions often rely on 

public input at the earlier stages of research and design. Because of their inherent and 

significant social dimension, it is crucial to involve the public at an early stage in order 

to provide a sustainable and effective response to socioscientific issues. Thus, as Bingle 

and Gaskell (1994, 186) conclude, in addressing socioscientific issues and disputes, the 

social constructivist position is to be preferred over the positivist. 

Within the development literature—development being a socioscientific issue 

par excellence—the proponents of indigenous knowledge and participatory approaches 

have advanced similar arguments for the democratization of development expertise 

(a.o. Agrawal 1995a; 1995b; Chambers 1995; 1997; DeWalt 1994; Sen 2005; Sillitoe 

1998; 2004). There are both normative and epistemic reasons for adopting a social 

constructivist approach to development. Normatively speaking, proponents of social 

constructivism hold that we cannot legitimately ignore the knowledge of local 

stakeholders. Indigenous, embodied, and tacit forms of knowledge ought to be 



	

121	

 

recognized as legitimate forms of knowledge and expertise that are on a par with 

scientific expertise.77 As Watene and Yap (2015, 53) argue, “[i]f we are serious about 

the contribution of indigenous peoples, then we must also admit that no serious 

conversation of indigenous perspectives of sustainable development can take place 

without it.” This is echoed by Chambers (1995; 1997), who argues that for local 

stakeholders to be able to take ownership of the development process (and, in our case, 

a development agenda), development experts must recognize the reality of local 

stakeholders as a legitimate input into the process of understanding and solving 

development issues, while Sillitoe (1998, 225) argues that not doing so constitutes a 

“[l]ack of respect for others’ ways,” which “leads to offensive interference in their 

lives.” 

Epistemically speaking, the argument for adopting a social constructivist 

approach to development rests on the idea that the involvement of local stakeholders 

makes for more informed and more responsive development interventions. As Sillitoe 

(1998, 224) points out, “development initiatives that pay attention to local perceptions 

and ways are more likely to be relevant to people’s needs and to generate sustainable 

interventions.” For example, Bollig and Schulte (1999) and Davis (2005) offer examples 

of how technological and indigenous knowledge can be incorporated in a holistic 

response to environmental changes, such as desertification, while Watene and Yap 

(2015) argue that the holistically focused knowledge of indigenous peoples can 

contribute to addressing sustainable development. To wit, indigenous knowledge can 

be valuable to development because it provides an insight into the local context that 

would otherwise have been lost on the technocratic solution and thus enhances the 

chances that the agenda is more responsive to local circumstances and challenges. 

DeWalt (1994), though, stresses that technological and indigenous knowledge 

should be seen as complementary inputs to the same solution rather than as 

                                                        
77 Note, this does not entail that the local knowledge claims should be uncritically accepted (or, 
conversely, rejected), just as scientific knowledge claims should not be accepted by virtue of 
being scientific. Rather, what it implies is that we need to recognize that local knowledge claims 
may have some socioscientific truth and that they cannot be dismissed merely because they are 
not derived from scientific inquiry. As such, local norms and practices are still subject to 
scrutiny and criticism. 



	

122	

 

antagonistic and incompatible. DeWalt warns against a wholesale adoption of the 

perspective of local stakeholders. I believe we can state this warning in two ways. On 

the one hand, local stakeholders may lack knowledge of helpful technologies and 

techniques—such as irrigation or reasons for desertification—that development experts 

can provide. On the other hand, local knowledge systems may reflect local relations of 

power, cognitive misconceptions, and local norms, which risk leading to less 

sustainable development solutions and perhaps even to the creation of injustices in case 

the local solution disadvantages certain groups, such as Dalits or tribal groups. Sensible 

input from external development experts may help challenge such norms. Most 

contemporary proponents of indigenous knowledge and participation acknowledge this 

complementarity between local knowledge and the need for technical input. 

To many critics, however, the problem with social constructivism is more 

fundamental than can be solved by the mere integration of lay and technical 

knowledge. First of all, since social constructivists reject the view that science can be 

value-free—that is, science will always, to some extent, be influenced by sociocultural 

values and contexts as well as the scientists’ own strategic interests—it seems that they 

relativize not only lay input, such as indigenous knowledge, but also the technical 

knowledge, that is, scientific facts. That is, if we, as social constructivists argue we should, 

acknowledge that scientific practice is and ought to be sensitive to and include 

sociocultural values and contexts, how can we arrive at a reliable and sufficiently 

neutral end product? If we allow for sociocultural influence, would our scientific facts 

not be contingent upon such factors as power struggles, economic interests, or 

personal and cultural beliefs?  

One way for social constructivists to respond to this challenge is to bite the 

bullet: scientific knowledge is socially constructed and thus by definition contingent. 

That does not mean, however, that the social constructivist position cannot evaluate a 

scientific claim. As Bingle and Gaskell (1994, 191) argue, on the social constructivist 

view, scientific judgments and consensus are not based on rigorous testing of evidence 

but rather on informal and strategic modes of deliberation: “individual scientists do not 

produce facts, they construct claims. They then work to sustain their claims in the face 
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of challenges through judicious modifications and the marshaling of appropriate 

technical, rhetorical, and social resources. The claim becomes a fact, when a consensus 

forms that it is unproductive to mount further challenges.” Constructing scientific facts 

in this way solves the issue of neutrality. While there can indeed be no unbiased 

assessment of the scientific claims, citizens are here engaged in a process of judging 

whether the claim in question is influenced by personal, social, economic, or cultural 

interests to the extent that it is untrustworthy (Bingle and Gaskell 1994, 191). As such, 

on the social constructivist view, scientists have an incentive to present their findings in 

the most neutral, intelligible, and well-argued manner possible if they want them to be 

accepted as scientific facts.  

The second fundamental problem with the social constructivist view comes 

from Collins and Evans (2002, 237; 2008, 9–10), who argue that though social 

constructivism has solved what they call the problem of legitimacy, it has failed to 

adequately address the problem of extension. The problem of legitimacy, according to 

Collins and Evans, concerns who may legitimately claim expertise. As such, social 

constructivism has solved the problem of legitimacy “by showing that the basis of 

technical decision-making can and should be widened beyond the core of certified 

experts” (Collins and Evans 2002, 237). The problem of extension refers to how far 

participation in technical decision-making should extend beyond the scientific core. 

Does more participation by definition lead to better (socio)scientific solutions?	78  

The problem of extension arises from the nagging intuition that “there are 

cases where […] participation by the public should have been decreased, because their 

expertise was insufficient to make a contribution” (Collins and Evans 2002, 263; italics 

in original). Collins and Evans (2002, 263–264) present us with two such cases: 

 

                                                        
78 See also Yearley (2000, 110) for a similar argument in his criticism of Funtowicz and Ravetz' 
(1991) social constructivist position: “Though people are said to bring ‘extended facts’ to the 
solution of these societal problems, it is unclear how their ‘factuality’ is attested to and into what 
forum such considerations are brought. They say neither whom the peer community should be 
extended to include, nor what the criteria are by which these new peers should make their 
assessments.” 
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“On July 17 1984, in Leicestershire, England, the British Central Electricity 

Generating Board (CEGB) decided to demonstrate the safety of their method of 

transporting, by train, spent nuclear fuel around the country. They crashed a train 

travelling at high speed into a nuclear fuel flask. On 1 December 1984, at 

Edwards Airforce Base, in California, NASA and the FAA deliberately 

crashed a remotely controlled Boeing 720, carrying 75 dummy passengers and a 

full load of ‘anti-misting kerosene’ (AMK) into the ground; AMK, as opposed to 

ordinary jet-fuel, was supposed to reduce the likelihood of the catastrophic life-

taking fires that usually follow otherwise survivable aircraft crashes.” 

 

What the public saw was that the flask survived while flames consumed the aircraft. 

Consequently, the public concluded that transporting nuclear fuel in flasks was safe and 

that AMK, on the contrary, was an unsafe form of aircraft fuel. However, both cases 

featured special circumstances that were significant only to trained and experienced 

specialists. In the first case, the lack of tracks beyond the point of impact and missing 

wheels on the wagon that carried the flask lowered the chances of the flask being 

penetrated; in the second case, specialists noted that the impact of the plane was more 

severe than intended and that the fire was less severe than it appeared. Had the 

technical decision-making been left to the specialist experts in these cases, Collins and 

Evans argue, they would have arrived at different conclusions than the public did.  

Proponents of the social constructivist position could object that Collins and 

Evans’ examples only show the need for more scientific transparency: the public could, 

and arguably would, have arrived at different conclusions if they had had access to the 

knowledge of the specialists. However, this lack of knowledge is exactly what Collins 

and Evans mean to highlight. Though we should not abandon the idea that the public 

can contribute to (socio)scientific decision-making, the social constructivist position 

does not provide any meaningful way of distinguishing between appropriate and 

inappropriate contributions to the (socio)scientific discourse. To see this, let us 

consider two possible ways of addressing this issue of extension. 

First, social constructivists could argue that participation should be limited to 
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those who have a stake in the (socio)scientific issue. This solution may seem sensible 

on the social constructivist view since it does not make science esoteric—anyone can 

potentially partake in the technical decision-making process and especially in relation to 

socioscientific disputes that affect the larger part of the population. As such, there can 

be no technocratic solutions without public consultation. However, discriminating 

along these lines does not secure better (socio)scientific solutions, according to Collins 

and Evans (2002, 261). Recall, for example, the case of the Cumbrian sheep farmers. 

Imagine now that a group of London financiers just prior to the Chernobyl disaster 

bought up the farmers’ land. For all intents and purposes, the farmers have transferred 

their stakeholder rights to participation to the financiers, yet they retain the expertise 

that led social constructivists to argue for the extension of expert authority in the first 

place.  

Recognizing this paradox, social constructivists could argue that participation 

rights should be based on expertise. That is, the farmers ought to be included in the 

scientific decision-making process because they possess a certain kind of technical 

knowledge that is relevant to addressing the particular issue. This solution, however, 

puts science and expertise squarely back in the positivist camp that the social 

constructivists object to. Again, the attempt to delimit participation leads the social 

constructivist position into a paradox. Thus, according to Collins and Evans, we need 

to move beyond social constructivism without throwing out the baby—the idea that 

expertise can extend beyond specialized scientists—with the bathwater. What we need, 

Collins and Evans (2008, 10) argue, is a normative view of expertise that can confirm 

“how, when, and why, to limit participation in technical decision-making.” 

In the next sections, I discuss Collins and Evans’ (2002; 2003; 2008) proposal 

to address this issue by establishing a normative categorization of expertise and how 

this categorization may contribute to further our understanding of development 

expertise and authority. 

 

4.2 Third wave expertise 

How can we retain the credibility of (socio)scientific decision-making—such as what 
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goals are included on a development agenda—while extending the notion of 

(development) expertise beyond the core set of specialized and credentialed scientists 

and experts? Collins and Evans (2002, 242–246) start out from the idea that, at least 

within what they call the ‘esoteric’ sciences—sciences that do not have any immediate 

impact on the public, such as astrophysics—we usually acknowledge that expert 

authority should only be extended to a core set of specialized scientists. In other words, 

at least in regard to such highly specialized scientific disputes, most people would agree 

that “anyone who is not a recognized physicist with a great deal of equipment or special 

theoretical knowledge will not be, and should not be, counted as a member of the set of 

decision-makers in respect of the scientific knowledge itself” (Collins and Evans 2002, 242; 

italics in original). By default, then, we do recognize that in some regards specialist 

scientists can and should be attributed with more expertise than other nonspecialized 

scientists or the broader nonscientific public. 

 However, in relation to socioscientific issues we do want to extend expert 

authority beyond the core set of specialized experts. As argued, there are both 

normative and epistemic reasons for this: in the former case, the public should be 

granted decision-making rights by virtue of the impact of the scientific solution on their 

lives while, in the latter case, the public may possess insightful knowledge on these 

issues. These two reasons may be in conflict. Recall, in the previous section I argued 

that we could extend decision-making rights and expertise beyond the scientific core 

(i.e., discriminate between legitimate experts and nonexperts) in two ways: based on 

stakeholder interests or expertise. Collins and Evans (2002, 261) reject the first solution 

since stakeholder interests can be transferred. Instead they argue that (socio)scientific 

decision-making rights should be extended based on expertise. Someone may 

legitimately contribute to the (socio)scientific process insofar as they possess 

knowledge about the subject matter. Stakeholder rights, on the other hand, should be 

extended to nonexperts within the political domain. 
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Table 1. Overview of the five forms of knowledge. Partly adapted from Collins and 
Evans (2008, 14). 

 

 

What kind or level of expertise legitimates someone being granted socioscientific 

decision-making rights in this sense (i.e., within the scientific domain rather than the 

political one)? Collins and Evans (2008, Chapter 1) propose to categorize expertise into 

five levels: beer-mat knowledge, popular understanding of science, primary source 

knowledge, contributory expertise, and interactional expertise.79 An overview of these 

five levels of knowledge can be found in Table 1 below. According to Collins and 

Evans, only the contributory and interactional forms of expertise are relevant when 

extending expert authority. In the following, I give a short introduction to these five 

levels of expertise before I discuss the relationship between contributory and 

interactional expertise within the decision-making process. In the next section, I show 

                                                        
79 In their earlier work, Collins and Evans (2002, 254) identify only three levels of expertise: no 
expertise, interactional expertise, and contributory expertise.  

 
Ubiquitous forms of expertise 

 
Specialized forms of expertise 

Beer-mat 
knowledge 

Popular 
understanding 

of science 

Primary 
source 

knowledge 

Contributory 
expertise 

Interactional 
expertise 

 
Knowledge of 
trivia/fingertip 
knowledge 

 
Knowledge acquired 
from following the 
news and reading 
popular books 

 
Knowledge that 
can be gained from 
primary sources 

 
The ability to 
contribute 
meaningfully to the 
scientific discussion 
of a particular field 

 
The ability to 
interact and 
communicate 
meaningfully with 
the actors of a 
particular field 

 
Does not 
ensure actual 
understanding 
of practical 
application 

 
Does not 
capture the 
complexity of 
scientific 
debates  

 
Does not 
provide ability 
to evaluate 
information 

 
Does not 
necessarily 
provide 
interactional 
expertise 

 
Does not 
necessarily 
provide 
contributory 
expertise 
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how Collins and Evans’ normative categorization of expertise can help advance our 

understanding of development expertise. 

 

4.2.1 Ubiquitous forms of expertise 

Human life is sometimes incomprehensively complex. Humans require language skills, 

social skills, motoric skills, emotional skills, moral skills, and cognitive skills just in 

order to be functional humans in the first place. We may think of these skills as trivial 

since they are so widespread. But that does not change the fact that as human beings 

we already possess a large body of tacit and embodied knowledge: “things you just 

know how to do without being able to explain the rules for how you do them” (Collins 

and Evans 2008, 13). Collins and Evans label this category of knowledge ubiquitous. The 

first three levels of expertise—beer-mat knowledge, popular understanding of science,  

and primary source knowledge—belong to the umbrella category of ubiquitous forms 

of knowledge.  

Beer-mat knowledge is the kind of knowledge that one can attain from reading 

random facts, for example, as the name suggests, on the back of beer mats (Collins and 

Evans 2008, 18–19). Crucially, while gaining knowledge of more trivia like this may 

expand my knowledge base, it does nothing to advance my understanding of a fact. 

Collins and Evans give the example of knowing about the possible movements of the 

bishop in chess. I may know how the bishop moves—only diagonally, for any distance, 

back or forward—from reading this fact on the back of a beer mat. However, this 

knowledge does not necessarily make me a better chess player. It does not tell me when 

it is a good idea to move the bishop, in what direction, or how far. In short, beer-mat 

knowledge “does not enable one to do anything much that one would not be able to do 

if one did not know it” (Collins and Evans 2008, 19; emphasis in original). 

Popular understanding of science is the kind of knowledge about a scientific field 

that one gets from following the news and reading popular books (Collins and Evans 

2008, 19). Having a popular understanding already puts one in a better position to 

understand a scientific field than beer-mat knowledge since it allows me to make 

inferences about science. For example, Collins and Evans (2008, 20) argue that if I 
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know that antibiotics are useless as a cure against viral diseases and that influenza is a 

viral disease, I can infer that antibiotics will not cure influenza. The problem with the 

popular understanding of science is that the media often condense and simplify 

scientific debates and thereby ignore the deeper disputes and internal disagreements 

that are inherent to many scientific fields and discussions (Collins and Evans 2002, 

246–249; 2008, 20–21; Collins 1992; MacKenzie 1999). The popular understanding of 

science is therefore often that scientific disputes are settled, certain, and 

uncontroversial. In other words, the popular understanding of science does not provide 

insight into the inner workings of science where disagreements, controversies, and 

uncertainties about scientific conclusions are more widespread than portrayed in the 

media and popular science books.  

Collins and Evans (2008, 19) refer to this phenomenon as ‘distance lends 

enchantment’: “Special cases aside, the more distant one is from the locus of the 

creation of knowledge in social space and time the more certain will the knowledge 

appear to be.” Specialized scientists, meanwhile, are aware that their results are prone 

to scrutiny and debunking: that even the best scientific explanation may prove to be 

wrong. Making scientific judgments based on the basis of a popular understanding of 

science, then, is likely to be either too optimistic or too pessimistic. In the first case, the 

judgment may brush over the fact that the scientific consensus is fragile, leading to 

disappointment when the solution fails. In the second case, if a public with only a 

popular understanding of science were aware of the uncertainty of science, they may 

unduly become disenchanted with the possibility of finding a scientific solution to the 

socioscientific issue. In sum, where a scientific dispute is settled, making judgments 

based on the popular understanding of science is unproblematic. However, scientific 

debates often involve a degree of uncertainty that requires a deeper understanding of 

science than a popular understanding can provide (Collins and Evans 2008, 22). 

Primary source knowledge provides such a deeper insight into the inner workings 

of science and the disparate positions of scientists. This level of expertise can be 

gained, as the name implies, by reading primary (or quasi-primary) scientific sources, 

such as academic journal articles (Collins and Evans 2008, 22). We might expect 
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someone who is familiar with the primary sources of a scientific field to be equipped to 

make an informed judgment. This is not necessarily so, however, in the absence of any 

contact with the particular scientific community. First of all, primary academic sources 

can be highly technical and unintelligible without thorough experience of and/or 

education in the subject matter. On the one hand, this may mean that reading primary 

sources provides no actual transfer of a deeper understanding. On the other hand, it 

may provide the reader with a false sense of confidence—that she gains technical 

knowledge without actually gaining any deeper understanding of the subject matter. As 

an example of this, Collins and Evans (2008, 22 fn. 9) offer the image of the patient 

who visits his doctor after having read ‘a swathe’ of literature on his symptoms, 

believing that he can diagnose himself. However, as Collins and Evans (2008, 22 fn. 9) 

note, “[w]hile this kind of information gathering […] can be valuable, it is important 

not to lose sight of what sociologists have shown: a great deal of training and 

experience is needed to evaluate such information.”  

Moreover, as is well-known within academic and scientific disciplines, merely 

reading primary sources does not guarantee that one reads the right sources. Many 

published academic articles are of little scientific importance or may even present 

highly contestable claims as fact. To get a thorough understanding of a scientific field 

from an outsider’s point of view, it is important to know what sources to read and what 

not to read (Collins and Evans 2008, 22). Being able to make such discriminations 

between relevant and irrelevant and high- and low-quality sources, Collins and Evans 

(2008, 22) argue, requires a level of contact with the relevant scientific community, 

which the mere reading of the primary source literature does not provide. 

 

4.2.2 Contributory and interactional expertise 

Extending expert authority based on the three forms of ubiquitous knowledge 

discussed above—beer-mat knowledge, popular understanding of science, and primary 

source knowledge—has certain shortcomings. Most importantly, neither form of 

expertise or knowledge provides a deep enough understanding of the scientific subject 

matter to discriminate between or make judgments about good and bad scientific 
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inputs and decisions. Consequently, Collins and Evans (2008, 23–24) argue that we 

should limit the extension of participation rights to stakeholders who possess what they 

call specialist tacit knowledge. On the one hand, the notion of specialist tacit knowledge 

embraces the idea that in order for someone to be an expert in a field they must 

possess specialized knowledge relevant to that field. It is not enough to have the more 

general understanding that comes from the ubiquitous forms of knowledge. On the 

other hand, the notion recognizes that expertise is not necessarily exclusively held by 

scientists but may also be tacitly acquired through practice. The last two forms of 

expertise that Collins and Evans identify—contributory and interactional expertise—

belong under the heading of specialist tacit knowledge. I will illustrate the difference 

between the two via Wynne’s (1989) case of the sheep farmers.  

Contributory expertise is the ability to contribute meaningfully to the scientific 

discussion of a particular field (Collins and Evans 2002, 254; 2008, 24). Traditionally, 

we attribute contributory expertise to scientists who are specialized within their field: 

who know and can distinguish between relevant and irrelevant literature, who know the 

scientific methods and can judge scientific claims, and who themselves thereby can 

contribute to the field in a novel way. Additionally, we can also understand 

contributory expertise as a more tacit or embodied kind of knowledge. Collins and 

Evans (2008, 24–25) describe expertise as the ‘internalization of physical skills,’ which 

occur in five stages: 80  “expert status is achieved [when] complete contexts are 

unselfconsciously recognized and performance is related to them in a fluid way using 

cues that it is impossible to articulate.” While expertise in this sense is individualist, 

Collins and Evans (2008, 27) argue that mastering particular skills also requires a certain 

degree of socialization into the relevant group practices. 

 From this definition, it is clear how Wynn’s sheep farmers can and should be 

attributed with contributory expertise. Recall, according to Wynne (1989, 37), that the 

sheep farmers held a great deal of experiential knowledge about the ecology of sheep in 

a mildly radioactive environment, such as their grazing habit and the distribution of 

                                                        
80 The five stages are as follows: novice, advanced beginner, competence, proficiency, and 
expertise (Collins and Evans 2008, 24–25). For a more extensive introduction to the five-stage 
acquisition of expertise, see Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986). 
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radioactive fallout. According to Collins and Evans, this expertise should have qualified 

the sheep farmers to have participation rights in the particular socioscientific decision-

making process that occurred in response to the radioactive fallout. In this context, 

Collins and Evans (2008, 255) argue, the sheep farmers exhibited “all the characteristics 

of core-group experts in terms of experience in the ecology of hill sheep on (mildly 

radioactive) grassland, even though they had no formal qualifications.” However, as 

Wynne’s study shows, the sheep farmers were never properly consulted. Why was this? 

 Collins and Evans (2002, 254–256) identify the cause of the dispute between 

the sheep farmers and the government experts as a lack of interactional expertise, 

which would have allowed the groups to communicate effectively with each other. 

Interactional expertise is defined as the ability to interact and communicate meaningfully 

with the actors of a particular scientific field (Collins and Evans 2002, 254). For 

someone to possess interactional expertise, they only need to be able to speak the 

language of the scientific field (Collins and Evans 2008, 28). As such, one can have 

interactional expertise without having contributory expertise: one does not need to be 

an expert in the scientific practice in order to be able to communicate with its 

practitioners. For example, a manager may be able to interact effectively with his 

employees without necessarily having a deep understanding of their specialist 

knowledge. 

Crucially, as in Wynne’s example, one can also have contributory expertise 

without interactional expertise (Collins and Evans 2002, 255). This was the case for the 

sheep farmers as well as their adversaries, the government scientists. Both groups were 

evidently experts on the particular situation in some respect. On the one hand, the 

government scientists were obviously experts in radioactive fallout. However, their 

knowledge was highly abstract and needed to be adapted to the specific situation. The 

government scientists, unfortunately, lacked the ability to communicate their expertise 

in a way that made sense to the local sheep farmers, which led to a deep distrust of the 

scientists. On the other hand, the sheep farmers possessed a great deal of knowledge 

about the local context of sheep farming, which was crucial for assessing and 

addressing the particular crisis. Yet they lacked the interactional expertise to 
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communicate this knowledge to the government scientists. Thus, though the optimal 

solution required the input of both the government scientists and the sheep farmers 

(Collins and Evans 2002, 256), it would remain illusive due to the lack of capacity of 

both of the main groups of actors to communicate and share their knowledge with 

each other.  

The issue of miscommunication—such as between the sheep farmers and the 

government scientists—may be due to differences in the epistemological and 

ontological assumptions the different parties employ, in terms of power, as well as 

practical disagreements (Brand and Karvonen 2007, 22–24). Epistemologically 

speaking, it may simply be that the different parties find different aspects of a 

(socio)scientific issue relevant. Technocrats, for example, tend to focus on the technical 

aspects of a solution—Does it correspond with our theses? Can it be scientifically 

defended?—while nontechnical experts may be more interested in the practical 

consequences of a solution and the extent to which it impacts their habits in daily life. 

Both perspectives are, of course, interesting and illuminating from a socioscientific 

point of view, but they may cause the different parties to talk past each other. 

This is also the case for ontological disagreements. Ontologically speaking, the 

different parties may disagree about what can be known and how to represent it. 

Experts who hold the positivist view of science, for example, subscribe to the idea that 

objects in the world are ‘out there’ and that they can be described and represented 

through a sufficiently rigorous scientific process. As such, the right solution is the one 

that corresponds to the scientific facts. Social constructivists, on the contrary, subscribe 

to the view that there can be many different, equally valid scientific explanations, 

depending on one’s point of view. Choosing the right solution then becomes a matter 

of one’s epistemological point of view rather than of scientific fact.81  

Inequalities in power between expert parties may also cause 

miscommunication insofar as the socioscientific decision-making process tends to 

favor the language of the more powerful party. The “favoritism for formal knowledge 

                                                        
81  Thus, on the social constructivist view, the line between the epistemological and the 
ontological is somewhat blurred. See, for example, Putnam (2002) for a larger discussion of this 
trend, which he refers to as the ‘collapse of the fact/value dichotomy.’ 
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inherent in our decision-making institutions” (Brand and Karvonen 2007, 23), for 

example, tends to entail a preference for the more technical language rather than the 

more anecdotes-based language of experts with experiential knowledge. As such, 

miscommunication is a real risk insofar as the one party (i.e., the technical experts) 

expects the other party (i.e., the lay experts) to stake their knowledge claim in a 

language (i.e., technical language) that they do not possess. 

Finally, some issues suffer from practical problems. For example, sometimes a 

lack of conclusive data may encourage different interpretations and different 

conclusions. At other times, disputes are rooted in value disagreements on which 

different parties will likely never agree, such as the case of abortion. In these cases, it 

seems unlikely that an agreement or compromise can be reached between the different 

parties, simply because they argue from the perspective of deeply conflicting normative 

views on the issue at hand. 

Can Collins and Evans’ idea of third wave expertise and the concepts of 

interactional and contributory expertise help further our understanding of development 

expertise?	 In the next section, I argue that the relationship within development practice 

between external development experts and local stakeholders is analogous to the 

relationship between the government scientists and the sheep farmers in Wynne’s 

example. As such, adopting Collins and Evans’ normative framework of expertise 

within a development context can help us to understand how to include local 

stakeholders in the socioscientific decision-making process: by acknowledging their 

contributory expertise, on the one hand, and, on the other, by recognizing that their 

lack of interactional expertise must somehow be ameliorated. In the subsequent 

section, I introduce five types of experts who can mediate between stakeholders in an 

attempt to overcome this issue that arises from the lack of interactional expertise. 

 

4.3 Third wave expertise and development 

As I argued in chapter 2, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were essentially 

concocted by a very small number of experts (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 13–15).82 Though the 

                                                        
82 See also Appendix 1. 
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MDGs are not the worst example of technocracy, despite their very exclusive 

authorship, their genesis highlights a worrying phenomenon, namely that the 

development agenda is controlled by a few select people whom we traditionally refer to 

as development experts. However, as I have argued above, there are good reasons to 

extend expert authority beyond this core group of development experts. Local 

stakeholders arguably possess a large amount of knowledge that is relevant to setting a 

development agenda and that is socioculturally and contextually sensitive to the 

particular society that is affected by the agenda’s implementation.  

As we have seen, though, such stakeholder interests—that is, being affected by 

an agenda’s implementation—only qualifies a person to have political decision-making 

rights, not expert authority. In this section, I argue that Collins and Evans’ classification 

of expertise can help us to (a) determine who should be granted authority as a 

development expert when setting a development agenda and (b) identify potential 

sources of miscommunication that arise from this expansion of expert authority. The 

issue, I hope to show, is that the external development experts and/or the local 

stakeholders have a lack of interactional expertise. I conclude the section by arguing 

that employing mediating experts to communicate between the different stakeholders 

can ameliorate the issue of a lack of interactional expertise. Following Collins and 

Evans, I call this view third wave development expertise.  

 Third wave development expertise starts from the observation that Collins and 

Evans’ diagnosis of the dispute between the sheep farmers and government scientists 

in Wynne’s study is analogous to the relationship within development between external 

development experts and local stakeholders. The analogy is at least threefold. First, 

local forms of knowledge have traditionally been underappreciated within development 

efforts—and hence by development experts and aid donors—compared to the more 

technical knowledge of the traditional development experts. As I have argued, this has 

led some development scholars to argue for a broader and earlier inclusion of local 

stakeholders in the decision-making process. Secondly, such expansion of development 

expertise gives rise to the problem of extension: how far should expert authority be 

extended beyond the traditional core of development experts? The concept of 
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contributory expertise can help us determine this question. Thirdly, as in Wynne’s 

study, both lay experts (local stakeholders with relevant tacit, embodied, or indigenous 

knowledge) and external, technical experts may suffer from a lack of interactional 

expertise, causing miscommunications between the two parties. The first of these 

observations—that expert authority should be extended beyond the traditional core of 

development experts—has already been analyzed in section 4.1.2. I focus in the 

remainder of this section on the second two observations. 

The third wave of development expertise follows Collins and Evans in 

recognizing the social constructivists’ claim that we need to extend expertise beyond 

the core set of technical experts. That is, development expertise should not only be 

attributed to the traditional group of development experts but also to local 

stakeholders. As I have argued, there are both normative and epistemic reasons for this 

expansion of development expertise. Normatively speaking, it would be democratically 

illegitimate to exclude local stakeholders from the decision-making process, because the 

resulting development agenda will have an impact on their lives, while, epistemically 

speaking, local stakeholders may hold tacit, embodied, and indigenous knowledge that 

is important to ensure a socioculturally and contextually sensitive development agenda. 

However, the expansion of authority in terms of development expertise raises the issue 

that not all local stakeholders have something valuable to contribute to the 

development agenda, at least at a (socio)scientific level. While the Cumbrian sheep 

farmers did indeed have something significant to contribute to the socioscientific issue 

of radioactive downfall, this would arguably not have been the case for a group of 

librarians or London investors. Why is this so? As Collins and Evans argue, whereas 

the sheep farmers had knowledge relating to the impact of radioactive downfall on 

sheep farming, this could hardly be said of the other groups. 

It is also the case when extending expert authority in regard to setting a 

development agenda that some stakeholders have relevant knowledge while others do 

not. Though city dwellers should definitely be granted expert authority when it comes 

to addressing urban reforms, I contend that involving them in questions of agricultural 

development would be counterproductive. Most city dwellers simply have little to no 
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knowledge about agricultural practices.83 If this is so, there are good reasons for 

applying Collins and Evans’ normative view of expertise to development expertise. 

Recall, Collins and Evans propose to only extend expert authority to stakeholders who 

possess contributory expertise—that is, to those who have experiential knowledge that 

can contribute to the advancement of a particular field. In our present context, applying 

the notion of contributory expertise means that expert authority on the setting of a 

development agenda should only be extended to those who have relevant experience 

on the different aspects of development. 

A development agenda arguably concerns many different and distinct aspects 

of development, however, such as education, agriculture, health care, sanitation, urban 

planning, economic growth, labor opportunities, social welfare, and human rights, to 

name a few. It would be naïve to think everyone would be able to contribute 

meaningfully in regard to each of these aspects of development. Indeed, the term 

‘development expert’ covers a wide range of more specialized experts—such as 

development economists, development ethicists, health-care specialists, agricultural 

specialists, water-management experts, human rights lawyers and scholars, 

humanitarian aid practitioners, and so on—that all work on different aspects of 

development. Just as the city dwellers cannot claim expertise in regard to agricultural 

development and the London investors cannot claim expertise in regard to sheep 

farming in a radioactive environment, each group of development experts can only 

claim contributory expertise within their specialized field (though we should recognize 

that some may be specialized in multiple relevant fields, of course). A consequence of 

this is that different aspects of a development agenda require the involvement of 

different contributory experts, broadly conceived to include both technical specialist 

experts and holders of local knowledge.  

Setting a development agenda thus involves a variety of participants. This 

plurality of expert involvement creates the risk of miscommunication, as we have seen 

in the previous section. Not only does the process involve different specializations but 
                                                        
83 Of course, the city dwellers should be granted political decision-making rights in these 
questions as the agricultural policies may have an impact on their lives too, and insofar as there 
are overlaps between the two domains of expertise—city life and agriculture—both groups 
should be involved in the socioscientific decision-making process.  
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each group of specialized experts are also divided into technical experts, on the one 

hand, and experiential experts, on the other. Along each divide—specialization and 

kind of knowledge—the different groups of experts may communicate through their 

own specialist language, each with their own tacit and underlying assumptions, 

methods, and aims. In other words, though the different experts may have interactional 

expertise within their own domain and relative to their kind of knowledge (technical or 

experiential), their interactional expertise does not necessarily translate into the ability 

to participate in, contribute to, or interact within and in regard to the discussion on the 

other aspects of a development agenda. Just as in Wynne’s study, Collins and Evans’ 

diagnosis is that without cutting across interactional expertise there is a real risk that the 

various expert parties may talk past each other or ignore each other’s input. In such 

cases, the discussion tends to revert to the default setting, namely a preference for 

technical language and methodology (and, consequently, technocratic solutions). 

To wit, a lack of interactional expertise may lead to a dispute between two (or 

more) contributory expert parties on a given (socio)scientific issue, such as a 

development agenda. That is, even if both parties have knowledge that can contribute 

to the (socio)scientific field, the parties may fail to merge their knowledge due to a lack 

of communicative skills. How can this deadlock be mitigated? Luckily, the concept of 

interactional expertise may offer a solution. Recall, for someone to have interactional 

expertise, it was only required that they were able to speak the language of the 

specialists and not that they actually had contributory expertise. Thus, in situations 

where one or more of the parties in a (socio)scientific dispute lack interactional 

expertise, they should be represented by someone who does possess enough 

interactional expertise to mediate between the parties (Collins and Evans 2002, 256): 

“the Cumbrian farmers might well have had more success in their dealing with the 

scientists from the [government] if their concerns were mediated by a Greenpeace 

scientist, a Brian Wynne, or the like.” Let us label this role of the interactionally 

proficient expert the mediating expert (my term, not Collins and Evans’). In the following 

section, I identify five types of mediating experts who can help advance the 

socioscientific discussion about a development agenda.  
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4.4 Five types of mediating expertise 

I concluded the previous section by arguing, following Collins and Evans, that a lack of 

interactional expertise may lead to a dispute between two (or more) contributory expert 

parties on a given (socio)scientific issue, such as a development agenda. I further 

claimed that employing what I call ‘mediating experts’ could ameliorate this issue. The 

role of the mediating expert is to make the knowledge and arguments of the different 

parties in the (socio)scientific dispute intelligible in the language of their adversaries. In 

the case of the sheep farmers, for example, the mediating expert “would need to be 

briefed by the farmers about what the certified scientists were doing wrong” in order to 

be “able to phrase the problem in ways more familiar to the scientists, making it more 

credible (or less resistible)” (Collins and Evans 2002, 256). Of course, the government 

scientists could have responded to the distrust displayed towards them by the sheep 

farmers in the same way. For example, rather than responding to the crisis with a 

certainty that they would later renege on, they could have employed a mediator who 

was able to communicate their abstract scientific knowledge in a way that would have 

resonated with the sheep farmers’ experience of “adapting to uncertain and 

unpredictable forces rather than trying to control them” (Wynne 1989, 15). 

The mediating expert must possess at least two kinds of ability in order to 

perform her role successfully, namely translation and discrimination (Collins and Evans 

2002, 257–259). Translation is the ability to communicate between different frames of 

reference: to make a statement expressed within one social and linguistic world 

intelligible to the members of another social and linguistic framework. As such, the 

mediating expert must have interactional expertise within both frames of reference. 

Though a benefit, Collins and Evans (2002, 258) note that “contributory expertise is 

not a necessary condition for translation.” Translation does, however, imply that the 

mediating expert is able to switch between different frames of reference—what Berger 

(1963) has referred to as the ability to ‘alternate’ between beliefs, assumptions, and 

normative standards of different groups.84  

                                                        
84 See also Collin (2010, 104) for a summary of Berger’s influence on Collins’ work as well as 
Collins and Yearley (1992) for a criticism of simple alternation and a defense of what they call 
meta-alternation. 
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Discrimination is the ability to distinguish between genuine experts—those with 

contributory expertise—and nonexperts. The ability to discriminate in this sense can be 

both external and internal (Collins and Evans 2008, Chapter 2). External discrimination 

(or meta-expertise, as Collins and Evans call it) does not depend on the acquisition of 

specialist knowledge (Collins and Evans 2002, 258; 2008, 45).85 One may, for example, 

make judgments about another person or group’s expertise based on their social 

networks, their personal attributes and attitude, and their perceived integrity and 

reliability (Collins and Evans 2002, 258). 

The problem with such external forms of discrimination is quite clear: they are 

based on stereotypes and do not consider the actual knowledge claim being made. As 

any member of a philosophy department knows, a theoretical philosopher of physics is 

probably not an expert in transcendental ethical theories, while an expert in the 

philosophy of religion will have little to say on the subject of expert knowledge within 

the philosophy of science. These distinctions are often lost on nonphilosophers, who 

are not familiar with the different philosophical specializations and are therefore likely 

to make false attributions of expertise in this way. Consider, for example, a theoretical 

philosopher who did claim to be an expert on transcendental ethical theories but, to any 

moral philosopher, lacked any knowledge on the subject matter. Insofar as 

nonphilosophers are unaware of the distinction between theoretical and moral 

philosophy they would likely mistakenly attribute expertise on transcendental theories 

of justice to the theoretical philosopher by virtue of him being a philosopher rather 

than by virtue of his actual expertise (though, of course, a theoretical philosopher with 

knowledge of transcendental theories of justice should have this expertise recognized). 

Thus, in order to legitimately discriminate between experts and nonexperts, we 

need to judge them by internal standards. Internal discrimination requires at least some 

knowledge of the (field of) expertise being judged (Collins and Evans 2008, 45). 

Expertise may be internally judged through a process of peer review, for example, or 

through the assessment of someone’s proven credentials. Judging expertise by internal 

                                                        
85 Collins and Evans (2008, 45–52) identify two kinds of external discrimination: ubiquitous 
discrimination is acquired merely by one’s social knowledge, while local discrimination stems from 
one’s direct interaction with the person or group in question. 
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standards, however, presents two pitfalls. First, as noted, someone may possess 

interactional expertise yet lack the relevant contributory expertise. This is the case of 

hoaxers and frauds (Collins and Evans 2008, 54–57) as well as artificial intelligence 

(Collins 1992). In other words, someone may be able to talk the talk without having 

any actual expertise or understanding of the field in question. Secondly, judging 

expertise by internal standards may lead to scientific conservatism. Consider, for 

example, how, given the scientific norms and the sheep farmers’ lack of scientific 

credentials, it is likely that judging by internal standards would have excluded them 

from the group of experts. 

Collins and Evans (2008, 68–69) propose that the discrimination of expertise 

should be based on experience: does the person making the claim to expertise have any 

experience within the field she claims to be an expert in? As the definition of 

contributory expertise makes clear, there can be no expertise without experience: 

“Without experience of doing science, talking to scientists, playing or listening to 

violin-playing, or looking at and discussing bathroom tiling, the minimal standards for 

making judgments in these areas have not been met” (Collins and Evans 2008, 68). 

Experience in this sense is what distinguishes Wynne’s sheep farmers from the general 

public in regard to expertise in radioactive downfall, and it is why development 

expertise should be extended to local stakeholders too.  

In what ways are a mediating expert’s ability to translate and discriminate 

between different experts and nonexperts valuable? Brand and Karvonen (2007, 26–29) 

distinguish between four types of mediating expertise within (sustainable) development. 

Each of these four types of mediating experts contribute to development (and in our 

context, the setting of a development agenda) by bringing different stakeholders 

together, making their claims intelligible to the different stakeholders, and searching out 

common ground(s) between them. In the present context, the stakeholders are the 

various traditional development experts (development economists, political scientists, 

agricultural experts, and so on) and the local stakeholders to whom we have now 

granted some level of expert authority in relation to their own development. On the 

one hand, the four types of mediating experts can help the traditional (often external) 
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development experts to explain their theories in a language that relates to the daily lives 

of the local stakeholders; on the other hand, the mediating experts can help the local 

stakeholders to express their concerns and needs to the external development experts. 

The four types of mediating experts that Brand and Karvonen identify are the 

outreach expert, the interdisciplinary expert, the meta-expert, and the civic expert. I 

propose that we should add a fifth type of mediating expert, whom I label the political 

expert. Let me briefly explain each type of mediating expert in turn.  

The aim of the outreach expert, according to Brand and Karvonen (2007, 26), is 

to communicate and disseminate scientific knowledge to the public and thereby 

increase their level of knowledge and information. Such knowledge may in turn help 

the public make informed decisions, politically as well as in interaction with external 

experts. It is no secret that the general public often perceive scientific experts and 

academics as elitist and distant from real life (in their academic ivory towers, so to 

speak). As such, there is often either too much or too little trust in technical solutions 

to socioscientific issues—sometimes rightly so, but not always. The outreach expert 

may ameliorate these issues by providing the public with enough information to make 

judgments about the technical solution and to (re)build trust between the public and 

scientific experts.  

One way of challenging the scientific conservatism of development experts is 

to foster collaboration between different specialist experts. The interdisciplinary expert 

works across disciplines and investigates where insights from one pool of knowledge 

can contribute to creating solutions within another discipline (Brand and Karvonen 

2007, 26–27). The first chapter of this thesis provides a good example of this. By 

applying value theory, a philosophical subdiscipline, to the field of (development) 

economics, Amartya Sen challenged the traditional economic assumptions of self-

interest and transformed the field. The interdisciplinary expert may also work more 

practically in relation to specific development projects and bring different experts 

together to form a whole solution. In any case, the interdisciplinary expert is essential 

to the formulation of a comprehensive development agenda due, as I have argued 

above, to the interdisciplinary nature of development, which involves a large variety of 
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(socio)scientific fields. 

Not all scientific fields or their experts can or should contribute to 

development, however. The role of the meta-expert is to make judgments as to who can 

potentially contribute to the socioscientific discussion and solution (Brand and 

Karvonen 2007, 27–28). The two abilities outlined above—translation and 

discrimination—are especially important for the meta-expert to function: on the one 

hand, the meta-expert must be able to discriminate between relevant and irrelevant 

contributions to the discussion and, on the other hand, she must be able to translate 

the insights of one field of expertise into another in order to “identify potential linkages 

and facilitate their co-discovery” (Brand and Karvonen 2007, 28). She is not expected 

to have contributory expertise within all of these fields, though, but only to understand 

the potential interrelations. As such, the meta-expert may be described as a sort of 

manager of scientific knowledge.  

Having these three types of mediating experts still fails to address the issue that 

has been central to this chapter, though, namely that not all experts belong to the core 

set of specialized scientists. While the dissemination of scientific knowledge and the 

fostering of scientific collaboration are indeed important contributions, the three 

mediating experts do nothing to challenge the traditional top-down view of 

development expertise and the privileged position of the so-called development expert. 

Insofar as the mediating expert does not challenge this view, she upholds and 

exacerbates the asymmetric relationship of power between external experts and 

scientists, on the one hand, and local stakeholders, on the other. Two additional 

mediating experts may be essential to mitigate this asymmetry. 

 First, Brand and Karvonen (2007, 28–29) propose to ameliorate this issue by 

adding a fourth type of mediating development expert, the civic expert. The role of the 

civic expert is to engage with the public in order to inform the socioscientific decision-

making process with their experiential knowledge—what has been admitted as tacit or 

embodied contributory development expertise on the third wave view. As such, the 

civic expert is expected to foster and encourage public participation in the 

socioscientific decision-making and deliberation with ‘credentialed’ experts (Brand and 
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Karvonen 2007, 28). In this way, the civic expert recognizes the twofold nature of 

development and the setting of a development agenda, which requires both technical 

and sociocultural input (DeWalt 1994) and works to break down the asymmetric power 

relation between technical experts and lay experts. Not only does this enable us to draw 

on a larger pool of knowledge when addressing socioscientific issues (such as the 

setting of a development agenda); it also makes the socioscientific outcome (for 

example, a development agenda) more socially robust in the sense that it makes the 

(development) experts accountable for its sensitivity to context (Nowotny 1999, 253). 

While Brandt and Karvonen’s four types of mediating expertise certainly help 

us to envision how the third wave of development expertise can be realized in practice, 

I believe it misses a crucial aspect of development in general and the issue of setting a 

development agenda in particular, namely that a development agenda should be 

adopted and endorsed within the political domain. Brandt and Karvonen’s four types of 

expert only operate within the advisory domain and are focused on bringing technical 

experts and lay experts together to form a socioscientific solution. Recall, though, that 

on Collins and Evans’ normative view of expertise, expert authority is extended based 

only on expertise and experience, not on stakeholder interests (Collins and Evans 2002, 

261). This means that there may be individuals and groups that have been left out of 

the socioscientific decision-making process because they were found unfit to claim 

expert authority. Yet the socioscientific solution (e.g., the development agenda) will 

often also impact or implicate stakeholders who have not been part of the 

socioscientific decision-making process, such as aid donors, politicians, and locals with 

no particular (formal or tacit) expertise. In other words, the group of people who can 

claim scientific decision-making rights is smaller than the group of people who can 

claim political decision-making rights. 

This discrepancy in membership creates the scenario in which a socioculturally 

and technically sensitive solution, developed within the (socio)scientific domain, is 

overruled within the political domain. This is, of course, in the very nature of the 

political process. But, we may ask, can we not do more to ensure a better fate for our 

(hopefully carefully crafted) solution? One way of doing so is by appointing someone 
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to mediate between experts (including lay experts) and the broader spectrum of 

political participants. I call this type of mediating expert the political expert. The political 

expert is both scientifically and politically adept—in other words, has interactional 

expertise within both domains—and can show how and in what ways the 

socioscientific solution is politically significant and what is at stake in adopting it as a 

matter of public policy. Thereby, the political expert creates a link between the 

scientific and political domains while acknowledging the privileged status of the 

political process over the scientific one.  

 

4.5 Three objections to third wave (development) expertise 

Third wave (development) expertise aims to delimit who can legitimately claim 

authority as an expert. Expert authority, this view holds, should be extended based on 

whether local stakeholders possess relevant (tacit, embodied, or indigenous) knowledge 

that can contribute meaningfully to the socioscientific issue of setting a development 

agenda. However, restricting expert authority in this way leads to three objections that 

social constructivists can raise: first, it ignores insights from nonexperts; second, it 

ignores the epistemic role of the unregulated public sphere; and, third, it leads to 

epistemic injustice. In the following section, I explain and address each of these 

objections in turn. 

 

4.5.1 The objection from spontaneous knowledge creation 

The first objection that social constructivists can raise against third wave (development) 

expertise is that it closes off the possibility of unexpected yet valuable insights from 

members of the public who cannot claim expert authority on the third wave view. We 

cannot always know, this objection holds, where scientific insights come from and, 

hence, we cannot justify excluding members of the public at large from having 

authority within the socioscientific decision-making process. Only by adopting the 

social constructivist view, which does not discriminate between experts and the public, 

can we ensure that such unexpected insights are considered in the decision-making 

process. A good example of this is Boyan Slat, who has pioneered an innovative 
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technology for cleaning up plastic waste from the oceans.86 A mere high school student 

at the time of innovation, Slat would arguably not have been granted expert authority 

on the third wave view of (development) expertise.  

How can the third wave view of (development) expertise accommodate such 

unexpected contributions? There are at least three mechanisms by which third wave 

(development) expertise can and does incorporate insights from members of the 

general public, such as Boyan Slat. First of all, it is important to note that there is a 

distinction between contributing to a field and being a contributory expert within that 

field (Collins and Evans 2008, 70). Even though Slat was not a contributory expert 

within the particular field of ocean cleanup, he could still make a contribution insofar 

as he possessed interactional expertise within that field so he could relay his insights to 

the experts or, conversely, someone within the field could have picked up his insights. 

Making a contribution to the field would not automatically make Slat a contributory 

expert (Collins and Evans 2008, 73).  

However, second, both expertise and scientific domains are dynamic concepts 

on the third wave view. In the first case, just because Slat was not an expert on ocean 

cleanup before he embarked on his innovative project, there is no reason why he should 

not be granted expert authority insofar as his contribution is recognized as valuable and 

founded on an actual understanding of the subject matter. In the second case, as 

Collins and Evans (2008, 73) argue, such recognition “can lead to the novel 

contributory expertise coming to be a regular part of the esoteric domain.” As such, it 

is the boundaries of the domain (e.g., ocean cleanup technology) that are expanded (in 

turn expanding what it means to have expertise within this domain). 

Thus, third, we must insist that any member of the public can potentially 

contribute to and transform the socioscientific domain. The idea behind third wave 

(development) expertise is not to deliberately ignore input from the public but to 

discriminate between inputs that can and do make a contribution and those that cannot 

and do not. Consider, for example, the hypothetical case in which Slat was a hoaxer 

whose innovative ocean cleanup mechanism was based on pseudoscience, which meant 

                                                        
86 For a short biography of Slat, see www.boyanslat.com.  
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that the mechanism was useless in practice.87 Likewise, we could imagine that Slat had 

less sinister motives but was merely so incompetent in predicting ocean currents or 

calculating the costs of implementation that the mechanism would be useless or 

unfeasible. Arguably, in such cases we would hesitate to grant that Slat was an expert or 

that he was making an actual contribution to the field. What these hypothetical cases 

show is that even if we recognize that contributions can come from unexpected 

sources, we still need to make judgments about such contributions and distinguish 

good from bad contributions. The social constructivist view, as argued, does not 

provide any meaningful way of making such distinctions. 

 

4.5.2 The objection from the unregulated public sphere 

The second objection that social constructivists can raise holds that proponents of 

third wave (development) expertise forget or ignore the importance of what Habermas 

(1989; 1996) and Taylor (1993) refer to as the public sphere. The public sphere, according 

to Habermas and Taylor, is the fluid space—for example print media (newspapers, 

books, and magazines), town-hall meetings, television news and discussion shows, 

discussion forums on the internet, op-eds and commentary sections, public 

demonstrations, and public lectures—where individuals come together to raise, 

question, reflect on, debate, reason about, and agree on matters of public concern and 

interest. In other words, the public sphere is where public reasoning and the formation 

of public opinion on common concerns regarding public policy take place.  

It is clear that the public sphere is compatible with and an important part of 

the democratic and inclusive republican account of political authority that I developed 

in the previous chapter. Sen (1999a, 8; 1999b, 152), for example, has often argued that 

some of the worst famines of the twentieth century could have been mitigated if the 

relevant governing bodies had to confront a free public sphere with independent media 

and freedom of expression, while Bicchieri and Marini (2015) show how open debates 

about social norms, such as female genital mutilation, are crucial in eliminating 

damaging social practices. 

                                                        
87 See Collins and Evans (2008, 54–57) for a discussion of the case of hoaxers and frauds. 
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How the public sphere relates to the (socio)scientific domain, in which I have 

argued we should prefer a third wave approach, is less clear, however. It seems that 

there is an overlap between the role of the public sphere and the (socio)scientific 

domain insofar as the public sphere serves an epistemic role by providing a forum 

where the public can raise and respond to knowledge claims. 

The crucial point of the objection from the unregulated public sphere is the 

notion that the public sphere can best be categorized as unruly: it is open, inclusive to 

all, and unregulated in terms of the topics that are discussed (Habermas 1989, 1, 36–

37). If this is so, the objection goes, there seems to be a tension between the public 

sphere, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the concept of third wave 

(development) expertise, which limits who can legitimately contribute to the 

socioscientific discussion to those who have contributory experience. In other words, 

insofar as the public sphere serves an epistemic purpose and insofar as it cannot (or 

should not) be regulated, it seems that the attempt to regulate the process of 

(socio)scientific decision-making by adopting the normative account of third wave 

(development) expertise is mistaken. Only the social constructivist position, this 

objection continues, can adequately accommodate the unruliness of the public sphere 

because it fully embraces the public construction of knowledge. 

Thus, we need to ask, first, how does the public sphere relate to the 

(socio)scientific domain and, second, to what extent is this relationship a challenge to 

the third wave view of (development) expertise? In the following, I first give an 

account of how the public sphere relates to the domain of (socio)scientific decision-

making before I argue that while the public sphere is indeed intricately connected to 

the (socio)scientific domain, there are good reasons to keep the two domains distinct. 

 What is the relationship between the public sphere and (socio)scientific 

decision-making? Edwards (1999, 164) provides an account of the public sphere in 

relation to scientific practice. In particular, he identifies three ‘institutional 

categories’88—the media, social movements, and participatory forums—within which 

                                                        
88 This label does not necessarily imply, though, that they are formal institutions. Rather, the 
three institutional categories cover the wide range of informal, unstructured, and dynamic forms 
of public communicative practices that tend to become generalized into certain channels of 
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the public acts “as an intermediary structure between scientific expertise and policy-

making.” The three institutions each play a dual role in relation to the (socio)scientific 

domain: on the one hand, through them the public can raise concerns that they want to 

put on the scientific agenda; on the other hand, they can communicate or incorporate 

scientific findings that then serve as input to the democratic process of public policy-

making.  

 An independent and free press certainly serves as an important tool for 

development by acting as a voice of the poor and vulnerable and holding the governing 

bodies accountable, as, for example, in Sen’s study of famines. In relation to the 

(socio)scientific domain, the media may likewise help to put items of public concern on 

the scientific agenda and, conversely, communicate scientific knowledge as input to the 

public deliberation. In other words, in a development perspective, the media can help 

create a critical link between development experts, the public, and political decision-

makers.	89 

Social movements, according to Edwards (1999, 167), aim to “mobilise the public, 

to articulate problems and issues and to influence the public and political agenda.” In 

this way, social movements are a powerful means in the political empowerment of local 

stakeholders.90 Although social movements primarily aim to influence public policy 

(and thus primarily operate within the political domain), they also relate to the 

(socio)scientific domain by lobbying to put social issues on the scientific agenda. A 

                                                                                                                                               
communication or communicative institutions, such as the media, social movements, and 
participatory forums. Consider, for example, how the category of the media would include more 
formal media institutions, such as specific news corporations, as well as informal and often 
unregulated media outlets, such as op-eds, online blogs, and debate forums. 
89 Despite the advantages, the biggest problem with the media, as Edwards (1999, 167) argues 
and that I, following the work of Collins and Evans, have alluded to earlier in this chapter, is 
that it is bias-producing. This is so in two ways. First, the media is motivated not (only) by the 
common interest or a commitment to the common good but also by commercial interests. What 
gets taken up in the media—either as a matter of scientific input to the public sphere or in terms 
of putting certain concerns on the scientific agenda—is often dependent on what ‘sells’, creating 
a bias for sensational findings or overblown fears. Secondly, as Collins and Evans also argue, the 
media has a tendency to simplify or even distort scientific findings because of commercial 
interests. For this reason, the media does not always act as a reliable source of scientific 
information. 
90 For similar conclusions, see, for example, Deneulin and Dinerstein (2010) and Woodward, 
Bonvin, and Renom (2011). 
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good example of this is the AIDS activists in San Francisco in the 1980s, who were 

successful in putting research on AIDS treatment on the scientific agenda (Epstein 

1995; 1996; Collins and Evans 2002, 262). 

 Lastly, participatory forums, as I hope to have shown in this chapter, are essential 

within socioscientific decision-making. Such forums allow the experts to incorporate 

local insights and knowledge, and the locals to learn from and evaluate the insights of 

the experts. Consequently, in recent years, participatory development—the active 

inclusion of local stakeholders in development processes—has become an invaluable 

tool to foster mutual learning and accountability between local stakeholders and 

development experts. 

 How do the public and the public sphere contribute to the specific task of 

setting a development agenda? Edwards’ taxonomy shows that the public sphere 

mainly serves to link the political and the socioscientific domains, which I have argued 

are both central to development policy-making. In regard to a development agenda, 

this intermediary role plays out in two important respects. First, the public sphere is 

crucial (though not solely responsible) for the identification of social issues that are 

relevant for a development agenda. When the public sphere overlaps with the local 

stakeholders, it provides a valuable insight into local circumstances, needs, and ways of 

life, which may be incorporated at either the political or the (socio)scientific level or 

both of them. Secondly, the public is largely responsible for lobbying—through both 

formal (e.g., petitions, the media) and informal (e.g., protests, public art) means—to put 

these issues on the political and (socio)scientific agendas. This is what is implied by the 

claim to local authority: that local stakeholders—the public—have a say in what social, 

environmental, (socio)scientific, and political issues a development agenda should 

address. 

It is obvious that the public sphere plays an important role in knowledge 

creation and (socio)scientific decision-making, both in general as well as in a 

development perspective. However, the openness and unruliness of the public sphere 

seems to be in tension with the regulated and normative view of expertise that the third 

wave embodies. That is, as social constructivists would argue, if knowledge creation 
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and (socio)scientific decision-making benefit epistemically from being discussed within 

an unregulated public sphere, it would be mistaken to try and limit who can contribute 

to the (socio)scientific domain in the way that proponents of the third wave view of 

(development) expertise advocate. 

 How should we respond to this charge? First of all, we need to acknowledge 

that the tension can likely not be avoided: while opening up the (socio)scientific 

decision-making to the wider public may at times bring about better decisions, there 

will also be other times when the public will make worse decisions than the trained 

experts. In fact, third wave (development) expertise seems to embrace this tension. On 

the one hand, third wave (development) expertise acknowledges that (socio)scientific 

decision-making can and does benefit from an extension of the range of contributors 

to include local stakeholders. On the other hand, however, it would be naïve to dismiss 

the notion of expertise. Experts do have an intricate and in-depth knowledge about 

particular subjects; sometimes members of the broader public can claim such 

knowledge, but at other times they cannot. As I hope to have argued in this chapter, at 

least in matters of their own development there will often be a great overlap between 

the public sphere and the domain of expertise. 

However, as Edwards (1999, 168) argues, we need to distinguish between 

influencing the (socio)scientific agenda and contributing to its decision-making process. 

While the former concerns what should be on the (socio)scientific research agenda, the 

latter concerns how this research should proceed. Within the third wave view, the role 

of the public sphere is primarily reserved for the task of influencing the research 

agenda since, as argued, a greater public involvement does not always improve the 

(socio)scientific decision-making. 

Hence, at least analytically and normatively, and often empirically, we need to 

distinguish between the public sphere and the domain of experts. Accounting for the 

public sphere is not so much an argument for dissolving the domain of expertise as 

much as it, as Edwards (1999, 169; emphasis added) concludes, “underlines the 

importance of a careful management of boundaries between the spheres of scientific expertise, 

public discussion and decision-making on policies.” This is exactly what the notion of 
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third wave (development) expertise sets out to do. 

 

4.5.3 The objection from epistemic injustice 

The third objection that social constructivists can raise holds that third wave 

(development) expertise leads to two particular forms of epistemic injustice, namely 

testimonial injustice and hermeneutical injustice.91 In short, testimonial injustice is the idea 

that we may attribute more or less credibility to a statement based on prejudices about 

the speaker, such as gender, social background, ethnicity, race, sexuality, tone of voice, 

accent, and so on (Fricker 2007, 1, section 1.3). An example of this may be when “the 

police do not believe you because you are black” (Fricker 2007, 1). Hermeneutical 

injustice occurs whenever these prejudices structurally affect what can be known and, 

hence, how someone can make sense of her social experiences (Fricker 2007, 1, section 

7.1). Someone may, for example, suffer sexual harassment or depression yet be 

unaware of this because the collective pool of knowledge lacks the concepts of sexual 

harassment and depression (Fricker 2007, 1, 149).  

Testimonial injustices can lead to hermeneutical injustices (Fricker 2007, 162). 

Consider, for example, how indigenous peoples are often excluded from influencing 

development. On a structural scale, the exclusion of indigenous peoples (a testimonial 

injustice) leads to the omission of their perspective in the collective pool of knowledge 

that is used to shape development efforts. This has the effect that indigenous peoples 

are rendered unable to communicate their perspectives intelligibly within the existing 

development discourses (a hermeneutical injustice) since the concepts they may use to 

describe their experiences are lacking from these discourses qua the previous structural 

exclusion. Because third wave (development) expertise will exclude some people from 

                                                        
91 In general, epistemic injustice is the idea that there can be unfair distributions of certain goods 
that are epistemic in nature, such as (access to) education and information (Fricker 2007, 1). The 
unequal access to such sources of knowledge means that some people are unfairly disadvantaged 
in terms of being able to claim expertise. As Fricker (2007, 1) further argues, however, from this 
definition of epistemic injustice “it seems largely incidental that the good in question can be 
characterized as an epistemic good” compared, that is, to other goods, such as democratic rights 
or economic opportunities. Instead, Fricker distinguishes between two distinctively epistemic 
injustices, namely testimonial and hermeneutical, which cannot be reduced to unfair distribution 
of goods in general. 
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the socioscientific decision-making process, this objection goes, it invariably leads to 

both forms of epistemic injustice. 

While we should acknowledge that third wave (development) expertise is 

vulnerable to both forms of epistemic injustice, I contend that we need to distinguish 

between epistemic inequality and epistemic injustice. That is, though the third wave view 

of (development) expertise might lead to the epistemic inequalities, there are good 

reasons why they do not constitute epistemic injustices. 

First of all, proponents of third wave (development) expertise must bite the 

bullet on this objection: it is clear how the third wave view of (development) expertise 

is vulnerable to both kinds of epistemic injustice. In the case of testimonial injustice, 

the view does distribute credibility unequally when distinguishing contributory experts 

from nonexperts. In the case of hermeneutical injustice, by restricting the extent to 

which nonexperts can take part in the socioscientific decision-making process, third 

wave (development) expertise does run the risk of unequally excluding certain 

stakeholders from the collective creation of knowledge and, hence, the extent to which 

they can communicate their experiences intelligibly. 

Whether these inequalities constitute injustices is less clear, however. In fact, it 

seems that both kinds of epistemic inequality would only be unjust insofar as we adopt 

the social constructivist view. That is, the second objection only holds if we accept that, 

on the one hand, it is illegitimate to attribute different levels of credibility to different 

speakers and, on the other hand, that all input to the socioscientific decision-making 

process is valuable or relevant. 

However, both of these claims have been disputed in this chapter at least in 

relation to the socioscientific decision-making process. First, it has been argued that we have 

good reasons to attribute more credibility to certain stakeholders—that is, those with 

contributory expertise—namely in order to ensure better socioscientific decisions. In 

other words, not all input is valuable or relevant since it does not add to or may be 

detrimental to the quality of the solution. Thus, the inequality in terms of testimonial 
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credibility is not based on prejudices about the speaker92 but rather on a qualified 

judgment about the value or relevance of the input in relation to the particular task; in 

this case the setting of a development agenda. Hence, at least in this case, the 

testimonial inequality does not constitute a testimonial injustice.  

Secondly, even if the third wave view of (development) expertise leads to 

testimonial inequality, it does not necessarily follow that a hermeneutical injustice is 

done. I have shown how the employment of a set of mediating experts can ameliorate 

situations in which the perspective of some stakeholders is absent from the 

development discourse and, by extension, that they cannot make themselves intelligible 

within this discourse. In fact, the role of the mediating expert is to bring out—make 

intelligible—and translate the tacit or embodied knowledge of the particular 

stakeholder(s). As such, hermeneutical inequalities and injustices are actually addressed 

and actively combatted within third wave (development) expertise. 

Thirdly and finally, it is crucial to recognize that even though third wave 

(development) expertise delimits who can legitimately contribute to the socioscientific 

decision-making process and what constitutes a legitimate contribution, these 

restrictions do not apply at the political level where, as I have argued in chapter 3, all—

especially local—stakeholders should be granted a degree of authority. Thus, the 

vulnerability to the two forms of epistemic injustice is only present within one 

particular domain related to the setting of a development agenda.  

 

4.6 Concluding remarks 

The previous three chapters (2–4) have sought to answer the second question that I set 

out in this thesis: who should be involved in the setting of a development agenda? Who 

has the authority to decide on what goals we should pursue as a matter of 

development? In chapter 2, I argued that we can distinguish a claim within the 

development literature to grant local stakeholders more authority. I further argued that 

this claim should be interpreted in two ways: as a claim to political authority and as a 

                                                        
92 Unless, of course, we hold the view that it is prejudiced to distinguish between good and bad, 
better and worse, and substantiated and unsubstantiated arguments—a view that, it seems, 
would make any deliberative exercise a nonstarter. 
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claim to expert authority. In chapter 3, I addressed the claim to local political authority 

by grounding it in republican theory, while this chapter has dealt with the claim as a 

claim to expert authority. 

In this chapter, I have presented a view of development expertise that I call 

third wave development expertise. Third wave development expertise extends expert 

authority on development issues—in the present context, the issue of setting a 

development agenda—beyond the traditional set of development experts to include 

local stakeholders who possess contributory expertise. Someone has contributory expertise 

insofar as she possesses relevant tacit, embodied, or indigenous knowledge that can 

contribute meaningfully to the socioscientific issue of setting a development agenda. 

The extension of expert authority presents us with the issue of 

miscommunication between the different stakeholders—that is, between the external 

development experts and the local lay experts, as well as between the broader set of 

political decision-makers. The issue of miscommunication, I argued, arises because the 

different stakeholders lack what Collins and Evans refer to as interactional expertise: the 

ability to translate their knowledge claims into the language of their counterparts and 

thereby communicate effectively with each other. In response to the issue of 

miscommunication, I followed Collins and Evans in arguing that employing mediating 

experts who possess interactional expertise and can bring the different stakeholders 

together can ameliorate such cases of miscommunication. Five types of mediating 

experts were identified and explicated upon: the outreach expert, the interdisciplinary 

expert, the meta-expert, and the civic expert were adopted from Brand and Karvonen, 

while I added a fifth type, namely the political expert. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Selecting capabilities for a development agenda 

 

In the first chapter of this thesis, I argued that the human development and capability 

approach provides the best conceptual framework for a development agenda. The 

human development and capability approach is primarily concerned with what people 

are able to do or be (i.e., their capabilities and functionings) rather than with the 

resources and public goods (including merely formal rights and freedoms) that they 

possess. Crucially, what people are able to do or be and which doings and beings are 

normatively relevant may differ from person to person and between different 

socioeconomic and environmental contexts. At any rate, which capabilities and 

functionings are normatively relevant is not given by the capability framework and, as I 

have argued in chapters 2–4, it is a question that depends on the input from local 

stakeholders in addition to other stakeholders, such as aid donors, development 

experts, and NGOs. 

Accordingly, one of the main tasks of setting a development agenda is the selection 

of normatively relevant capabilities and functionings. This raises the following question: 

how should this selection take place? By which method should the relevant stakeholders 

select relevant capabilities and functionings? Making a selection of capabilities and 

functionings is no easy task, and several methods have been proposed within the 

capability literature.93 In chapter 6, I discuss the various methods that have been 

proposed and the extent to which they are suitable for the task of setting a 

development agenda.  

Before we can determine which method is the most suitable for setting a 

development agenda, however, we need to ask by which criteria these methods should 

be evaluated. What criteria does a suitable method need to satisfy? This is the 

                                                        
93 See Table 8 in chapter 6 for an overview of the various methods for the selection of 
capabilities and functionings identified within the capability literature. 
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discussion that I shall take up in this chapter. In particular, I shall argue that a suitable 

method for the selection of capabilities and functionings for a development agenda 

should satisfy four general criteria:94 

 

 Criterion of methodological justification:  A suitable method should be justifiable 

within the norms of its methodological discipline(s). 

 Criterion of normative justification:  A suitable method should be able to justify its 

methodology and its list of capabilities and functionings according to normative theory. 

 Criterion of democratic legitimacy:  A suitable method should be sensitive to the 

will of the people to whom it applies and not impose its list on them. 

 Criterion of contextual sensitivity:  A suitable method should be sensitive to local 

and nonideal sociocultural, economic, and environmental circumstances and conditions. 

 

The chapter is structured as follows. In the first section (5.1), I introduce the issue of 

selecting capabilities. The second section (5.2) takes account of the present state of the 

literature concerning criteria for the selection of capabilities. Most prominently, Ingrid 

Robeyns (2003, 70–71) has proposed five criteria that need to be respected when 

selecting capabilities. However, I argue that these criteria require further specification 

when applied to the task of setting a development agenda. Consequently, in the 

subsequent sections (5.3-5.5) I propose, discuss, and specify the four general criteria—

methodological justification, normative justification, democratic legitimacy, and 

contextual sensitivity—that we should impose on a suitable method for the selection of 

capabilities and functionings for a development agenda. 

 

5.1 Selecting capabilities 

The first chapter of this thesis introduced the idea that development goals should be 

conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings. To sum up, capabilities are the 

real freedom people have to achieve certain doings and beings; functionings are 

capabilities that have been realized. Real freedom in this sense means that people have 

                                                        
94 For a full overview of the four criteria and their subclauses, see Table 2 below. 
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the positive preconditions as well as the formal freedom and rights to achieve these 

doings and beings (i.e., to turn them into functionings) if they so wish.  

A central issue in the application of the capability approach is the selection of 

capabilities. Why do we need to select capabilities? There are at least two positive 

arguments for this: one normative, the other practical. First of all, there are normative 

reasons to make a selection of relevant capabilities. As explained in the first chapter, 

the capability approach is concerned both with well-being freedom and agency 

freedom.95 Well-being freedom is the capability people have to achieve goals that, 

presumably, contribute to their well-being, while agency freedom is conceived as the 

freedom to pursue any goal regardless of whether it contributes to one’s well-being (A. 

Sen 1985b, 203–204). In short, the difference can be exemplified as someone who can 

choose between a well-paid job that puts food on the table or the pursuit of the 

advancement of global justice at the expense of her own well-being. The example 

shows two things. First, the freedom to pursue one’s agential goals is obviously 

valuable regardless of whether it brings about greater well-being. It is this notion that 

Carter invokes when he talks about the content-independent value of freedom—the 

freedom people have to pursue any valued end. However, secondly, the example also 

shows that the capability approach cannot be reduced to merely being concerned with 

people’s freedom to pursue their agential goals. As Sen (1985, 206; italics in original) 

stresses, both well-being freedom and agency freedom are essential for the capability 

approach:96  

 

“[T]he important thing to recognize is that the well-being aspect and the 

agency aspect of persons have dissimilar roles in moral accounting […] At the 

risk of oversimplification it can be said that the well-being aspect of a person 

is important in assessing a person’s advantage, whereas the agency aspect is 

important in assessing what a person can do in line with his or her conception 

of the good. The ability to do more good need not be to the person’s 

advantage.” 

                                                        
95 Both well-being and agency can further be conceived of in terms of achievements. 
96 See Sen (1985, 204–208) for an expansion on the relationship between well-being freedom 
and agency freedom.  
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Because of this dual concern, not only with agential goals, but also with people’s well-

being, capability theorists have normative reasons to claim that we need a selection of 

relevant capabilities. Consider, for example, how there are as of yet unspecified 

capabilities, which are detrimental to people’s well-being in the same way as the specific 

agential capability of raping is. The capability of raping is not only detrimental to 

agents’ well-being insofar as it is achieved, but also in terms of its hypothetical realization: 

allowing one person’s agential capability to rape may clash with another person’s (or 

one’s own, for that matter) capability not to be raped or to be safe from the threat of 

being raped. That is, the agential capability (e.g., freedom to rape or to kill) is 

detrimental to well-being regardless of whether it is realized or not—that is, by virtue of 

the mere risk (its psychological effect) that it poses to well-being freedom (e.g., the 

capability not to be raped or killed). By extension, then, there are capabilities that are 

detrimental to people’s well-being merely because of the risk they pose.  

If so, it would be absurd to insist that we do not need to restrict or seek to 

minimize such potentially harmful capabilities. Capability theorists therefore need to 

engage in a selection of capabilities that weights people’s agency freedoms against their 

well-being freedoms. Such weighting will invariably lead to the restriction of certain 

capabilities. Normatively, capability theorists have a reason to engage in the selection of 

valuable/relevant capabilities and functionings because they are not merely concerned 

with people’s agential freedom but also with their well-being. 

Practically speaking, too, capability theorists have a reason to make a selection 

of capabilities and functionings. As noted earlier, the notion of capabilities and 

functionings is conceptually neutral and thus comprises morally good, morally bad, and 

morally neutral doings and beings alike (Robeyns 2011). However, the capability 

approach, as Robeyns (2011; 2016) further argues, is merely a theoretical framework, 

which can be applied to more specific domains (e.g., empirical studies) or developed 

into more specific normative theories. The capability approach does not itself specify 

how to apply the framework nor which capabilities and functionings may be said to be 

normatively relevant in this regard. 
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Thus, capability theorists must themselves fill in the blanks when applying the 

capability framework, and one of the first questions they should ask is which doings 

and beings are relevant for their specific application. Even if the answer is that all 

(possible) capabilities and functionings are normatively relevant, this constitutes a 

selection. Often, however, the particular application will only be concerned with a 

subset of capabilities and functionings depending on, as Robeyns (2011; 2016) argues, 

the socioeconomical context, the area of interest, or the normative theory endorsed. An 

empirical investigation of a community’s access to water will most likely not be 

interested in people’s capability to play video games, while it is questionable whether a 

capability theory of democracy would demand that people have the capability to run a 

marathon in order to be democratically capable. 

Though the specification of relevant capabilities is an important task, it is not 

straightforward to determine which capabilities matter. The capability approach holds 

that human beings are diverse. Not only do they live in different societies with different 

social norms and environmental circumstances, they have personal goals in life that 

they wish to pursue. The capability approach reflects this diversity by acknowledging 

that there is a plurality of valuable and relevant capabilities and that their value is 

relative to the personal and socioeconomic circumstances. As Robeyns (2005a; further 

elaborated in 2011) explains: “The capability approach […] takes account of human 

diversity in two ways: by its focus on the plurality of functionings and capabilities as the 

evaluative space, and by the explicit focus on personal and socio-environmental 

conversion factors of commodities into functionings, and on the whole social and 

institutional context that affects the conversion factors and also the capability set 

directly.” In short, the capability approach recognizes that the substance and content of 

capability lists may differ between societies as well as between different applications of 

the capability framework.  

This uncertainty with regard to which capabilities are relevant is rooted in the 

broader issue of how the capability approach is conceptualized. As Robeyns (2011) 

argues, the concept of capabilities and functionings is morally neutral: “Functionings 

can be univocally good (e.g., being in good health) or univocally bad (e.g., being raped). 
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But the goodness or badness of various other functionings may not be so 

straightforward, but rather depend on the context and/or the normative theory we 

endorse.” In other words, the capability approach does not from the outset dictate 

which capabilities and functionings are morally relevant, whether for human 

development, justice, or any other domain. This has led capability theorists to argue 

that we need a selection of relevant capabilities and functionings when applying the 

capability approach in practice.  

The selection of capabilities and functionings may be relative to the particular 

domain that we wish to apply the capability framework to. That is, for example, the 

capabilities and functionings that are relevant for empirically assessing a community’s 

access to water may differ significantly from the capabilities and functionings we 

consider relevant for evaluating the justness of a particular society’s distributive system. 

Furthermore, certain applications of the capability approach may only focus on 

people’s achieved functionings, while other applications may only focus on 

opportunities for well-being, people’s opportunity to pursue their own agential goals, or 

a combination of functionings and capabilities. Moreover, capability theorists argue, 

which specific capabilities and functionings are relevant within different cultural and 

socioeconomic contexts may differ. Though there may be an overlap in terms of basic 

capabilities and functionings, which doings and beings are valuable for the members of 

one society may be quite different from what is valuable for the members of another 

society.  

For all of these reasons—because different domains and different contexts 

demand different specific capabilities and functionings—the various applications of the 

capability approach have traditionally been accompanied by a selection of relevant 

capabilities and functionings when applied in practice.97 

                                                        
97  The view that we need a selection of capabilities has been challenged, though, most 
prominently by Carter (1999; 2014) and Vallentyne (2005), who argue that all capabilities are 
(potentially) valuable. Most capability scholars, however, subscribe to the view that applying the 
capability approach in practice requires a selection of normatively relevant capabilities and 
functionings. These contending views are thus outlier views, and I shall in the following proceed 
on the assumption that we need to engage in a selection of relevant capabilities and 
functionings.  
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 Several methods for the selection of capabilities and functionings have been 

proposed within the human development and capability literature. In the next chapter, 

I evaluate these proposed methods. Yet before we can undertake this evaluation we 

need to ask by which criteria they should be evaluated. That is, what criteria should a 

method for the selection of capabilities and functionings satisfy in order to be suitable 

for the task of setting a development agenda? In the next section, I discuss Robeyns' 

(2003, 70–71) five criteria and argue that they need further modification in order to be 

applicable to the present purpose of setting a development agenda. 

 

5.2 Robeyns’ five criteria for the selection of capabilities 

What should we expect from an adequate method for the selection of capabilities 

relevant for a development agenda? Ingrid Robeyns (2003, 70–71) has argued that a 

method for the selection of capabilities should satisfy five criteria.  

 
Table 2. Overview of Robeyns’ (2003, 70–71) five criteria for a suitable method for 
the selection of capabilities. 

Robeyns’ (2003, 70-71) five criteria 
Criterion of 
explicit 
formulation 

Criterion of 
methodological 
justification  

Criterion of 
sensitivity to 
context 

Criterion of 
different levels 
of generality 

Criterion of 
exhaustion and 
non-reduction 

A suitable method 
should be able to 
make its list of 
capabilities explicit 
and adequately 
defend it 

A suitable method 
should clarify and 
justify its process of 
selection relative to its 
particular application 
in a way that can be 
scrutinized 
 

A suitable method 
should be sensitive 
to the language 
used in the context 
within which it is 
applied 

A suitable method 
should be able to 
work at different 
levels of generality 

A suitable method 
should be able to 
identify all relevant 
capabilities without 
reducing them to 
each other 

 

While Robeyns’ criteria provide a good starting point for the evaluation of the 

different methods for the selection of capabilities, it has one shortcoming relevant to 

our present purpose. The criteria suggested concern the selection of capabilities for the 

analysis of gender inequalities within societies. In the present context, though, we are 

interested in whether it is possible to conceive of a method that is sensitive to and can 

address issues of human development. We should therefore ask whether or to what 

extent Robeyns’ five criteria are suitable for our particular purpose. There are two 
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aspects to this. First, to what extent are the five criteria necessary when applied to the 

selection of capabilities relevant for addressing human development issues? That is, to 

what extent does each criterion for the selection of capabilities in general also apply by 

necessity to the selection of capabilities for human development purposes? Secondly, to 

what extent are the five criteria—by themselves or taken together—adequate for 

capturing what is at stake when selecting capabilities in the context of human 

development? On the one hand, is each criterion by itself adequately formulated to 

address human development? On the other hand, are the five criteria taken together 

adequate for addressing human development such that we do not need any further 

criteria? 

To anticipate my conclusion, I shall argue that while all five of Robeyns’ 

criteria play some role in the context of human development, they do not fully capture 

what is at stake within discussions on human development. This should not surprise us, 

however, given Robeyns’ particular focus (i.e., on gender equality) when formulating 

her criteria. In the following, I shall discuss each of Robeyns’ criteria in turn and 

suggest what they add to the discussion on selecting capabilities for a development 

agenda and where they fall short. 

The first criterion identified by Robeyns is the idea that the list of capabilities 

and functionings “should be explicit, discussed, and defended” (Robeyns 2003, 70). As 

she argues, this may seem obvious within normative political philosophy but it is not 

common practice within other disciplines, such as welfare economics, where 

“functionings can be found in the available data sets, without defending an a priori list” 

(Robeyns 2003, 70). However, in the absence of a proper discussion and defense, the 

particular list risks becoming contingent on readily available data and, from a normative 

philosophical perspective, arbitrarily excluding capabilities and functionings, which 

cannot be empirically measured. What Robeyns’ first criterion implies, then, is that a list 

can only gain normative legitimacy if it is explicitly discussed and defended. Applied to 

the task of selecting capabilities and functionings for a development agenda, then, the 

criterion of explicit formulation is necessary in order to normatively legitimize the 

consequent list. Human development is a development ethics; it aims to provide 
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normative guidance to policy-makers and development practitioners. As a 

consequence, it is essential that the particular list of capabilities and functionings can be 

normatively legitimized and, by extension, as Robeyns correctly argues, that the 

normative assumptions of the method of selection can be discussed and defended in an 

explicit manner.  

To what extent is the criterion of explicit formulation adequately defined to 

suit the present purpose? As it is applied to the context of selecting capabilities for 

human development, we need to consider two issues concerning Robeyns’ definition of 

the first criterion. First of all, she does not herself explicitly define what the standards 

of explicit formulation are. This is problematic because without an adequate definition 

of the standards of explicit formulation it is impossible to judge when a particular 

method satisfies the criterion. Thus, in order to adequately define the criterion of 

explicit formulation it becomes imperative to define these standards. 

In an extension of this, secondly, the standards for explicit formulation may 

differ between disciplines. Take, for example, a discipline whose insights may be highly 

relevant for addressing human development issues: anthropology. Anthropology is the 

empirical study of humans and their individual, social, and cultural reality. Identifying 

which capabilities and functionings matter for human development may crucially 

depend on anthropological analyses of human needs and values. The standards for 

anthropological empirical analysis differ, however, not only from those used in 

quantitative empirical studies (e.g., sociology) but also from the standards used in 

philosophical analysis. Whereas normative political philosophy is primarily concerned 

with making the normative assumptions explicit, anthropological standards may focus 

on observational neutrality and descriptive thickness. Applied to the selection of 

capabilities and functionings relevant for human development, then, we should extend 

Robeyns’ criterion of explicit formulation in two ways. An adequate method for the 

selection of capabilities should both make its normative assumptions explicit and 

consider the standards of explicitness within related disciplines. 

The second criterion, identified by Robeyns, states that the particular method 

for the selection of capabilities should be justified, in general and especially within the 
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context of its application. Robeyns herself applies it to the analysis of gender inequality, 

but we can also imagine selecting capabilities and functionings relevant for social 

justice, human survival, poverty-reducing policies, human agency, public policy, 

education, democratic participation, access to water, or the capacity to adapt to climate 

changes, to mention just a few of the most obvious applications. The criterion of 

methodological justification builds on Robeyns’ first criterion: the explicit formulation 

of normative assumptions allows us to scrutinize how the method is justified and the 

extent to which it is appropriate for the particular application. This process of 

scrutinization and justification is necessary in order to avoid an arbitrary selection 

procedure; it is necessary because we need to know how and to what extent the 

proposed method is actually appropriate for the purpose. Consider, for example, the 

difference between identifying a list of capabilities, which a group of agents actually 

value, in contrast to identifying the capabilities they ought to value. The former is a 

descriptive issue that is appropriate for an empirical method, while the latter is a 

normative issue that arguably requires normative philosophical reasoning. Conversely, 

either method would be highly inappropriate (or, at the very least, inadequate) for 

addressing the opposite issue. A method for the identification of capabilities and 

functionings relevant for setting a development agenda must likewise include a 

justification of why and how it is appropriate for this task. The criterion of 

methodological justification is inadequately defined for this purpose, however. We can 

identify two issues that a more specific criterion ought to address. First of all, the 

criterion must specify that the necessary justification should concern how the particular 

method is appropriate for the particular purpose. In this case, the methodological 

criterion should demand that the particular method can show how it is appropriate for 

selecting capabilities and functionings relevant for human development.  

A second issue can be derived from this specification: Robeyns’ definition—

naturally, given her particular focus—does not clarify what kind of justification is 

necessary in order to show that a particular method is appropriate for the selection of 

capabilities within the domain of human development. We can identify at least three 

particular kinds of justification that we may want a particular method to supply. To 
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begin, we may want a functional justification. There are two aspects to this. On the one 

hand, a functional justification requires that a method can show that it is appropriate 

for the particular application—for example that it includes an empirical function if 

applied to a descriptive task. On the other hand, a functional justification concerns the 

extent to which the method is practically feasible and reliable. For example, a method 

that aims to identify people’s values by telepathically accessing their innermost thoughts 

would hardly be functionally justified unless it can be shown that such technology is 

available and reliable.  

We may further distinguish between two other kinds of justifications, which 

concern the particular tasks—normative and/or descriptive—required to identify a list 

of capabilities. As I have argued above, different methods may be required to fulfill 

different tasks: while an empirical method may be best suited to identify the capabilities 

people have or would like to have, a normative philosophical method may be required 

for the identification of capabilities that people ought to (want to) have. In either case 

there are different standards of justification. A philosophical justification may require that 

the method adheres to and undergo a process of philosophical rigor when specifying a 

list of capabilities. To what extent a method should be philosophically sound, however, 

may be up for debate. It is plausible, for example, that the imposition of philosophical 

standards of justification may prove excessive insofar as it stifles important 

nonphilosophical opinions (Argenton and Rossi 2013; Byskov 2015), just as was the 

case with the positivist approach in chapter 4. An empirical justification, meanwhile, may 

hold that a method should fulfill certain standards of qualitative and/or quantitative 

empirical analysis. A method for the selection of capabilities and functionings relevant 

for a development agenda should arguably provide all three kinds of justification to 

some degree. 

The third criterion identified by Robeyns holds that the language that the 

method uses should be sensitive to the context of application. In other words, the 

particular list should be intelligible to the people who are meant to utilize the list, for 

example policy-makers, moral philosophers, or development practitioners. While I 

agree that a suitable method for the selection of capabilities should be sensitive to 
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context, Robeyns’ definition coincides with the previous two criteria, which hold that a 

method, and how it formulates its list of capabilities, is subject to certain standards 

within the particular domains and disciplines to which it is applied. 

Instead, I propose that the criterion of contextual sensitivity encompasses two 

additional meanings. First, the purpose of making the list of capabilities intelligible is to 

make it practically applicable. Thus, to rephrase the criterion, a suitable method should 

be able to specify the list of capabilities such that it is applicable in practice, relative to 

the particular domain or discipline of application. Secondly, the idea of contextuality 

does not merely concern making the finished list intelligible. Rather, in selecting a list 

of capabilities, a method should be sensitive to the circumstances surrounding its 

context of application. Applied to human development, this becomes evident. As 

argued in chapter 1, human development issues arise as a consequence of certain 

unfavorable socioeconomic and environmental circumstances. A method that ignores 

these contextual circumstances risks concocting a list of capabilities that is unusable in 

practice, either because it does not address the specific problems or because it sets out 

unrealistic goals. 

Robeyns’ fourth criterion argues that the method should be able to be applied 

at different levels of generality. By ‘levels of generality,’ Robeyns (2003, 70) seems to 

imply that a list of capabilities can be specified at more or less abstract levels: “For 

example, in philosophical discussions the list will be specified at a highly abstract level, 

whereas for political, social, or economic discussions the level of abstraction will be less 

abstract. And even within the latter discussions the level of abstraction can vary: the 

context of legal rights will require a list at a higher level of abstraction than one 

measuring socioeconomic inequality.” The criterion of different levels of generality 

should also be imposed on a method for the selection of capabilities relevant for a 

development agenda. For example, a list of basic and universal capabilities will 

necessarily be more abstract than a list of capabilities tailored to a specific community.  

However, the taxonomy proposed by Robeyns is rather crude and, especially 

within the context of a development agenda, we should require a suitable method to 

work similarly at other levels of generality. First of all, within the human development 
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domain we should demand that a suitable method for the selection of capabilities 

works at different levels of geographical generality. That is, a list of capabilities may apply 

globally, regionally, and nationally, as well as locally. Likewise, a list of capabilities may 

apply to different levels of demographical generality. It may, for example, apply to all 

human beings (and maybe even animals) across time and space or to a particular subset 

of humans, such as women, children, or disabled people. Of course, the geographical 

and demographical levels of generality may overlap when the list applies to all members 

of a specific geographically defined community (e.g., all inhabitants of South Africa). A 

third level of generality, which is especially (but not exclusively) relevant for human 

development, concerns the institutional level at which the list is meant to be 

implemented. For example, it is reasonable to expect that a list of capabilities setting 

out the global development goals for the following decade will differ quite drastically 

from a list of capabilities utilized by an NGO focused on housing development in a 

rural village. We should expect that a suitable method for the selection of capabilities 

relevant for a development agenda can work at all three levels of generality as 

applicable. 

The fifth and final criterion that Robeyns proposes holds that the method 

should be able to identify all relevant capabilities and functionings within that domain 

of application. There are two aspects to this criterion. First, the list of capabilities 

should be specified such that it does not exclude any important elements relative to the 

application. As I understand it, this means that a list of capabilities relevant for 

secondary education, for example, must include the capabilities for primary and 

secondary education but may be justified in excluding post-secondary levels of 

education, such as tertiary education and vocational training. The second aspect 

highlights that no important elements can be reduced to or subsumed under another 

capability. For example, if secondary education is the focus, the capabilities necessary 

for secondary education—for example literacy, reasoning skills, access to 
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transportation—cannot merely be subsumed or reduced to the more general capability 

for secondary education.98 

While I am sympathetic to Robeyns’ need to specify the criterion of exhaustion 

and non-reduction categorically, we should recognize that selecting capabilities and 

functionings for a development agenda is a messy business. Two factors in particular 

impose restrictions on the extent to which a method can satisfy this criterion. First of 

all, it is not easy to identify the root causes of human development deprivations. As 

capability theorists have argued, poverty is a multidimensional concept, which is 

brought about by a multitude of circumstances. While a suitable method should 

naturally attempt to penetrate and illuminate these causes, we must admit that this is 

not always possible due to various constraints, such as a lack of budget, time, or data. 

Secondly, there are a lot of different interests at stake within human development. 

Donor countries, for example, may primarily have an interest in seeing the inhabitants 

of developing nations grow out of their aid-dependency. As such, it is reasonable to 

expect that they would favor a list of capabilities that—directly or indirectly—support 

economic growth and independence. Other development agents, however, may have 

different interests, such as the fulfillment of basic needs or the stabilization of 

democratic institutions—ends that may not see the poor immediately being lifted out 

of their economic aid-dependency. In light of this, I propose to rephrase the criterion 

to include the idea that a suitable method should be able to identify all relevant 

capabilities within its restrictions. It should be noted that this is not meant as a rejection of 

the need for a method to be exhaustive, but rather to further specify the criterion to 

explicitly take these obstacles into account.  

In sum, while Robeyns’ five criteria provide a useful starting point, selecting 

capabilities and functionings relevant for human development is no easy task. The 

domain of human development is rife with complexity and nuances, and my analysis in 

                                                        
98 For an analysis and discussion of education within the capability framework in relation to 
gender equality, and as part of the MDGs and SDGs, see especially the work of Elaine 
Unterhalter (2005b; 2009; 2014; 2014; Oommen 2009; North 2011; Unterhalter, G Ladwig, and 
Jeffrey 2014; Brighouse and Unterhalter 2010; Walker and Unterhalter 2007; Unterhalter, 
Vaughan, and Walker 2007) and Melanie Walker (2003; 2005; 2007; 2010; 2012; Boni and 
Walker 2013; Cin and Walker 2013; Vaughan and Walker 2012). 
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this section shows that Robeyns’ criteria require modifications in order to make them 

relevant for the particular purpose of setting a development agenda. In the following 

sections, I shall propose four general criteria—methodological justification, normative 

justification, democratic legitimacy, and contextual sensitivity—that can comprise the 

considerations that were raised in the discussion of her criteria. 

 
Table 3. Overview of the four general criteria, and their subclauses, that a suitable 
method for the selection of normatively relevant capabilities and functionings for a 
human development agenda should be able to satisfy. 

Criteria 
Methodological 

justification 
Normative 
justification 

Democratic 
legitimacy 

Contextual 
sensitivity 

Definition 

 
A suitable method 
should be justifiable 
within the norms and 
standards of its 
methodological 
discipline(s) 

 
A suitable method 
should be able to justify 
its methodology and its 
list of capabilities and 
functionings according 
to its chosen normative 
theory 
 

 
A suitable method 
should be sensitive to 
the will of the people to 
whom it applies—
whether procedurally or 
in substance—and 
should not impose its 
list on them 
 

 
A suitable method 
should be sensitive to 
local and nonideal 
sociocultural, economic, 
and environmental 
circumstances and 
conditions 
 

Subclauses 

 
Explicit 
formulation and 
scrutiny 
 
Feasibility and 
reliability 
 
Suitability for 
purpose 
 
 

 
Explicit 
formulation and 
scrutiny 
 
Suitability for 
purpose 
 
Comprehensive 
outcome 
justification 

 
Procedural 
inclusion and 
nondomination 
 
Different levels of 
application 
 
Concern for 
epistemic 
correctness 

 
Different levels of 
application and 
abstraction 
 
Sensitivity to 
nonideal 
circumstances 
 
Revisability 

 

5.3 Criterion of methodological justification 

In my discussion of Robeyns’ first two criteria—explicit formulation and 

methodological justification—I argued that they conflate two different concerns, 

namely the extent to which a method is justifiable (a) within its own methodological 

discipline and (b) in relation to a particular normative theory. Consider, for example, 

how the standards for anthropological empirical analysis differ not only from standards 

used in quantitative empirical studies (e.g., sociology), but also from the standards of 
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philosophical analysis. An anthropological study may be valid insofar as it satisfies 

certain anthropological standards, such as neutrality and descriptive thickness, yet be 

invalid on a normative account insofar as its list of capabilities does not satisfy basic 

principles of justice. Thus, we should make a distinction between the extent to which a 

method satisfies the norms and standards of its chosen methodological discipline and 

the extent to which it satisfies basic normative principles. 99  The first criterion, 

discussed in the present section, focuses on methodological justification, while the 

second criterion, relegated to the following section, focuses on the issue of normative 

justification. 

 

Table 4. The criterion of methodological justification and its subclauses. 

Criterion of methodological justification 

 
A suitable method should be justifiable within the norms and standards of its methodological discipline(s) 

 

Subclause 
Explicit formulation 
and scrutiny 

Feasibility and 
reliability Suitability for purpose 

Definition 

 
A suitable method should 
make its normative and 
descriptive assumptions, its 
empirical data, and its 
argumentation explicit to the 
extent that it can be 
subjected to scrutiny 
 

 
A suitable method should 
be both practically feasible 
and reliable  

 
A suitable method should 
be able to justify how and 
why it is suitable for the 
specific purpose  

 

The first criterion, I propose, states that a suitable method should be justifiable within the 

norms and standards of its methodological discipline(s). In other words, the first criterion is 

necessary in order to ensure that the proposed method and its subsequent list of 

capabilities satisfy standards of scientific rigor. For example, selecting capabilities 

through quantitative analysis would require a statistically representative data set in order 

to conclude that relevant or valuable capabilities or functionings can be derived from it. 

                                                        
99 Of course, these two concerns will tend to overlap if the chosen method makes use of 
normative philosophical reasoning.  
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Deriving relevant capabilities through qualitative analysis, however, requires the 

method to adhere to standards used within ethnographic and anthropological research, 

such as observational neutrality and adequate descriptive depth (i.e., the gathering of 

believable testimonies). 

There are two aspects to this. First of all, as Robeyns points out, a suitable 

method should make its methodology explicit in order for it to be scrutinized. This 

includes specifying its normative and descriptive assumptions (if any; empirical 

sciences—often wrongly—claim to be normatively neutral), making its empirical basis 

available, and showing how a list of capabilities and functionings is explicitly derived 

from these inputs. We can refer to this as the subclause of explicit formulation and scrutiny. 

The subclause of explicit formulation and scrutiny is important in order to assess the 

second aspect of the criterion, namely the method’s feasibility and reliability. As I have 

argued above, the subclause of feasibility and reliability concerns the extent to which 

the method can be said to be practically applicable. Recall, a method that aims to 

identify people’s values by telepathically accessing their innermost thoughts would 

hardly be functionally justified unless it can be shown that such technology is available 

and reliable. 

Arguably, whenever we want to make a selection of capabilities and 

functionings we want our method to satisfy these two aspects—explicit formulation 

and scrutiny, on the one hand, and, on the other, feasibility and reliability. As such, the 

two subclauses apply to the selection of capabilities and functionings in general. In this 

thesis, however, I am interested in specifying a method that can help us identify the 

normatively relevant capabilities and functionings for a human development agenda. 

Thus, we should add a third subclause to the criterion of methodological justification: a 

suitable method should be able to justify why this particular methodology is especially 

appropriate for the setting of a development agenda. 

In sum, the criterion of methodological justification holds that it is necessary 

to make the methodology used explicit and scrutinize it according to the standards of 

the relevant methodological discipline(s). The criterion is needed in order to ensure that 

a list of capabilities and functionings is derived through or by means of a 
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methodologically sound procedure—that the list follows from and is in accordance 

with the empirical evidence and/or theoretical argumentation—and that the method is 

actually suitable for the purpose to which it is applied. 

 

5.4 Criterion of normative justification 

A normative justification demands that the method and its list of capabilities and 

functionings can be at least minimally justified according to normative standards. That 

is, while the method and its list of capabilities should hold up to philosophical rigor in 

general, it is imperative that the selection procedure, as well as the items on the list of 

capabilities, does not violate basic normative principles, however specified and justified.  

 

Table 5. The criterion of normative justification and its subclauses. 

Criterion of normative justification 

 
A suitable method should be able to justify its methodology and its list of capabilities and functionings according 

to its chosen normative theory 
 

Subclause Explicit formulation 
and scrutiny Suitability for purpose Comprehensive 

outcome justification 

Definition 

A suitable method should 
make its normative 
assumptions explicit to the 
extent that they can be 
subjected to scrutiny 

A suitable method should 
be able to justify how and 
why its normative principles 
are suitable for the specific 
purpose  

A suitable method should 
provide a normative 
justification of both the 
procedure and the outcome 

 

There are two aspects to a normative justification. First, a suitable method should make 

explicit which normative assumptions the selection of capabilities is grounded on. Does 

it rely on a specific conception of the human being? Does it assume ideal 

circumstances, such as rationality? Does it hold specific (controversial) normative or 

ontological views, such as individualism, communitarianism, atomism, or holism? Since 

the particular selection of capabilities will rely on these assumptions—consider, for 

example, how an individualist method might stress individual property rights—a 



	

175	

 

suitable method must be able to provide a normative justification for these 

assumptions and thus for the particular capabilities and functionings on its list. 

Secondly, a suitable method should be able to justify why this exact normative 

grounding is especially appropriate for the purpose of selecting capabilities relevant for 

a development agenda. That is, it needs to show, on the one hand, how it can address 

development issues while, on the other hand, respecting the criteria outlined in the 

present chapter. As above, these two subclauses are necessary in order to scrutinize and 

evaluate the method in question; a method that does not make these aspects—that is, 

its normative assumptions and how they suit the specific purpose—explicit cannot be 

properly evaluated since we do not have access to the necessary information that allows 

us to perform this evaluation.  

Yet such transparency is important because the normative assumptions of a 

particular method will affect the procedure of selection as well as its outcome. In 

chapter 1, for example, I argued that the first development paradigm held the 

normative (and descriptive) view that economic development is essential for 

development. Consider how this normative view will affect both the procedure and the 

outcome of a selection of capabilities, though. Procedurally, this view would have good 

arguments for primarily extending decision-making and expert authority to economists 

and business developers, rather than, for example, moral philosophers. In terms of 

outcome, a method that focuses on the creation of economic wealth will also likely 

prioritize capabilities and functionings that are conducive to the creation of economic 

wealth. For the evaluation of this method, a crucial piece of information is that it is 

committed to the normative assumption that economic growth holds the key to 

development—an assumption that, as I have argued, is deeply contested.  

 It may be argued that only the outcome of the method (i.e., the particular list 

of capabilities and functionings), and not the procedure, needs to be normatively 

justifiable. That is, the proponents of this view hold, whether or not the procedure is 

just is irrelevant as long as it arrives at a normatively justifiable outcome. This view 

echoes Sen's (1997) distinction between the culmination outcome and the comprehensive 

outcome of a list of capabilities.	  While the culmination outcome only takes into 
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consideration whether the final list of capabilities can be justified—that is, none of the 

items on the list violate principles of justice—the comprehensive outcome also 

considers the justifiability of the procedure by which the list was brought about. As I 

have argued in the previous chapters, how we select certain capabilities for a 

development agenda is normatively important in at least one respect, namely the extent 

to which the procedure allows for the involvement of local stakeholders. Hence, the 

normative justification should concern the comprehensive outcome and not merely the 

culmination outcome. 

 In this thesis, I argue that a method for the selection of capabilities and 

functionings relevant for a development agenda needs to respect at least three 

normative views: first, human development should be conceptualized in terms of 

capabilities and functionings broadly conceived—not just capabilities or basic 

functionings; second, political decision-making should respect the nondomination 

clause of republicanism; and, thirdly, expert authority should be extended on the basis 

of experiential knowledge. While the last two normative views guide the procedure, the 

first only restricts the outcome in terms of the kinds of goals that a development agenda 

should contain, namely capabilities and functionings broadly conceived. As such, my 

normative view in this thesis does not determine the outcome of a selection of 

capabilities and functionings in the same way as the economic growth paradigm does, 

though it does state that a development agenda should arguably have a broader focus 

than economic growth. 

 Does this open-endedness in terms of outcome mean that anything goes? 

Should a development agenda not respect basic normative principles? Of course it 

should. What is argued, though, is that such basic normative principles must be made 

explicit and be adequately scrutinized as part of the decision-making process before 

they can be imposed on a particular selection of capabilities and functionings. As such, 

the formulation of the basic normative principles that a development agenda should 

respect is part of the method itself and not something that can or should be specified in 

advance.  

 In sum, the second criterion that we should impose on a method for the 
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selection of capabilities and functionings relevant for a development agenda holds that 

the method should be able to provide a minimal normative justification for its choice 

of procedure and of the items on its list of capabilities and functionings. That is, a 

suitable method should be able to specify and justify why a particular selection 

procedure is relevant for setting a development agenda and how each capability and 

functioning on the agenda is relevant for addressing development issues. In particular, I 

have argued that the method needs to respect at least the three normative views that I 

have set out so far in this thesis.  

  

5.5 Criterion of democratic legitimacy 

In the two previous chapters, I have argued that a method for setting a development 

agenda should extend both political and expert authority to local stakeholders. In 

extending such authority, we should say that the method (and its subsequent list of 

capabilities) gains democratic legitimacy. The criterion of democratic legitimacy is the claim 

that a suitable method for the selection of capabilities should be able to represent the 

values and preferences of the people to whom the list of capabilities applies by 

including them in the socioscientific and political decision-making process. Chapters 3 

and 4 set out a string of parameters by which a method for setting a development 

agenda can respect the criterion of democratic legitimacy. Let me briefly recap them 

here.  

In chapter 3, I argued that a development agenda is democratically legitimate 

insofar as it respects the procedural interpretation of republican theory. Recall, 

republican theory is the idea that a political decision-making procedure is absent of 

arbitrary domination. On the procedural interpretation, a development agenda is 

rendered nonarbitrary insofar as it is somehow procedurally geared to track the values 

and preferences of the people to whom it applies.100 As such, republican theory holds 

that a method for the selection of capabilities is procedurally nonarbitrary insofar as the 

procedure of selection somehow respects certain constraints.  

                                                        
100 On the substantive interpretation, a development agenda would be rendered nonarbitrary 
insofar as it substantively represents the values and preferences of the people to whom it 
applies. 
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Table 6. The criterion of democratic legitimacy and its subclauses. 

Criterion of democratic legitimacy 

 
A suitable method should be sensitive to the will of the people to whom it applies—whether procedurally or in 

substance—and should not impose its list on them 
 

Subclause Procedural inclusion 
and nondomination 

Different levels of 
application 

Concern for epistemic 
correctness 

Definition 

 
A suitable method should 
include local stakeholders in 
the decision-making process 
and should not impose a 
development agenda on them 
against their will 
 

 
A suitable method should 
be democratically legitimate 
at all stages and levels of 
application 

 
A suitable method should 
weigh democratic legitimacy 
against a concern for 
epistemic correctness 

 

What are these constraints? In chapter 3, I argued that a republican human 

development ethics should interpret such procedural constraints as a respect for the 

political freedom of the people to whom the method of selection applies. That is, the 

procedure of selection should allow the people to whom the consequent list of 

capabilities will apply to influence, discuss, criticize, object to, and refute both the 

procedure and the selection of capabilities if they do not find them to be adequately 

representative of their interests. In what way and to what extent people’s political 

freedom is respected may depend on further specifications. While I have argued 

elsewhere that we ought to leave this specification undetermined pending further 

democratic deliberation (Byskov 2015; for a dissenting view, see Claassen 2011), the 

discussion in chapter 3 reveals a set of possible initiatives that could be used to 

minimize the risk of asymmetric, dominating relationships, such as public policies, 

access to social institutions, a rule of law, separation of powers, a constitution, and 

democratic accountability. 

  While chapter 3 tackled the democratic legitimacy of the political process of 

setting a development agenda, chapter 4 discussed how democratic legitimacy could be 

ensured within the socioscientific domain. Within the socioscientific domain, I argued, 

we need to balance a concern for democratic legitimacy with a concern for epistemic 



	

179	

 

correctness. There are epistemic reasons for limiting democratic participation in 

socioscientific discussions: in some respects, more democratic participation leads to 

worse socioscientific solutions. However, I further argued, concern for epistemic 

correctness is not a sufficient reason for not extending participation in socioscientific 

decision-making beyond the core set of development experts since there are members 

of the general public who possess experiential knowledge that is instrumental in 

ensuring that the development agenda is contextually sensitive.101 

 In sum, this discussion reveals there are three subclauses in the criterion of 

democratic legitimacy. First, the criterion of democratic legitimacy demands that 

political and expert authority is extended to local stakeholders and that a development 

agenda is not imposed on them against their will. Secondly, authority should be 

extended to local stakeholders at all levels and stages of the method’s application (i.e., 

within both the political and the socioscientific domains). Thirdly, democratic 

legitimacy should be weighed against a concern for epistemic correctness. 

 

5.6 Criterion of contextual sensitivity 

Human development, as I have defined it, should be concerned with those capabilities 

and functionings that are relevant for all human beings at any time or in any place, as 

well as those that if they are lacking may be said to constitute a human development 

deprivation relative to a particular socioeconomic context. Consequently, a suitable 

method must be able to adjust the context and its scope according to whether the 

selection of capabilities is being applied at a global, regional, national, or local level. 

As Vandemoortele (2012, 29) argues, a list of capabilities and functionings on a 

global level neither can nor should be exhaustive in terms of reflecting what is relevant 

for human development. A global list of capabilities, rather, should aim to capture 

those capabilities (and functionings) that can be said to be universally valued. More 

locally applied lists of capabilities, to the contrary, can and should depart from the 

                                                        
101 That is not to say that the broader public is excluded from the process of setting a 
development agenda. Recall that in the final section of chapter 4, I argued that anyone can 
potentially contribute to the socioscientific solutions and that, in any case, they should have 
decision-making rights at the political level. 
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global lists for two reasons. First, whereas a global list is purposely left unspecific, a 

local list must capture the particular issue(s) at stake. Thus, secondly, a selection of 

capabilities needs to be tailored to the specific socioeconomic circumstances. 

Consequently, the first subclause should specify that a method for the selection of 

capabilities relevant for addressing human development issues must recognize that 

human development takes place at the global level as well as regional, national, and 

local levels.  

 
Table 7. The criterion of contextual sensitivity and its subclauses. 

Criterion of contextual sensitivity 

 
A suitable method should be sensitive to local and nonideal sociocultural, economic, and environmental 

circumstances and conditions 
 

Subclause 
Different levels of 
abstraction and 
application 

Sensitivity to nonideal 
circumstances Revisability 

Definition 

 
A suitable method should 
be able to specify a list of 
capabilities and 
functionings at different 
levels of abstraction that 
suit different levels of 
application 
 

 
A suitable method should be 
sensitive to the nonideal 
circumstances surrounding 
human development 

 
A suitable method should 
be able to revise its list of 
capabilities and functionings 
in light of new and better 
empirical evidence, 
normative reason, and 
arguments 

 

 Why do we need a method to be contextually sensitive? The short answer is 

that this sensitivity is instrumental in justifying how the method is able to correctly 

identify what is at stake within human development. Consider, for example, how many 

of the failures of development can be ascribed to a lack of understanding of the issues 

at stake. The first thing we should notice is that human development issues are real-

world issues. They exist in a space made up of social norms, cultural traditions, 

economic inequalities, limited resources, and other contingencies. Descriptively 

speaking, then, the conditions surrounding human development are decidedly nonideal 

and not always visible to those unfamiliar with the local context. When designing 
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development policies and programs, then, development scholars and practitioners must 

often work from assumptions about how the concrete development intervention will 

affect the state of affairs. This requires great knowledge and understanding of the social 

and economic context in which the development intervention will take place. 

 Taking contextual conditions into consideration presents us with the following 

issue: contextual conditions may constrain what it is feasible to achieve with a 

development agenda. To what extent should a method for the selection of capabilities 

for a development agenda take such feasibility constraints into consideration? We may 

want a list of capabilities to represent an ideal state of development, setting out all the 

capabilities and functionings that people deserve without considering whether this state 

is actually obtainable. On the one hand, there are benefits to not taking feasibility 

constraints into consideration. For example, as Valentini (2012, 659)102 argues, “the 

more factual constraints are introduced in the elaboration of normative principles, the 

more these will appear to offer an uncritical defence of the status quo.” As Cohen (2003) 

argues, we need to specify an ideal state of justice that does not take facts into 

consideration in order to be able to evaluate and criticize the status quo.  

The problem with an idealized list, however, is that it unpractical for 

addressing human development issues (Robeyns 2008; Valentini 2012, 659). That is, the 

purpose of a list of capabilities is not primarily to evaluate the status quo, but rather to 

be action-guiding—that is, to provide a prescriptive theory for how we can address real-

life human development issues (though the specification of an idealized list of 

capabilities may be a step in defining a practically applicable list). Because human 

development issues exist in a reality of nonideal circumstances, an agenda that can be 

applied to address these issues must take account of the constraints that prevent the 

realization of an idealized list. The second subclause should thus specify that contextual 

sensitivity means taking nonideal circumstances into consideration in this way. 

As noted above, a development agenda does not merely aim to describe human 

development, however. Just as importantly, the purpose of specifying a development 

agenda is to provide a normative prescription to various development actors, such as 

                                                        
102 For similar arguments, see Stemplowska (2008, 332–333) and Robeyns (2008). 
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global development institutions, national governments, and NGOs. That is, a list of 

capabilities may additionally function as a prescriptive theory about the capabilities and 

functionings, which ought to be secured or promoted by development policies, 

interventions, and projects. This means that the mere fact that human development 

takes place in a nonideal space does not entail that the prescriptive list cannot assume 

ideal circumstances. In other words, insofar as a list of capabilities functions as a 

prescriptive theory, we may want it to represent what an ideal state of human 

development looks like, whether it is an attainable state or not. 

Should our method specify the ideal society or, conversely, focus on how we 

can improve on the current state of affairs without necessarily determining an ideal 

society? That is, should a list of capabilities specify an ideally just end state of 

development or should it merely specify improvements to the status quo—a so-called 

transitional theory (Valentini 2012, 660–662)? On the one hand, Sen (2006b; 2009) in 

particular has argued that an end-state theory is neither necessary nor sufficient for 

determining improvements in justice or, in our case, development (Valentini 2012, 

661). An end-state theory is unnecessary because we do not need to know what an ideal 

state of development looks like in order to identify improvements to the present state 

(Sen 2006, 218; Sen 2009, 96 and 103); it is insufficient because it does not say anything 

about how far we are from realizing this ideal state (Sen 2009, 98–101).  

On the other hand, several scholars have argued that we need to know what an 

ideal state of justice or development looks like in order to determine just how unjust or 

underdeveloped the status quo is and thus how to improve on it (Gilabert 2011; 

Robeyns 2012; Valentini 2011; Stemplowska 2008). Gilabert (2011), Robeyns (2008; 

2012), and Simmons (2010) in particular have argued that an end-state theory is 

necessary in order to know, first, what is normatively permissible and, secondly, to 

what extent a transitional theory approaches ideal justice or development at all 

(Valentini 2012, 661). In this regard, specifying an ideal end state for development 

becomes part of specifying a nonideal, transitional theory for the improvement of 

development. The recognition here is that both transitional and end-state theories are 

individually insufficient to adequately capture what is at stake when setting a 
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development agenda. Let us therefore specify the third subclause in the following way: 

a suitable method should make its list of capabilities and functionings open to revisions 

in light of better empirical evidence and/or better normative reasons and arguments. 

In sum, while an ideal list of capabilities may be more justifiable in relation to 

normative theory, it is difficult, if not impossible, to implement insofar as it specifies 

capabilities that are unattainable in practice (at least for the time being). Hence, I have 

argued that a development agenda should be sensitive to contextual circumstances, 

including feasibility constraints. The extent to which a development agenda must 

represent local contextual conditions, however, depends on its level of application. 

Whereas a local development agenda should be highly sensitive to the socioeconomic 

context, a global development agenda can allow itself to be more abstract. Finally, I 

have argued that though a development agenda should be contextually sensitive, it 

should likewise be sensitive to revisions in light of normative arguments and empirical 

evidence. 

  

5.7 Concluding remarks 

In this chapter, I have argued that we should evaluate the proposed methods for the 

selection of capabilities and functionings according to four general criteria: the criterion 

of methodological justification holds that a suitable method should satisfy the norms of 

its methodological discipline(s); the criterion of normative justification states that a 

suitable method should make its normative assumptions explicit and provide a 

normative justification of its list of capabilities; the criterion of democratic legitimacy 

states that a suitable method should include local stakeholders in the decision-making 

process; and the criterion of contextual sensitivity holds that a development agenda 

should be sensitive to nonideal socioeconomic conditions, while remaining open to 

revisions in light of better normative arguments and empirical evidence. With this list 

of criteria in hand, in the next chapter I evaluate fifteen distinct methods for the 

selection of capabilities and functionings proposed within the capability literature. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Methods for the selection of capabilities and functionings 

 

Several methods for the selection of capabilities and functionings have been proposed 

within the capability literature. Which method should we prefer when selecting 

capabilities and functionings that are normatively relevant for a development agenda? 

In this chapter, I identify and discuss fifteen proposed methods, categorized as ad hoc, 

foundational, procedural, and mixed (or multistage) methods.103 Ad hoc methods base 

their selection of capabilities on pragmatic considerations, foundational methods on 

some ultimate normative value or principle, and procedural methods on more open-

ended, democratic information, while mixed (or multistage) methods employ two or 

more foundational and procedural methods in conjunction.  

Based on the four criteria specified in chapter 5, I argue that selecting 

capabilities and functionings for a development agenda requires a mixed (or multistage) 

method. Ad hoc methods are dismissed because of their lack of theoretical 

methodological and normative justification, and foundational methods are dismissed 

due to a lack of democratic legitimacy and contextual sensitivity, while procedural 

methods are found to be vulnerable to implicit biases and adaptive preferences and 

hence are a violation of the criterion of normative justification. I argue that mixed (or 

multistage) methods, however, can provide both methodological and normative 

justifications, as well as satisfy the criteria of democratic legitimacy and contextual 

sensitivity. I finally argue that applying a mixed method in practice requires us to 

employ mediating experts, such as the ones outlined in chapter 4. 

The chapter adds to the aim of the thesis in particular and to the capability 

literature in general in two ways. First, it provides the first systematic and 

comprehensive discussion of the many distinct methods for the selection of capabilities 

                                                        
103 An overview of the general and specific methods identified within the capability literature 
and their main proponents can be found in Table 8 below.  
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and functionings found within the capability literature.104 Second, it identifies key 

advantages of and concerns about the different methods. As part of the thesis, the 

chapter thus fills a lacuna: by which method should we select normatively relevant 

capabilities and functionings for a development agenda? 

The chapter is structured as follows. Before I address the identified methods, 

the first section (6.1) introduces and discusses a persistent disagreement between 

capability scholars interested in the selection of relevant capabilities, namely whether it 

is a philosophical or a democratic task. I argue that the binary distinction between the 

democratic and philosophical positions is too simple to capture the diversity of 

methods by which capability scholars have attempted to sketch a list of relevant 

capabilities. In section 6.2, I briefly recap the four criteria that we identified in the 

previous chapter. The following four sections (6.3-6.6) introduce, analyze, and discuss 

in turn the four general methodological categories—ad hoc, foundational, procedural, 

and mixed (or multistage) methods—as well as their more specific methods. From this 

discussion, I conclude that the task of setting a development agenda is best managed by 

adopting a mixed (or multistage) method, which can integrate theoretical and empirical, 

and technical and procedural insights alike. In particular, I argue that we should prefer 

the multistage method, which I label the synthesizing methods. In the final section (6.7), I 

argue that synthesizing methods can accommodate two claims I advanced in chapters 

2–4, namely, first, that local stakeholders should be granted more authority and, 

secondly, that balancing these foundational and procedural concerns requires us to 

employ mediating experts, such as those outlined in chapter 4. 

 

6.1 Philosophical, democratic, and practical concerns in selecting 

capabilities  

The capability literature has traditionally presented the issue of selecting relevant or 

valuable capabilities as a disagreement between those who hold that it is a public task 

                                                        
104 It should be noted, though, that Alkire (2002) undertook a similar endeavor regarding the 
different lists of capabilities and functionings in the capability literature. Alkire, however, did not 
engage in the critical analysis and discussion of how these lists were brought about—a gap that 
this chapter will fill. 
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and those who argue that some essential capabilities can and should be selected by 

normative philosophers. While the former, procedural or democratic position has 

commonly been associated with Amartya Sen, the latter, philosophical position is often 

attributed to Nussbaum and her followers (Byskov 2015, 3). More recently, Alkire 

(2002) and Crocker (2005; 2008) have explored the democratic approach, while 

Claassen (2011; and Düwell 2013) in particular has made valuable attempts at 

developing Nussbaum’s philosophical position.105  

On his part, Sen (2004a) has been reluctant to embrace the idea of a fixed list 

of capabilities. There are two reasons why we should refrain from specifying an 

absolute list of capabilities, according to Sen. First, different lists may be suitable within 

different contexts and for different purposes and, secondly, the selection of capabilities 

should be open to revision, fostering public reasoning and debates. Yet this has not 

deterred some capability scholars from arguing that it is possible to identify certain 

basic or essential capabilities that apply absolutely and universally and should thus be 

respected and/or promoted by any selection of capabilities. Furthermore, Sugden 

(1993, 1953) has questioned whether Sen’s framework is operational “[g]iven the rich 

array of functionings that Sen takes to be relevant, given the extent of disagreement 

among reasonable people about the nature of good life, and given the unresolved 

problem of how to value sets.” Hence, without a selection of dimensions, the capability 

approach cannot be applied in practice. 

Though it is true that the methods for the selection of relevant capabilities can 

be more or less democratic and more or less philosophical, I argue that the binary 

distinction between the democratic and philosophical positions is too simple to capture 

the diversity of methods by which capability scholars have attempted to sketch a list of 

relevant capabilities. Ballon (2013, 7), for example, identifies three general methods 

used in the empirical capability literature: normative views, quantitative methods, and 

especially designed surveys. Normative views base their selection of capabilities either ad 

hoc on the values of the researcher or on moral theory (e.g., a theory of justice). 

Quantitative methods extract relevant capabilities from statistical data, either by 

                                                        
105 See Claassen (2011) and Byskov (2015) for a more extensive discussion of the philosophical 
and democratic positions. 
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summarizing the information in the original data set or by confirming them through 

further quantitative analysis. Finally, especially designed surveys gather information about 

relevant and valuable capabilities through qualitative studies, often with a specific 

purpose. Other methods recognized in the literature include democratic deliberation 

and participatory exercises (Burchardt and Vizard 2011, 95). 

Where Ballon (2013) merely surveys and categorizes some of the empirical 

capability literature, in this chapter I go beyond Ballon’s categories to analyze and 

discuss the justification of the proposed methods for the selection of capabilities. Before 

I proceed to discuss the various methods, though, I should make three preliminary 

remarks. First, it is important to note that the chapter will not provide a comprehensive 

survey of the empirical capability literature. In that respect, I refer to Ballon (2013) and 

Robeyns (2006) as good starting points. Rather, the following sections will be an 

amalgamation of the literature, though I will of course provide examples of the various 

methods through references to empirical studies and practical uses where appropriate.  

Second, not all of the identified methods are explicitly concerned with human 

development and some are only secondarily concerned with the selection of 

capabilities. This, though, does not exclude the possibility that they may be appropriate 

for the selection of capabilities relevant for a development agenda and thus warrant 

further scrutiny in this regard. While most of the identified methods are found to be 

inadequate when applied to selecting capabilities for human development purposes, 

such as a development agenda, I by no means intend to deny their applicability in other 

regards nor that they may play a valuable role in a method for the selection of relevant 

capabilities for human development or otherwise. In fact, I hope to show that all of 

these methods may provide us with crucial insights that could be used in the selection 

of relevant capabilities for human development, though no one method is in itself 

sufficient for this purpose (see also Alkire (2008) for a similar conclusion). 

Third, a list of capabilities can have different purposes. For example, a list of 

basic capabilities may be used to specify a capability theory of justice, while the relative 

welfare of a society may be indicated by a list of functionings that its citizens have. A 

list of capabilities and functionings relevant for human development may have two 
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main purposes. First, it can be used to evaluate existing human development policies 

and, secondly, to develop new ones. In the first case, the existing states of affairs and 

human development practices are interpreted and judged through the lens of a list of 

capabilities; in the latter case, the list of capabilities provides the normative 

requirement, which ought to be implemented in practice. 

 Without further ado, let me proceed to the analysis, categorization, and 

evaluation of the methods proposed within the capability literature. An overview of the 

methods can be found in Table 8. The fifteen identified methods are divided into four 

general methodological categories: ad hoc, foundational, procedural, and mixed (or 

multistage) methods.106 We can characterize the four methodological categories in the 

following way: 

 Ad hoc methods are characterized by their lack of methodological basis. These 

methods do not adhere to any normative theories, but rather base their 

selection of capabilities on ad hoc considerations, such as the purpose of the 

study, the researcher’s own values, or practical and pragmatic concerns. For 

example, a welfare economist may simply take an existing data set, and base 

their selection on whatever functionings are included in that data set. The 

selection is then fully determined by the choice of the data set and the available 

functionings in the data set.  

 Foundational methods hold that a list of capabilities and functionings can be 

derived (solely) from some ultimate normative value or principle, such as 

human agency, human dignity, or human rights, which grounds the selection. 

As such, foundational lists tend to claim to be absolute and universally 

applicable, though the items on the lists may be further specified to suit local 

circumstances.  

 Procedural methods derive a list of capabilities from an open-ended empirical or 

deliberative procedure. As such, these methods base the selection on people’s 

                                                        
106 It should be noted that each of these terms might carry different connotations depending on 
one’s discipline. I shall use the terms in the philosophical tradition here and otherwise explain 
exactly how they are to be understood. 
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Table 8. Overview of methods for the selection of capabilities and functionings 
proposed within the human development and capability literature. 

General 
methodology 

Description Specific methods Selected authors 

AA
dd  hhoocc m

ethods 

Selection based on 
ad hoc 
considerations 

Purpose of study  

Researcher’s own 
values/normative views 

Human Development 
Index (UNDP 20¢15a), 
Sen (1985a; 1985b), 
Slottje (1991), Klasen 
(2000)  

Pragmatic concerns and practical 
issues  

F
oundational m

ethods 

Normatively 
relevant capabilities 
and functionings are 
derived from 
normative values 
and principles 

Deductive 
reasoning 

Internalist 
essentialism 

Early Nussbaum (1990; 
1992), Qizilbash (1998) 

Dialectically 
necessary 
judgments 

Claassen and Düwell 
(2013) 

Overlapping consensus Later Nussbaum (2011b) 

Technical 
knowledge 

Human rights 
theory 

Vizard (2006; 2007; 2010), 
Fukuda-Parr (2011), 
Osmani (2005), Sengupta 
(2002) 

Others  

P
rocedural m

ethods 

Normatively 
relevant capabilities 
and functionings are 
contingent on the 
social, cultural, and 
political context  
  

Deliberative democracy 

Anderson (1999; 2003), 
Crocker (2005; 2008), 
Drydyk (2005), Sen (1999; 
2001; 2002; and Scanlon 
2004; Drèze and Sen 
2002) 

Qualitative 
analysis 

Narrative 
approaches 

Hodgett and Deneulin 
(2009), Biggeri et al. 
(2006), Phelps (2006), 
(Clark 2002; Clark 2005) 

Participatory 
approaches 

Biggeri et al. (2006), Clark 
(2008), Frediani (2007), 
Doyal and Gough (1991) 

Quantitative 
analysis 

Data-driven 
selection 

Schokkaert and Ootegem 
(1990), Lelli (2001) 

Confirmatory 
methods 

Comim and Kuklys 
(2002), Kuklys (2005), 
Krishnakumar (2007) 

M
ixed (or 

m
ultistage) 

m
ethods 

Integrates two or 
more technocratic 
and procedural 
methods 
 

Comparative methods  

Brock (2009), Burchardt 
and Vizard (2011), Vizard 
(2010), Holland (2014a; 
2014b) 

Synthesizing methods Alkire (2002), Claassen 
(2011), Khader (2011) 
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(reasoned) subjective preferences. A list of capabilities is thus contingent on 

the social, cultural, and political context and is justified based on empirical 

findings and/or the political and deliberative discourse. 

 Mixed (or multistage) methods combine one or more foundational method(s) with 

one or more procedural method(s). As such, mixed methods aim to integrate 

different sources of knowledge (e.g., normative theory, human rights theory, 

qualitative and quantitative analyses, democratic deliberations) to provide a 

dialectical and holistic approach.  

 

In the following sections, I shall analyze and discuss each general methodological 

category, and their more specific methods, in turn. I hope to show that the first three 

methodologies—that is, ad hoc, foundational, and procedural methods—all have serious 

shortcomings when applied to the context of setting a development agenda.107  

 

6.2 Four criteria for a suitable method 

How should we evaluate the proposed methods? What are the shortcomings that the 

methods may suffer from? In the previous chapter, I identified four criteria that I 

argued should be satisfied by a suitable method for the selection of capabilities and 

functionings relevant for a development agenda. I based these criteria on the 

discussions and conclusions of chapters 1–4. Before we turn to discuss the various 

methods, let me briefly recap the four criteria. 

The first criterion holds that a suitable method should be justifiable within the 

norms and standards of its methodological discipline(s). Accordingly, I refer to this 

criterion as the criterion of methodological justification. This criterion requires, first, that the 

method makes its descriptive and normative assumptions explicit, so that they can be 

scrutinized. Second, in order to satisfy the criterion of methodological justification, it 

must be shown how a method is relevant for the particular purpose. In our context, the 

                                                        
107 Each specific method may be more suitable for other tasks, such as the development of a 
capability theory of justice, particular empirical studies, or the conceptualization of a specific 
domain, such as education or health care. 
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purpose is the identification of capabilities and functionings relevant for a development 

agenda. 

The second criterion states that a suitable method should be able to 

normatively justify its methodological procedure as well as the resulting list of 

capabilities and functionings. I refer to this as the criterion of normative justification. Again, 

the criterion requires that the normative assumptions and arguments of the method are 

made explicit and show how they are relevant for the purpose of setting a development 

agenda. 

 The third criterion states that a suitable method must be able to ensure 

democratic legitimacy. Democratic legitimacy is the idea that a method and its subsequent 

list of capabilities and functionings cannot be imposed on the people to whom it 

applies against their will. I have argued in chapters 2–4 that this requires a method to 

include local stakeholders in the decision-making process. The concern for democratic 

legitimacy must, though, be weighed against a concern for epistemic correctness, at 

least at the socioscientific level (see also chapter 4). 

Finally, based on the human development and capability approach adopted in 

chapter 1, the fourth criterion holds that a method must be contextually sensitive when 

selecting relevant capabilities and functionings. This means that a final development 

agenda must take account of real socioeconomic conditions and how they may impact 

the realization of human development efforts. Given that circumstances may change 

over time, the criterion further states that a method and its list of capabilities and 

functionings must be open to revision in light of better empirical evidence and/or 

normative arguments. 

 Now, with these four criteria in hand, let us discuss and evaluate the different 

distinct methods that I have identified in the literature. We begin with ad hoc methods, 

before I discuss the foundational and procedural methods in turn, finally arriving at the 

set of methods that I argue are the strongest, namely mixed (or multistage) methods. 

 

6.3 AAdd  hhoocc  methods 

The first set of methods for the selection of capabilities distinguishes itself by its lack of 
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methodology. That is, these methods base the selection of capabilities and functionings 

on ad hoc or pragmatic considerations, such as personal values, intuitions, or availability 

of data, and hence lack robust normative and methodological justifications. Since these 

methods and their subsequent lists of capabilities lack normative and methodological 

justification, I shall not regard them as sufficiently justified to warrant further 

discussion other than to mention them in the name of completeness.108 I distinguish 

here between three such methods. The first set of methods bases its selection of 

capabilities on the particular purpose of the study. The second uses the researcher’s 

own values as the basis for the selection (Ballon 2013, 7; 9–10), while the third set 

selects capabilities out of pragmatic concerns, for example a lack of reliable or available 

data on some capabilities (Hodgett and Deneulin 2009, 66).  

 First, the capability approach can be applied to many specific purposes and the 

relevant capabilities may vary between these different purposes. For example, we may 

want to investigate a rural community’s access to clean drinking water. For such an 

investigation, it stands to reason that some capabilities are more relevant than others. 

While access to clean water reservoirs, wells, and means of transportation are crucial 

capabilities in this context, other capabilities, such as having the freedom to be a 

mother or to be sheltered, are less important, though crucial in other respects. 

Restricting the selection of relevant capabilities in this way is entirely ad hoc and specific 

to the purpose (i.e., circular). In doing so, the researcher fails to consider whether the 

capabilities in question are at all relevant to the specific community or whether they are 

normatively important (though, of course, the researcher may have a good intuition in 

both regards). 

Secondly, Ballon (2013, 9) identifies a set of empirical studies in which the list 

of capabilities is based on the interests and/or values of the researcher. Again, the 

selection of capabilities here is made ad hoc because the researcher does not base it on 

                                                        
108 It should be noted that these ad hoc selection methods are most commonly found in the 
empirical capability literature in which the capability framework is used to investigate, analyze, 
and evaluate the capabilities of different societies. Within such empirical applications—for 
example the testing of methodological or empirical hypotheses—of the capability framework, ad 
hoc methods may very well be useful and sufficiently justified. However, it would be quite 
problematic if some of the more normative applications of the capability framework, such as the 
setting of a development agenda, were similarly ad hoc in their selection procedure. 
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any evidence of its normative importance for people’s well-being and development 

(though, of course, the researcher may very well be right in her assumption). The 

Human Development Index’s (HDI) selection of capabilities (i.e., basic education, 

longevity, and income) may be seen as an example of such an ad hoc selection process. 

Though the value of these three capabilities has been defended in the Human 

Development Reports, the decision to restrict the number of capabilities was mainly a 

political one as it fostered clarity and brevity. Accordingly, the HDI has often been 

accused of providing an incomplete and superficial picture of human well-being and 

development. 

Thirdly, Hodgett and Deneulin (2009, 66) note that many researchers do not 

base their selection of capabilities on normative or practical reason, but rather on 

“pragmatic concerns of data availability.”109 Because some capabilities are notoriously 

difficult to measure, they are often not considered by researchers. There are three 

reasons underlying researchers’ omission of certain capabilities. First, there may be no 

data available on that particular capability and it may be difficult to obtain any due to it 

being difficult to measure for one reason or another (e.g., it could be a culturally 

sensitive subject). For example, data on domestic violence are not readily available and 

people are often averse to opening up about the subject. Thus, researchers may make 

the pragmatic decision to include other dimensions of gender equity while excluding 

domestic violence. Second, the available data may not be reliable or reflect reality. For 

example, a survey may not investigate all sources of information, and subjects may 

misrepresent the truth or report false data. While omitting such incomplete or 

unreliable data might be valid, this decision is nonetheless based on pragmatic 

considerations. Finally, the researchers themselves may be vulnerable to cognitive 

biases that lead them to ignore certain otherwise relevant dimensions. 

Thus, in sum, there may be a variety of pragmatic or practical reasons why 

capability scholars—especially empirical researchers—may choose to include or omit 

certain capabilities. These reasons, nevertheless, remain entirely ad hoc, as they are not 

based on considerations of the normative relevance or value of these capabilities. Ad 

                                                        
109 For similar arguments, see also Clark and McGillivray (2007) and Robeyns (2003a; 2005a). 
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hoc methods for the selection of relevant capabilities are inadequate and inappropriate 

for setting a development agenda exactly because they fail to consider the relevance and 

justification of its capabilities and functionings. A development agenda must be 

minimally justifiable, both as a matter of normative theory (Claassen 2011, 496; 

Nussbaum 2003, 47) and of democratic legitimacy (Claassen 2011, 491; Jaggar 2006; 

Byskov 2015, 5; Robeyns 2005b, 199). The following two sections thus discuss two 

general methodologies, which aim to provide either a theoretical grounding or a 

procedural justification of a development agenda and its list of capabilities and 

functionings. 

 

6.4 Foundational methods 

Methods belonging to this second category arrive at a list of capabilities and 

functionings through theoretical reasoning (as opposed to deriving it from empirical 

studies). As such, they all rely on generalized hypotheses about what is necessary for a 

decent human life or a just state of affairs. We can identify three sets of foundational 

methods: deductive reasoning, overlapping consensus, and technical knowledge. In the 

following, I discuss each in turn. 

The most prominent type of foundational method is deductive reasoning. 

Deductive reasoning is the idea that one starts out with a normative theory, which 

includes some ultimate and fundamental value(s) or principle(s), such as human dignity 

or agency, and then work backward to identify the capabilities and functionings that it 

is necessary for people to have in order to satisfy this normative theory. In other 

words, from what is morally desirable we can deduce a list of relevant capabilities. 

Nussbaum’s (1990; 1992) early work especially uses a version of deductive reasoning, 

which she labels ‘internalist essentialism.’110  

Nussbaum’s internalist essentialism identifies human characteristics by asking us 

whether or not we agree with certain common sense judgments about human life. For 

                                                        
110 Internalist essentialism asks: “What are the features of our common humanity, features that 
lead us to recognize certain others, however distant their location and their forms of life, as 
humans and, on the other hand, to decide that certain other beings who resemble us 
superficially could not possibly be human?” (Nussbaum 1990, 219). 
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example, does human life involve social relationships? Someone denying this common 

sense judgment faces a trilemma (Nussbaum 1995, 108–109). If she cannot convince 

everyone else of her conviction, she must either sever any ties with her friends and 

family and go live by herself, or she must contradict her own conviction that human 

life does not include social relationships. Nussbaum claims that it is implausible that 

people would be convinced that human life does not involve social relations, and since 

the second option comes at such a high cost it is doubtful whether anyone would 

choose it. If these assumptions hold, Nussbaum argues, we should include the 

capability for social relations, such as holding friendships and participating in a 

community, on a list of essential characteristics of human life.111 

Claassen and Düwell (2013) have recently criticized Nussbaum’s method of 

internal essentialism. While sympathetic to Nussbaum’s project of identifying essential 

capabilities through a process of deductive reasoning, Claassen and Düwell (2013) find 

Nussbaum’s mode of justification inadequate to morally ground the consequent list of 

capabilities. Claassen and Düwell (2013, 500; italics in original) argue that “[e]thical 

conclusions should not rely on what has to be accepted unless we are willing to incur 

high costs; rather they should be based on what we need to accept; or, put differently, 

on what we cannot deny.” The problem, they argue, is that insofar as the critic of 

Nussbaum’s list is sufficiently willing to deny some of the items on the list, he is 

perfectly able to do so. For example, though Nussbaum includes the capability for 

humor on her list, while omitting the capability for aggression, it is perfectly 

conceivable that someone may live an aggressive life without humor and that “we have 

no reason to think that the costs of that person doing so are unbearably high” 

(Claassen and Düwell 2013, 500).  

As an alternative to Nussbaum’s method, Claassen and Düwell (2013) argue 

that there are certain capabilities that any agent must necessarily accept insofar as she is 

an agent, which is something that would be self-contradictory to deny because the 

denial itself necessitates having this capability. Claassen and Düwell (2013, 501) find 

                                                        
111 It should be noted, though, that Nussbaum (2000, 83) acknowledges that her list of 
capabilities does not include all characteristics that we recognize as human (such as the 
propensity for violence and cruelty), but only those capabilities that can be morally defended. 
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this argument in Alan Gewirth's (especially 1978 but also 1996) concept of dialectically 

necessary judgments. Dialectically necessary judgments are the things we cannot deny on 

pain of self-contradiction (Claassen and Düwell 2013, 504–505).112 Gewirth (1978) 

starts out by arguing that insofar as someone needs to have agency in order to make any 

moral judgments, it is dialectically necessary for us to value having the capability for 

agency because agency is a necessary condition for making moral judgments in the first 

place (Claassen and Düwell 2013, 504).  

From the claim that we recognize ourselves as agents, Gewirth argues that it is 

dialectically necessary for us to value the means that enable us to exercise our agency 

(Claassen and Düwell 2013, 505). The necessary means for—the ‘generic features’ of—

agency, Gewirth argues, are freedom and well-being, broadly defined. Accordingly, a 

development agenda should include the freedoms and the well-being necessary to 

exercise our agency. Though Gewirth (1978, Chapters 4 and 5) has attempted to show 

how dialectically necessary judgments can arrive at specific moral guidelines, there 

remain concerns that the method cannot specify a concrete list of normatively relevant 

capabilities and functionings for a practically implementable development agenda. That 

is, there are many issues that are relevant for development that do not concern the 

necessary means for agency, and many questions can be answered both affirmatively 

and negatively without violating one’s agency.  

Consider, for example, the issue of teen pregnancies, which is a big problem in 

low- and middle-income countries, according to WHO (2015). Should the capabilities 

for abortion, sexual education, and contraception be included on a development agenda 

out of dialectical necessity? It is difficult to see how denying the right to these 

capabilities is self-contradictory to the exercise of one’s agency or that the generic 

features of one’s agency—well-being and freedom—are thereby denied. It is perfectly 

consistent for someone to deny these capabilities without consequently having her 

agency, well-being, or freedom threatened. That is, the capabilities for abortion, sexual 

education, and contraception are arguably not linked to one’s capacity for making 

                                                        
112 That is, “the person who makes them cannot deny them without denying the necessary 
requirements of being able to make those judgments” (Claassen and Düwell 2013, 504–505).  
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moral judgments and, hence, denying them would not (necessarily) amount to denying 

one’s agency or the necessary means to exercise this agency. 

Of course, it would be another matter entirely if these rights were denied by 

someone else. But because the method of dialectically necessary judgments starts from 

what oneself as an agent, defined as someone with the capacity to make moral 

judgments, can or cannot deny as a matter of self-contradiction, it remains 

indeterminate in certain cases, such as the right to abortion, where one does not deny 

one’s agency or generic features thereof, namely well-being and freedom. While the 

example does not entail that the method of dialectically necessary judgments must 

remain entirely silent on these issues, it does imply that the method cannot by itself 

fulfill the role of setting a development agenda. What we can derive from Gewirth is 

that whatever we think about development, it should not clash with the rights of all 

agents to well-being and freedom. However, this still leaves undetermined a lot of 

relevant development issues, which are not primarily concerned with the core requisites 

of agency. 

Departing from her internalist essentialism, Nussbaum (2011b) has more 

recently justified her list of capabilities by relying on an overlapping consensus. The method 

of overlapping consensus proceeds by identifying the capabilities and functionings that 

different ethical systems can agree to. As an example, religious freedom can be subject 

to an overlapping consensus among different religious ethical systems insofar as they all 

want the freedom to practice their religious beliefs, though they disagree on many other 

issues. Barclay (2003), Ferracioli and Terlazzo (2014), and Robeyns (2016), however, 

have argued that several of the items on Nussbaum’s list cannot be subject to an 

overlapping consensus. For example, as Robeyns (2016, 14–15) argues, it is difficult to 

envision how pro-choice and pro-life activists could ever come to an overlapping 

consensus on the issue of having the capability to have an abortion, which is contained 

under the capability of bodily integrity on Nussbaum’s list (Dixon et al. 2011). 

Nussbaum’s list of capabilities, Robeyns concludes, is not only controversial with 

regard to some of the items on the list but will also be quite limited in terms of which 

capabilities we can actually reach an overlapping consensus on. 
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Nussbaum could respond, though, that this objection is merely an empirical 

observation made against a normative argument. That is, the objection is based on the 

empirical fact that different agents disagree on one particular item on her list, not on 

whether, given adequate normative arguments and reasons, a group of reasonable 

deliberators would be able to arrive at an overlapping consensus on some list of central 

capabilities, possibly including the right to abortion. In other words, this response goes, 

Nussbaum’s defense of abortion as a central capability is based on normative 

arguments and reasons that sufficiently reasonable agents can hypothetically agree to—

come to an overlapping consensus on—and thus not on any assumption about which 

capabilities and functionings are, empirically speaking, subjects of consensus. 

In response, Robeyns (2016, 14) argues that even if we take the overlapping 

consensus to be between reasonable agents, the persistent disagreements within the 

philosophical literature on many issues concerning ethics in general and social justice in 

particular, including the right to abortion, support the conclusion that a list of central 

capabilities, arrived at through an overlapping consensus, would indeed be quite 

minimal at best or impossible at worst. It is often possible to invoke sound normative 

arguments and reasons in support of antagonistic positions.  

Let us reconsider the issue of religious freedom, for example, which is part of 

the fourth item—senses, imagination, and thought—on Nussbaum’s (2000c, 79) list of 

central capabilities.113 Within normative political philosophy, the case can be made 

both for and against granting people religious freedom as a political right. While the 

claim to religious freedom has usually been supported by the idea that it belongs to the 

private sphere, some modern atheists have recently advocated a restriction of religious 

freedom on the basis that its exercise leads to the religious indoctrination of children 

and, by extension, to antiscientific religious fundamentalism. As such, proponents of 

this atheist view hold that the issue of religious exercise is not merely a private but a 

public issue and, given their highly antireligious stance, it is unlikely that they could ever 

come to an overlapping consensus with those supporting the freedom to exercise one’s 

religion. 

                                                        
113 See also Nussbaum (Nussbaum 2000c, chapter 3) for a broader discussion of the role of 
religion in human development. 
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Moreover, Alkire (2002, 36–43) argues that Nussbaum’s overlapping 

consensus method suffers from three additional issues, which makes it unsuitable for 

development purposes. First, the prescriptivity issue holds that there is a tension between 

Nussbaum’s claims that a list of capabilities and functionings should, on the one hand, 

respect pluralism by being flexible and specified to local contexts (Nussbaum 1993, 

247, 256–257; 2000c, 104; 2000a, 132) and, on the other hand, be prescribed universally 

(Nussbaum 1993, 251; 2000b, 35). According to Alkire (2002, 37–38), it is questionable 

whether both of these claims can be satisfied at the same time: while Nussbaum’s 

concern for universality leaves little room for pluralism and specification, her second 

claim’s concern with pluralism makes it difficult to apply the list universally. 

The second, epistemological issue concerns what the foundations of Nussbaum’s 

list of capabilities and functionings are. That is, Alkire (2002, 38–41) argues, Nussbaum 

(2000b, 156; and Glover 1995, 424) draws on different sources, such as internal 

reflections, cross-cultural discussion, personal experiences, individual case studies, and 

empirical observations, without specifying how these sources provide us with any 

epistemological insights into what is normatively relevant, either locally or universally, 

and how these sources can help us reach an overlapping consensus. Would different 

people, relying on the different (or even the same) sources, arrive at the same list? 

Nussbaum, Alkire (2002, 36) argues, merely makes this highly contestable assumption. 

Thirdly, Nussbaum’s method suffers from a power issue insofar as she does not 

specify who should be involved in identifying an overlapping consensus on normatively 

relevant capabilities and functionings (Alkire 2002, 41–42). That is, there is a risk that 

the more powerful individuals and groups may gain a bigger say in what is normatively 

valuable unless a specific commitment to include the voices of the poorest and most 

vulnerable—as I have argued for in chapters 2–4—is made. 

The last foundational method derives a list of capabilities and functionings 

from technical knowledge. This method is similar to the technocratic approach displayed 

by, for example, the government scientists in Wynne's (1989) study, discussed in 

chapter 4, or development experts in general, as documented by, among others, 

Chambers (1997) and Ferguson (1990; 1994). Within the capability literature, technical 
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knowledge has especially been obtained from human rights theory.114 Here, a list of 

capabilities may be found in academic works as well as in international conventions and 

declarations on human rights (Vizard 2007, 234–235).115 Human rights are entitlements 

a person has by virtue of being human and that other people and institutions in turn 

have an obligation to provide them with (Fukuda-Parr 2011, 75; Sengupta 2002, 

843).116 Thus, in combining the capability approach with human rights theory, the 

proponents of a human rights-based capability framework hold that—similar to 

Claassen and Düwell (2013) and Nussbaum (2011a; 2011b)—we can identify some 

basic capabilities that a person is entitled to by virtue of being human/a human agent 

and that must accordingly be fulfilled.  

Can a human rights-based capability framework form the basis for the 

selection of relevant capabilities for a development agenda? Human rights theory may 

certainly supplement the capability approach in many ways. As Vizard (2007, 227) 

argues, the capability approach is underspecified and incomplete, and a human rights 

theory may help provide a) “a theoretical basis for making judgments about the relative 

values of different capabilities” and b) “adequate grounds for explaining how the 

elements of a subset of basic and central (or highly valuable) capabilities might be 

specified  and justified.” Moreover, whereas the question of obligation is largely 

ignored within the capability approach, human rights theory may provide an account of 

legal accountability (Fukuda-Parr 2011, 77–78; Vizard 2007, 248; A. Sengupta 2002, 

843, 873). 

                                                        
114 Both Sen (2000; 2004; 2005; 2009) and Nussbaum (1995b; 1997; 2000; 2003; 2004; 2006; 
2011b) have recognized this fact, though neither has developed this correlation in detail (Vizard 
2007, 227–228; Vizard, Fukuda-Parr, and Elson 2011, 2–4). In recent years, this challenge has 
been taken up by a number of scholars, including Polly Ann Vizard (2007; 2006; 2010), Sakiko 
Fukuda-Parr (2011), Saddiq Osmani (2005), and Arjun Sengupta (2002). 
115 As Vizard (2007, 237) argues, such lists are not fixed, but are rather under continuous 
revision. 
116 As Vizard, Fukuda-Parr, and Elson (2011, 15) acknowledge, there is an ongoing debate 
within the human rights literature on how exactly to conceptualize human rights. This debate 
can roughly be characterized as being between those who think that rights are natural and those 
who think they are political. For a discussion of the distinction between the natural and political 
conceptions of human rights, see, for example, Beitz (2009; 2004), Buchanan (2006), Griffin 
(2008), Liao and Etinson (2012), Rawls (2001), and Raz (2010b; 2010a). 
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Yet as Fukuda-Parr (2011, 75) notes, human rights are not directly concerned 

with development issues. Sengupta (2002, 845), for example, argues that human rights 

theory relies on a theory of justice and is thus universal. The main issue is that human 

rights are concerned with the basic capabilities we are entitled to as a matter of justice, 

whereas human development arguably concerns more than only justice. Vizard (2007, 

245) admits these limitations: even if human rights can be extended to concern 

development issues, “[l]ists of basic capabilities derived from lists of internationally 

recognized human rights […] should be viewed as minimal lists generated by just one of 

the various background or supplementary theories and methods.” 

Moreover, methods relying on technical knowledge tend to adhere to the 

positivist approach to socioscientific issues, which I dismissed in chapter 4. Recall, the 

positivist view holds that socioscientific issues—such as a development agenda—

should be resolved by relying directly on technical knowledge, such as economic 

models, that do not take subjective values, social norms, and political interests into 

account. The problem with this approach, as I argued, is twofold. First, the assumption 

that technical knowledge somehow provides an ‘objective’ account is false. In fact, as I 

have shown, technical experts in general and development experts in particular do 

shape their advice around controversial normative assumptions. Secondly, as Sen (1974; 

1977) has shown, information about personal and social norms and values is highly 

relevant for our economic models and, by extension, our development agenda. Relying 

solely on technical knowledge thus ignores important information and risks violating 

the concern for epistemic correctness (subclause to the third criterion of democratic 

legitimacy). 

A more general issue with the foundational methods, including those building 

on technical knowledge, is that they are decidedly top-down: a list of normatively 

relevant capabilities and functionings is essentially decided at a theoretical level and 

then applied in practice. This top-down approach has been met with two objections, 

which we can refer to as the objection from democratic legitimacy and the objection from 
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epistemology (Claassen 2011, 491–494; Byskov 2015, 5–6). 117  The objection from 

democratic legitimacy holds that a technocratic development agenda is illegitimate 

because it bypasses those who are meant to benefit from it (Claassen 2011, 491; Jaggar 

2006; Byskov 2015, 5; Robeyns 2005b, 199). That is, “[i]f the people to whom the list 

will apply reasonably feel that it is imposed on them, then the list will lack the necessary 

legitimacy” (Robeyns 2005b, 199) because “such lists should be the outcome of a 

democratic process, or a process of public reasoning” (Claassen 2011, 491). The 

objection from epistemology, on the other hand, holds that there are epistemological 

limits to what the theorist or development expert can know about which capabilities 

matter to citizens (Claassen 2011, 504; Byskov 2015, 6). If this is so, then the 

development agenda will be incomplete in terms of substance. 

In chapters 2–4 I have (implicitly) given support to both of these objections. 

In fact, I have argued that for a development agenda to adequately address concerns 

about democratic legitimacy and epistemic correctness, it must be arrived at through a 

process in which local stakeholders have had the authority and opportunity to influence 

the outcome. This commitment to granting local stakeholders a voice in the setting of a 

development agenda should lead us to consider a method that bases the selection of 

capabilities and functionings on a democratic procedure rather than on some ultimate 

normative value or principle.  

Proponents of the foundational methods could argue that the two issues of 

epistemology and democratic legitimacy can be avoided if we acknowledge that the 

normative theories, by which foundational methods derive a list of capabilities, 

implicitly rely on a discourse ethics. Discourse ethics is the idea that the normative 

validity of an argument—such as a proposed development agenda—can be derived 

from a reconstructive analysis of what counts as a normatively valid argument in 

everyday moral discourse. For example, if appeals to religious beliefs are not normally 

considered valid arguments as a matter of intersubjective communicative practices, 

then arguments cannot derive their validity from religious dogmas. As such, this 

response goes, if foundational methods rely on a development ethics, they can avoid 

                                                        
117 Do note that these objections are quite similar to Alkire’s second and third objections to 
Nussbaum’s overlapping consensus method. 
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the two objections—from democratic legitimacy and epistemology—because they 

actually derive their normative validity from a reconstructive analysis of deliberative 

practices and social norms. 

Yet this response seems to be inadequate as a defense of foundational 

methods—defined as the proposition that a list of capabilities and functionings can be 

justified with reference to some ultimate normative principle or value—because they 

then also (implicitly) rely on procedural methods, such as empirical investigations and 

democratic deliberations. Consider, for example, Habermas’ (1989) detailed 

anthropological and historical account of the bourgeois public sphere from the 

eighteenth century to the modern capitalist society, which would later form the 

background for his work on democracy and critical theory (Habermas 1996). If it is the 

case that foundational methods either implicitly or explicitly make use of 

anthropological and historical investigations, we may want to categorize them as mixed 

(or multistage) methods, which integrate foundational and procedural methods. If 

foundational methods are actually mixed methods in disguise, however, they are subject 

to the more particular objections that I have raised, namely that they tend to be hard to 

apply in practice to the specific purpose of setting a development agenda. 

This is not to say, however, that foundational methods cannot bring anything 

valuable to the discussion about a development agenda. Foundational methods can add 

a critical perspective based on normative values and principles to a discussion, which is 

vulnerable to moral relativism insofar as the two concerns mentioned above, namely 

democratic legitimacy and epistemic correctness. Thus, while foundational methods 

may be relevant for the identification of normatively relevant capabilities and 

functionings for a development agenda, they are in themselves inadequate to fulfill this 

task. Moreover, we still need to investigate whether a foundational method is needed at 

all in this regard or whether a procedural method can provide such critical insight 

without grounding the selection of capabilities and functionings in an ultimate 

normative value or principle. 

In sum, we can identify a variety of foundational methods for the selection of 

capabilities. Common to all of them is that they derive a list of capabilities from a 
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normative theory, which contains an ultimate normative value or principle, whether 

that is justice theory, human rights theory, a hypothetical consensus, or dialectical 

necessity. Deriving a list of capabilities solely from such a normative value or principle, 

however, is problematic for our framework for setting a development agenda. As I 

argued in chapters 2–4, the task of setting a development agenda requires more public 

involvement. Thus, the lack of public involvement should lead us to reject a ‘purely’ 

foundational method for selecting capabilities for a development agenda and explore a 

more democratic approach. Accordingly, in the following section, I discuss the category 

of methodology, which I call procedural methods. 

 

6.5 Procedural methods 

There are a number of approaches that base a selection of capabilities more or less 

squarely on people’s corrected or reasoned, yet subjective, beliefs, values, or 

preferences. Rather than making theoretical strides to identify capabilities based on an 

ultimate normative value or principle, the proponents of these methods base a selection 

of capabilities on investigations into the capabilities people value and/or need. In this 

sense, they rely on bottom-up (rather than top-down or theoretical) procedural methods 

for the selection of capabilities and functionings. A list of capabilities is thus contingent 

on the social, cultural, and political context and is justified based on empirical findings 

and/or the political and deliberative discourse. At least three procedural methods can 

be identified. Quantitative analyses base their lists of capabilities on statistical data, 

qualitative analyses on in-depth inquiries into the reasons and preferences of selected 

groups of agents. Deliberative democracy selects capabilities based on the reasoned and 

expressed preferences of deliberators in democratic processes. 

 Before we proceed to analyze and evaluate the three procedural methods, I 

need to address the concern that selecting capabilities and functionings through a 

purely procedural method is a nonstarter. Even procedural methods, this objection 

goes, rely on the normative view that a list of capabilities and functionings can only be 
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justified with reference to people’s actual values and preferences.118 If this is true, it 

makes a purely procedural method impossible from the outset. We need to distinguish 

between the justification of the method and the process of selecting capabilities and 

functionings, however. Though the procedural methods may need to rely on normative 

theories—for example discourse ethics, deliberative democratic theory, or moral 

relativism and pluralism—when justifying why we should prefer a procedural method, 

it does not necessarily follow that a list of capabilities and functionings can be derived 

from adherence to such a foundational theory. In other words, what distinguishes 

procedural from foundational methods is the fact that procedural methods do not 

derive relevant capabilities and functionings from some ultimate normative value or 

principle (although such values and principles may play a role in justifying the choice of 

method) but from an open-ended inquiry into people’s actual values. 

The first set of procedural methods that we can identify is qualitative analyses. 

Quantitative analyses develop a list of capabilities “by examining what can be learnt 

about the ‘valuation’ of freedoms and opportunities using general population social 

survey data on values” (Vizard 2010, 1). In other words, using statistical analysis of how 

people value certain capabilities may provide us with insights into which capabilities 

people find most relevant. Ballon (2013, 7; 10–12) argues that we can use statistical data 

to identify relevant and valuable capabilities in two ways. The first method deduces 

relevant capabilities and functionings from the values expressed by the surveyed 

subjects. She calls this data-driven selection. Data-driven capability selection merely 

summarizes the statistical data rather than questioning it. The second method, to the 

contrary, seeks to confirm the assumptions and hypotheses of economic models 

against the data sets. Ballon labels these approaches confirmatory statistical methods. 

Confirmatory statistical methods specify hypotheses about human well-being and 

development and compare these to the statistical data in order to confirm, corroborate, 

or disprove them. 

One major weakness of quantitative analysis, though, is that it does not capture 

information and data that cannot be quantified or aggregated (Hodgett and Deneulin 

                                                        
118 Capability theorists who explicitly adhere to this normative view include Binder (2009; 2014), 
Byskov (2015), Robeyns (2005a), Hill (2003; 2007), and Jaggar (2006).  
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2009, 66–67). Moreover, some statistical data are not always available or reliable and is 

thus not considered. Hodgett and Deneulin (2009, 66) give the example of domestic 

violence. Though the risk of domestic violence can be considered an important aspect 

of gender equity, there is often no reliable data available and it is difficult to quantify 

the experience of domestic violence. Ignoring certain capabilities for pragmatic reasons 

leaves the outcome of the qualitative analysis incomplete and somewhat random and 

thus unsuitable for the task of setting a development agenda. 

As a consequence, Hodgett and Deneulin (2009, 68) argue, it would be prudent 

to supplement or replace quantitative analysis with qualitative analyses. Qualitative 

analyses base a list of capabilities on inquiries into the values and preferences of 

individuals and groups. We can identify two uses of qualitative research within the 

capability literature: narratives and participatory programs. Narrative approaches to the 

selection of relevant capabilities allow people to make sense of their own experiences 

and express their needs and values in life stories. Listening to these stories, researchers 

look for common themes and recurring issues (Hodgett and Deneulin 2009, 74). 

Whereas statistics aggregate people across race, religion, nationality, ethnicity, and age, 

narratives place people and their experiences in an environmental, personal, and social 

context (Hodgett and Deneulin 2009, 70). 

Since people’s lives and experiences cannot be separated from their 

environmental and sociocultural setting (Hodgett and Deneulin 2009, 67), it is 

important to note that there is a risk that their narratives may not reflect real desires, 

but rather the social norms and cultural values (Biggeri et al. 2006, 68) or the power 

relations in the group from which the selection is made. Thus, Biggeri et al. (2006, 68) 

argue, the process should be “conductive to the reflective reasoning around individual 

preferences” in order to (ideally) “detach them from the constraints of the adaption to 

personal experiences.” Consequently, Biggeri et al. (2006) supplement the narrative 

approach with a participatory approach, which aims at facilitating the critical reflection 

and discussion among a group of individuals, either with different or similar 

backgrounds. The participatory method is partly an open approach allowing the 

participants to exchange ideas and experiences, and partly a critical exercise in which 
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participants reflect on and discuss these ideas and experiences (Chambers 1997, 102). 

Generally, the qualitative methods have a number of limitations (Hodgett and 

Deneulin 2009, 77). First, they are limited in terms of scope (Cooke and Kothari 2001; 

Frediani 2007, 9). Due to practical constraints it is often only possible to conduct a 

small sample of interviews or consultations and thus these are not necessarily 

representative of the whole population who will be affected by the development 

agenda. Secondly, even if the collection of data were balanced and representative, the 

researchers may still manipulate the results according to their aims (e.g., by only 

including the positive or negative responses). Thirdly, people’s narratives are influenced 

by the institutional setting. Not only may the way the interviews or consultations are 

conducted influence how people express themselves, but people’s experiences and 

languages are also affected by their social and cultural background. It is not always easy 

to disentangle people’s real experiences from these backdrops.  

Moreover, a special issue relating to the qualitative methods concerns the 

subjectivity of people’s experiences and their vulnerability to implicit biases and adaptive 

preferences. The data collected “represent how people have subjectively experienced a 

policy intervention, but they might have perceived the changes as positive, while 

objectively they might be worse off” (Hodgett and Deneulin 2009, 77). Implicit bias is 

an unconscious attitude someone may have towards other people, groups, or things. 

Someone may, for example, have a negative view of government intervention and thus 

oppose tax raises even though he might in the end benefit from such a tax policy. 

Adaptation of preferences occurs when someone lowers or raises her expectations due 

to the circumstances she is in. Someone may, for example, find her perspectives so 

hopeless that she gives up on her dreams, while someone who had something good 

happen to him may accordingly expect more good things to happen.119  

It should be noted, though, that some capability scholars have argued that, 

while some people may suffer from implicit biases and adaptive preferences, people are 

in general aware of their own values and the extent to which they are satisfied (Clark 
                                                        
119 For a discussion of adaptive preferences within the capability approach, see Burchardt 
(2009), Clark (2009), Barr and Clark (2009), Clark and Qizilbash (2008), Conradie and Robeyns 
(2013), Khader (2009; 2011; 2012; 2013), Nussbaum (2001), Qizilbash (2006b; 2006a), and 
Teschl and Comim (2005). 
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2009; Barr and Clark 2009) or that evidence of adaptive preferences is inconclusive 

(Clark and Qizilbash 2008, 536). Furthermore, as Khader (2009, 171) and Teschl and 

Comim (2005, 235) note, Sen (1999, 18) seems to argue away the problem of 

preference adaptation: “given greater freedom, Sen assumes that the influence of APF 

[adaptive preference formation] would be much reduced in the creation of people’s 

values and wants” (Teschl and Comim 2005, 235). The assumption here is that the 

formation of adaptive preferences is the result of some sort of coercion of the 

individual: that the preferences were not chosen autonomously. If this were true—if 

only people were able to choose their preferences freely—qualitative methods would 

seem a reliable way of extracting information about people’s values and preferences. 

However, it is not a common view among capability scholars (and moral 

psychologists) that adaptive preferences are nonexistent or marginal in this way nor 

that they can be reduced through greater individual autonomy. For example, Khader 

(2009; 2013) identifies several cases in which individuals adapt their preferences despite 

not suffering from any of the traditional ways of thinking about adaptive preferences, 

such as lack of adequate information, agency, autonomy, or self-interest, while 

Conradie and Robeyns (2013) and Ibrahim (2011) document that though people’s 

aspirations are less vulnerable to adaptation than the critics may think, they are 

nevertheless negatively affected by conditions of poverty and oppression.  

This means that democratic bottom-up approaches to the selection of 

capabilities risk conflicting with normative standards and principles (Burchardt and 

Vizard 2011, 99–100). In other words, basing a selection of capabilities squarely on the 

will of the public may reproduce unjust norms and power relations. As Nussbaum 

(2003, 47) argues, “[s]ome human matters are too important to be left to whim and 

caprice, or even to the dictates of cultural tradition. To say that education for women, 

or adequate health care, is not justified just in case some nation believes that it is not 

justified seems like a capitulation to subjective preferences.” 

What these scholars suggest is that creating favorable conditions for preference 

formation, such as better access to information, more critical reflection, and increased 

interaction and deliberation, can reduce the risk of preference adaptation. However, all 
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of these measures are complementary to the qualitative method and rely on a normative 

conception of what nonadaptive preferences look like. What is more, it seems that in 

arguing for the creation of such favorable conditions, we are already making a 

judgment about which capabilities and functionings are normatively important, namely 

those that allow people to form nonadaptive preferences. To wit, qualitative methods 

cannot constitute a ‘pure’ procedural approach to selecting capabilities and functionings 

because it must incorporate some foundational insights in order to avoid the charge of 

being vulnerable to adaptive preferences and implicit biases. 

Can we establish a purely procedural approach to selecting capabilities and 

functionings? Sen (1999a; 1999; 2001; 2002; and Scanlon 2004; Drèze and Sen 2002) in 

particular has been a strong proponent of the view that a third procedural method, 

namely deliberative democracy, can help overcome the issues relating to implicit biases 

and adaptive preferences. 120  Deliberative democracy, as Anderson (2003, 250) 

eloquently puts it, “is the institutional embodiment of practical reason for a collective 

agency composed of equal citizens.” Through deliberation, people are, on the one 

hand, able to express their values and preferences, while, on the other hand, this 

process forces them to confront their own values and those of others with good 

arguments, thus fostering their reasoned revision. 

Sen (1999a, Chapter 6; 2001, 10–11)121 argues that deliberative democracy is 

important for three reasons. First of all, democratic participation is intrinsically 

important because it is a capability in and of itself. Providing access to deliberative 

democratic procedures thus serves directly as an expansion of people’s capability sets. 

Secondly, deliberative democracy is instrumentally important because it enhances the 

opportunity for people’s opinions to be heard and potentially be considered in the 

political process, and democratic rights may help to hold policy-makers accountable 

insofar as they have to face people’s criticisms and seek their support. Thirdly, and 

most importantly, deliberative democracy serves a constructive role. The constructive 

role of deliberation is directly aimed at addressing the charge of implicit bias and 
                                                        
120 Crocker (2008; 2005), Drydyk (2005), and Anderson (1999; 2003) in particular have been at 
the forefront of conceptualizing a capability theory of deliberative democracy. 
121  See also Crocker (2008, chapter 9) for an in-depth discussion of the importance of 
democracy, especially in relation to the way it enhances people’s agency. 
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adaptive preferences. The formation of reasoned values and preferences, Sen (1999a, 

153; see also Anderson 2003, 249) argues, crucially depends on public discussion: as 

people engage in public deliberations they are forced to confront the biases and 

adaptive preferences of themselves and others and revise them in light of better 

evidence.122 

It seems, then, that a deliberative democratic method can avoid relying on a 

foundational method because the critical reflection on people’s values and preferences 

is built into the method itself. Even if these critical insights came from normative 

theory, they would only constitute a contribution to the deliberative exercise. 

The deliberative method faces three major issues, however. First, the 

circumstances surrounding democratic deliberations are often nonideal at best and at 

worst severely dysfunctional. Consider, for example, that a development agenda is 

often applied to societies with high socioeconomic inequalities, low educational levels, 

and poor access to democratic institutions (such as a free press). Individually, these 

circumstances may hamper democratic ambitions, but put together they make the 

prospect of a proper public deliberation extremely weak. Socioeconomic differences 

have been shown to be reproduced in democratic participation, giving more 

representation (and, presumably, political power) to the better-off (Huber, 

Rueschemeyer, and Stephens 1997), while a lack of a free press restricts citizens’ access 

to information. Furthermore, as Smith (2014) argues, people are generally bad at 

deliberating because they suffer from a variety of biases in the process of making 

decisions. Even well-educated deliberators, Smith argues, fail to be self-critical or give 

due consideration to the arguments of others. In other words, if these objections hold, 

the assumptions underlying the constructive role of deliberation are undermined, 

casting serious doubts on the deliberative democratic method of selecting capabilities. 

Secondly, even if the qualitative and deliberative approaches could solve the 

issue of biases and adaptive preferences, the deliberative method’s requirement of 

reasoned scrutiny runs contrary to the method’s ambition of representing the plural 

                                                        
122 As an example, Sen (1999a, 153) mentions the decline in fertility rates in India as a case of 
how public discussions have fostered the emergence of new values, such as ‘a happy family is a 
small family.’ 
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values of deliberators (Argenton and Rossi 2013). For deliberation to lead to the 

positive construction of shared values and goals, on Sen’s deliberative account agents 

must be “reason giving and autonomous” individuals who are “sufficiently neutral 

toward competing conceptions of the good” (Argenton and Rossi 2013, 137). Yet this 

is quite substantively a liberal understanding of what it means to be a deliberative agent: 

the deliberators are expected to deliberate in a particular way, namely through reasoned 

introspection and exchange of reasoned arguments. This is in conflict with Sen’s 

commitment to pluralism, according to Argenton and Rossi, because it only 

accommodates pluralism in its reasonable forms. By requiring deliberators to scrutinize 

their own beliefs and values and provide generally acceptable reasons for them, the 

deliberative method is “an essentially homogenous moralized consensus, based on the 

unwarranted silencing of some of the most challenging expressions of pluralism” 

(Argenton and Rossi 2013, 137).	123 

Thirdly, in order to avoid these two objections mentioned above, as both 

Claassen (2011) and Walzer (1981) point out, deliberative democratic methods must 

themselves rely on a substantive democratic theory that delineates what a just 

democratic procedure looks like. Therefore, for deliberative democracy to constitute a 

reliable method, we already assume that stakeholders have a range of capabilities and 

functionings, such as access to robust democratic institutions and information as well 

as the capacity for critical reflection and deliberation, which in turn require adequate 

cognitive skills and access to education (Bohman 1997, 325–326).124 Thus, it seems that 

even on the level of selecting capabilities and functionings, the deliberative method—

and, to a lesser extent, the qualitative method insofar as it assumes rational capacities 

on behalf of its subjects—cannot escape the predicament that I outlined at the 

beginning of this section. I argued there that even though procedural methods may 

adhere to a foundational theory (e.g., deliberative democratic theory) at the level of 

justifying the method, it does not necessarily follow that we are thereby committed to a 

                                                        
123 Consider, for example, as Argenton and Rossi (2013, 137) do, a religious person who believes 
that questioning her own beliefs would condemn her to Dante’s Seventh Circle of Hell, which is 
reserved for blasphemers. 
124 For good introductions to deliberative democratic theory, see, for example, Bohman and 
Rehg (1997) and Dryzek (2000).  
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list of capabilities and functionings. However, if the practical implementation of a 

deliberative method does indeed require the capabilities and functionings highlighted 

by Bohman, it follows that we are committed to a substantive list of capabilities and 

functionings. Even though the list of capabilities and functionings that follows may be 

quite minimal and imperfect (Byskov 2015, 11)—that is, restricted to democratic 

capabilities and not comprehensive in terms of what is normatively relevant for a 

development agenda—we must recognize that the deliberative democratic method as a 

purely procedural method is illusive because it does to some extent rely on a 

foundational method. 

In sum, though the procedural methods can address two of the concerns that 

we identified with the foundational methods—namely, lack of democratic legitimacy 

and contextual sensitivity—selecting capabilities procedurally, either through empirical 

research or public deliberation, still faces objections. First, they are encumbered by the 

fact that individuals often suffer from adapted preferences and different kinds of 

biases, which will influence the outcome, and hence the success, of the selection 

procedure. Secondly, selecting capabilities through public deliberations may, 

paradoxically, violate the criterion of democratic legitimacy insofar as it stifles pluralism 

by requiring deliberators to be reasoned and neutral. Though proponents of 

deliberative democracy argue that these issues can be addressed under the right 

circumstances, their solution requires that we move beyond a purely procedural 

method to include insights from a foundational method about what constitutes a just 

or reliable democratic deliberation. 

 

6.6 Mixed (or multistage) methods 

I have in the previous sections identified three general categories of methods for the 

selection of capabilities and functionings—ad hoc, foundational, and procedural 

methods—and argued that none is suitable, by itself, to fulfill the task of setting a 

development agenda: ad hoc methods lack any robust justification of the items on the 

agenda, ‘purely’ foundational methods lack democratic and epistemological legitimacy, 

and ‘purely’ procedural methods are vulnerable to subjectivism.  
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The silver lining, however, is that both the foundational and the procedural 

methods may satisfy different aspects of a development agenda. On the one hand, 

democratic and participative exercises are important because they capture the process 

aspect of a selection of capabilities (Sen 1997; Robeyns 2003, 69). In short, it makes a 

difference in terms of legitimacy whether a list of capabilities is derived from normative 

theory or has been through a democratic process, even if the lists are identical (Jaggar 

2006; Robeyns 2005b). On the other hand, democratic bottom-up approaches may 

reproduce unjust sociocultural norms and local power relations (Claassen 2011, 496; 

Nussbaum 2003, 47). Setting out normative standards and principles is thus an 

important aspect of a justifiable development agenda that can only be fulfilled by a 

theoretical exercise (Claassen 2011, 498–499; Byskov 2015, 4–5).125 

Some capability scholars have attempted to capture this duality of aspects by 

adopting or proposing mixed (or multistage) methods for the selection of capabilities and 

functionings. Mixed or multistage methods combine two or more foundational and 

procedural methods in order to create an integrated approach to the selection of 

capabilities and functioning. Robeyns (2003, 71), for example, argues that a list of 

capabilities “should be drawn up in at least two stages. The first stage can involve 

drawing up a kind of ‘ideal’ list, unconstrained by limitations of data or measurement 

design, or of socioeconomic or political feasibility. The second stage would be drawing 

up a more pragmatic list which takes such constraints into account.”  

By integrating procedural and foundational aspects in this way, the ambition is 

to capture what Sen (1997) has labeled the comprehensive outcome of selecting capabilities. 

As Sen argues, we should distinguish between the culmination outcome and the 

comprehensive outcome of a list of capabilities. While the culmination outcome only 

takes into consideration whether the final list of capabilities can be justified—that is, 

none of the items on the list violate principles of justice—the comprehensive outcome 

also considers the justifiability of the procedure by which the list was brought about. 

                                                        
125 For a similar criticism of the procedural position, see Walzer (1981, 386–387): “What is at 
stake in discussions about procedural justice is the distribution of power, and that is surely a 
substantive matter. No procedural arrangement can be defended except by some substantive 
argument.” 
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Mixed (or multistage) methods aim to justify the procedure as well as the particular list 

of capabilities. 

Robeyns herself does not specify her mixed (or multistage) method further nor 

does she take a stance on the normative relationship between the two or more stages. 

Within the capability literature, we can identify two specific kinds of mixed (or 

multistage) methods. Comparative methods start out by identifying an abstract and 

idealized list of capabilities in theory, which is then specified through an empirical or 

deliberative exercise. It is important to note that in cases of conflict, top-down 

comparative methods hold that the list derived from theory has overriding status. (As 

such, the empirical/deliberative exercise is merely for comparative purposes, making 

the method decidedly top-down.) Synthesizing methods, to the contrary, embrace the 

potential conflict between lists derived from, respectively, theory and 

empirical/deliberative exercises by facilitating a dialectical ‘conversation’ between the 

two stages. This conversation can have two purposes: on the one hand, the 

empirical/deliberative exercise can inform the (normative) theory, while, on the other 

hand, the (normative) theory can provide a critical view on the empirically or 

deliberatively developed list. In the following, I discuss both methods in turn and argue 

that the task of setting a development agenda is best managed by adopting a 

synthesizing method.126 

Brock (2009), Burchardt and Vizard (2011), and Holland (2014) adopt a ‘two-

stage’ method, which informs and specifies an abstract normative theory through 

empirical or deliberative means. While Holland (2014, 188–192) follows Nussbaum in 

specifying ten central capabilities and shows how they are affected by local 

environmental conditions, Burchardt and Vizard (2011, 92) combine “‘bottom-up’ 

deliberative/participative strategies on the one hand, and internationally recognized 

human rights standards on the other.”  Brock (2009, 5) similarly argues that real 

discussions on public policy “can usefully inform” her cosmopolitan account of global 

justice. 

                                                        
126 Though there may be other proponents of the two methods within (and beyond) the 
capability literature, in this section I only provide three examples of each for reasons of length.  
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The first stage of the selection process aims at identifying overlapping and 

shared ideal principles—for example, in the international human rights treaties and 

conventions (Burchardt and Vizard 2011, 100–102), in a hypothetical overlapping 

consensus (Holland 2014b, 188–192), or in a cosmopolitan account of global justice 

based on an original position approach (Brock 2009, Chapter 3)—that can provide a 

normative basis for the list of capabilities (in our context, a development agenda). The 

second stage plays one or both of two primary roles within top-down comparative 

methods. On the one hand, it may adapt or refine the abstract list to local 

socioeconomic and environmental circumstances, taking such constraints into account 

(Burchardt and Vizard 2011, 102–103; Robeyns 2003, 70–71). Brock (2009, part II), for 

example, investigates five discussions within public policy, which she uses to inform 

and refine her theory of global justice (Brock 2009, part III). As such, it satisfies the 

epistemological objection that theorists may not know what matters to the local 

stakeholders.  

On the other hand, the second stage may also satisfy the issue of democratic 

legitimacy that was set out in chapter 3 by including “a process of deliberation and 

debate, giving the general public and those at risk of discrimination and disadvantage a 

defining role in identifying and justifying the selection of central and basic capabilities” 

(Burchardt and Vizard 2011, 102).  

The main issue with two-stage methods such as the ones adopted by Brock 

(2009), Burchardt and Vizard (2011), and Holland (2014) is that the two stages may 

arrive at conflicting lists of capabilities. That is, there may be cases in which the second 

empirical/deliberative stage identifies capabilities that not only supplement the 

normative theory’s list of capabilities but are actually incompatible with it. How should 

such conflicts be resolved? Brock (2009, 73–74), Burchardt and Vizard (2011, 104) and 

Holland (2014, 137–138) all stress the priority of the list of capabilities derived from 

normative theory over the list of capabilities derived from an empirical or deliberative 

exercise. In this sense, the method ultimately becomes top-down, imposing the 

normative theory on the people to whom it applies, while the empirical/deliberative 

exercise merely poses as a comparison and confirmation of the normative list.  
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If this is true, then the top-down comparative method cannot satisfy the 

criterion of democratic legitimacy: while it is true that granting overriding priority to 

the list derived from normative theory ensures that the list of capabilities arrived at in 

the second stage does not violate basic normative principles—including a list of basic 

capabilities—in practice it has the consequence that a list of capabilities only has 

validity insofar as it aligns with the normative theory and its (substantive) list of 

capabilities. In other words, the empirical/deliberative process cannot in itself (or only 

secondarily—if at all) justify a certain selection of capabilities. But this ability is 

arguably the hallmark of a comprehensive outcome. A selection of capabilities gains 

democratic legitimacy exactly because it is not imposed on the people to whom it 

applies. This should lead us to reject the top-down comparative method as suitable for 

the selection of capabilities and functionings for a development agenda. 

How can we retain democratic legitimacy while minimizing the risk that the 

final list of capabilities does not violate basic normative principles (assuming that there 

will always be some tension between the two)? A second set of mixed methods may 

promise to rectify this democratic shortcoming. Synthesizing methods for the selection of 

capabilities accord equal priority to the two (or more) stages and engage them in a 

dialectical dialogue with the aim of enhancing and improving both the normative 

theory and the democratic decision-making process. Rather than being antagonistic, 

then, the two (or more) stages are seen as different contributions that provide critical 

insights into the process of making a selection of capabilities that is, on the one hand, 

normatively justifiable and, on the other hand, democratically and contextually 

sensitive. In the following, I briefly discuss three such synthesizing methods for the 

selection of capabilities.  

Alkire (2002), Claassen (2011), and Khader (2011) all adopt (or propose that 

we adopt) a three-stage method, which engages in a dialectical or dialogical exercise 

between theoretical reflection, empirical investigation, and public deliberation.	127 The 

three stages are (i) from practice to theory, (ii) from (refined) theory to practice, and (iii) 

a synthesis. The dialectical dialogue is present at all stages of Alkire’s, Claassen’s, and 

                                                        
127 For an in-depth analysis, discussion, and critique of Claassen’s approach, see Fibieger Byskov 
(2015). 
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Khader’s methods. In the first stage, Alkire, Claassen, and Khader start out by 

identifying a normative theory that can and should be supplemented or refined through 

a participatory (Alkire 2002, 43–47), empirical (Claassen 2011, 504–505), or deliberative 

(Khader 2011, 20–21) exercise. The reasons they provide for this are different, 

however.  

Alkire (2002, 43–44), for example, identifies a preliminary list of basic 

capabilities, which she then uses to facilitate a process of practical reasoning with her 

participants in order to further specify the list of capabilities according to local values 

and circumstances. Claassen (2011, 504) argues that the empirical investigation is meant 

to address the objection from epistemology that the theorist alone cannot know what is 

relevant to those who are affected by the agenda and she must therefore “learn from 

public debates about capabilities [or] even conduct social scientific research to find out 

which capabilities people value most” and with suitable modification allow the results 

of this practical investigation to influence and enhance her ideal list of capabilities. As 

Claassen (2011, 505) explains further, “[t]he philosopher’s individual epistemological 

limits are compensated for by drawing upon the knowledge of (many) others.”	128  

Khader (2011, 21) aims to address the objection from democratic legitimacy, arguing 

that “we want people to be judged by a conception of flourishing that is widely 

perceived as legitimate.”  

In the second stage, this refined normative theory is then used as a starting 

point for a process of practical reasoning (Alkire 2002, 46) or offered for public 

deliberation and endorsement (Claassen 2011, 501) or as an input into a participatory 

dialogue with local stakeholders (Khader 2011, 22). Thus, where the first stage worked 

from practice to theory, the second stage of these authors’ methods moves from 

(refined) theory back to practice. Again, the reasons Alkire, Claassen, and Khader give 

for this move are different. The primary reason for offering the refined normative 

theory for public deliberation and endorsement is primarily a matter of democratic 

legitimacy, according to Claassen (2011, 500–502). Claassen (2011, 501) admits that if a 
                                                        
128 Though Claassen does not specify how this dialectical process should take place, he does 
compare it to Wolff and De-Shalit (2007), who use Nussbaum’s list as a basis for an empirical 
investigation (mainly interviews) and revise the list based on the information gathered, as well as 
David Miller's (1999) approach to deciding on the principles of social justice. 
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list were to be applied directly and solely based on the authority of the theorist, it 

would indeed lack democratic legitimacy. Yet as Claassen (2011, 501) further argues, 

the theorist should not demand compliance with her list independently of public 

deliberation but rather offer it “as an input into a democratic process run by others.”  

To Khader, meanwhile, the second stage of her method has epistemological 

motivation. Whereas the first stage of her method intends to specify a normative 

theory—in particular, a cross-cultural conception of human flourishing based on a 

deliberative exercise—in the second stage this refined normative theory (e.g., of human 

flourishing) can help identify an unjust state of affairs (in Khader's (2011, 22) case, 

whether someone is suffering from adaptive preferences129). Similarly, Alkire intends 

the second stage to have epistemic consequences for her participants: by engaging them 

and challenging their beliefs and values, Alkire (2002, 46) aims to make her participants 

reflect on, reason about, and refine the list of capabilities and functionings they find 

valuable and the reasons why they do so based on their own personal, historical, and 

socioeconomic context. 

The third stage of Alkire’s, Claassen’s, and Khader’s methods serves as a 

synthesis where normative and descriptive content form a critical input that aims to 

enable local stakeholders—participants in development projects (Alkire); deliberators 

(Claassen); individuals suffering from adaptive preferences (Khader)—to make 

informed decisions about which capabilities are normatively relevant, to themselves or 

in general.130  As Claassen (2011, 505) argues, echoing Nussbaum’s attack on the 

democratic approaches, “the fact that a group of people empirically holds the belief 

that realizing capability x is a moral demand does not mean that these beliefs are 

morally correct.”  

Hence, Alkire (2002, 46), Claassen (2011, 505), and Khader (2011, 22) hold, we 

need to engage in a critical dialogue with stakeholders. Through this critical dialogue, 

                                                        
129 Adaptive preferences, according to Khader (2011, 17), are “preferences inconsistent with 
basic flourishing that a person developed under conditions nonconductive to basic flourishing 
and that we expect her to change under conditions conducive to basic flourishing.” 
130 Note, though, that Alkire (2002, 28) stresses her conviction “that the inexact and inherently 
contentious process of synthesizing lists into one favoured set is far less important than using a 
roughly decent set in the field and modifying it as necessary.” 
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the democratic and epistemological concerns come together. On the one hand, whereas 

Burchardt and Vizard's (2011) and Holland's (2014) mixed approaches endorse 

paternalistic intervention when they encounter a potential source of reproduction of an 

unjust state of affairs, Alkire’s, Claassen’s, and Khader’s methods hold that the decision 

ultimately lies with the public themselves.131 On the other hand, whereas Burchardt and 

Vizard (2011) and Holland's (2014) approaches only seek to confirm the normative 

theory through an empirical exercise, Alkire, Claassen, and Khader hold that it is the 

normative theory that must inform the individual or public deliberation process.  

In sum, a synthesizing method as a method for the selection of capabilities has 

the most potential, I contend, as a method for setting a development agenda. This is so 

because it manages to address several of the concerns that we have raised against other 

methods, most importantly normative justifiability, democratic legitimacy, and 

contextual sensitivity. Employing a synthesizing method for the selection of relevant 

capabilities and functionings is not unproblematic, however. In the next section, I show 

how synthesizing methods are vulnerable to miscommunications such as the ones 

identified in chapter 4 and thus argue that they should be supplemented with one or 

more mediating experts. 

 

6.7 Synthesizing methods, local authority, and mediating experts 

In the previous section, I have analyzed and discussed the three-stage synthesizing 

method for the selection of normatively relevant capabilities and functionings. A 

synthesizing method integrates both foundational and procedural methods in a critical 

discussion and synthesis about what is normatively relevant for a development agenda. 

Throughout this thesis, I have made several claims, however, and in this final section I 

will inquire whether—and positively conclude that—the synthesizing method, as I have 

defined and specified it, is compatible with these claims. I first investigate the synergies 

between the claim to local authority before I argue that the synthesizing method is 

vulnerable to miscommunications, such as the ones identified in chapter 4, and that we 

need to employ mediating experts when applying the method in practice. 

                                                        
131 See, though, Claassen (2014), who does allow for some paternalist interventions to ensure 
basic agential functionings. 
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6.7.1 Synthesizing methods and local authority  

The first question that we need to ask is how does the synthesizing method square with 

the arguments for more local authority that I expanded on in chapters 2–4? Does the 

synthesizing method respect the criteria for nondomination? Can it accommodate the 

two domains—political and expert—of authority?  

Recall, in chapter 2 I defined the claim to local authority minimally as the claim 

that local stakeholders should be granted more authority in matters of their own 

development (including in the setting of a development agenda). This is so in two 

regards. On the one hand, it is a claim to grant local stakeholders more political 

authority. In chapter 3, I grounded this claim in a republican theory, which holds that 

the political process of setting and adopting a development agenda must respect certain 

procedural constraints so as not to be imposed on the local stakeholders on an arbitrary 

basis. On the other hand, the claim to local authority may also be interpreted as the 

claim that local stakeholders should be granted more expert authority in the 

socioscientific decision-making process. In chapter 4, I argued that local stakeholders 

who possess contributory expertise—relevant tacit or embodied knowledge—should 

be granted expert authority.  

The synergies between the synthesizing method and the claim to local 

authority are at least threefold. First, the synthesizing method certainly grants local 

stakeholders political decision-making rights. Contrary to the other multistage method, 

comparative methods, the synthesizing method does not contain a clause that can 

overrule the popular voice. By engaging critically with local stakeholders, the method 

respects them as moral and political agents that are capable of and have the right to 

decide on matters of their own development. In order to consolidate this right to 

political authority, moreover, it is straightforward to imagine that the synthesizing 

method can incorporate the kinds of initiatives needed to counter the risk of public and 

private domination that I discussed in chapter 3. 

Secondly, the multiple stages of the synthesizing method embody the 

distinction between the political and the expert domains of authority. Within the 
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method, the domain of expertise—which I discussed in chapter 4—is represented by 

the idea that a holistic and comprehensive procedure needs to incorporate critical 

insights. Such critical insights come from development experts, which, I argued, should 

include local stakeholders with relevant tacit or embodied knowledge. Conversely, a 

comprehensive method, as I have insisted throughout, must be democratically 

legitimate. This commitment to democratic legitimacy is represented within the 

synthesizing method by the inclusion of procedural methods through which all (local) 

stakeholders have the political authority to have their voice heard. By integrating 

normative insights derived from foundational methods with the democratic sensitivity 

of the procedural methods, the synthesizing method is dialectic and holistic in the sense 

indicated by the distinction between two domains. 

Thirdly, it is important to note that I have not advocated an interpretation of 

the claim to local authority that would entail a full transfer of authority to local 

stakeholders. Rather, in chapters 2–4, I argued that in regard to both political and 

expert authority, the claim to local authority should be interpreted so as to leave room 

for external intervention (within the limits of republican theory). The synthesizing 

method likewise leaves room for external involvement in the setting of a development 

agenda by holding that a selection of normatively relevant capabilities and functionings 

must be decided through a critical deliberative process involving both nonlocal 

stakeholders and local stakeholders. 

In sum, the synergies between the claim to local authority, as I defined and 

specified it in chapters 2–4, and the synthesizing method support my argument that 

selecting normatively relevant capabilities and functionings for a development agenda is 

best managed through a mixed (or multistage) method—in particular the method that I 

have labeled the synthesizing method. That is not to say, though, that the synthesizing 

method does not suffer from certain problems when applied in practice. In the 

following, I argue that the synthesizing method is vulnerable to the kinds of 

miscommunications that I identified in chapter 4. 
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6.7.2 Synthesizing methods and mediating experts  

In this section, I show how the integration of two (or more) stages is vulnerable to 

miscommunications, such as the ones identified in chapter 4. Recall, 

miscommunications arise between two (or more) different stakeholders due to a lack of 

interactional expertise on behalf of one or both of the stakeholders. Interactional 

expertise is the ability to communicate properly and efficiently in relation to the 

knowledge of other stakeholders. A lack of interactional expertise, I argued, manifests 

itself in terms of the epistemological and ontological assumptions the different parties 

employ, in terms of power, as well as practical disagreements (Brand and Karvonen 

2007, 22–24). In the following, I argue that the synthesizing method is vulnerable to 

the issue of miscommunication and consequently that we need to employ mediating 

experts when applying the method in practice. 

 The synthesizing method seems to satisfy three important criteria of a 

development agenda, namely contextual sensitivity, normative justification, and 

democratic legitimacy. However, Alkire, Claassen, and Khader’s versions of the 

synthesizing method are all vulnerable to miscommunications insofar as they attempt 

to incorporate theoretical insights into a democratic decision-making procedure. Even 

if the normative and descriptive theory, which is offered as an input to the democratic 

procedure, has been refined through an empirical or deliberative exercise, it is quite 

plausible that it is still quite different from the preferences that the local stakeholders 

may hold—for example due to adaptive preferences (Khader) or their “ideological 

commitments, considerations of personal status, power relations, electoral strategies, 

etc.” (Claassen 2011, 504)—and hence it is necessary to engage local stakeholders in a 

critical dialogue in the first place. In addition to high levels of socioeconomic 

inequalities, low educational levels, and poor access to democratic institutions, implicit 

and deliberative biases (A. F. Smith 2014) may hamper any prospect of the third 

democratic stage yielding a fruitful result. As such, the synthesizing method will 

necessarily involve a large variety of different stakeholders and experts who may come 

from different professional, sociocultural, and epistemological backgrounds. As I 

documented in chapter 4, such differences are likely to cause breakdowns in 
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communication in a variety of ways. 

The final stage of the synthesizing method is thus vulnerable to the issue of 

miscommunication when applied in practice. How can we expect that local 

stakeholders should be receptive to the kind of critical insights that Claassen and 

Khader envision? While Claassen merely leaves the decision-making process to 

deliberators (with the normative philosopher providing external criticism), Alkire and 

Khader come closer to expressing what I shall suggest in the following by arguing that 

we need to engage in a dialogue between development experts and local stakeholders.  

My argument is that for the synthesizing method to be successful and fruitful 

when applied in practice, it should be supplemented by certain forms of mediating 

expertise, such as the five types I identified in chapter 4. In the first stage of a 

synthesizing method, enriching the theory through empirical means, the 

interdisciplinary expert, the meta-expert, and the civic expert could prove to be 

especially valuable. While the meta-expert makes judgments about who should make 

contributions to the theory, the interdisciplinary expert works across disciplines and 

investigates where insights from one pool of knowledge can contribute to creating 

solutions within another discipline (Brand and Karvonen 2007, 26–28). The 

interdisciplinary expert may, at this stage of the method, for example, draw on 

sociological and anthropological insights to improve an economic analysis or a theory 

of justice. The civic expert can engage with the public in order to incorporate their 

experiential knowledge. 

In the second stage of a synthesizing method, which works from theory to 

practice, the outreach expert and the civic expert will be especially valuable in making 

the theory intelligible to the local stakeholders and expanding their informational basis 

when engaging in a deliberative exercise. Recall, the aim of the outreach expert, 

according to Brand and Karvonen (2007, 26), is to communicate and disseminate 

scientific knowledge to the public and thereby increase their level of knowledge and 

information, while the civic expert engages with the public in a critical dialogue on 

these issues. The outreach and civic experts may be able to translate the normative and 

descriptive theory into a language that is intelligible to the local stakeholders and make 
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clear exactly how it impacts their daily lives.  

Finally, the civic expert may, together with the political expert (and possibly 

also the outreach expert), be especially important for the success of a synthesizing 

method in setting a development agenda. The civic expert (and the outreach expert) 

can engage the local stakeholders in a critical dialogue and deliberation with the aim of 

identifying and highlighting common concerns and points of agreement and 

exchanging viewpoints and reasons. Meanwhile, the political expert, adept at 

negotiating politically between various stakeholders, will be instrumental in helping the 

participants in the democratic process synthesize the (refined) theoretical input and the 

concerns raised in the deliberative exercise into a widely endorsed development agenda. 

In sum, all three stages of a synthesizing method can benefit from the 

involvement of various types of mediating experts. The five types of mediating experts 

I identified in chapter 4 can enable local stakeholders, with the input from external 

experts, to arrive at a reasoned and widely endorsed development agenda. Making these 

connections, I propose, makes the synthesizing method practically plausible as a 

method for the selection of capabilities and functionings for a development agenda. 

 

6.8 Concluding remarks 

In sum, chapters 5 and 6 have answered the third and final question that I set out at the 

beginning of this thesis: by which method should we select normatively relevant 

capabilities for a development agenda? In chapter 5, I set out four criteria concerning 

how we should evaluate these methods, and in this chapter I have identified, analyzed, 

and discussed four general categories of methods for the selection of normatively 

relevant capabilities and functionings, comprising fifteen more specific methods. Ad hoc 

methods base a list of capabilities on the values of the researcher or practical concerns, 

foundational methods derive a list from technical knowledge and reasoning, and procedural 

methods identify capabilities through either empirical studies or a deliberative process, 

while mixed (or multistage) methods integrate two or more foundational and procedural 

methods.  

I have argued that the first three methodologies mentioned above—ad hoc, 
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technocratic, and procedural methods—have serious shortcomings when applied to the 

task of setting a development agenda. Generally, these shortcomings are either a lack of 

contextual sensitivity, normative justification, or democratic legitimacy. However, I 

argued that these shortcomings can be ameliorated by adopting a mixed (or multistage) 

method. 

In particular, I have argued that we would do best to adopt the method that I 

have labeled synthesizing methods. Synthesizing methods aim to engage critically with local 

stakeholders in a three-stage procedure. While the purpose of the first stage is to enrich 

the normative and descriptive theory through empirical and deliberative exercises, the 

second stage offers this refined theory as an input to a democratic procedure with the 

aim of enhancing the informational bases of the participants. Lastly, in the third stage, 

local stakeholders engage in a critical deliberation with the ideal outcome of an 

informed and widely endorsed list of capabilities and functionings. Synthesizing 

methods, I argued, can satisfy our concerns about contextual sensitivity, normative 

justification, and democratic legitimacy. 

Finally, I argued that the synthesizing method is synergetic and complementary 

to the claim to local authority, as I defined and specified it in chapters 2 to 4, but it 

needs to be supplemented by the five types of experts that I identified in chapter 4 in 

order to be practically useful for setting a development agenda. The interdisciplinary 

expert, the meta-expert, and the civic expert are especially valuable in the first stage of 

the method, when the technocratic theory is enriched by the local stakeholders’ 

experiential knowledge and concerns. The second stage will especially involve the 

outreach expert and the civic expert, who can disseminate, illuminate, and clarify the 

refined theory for the local stakeholders, ideally presenting it in a way that makes it 

relevant to them and their lives. The civic expert and the political expert play the largest 

roles in the third, synthesizing stage, which engages local stakeholders in a critical 

deliberative exercise with the aim of crystalizing the discussion into a widely endorsed 

development agenda. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Development post-2015 

 

Throughout the six main chapters of this thesis, I have developed a framework that can 

help us answer the following question: how should we select development goals for a (post-2015) 

development agenda?  In this concluding chapter, I provide a final overview of the 

argument that I have given in this thesis and sum up some of my conclusions. While 

the framework that I propose in this thesis has a quite specific focus, I shall here take 

the opportunity to look forward and speculate on how my framework can be applied 

not only to a post-2015 development agenda—including the monitoring and evaluation 

of progress—but also to other development tasks, such as the design of specific 

development projects. 

 I begin by restating the three initial questions—what kinds of goals?, who 

should participate?, and how?—that motivated the inquiries of this thesis (section 7.1). 

In section 7.2, I provide a summary of my argument, including an overview of my 

proposed framework for the setting of a development agenda, while section 7.3 spells 

out how the thesis contributes to the literature. Finally, I consider how my framework 

can contribute to discussions outside of the particular context of a development agenda 

(section 7.4). 

 

7.1 Three fundamental questions revisited 

What is a development agenda? A development agenda, as I have defined it, is a 

normative convention, agreement, decree, or aspiration that specifies a set of goals that 

should be achieved by international, national, and local development efforts, such as 

concrete development interventions and projects, as well as national public policies. As 

such, the goals that are included on a development agenda have the potential to have a 

real impact on the socioeconomic structure and appearance of the world. It is thus 

important that we are able to select the goals of a development agenda in a way that 
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can be defended and justified. 

I opened this thesis by arguing that before we can even begin to identify 

specific development goals, we need to take a step back and consider three 

fundamental questions. In addressing these fundamental questions, we can provide a 

justification of our development agenda. The three questions are as follows: what kinds 

of development goals should a development agenda include, who should be involved in 

setting the development agenda, and by which method should they go about selecting 

particular development goals? How we answer these questions might crucially influence 

what goals we find normatively relevant for a development agenda. 

First of all, I argued that there are different kinds of development goals. A 

development agenda may concentrate on goals that address people’s basic needs, such 

as food, water, and shelter. It may concern economic goals or it may only include those 

goals that are immediately achievable. It may focus on distinguishing those goals that 

give us the most utility for our investment. Whatever the focus of our development 

agenda, it will influence the particular goals that it includes. Thus, the first question that 

we need to ask when setting a development agenda is what kinds of goals should a 

development agenda include? 

Secondly, several stakeholders may claim to have an interest in specifying what 

goals development should achieve. While donor countries have an interest in seeing 

their money well spent, local stakeholders will want the aid to address their needs. 

Development experts also hold their particular views on what good development is. 

Though all of these stakeholders might agree on how a development agenda should 

look, this is not necessarily so. Thus, the second question we should ask is who has a 

legitimate claim to authority in the process of setting a development agenda? 

 Thirdly, we can employ many different methods for the selection of 

normatively relevant development goals. We may derive goals from a normative theory, 

such as a theory of justice or human rights theory, or we may want our agenda to be 

more empirically founded on qualitative or quantitative analyses. We may want our 

development agenda to reflect the values of local stakeholders and their societies or we 

may engage them in a critical deliberation with the aim of challenging unjust social 
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norms. The third fundamental question that we need to ask when setting a 

development agenda therefore concerns by which method should we select normatively relevant 

development goals? 

 In this thesis, I have argued that we can address these three fundamental 

questions by adopting an integrated and inclusive framework that aims to engage local 

stakeholders in a critical deliberation about which capabilities and functionings should 

be included on a development agenda. In the next section, I elaborate on this 

framework and how it addresses the three fundamental questions. 

 

7.2 A framework for setting a development agenda 

What has been argued in this thesis? At which conclusions have I arrived? In this 

thesis, I have argued that we should adopt an inclusive framework when selecting 

normatively relevant goals for a development agenda. The framework that I have 

proposed in this thesis has the following three general characteristics: 

 

 First, the goals of a development agenda are best conceptualized in terms of 

capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are the real freedom that people have 

to do or be certain things; functionings are capabilities that have been realized. 

 Secondly, local stakeholders should be granted both political and expert 

authority in the setting of a development agenda. Politically, the claim to local 

authority is best accounted for with reference to republican theory, which 

safeguards local stakeholders against arbitrary domination, while expert 

authority is best granted to local stakeholders on the basis of their tacit or 

embodied knowledge about local socioeconomic and environmental 

conditions. 

 Thirdly, the best method for setting a development agenda is to follow a 

multistage process that aims to foster critical engagement between different 

stakeholders, such as local agents, government policy-makers, and external 

development experts. In order to facilitate this critical engagement, the process 

should be guided by a variety of mediating experts. 
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In the first chapter, I argued that a development agenda should be conceptualized in 

terms of capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are the real freedom to do or be 

certain things—that is, the activities that we are able to undertake (‘doings’) and the 

kinds of persons we are able to be (‘beings’). Having the real freedom to do or be certain 

things means that one has all the required means necessary to achieve that doing and 

being if one wishes to. That is, it is not merely the formal freedom to do or be 

something, but the substantial opportunity to achieve it. Someone might, for example, 

have the formal freedom to vote at the elections in the sense that she has a right to do 

so and that no one will stop her from doing so, but she might lack the substantial 

possibility to vote because the closest voting station is 200 kilometers away and she 

does not own a car and does not have the physical ability to walk such a distance. 

Conversely, someone may be living close to the voting station but still does not have 

the real freedom to vote because females are not permitted to vote in that particular 

society. Capabilities are thus real freedoms in the sense that they are corrected for any 

potential impediments. Functionings simply denote those capabilities that have been 

achieved, whether voluntarily or by chance. 

 As such, the concept of capabilities and functionings addresses the first 

question concerning the kinds of goals that a development agenda should include. A 

focus on capabilities and functionings, I have argued, has advantages over other kinds 

of development goals because it changes the focus from means (the resources people 

have) to ends (what they are able to do and be with those resources and goods). This 

shift in focus is justified because resources and goods alone do not ensure that people 

are free to or have the possibility to utilize them. That is, what people are actually able 

to do or be with a certain set of means is contingent upon the particular individual and 

socioeconomic and environmental circumstances. Conceptualizing development goals 

in terms of capabilities and functionings captures this aspect of human development: a 

development agenda on this view should accommodate the diversity of human life by 

acknowledging the factors that influence what people can or cannot do or be. 

In chapter 2, I argued that, while aid donors and development experts have 
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traditionally been in charge of setting the development agenda (in particular, the 

Millennium Development Goals), development scholars have in the past two decades 

argued that local stakeholders should have a greater say in this process. I have labeled 

this the claim to local authority. The claim to local authority can be interpreted as a claim 

for local stakeholders to have more political authority and/or expert authority. A claim to 

political authority is the claim that local stakeholders have the right to be involved in 

and influence the political decision-making process because of the impact that a 

development agenda will have on their lives. The claim to expert authority is the claim 

that local stakeholders have expert knowledge, which is relevant and valuable for the 

setting of a development agenda, and thus cannot be ignored. 

In chapter 3, I defended the claim to local political authority by further 

specifying it with the help of republican theory. Republicanism is the idea that people 

should enjoy political freedom, understood as the absence of domination. A person or a group 

is subject to domination—that is, lacks political freedom—insofar as another person or 

group has the power to arbitrarily interfere with the choices and actions of that person 

or group, whether or not that power is invoked (Pettit 1999, 165). As such, the claim 

has not been that local stakeholders are the only political authority. Rather, granting 

local stakeholders political authority in this sense means that they should be included in 

the decision-making process and be respected by both law-makers and law-enforcers.  

 In chapter 4, I argued that local stakeholders should likewise be granted more 

expert authority. I did so by introducing what I call ‘third wave development expertise.’ 

Third wave expertise builds on first and second wave conceptions of expertise: while 

the first wave grants expert authority merely to traditional experts and scientists, the 

second wave extends expertise to include laypeople. The idea behind second wave 

expertise is, on the one hand, that the traditional sciences function much in the same 

way as ordinary social relations and, on the other hand, that laypeople have knowledge, 

which is scientifically significant. Third wave development expertise, meanwhile, 

provides a normative view of expertise, which, though extending expertise beyond the 

traditional development experts, aims to delimit what counts as legitimate expert 

knowledge. Thus, again, the claim has not been that local stakeholders are the only 
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authoritative experts in matters of their own development but rather that they hold 

legitimate knowledge that is significant for the setting of a development agenda. 

 Thus, chapters 2–4 addressed the second fundamental question concerning 

who should be involved in the setting of a development agenda. In both chapters, I 

carved out a significant space for local stakeholder involvement and authority in setting 

a development agenda while retaining the necessity of involving other authorities, most 

importantly development experts, in this task. 

 In chapters 5 and 6, I finally turned to investigate by which method(ology) we 

should identify normatively relevant goals for a development agenda. While several 

methods have been proposed within the human development and capability literature, I 

argued that we first need to identify by which criteria these methods should be 

evaluated. Accordingly, in chapter 5, I argued that a suitable method for the selection 

of capabilities and functionings for a development agenda should satisfy four general 

criteria.  

First, the criterion of methodological justification holds that it is necessary to 

make the methodology used explicit and scrutinize it according to the standards of the 

relevant methodological discipline(s). Secondly, the criterion of normative justification 

demands that the method and its list of capabilities and functionings can be at least 

minimally justified according to normative standards. Based on my defense of the claim 

to local authority, the criterion of democratic legitimacy, thirdly, states that a suitable 

method for the selection of capabilities should be able to represent the values and 

preferences of the people to whom the list of capabilities applies by including them in 

the socioscientific and political decision-making process. Finally, the criterion of 

contextual sensitivity holds that a suitable method must be able to adapt to the context 

and adjust its scope according to whether the selection of capabilities is being applied at 

a global, regional, national, or local level. 

In chapter 6, I identified fifteen proposed methods for the selection of 

capabilities and functionings and categorized them within four general methodologies: 

ad hoc, foundational, procedural, and mixed (or multistage) methods. Ad hoc methods, I 

argued, base their selection of capabilities on ad hoc considerations, foundational 
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methods on an ultimate normative value or principle, and procedural methods on more 

open-ended, democratic information, while mixed (or multistage) methods employ 

technocratic and procedural methods in conjunction.  

Based on the four criteria specified in the previous chapter, I argued that 

selecting capabilities and functionings for a development agenda is best managed by 

adopting a mixed (or multistage) method. Ad hoc methods were dismissed because of 

their lack of methodological and normative justification, and foundational methods 

were also dismissed due to a lack of democratic legitimacy and contextual sensitivity, 

while procedural methods were found vulnerable to implicit biases and adaptive 

preferences and hence were found to be a violation of the criterion of normative 

justification. Consequently, I argued that mixed (or multistage) methods—in particular 

the set of methods that I labeled synthesizing methods—could provide both 

methodological and normative justifications, as well as satisfy the criteria of democratic 

legitimacy and contextual sensitivity.  

Synthesizing methods adopt a three-stage method, which engages in a 

dialectical or dialogical exercise between theoretical reflection, empirical investigation, 

and public deliberation. The three stages are (i) from practice to theory, (ii) from 

(refined) theory to practice, and (iii) a synthesis. In the first stage, a normative, 

foundational theory is supplemented or refined through a procedural exercise, which, 

in the second stage, is then offered for public deliberation and endorsement or as an 

input into a participatory dialogue with local stakeholders. Finally, the third stage of the 

critical theory method serves as a synthesis, where normative and descriptive content 

form a critical input that aims to enable local stakeholders to make informed decisions 

about which capabilities and functionings are normatively relevant, to themselves or in 

general.  

Synthesizing methods have the most potential, I argued, as a method for 

setting a development agenda. This is so because they manage to address several of the 

concerns that we have raised against other methods, most importantly normative 

justifiability, democratic legitimacy, and contextual sensitivity. 
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7.3 Contributions of the thesis 

What is the novel contribution of this framework? My novel contribution, I propose, 

lies in the argument that the identification of normatively relevant capabilities and 

functionings for a development agenda needs to be facilitated by someone who can 

mediate between the different stakeholders. Recall, in chapter 4 I argued that the 

relationship between different stakeholders is vulnerable to miscommunications insofar 

as all or some of the parties lack interactional expertise, the ability to communicate 

meaningfully with other participants. While development experts may lack interactional 

expertise insofar as they are unable to make their findings intelligible to local 

stakeholders, local stakeholders may likewise be unable to communicate their 

experiential knowledge in a way that can be understood by the experts. 

Since, as I argued in chapter 6, we need to engage in a critical dialogue between 

different stakeholders, this process is vulnerable to miscommunications in the sense 

described above. Consequently, I have argued that we need to mediate this process. In 

chapter 4, I identified five types of mediating experts that could facilitate this process: 

the outreach expert, the interdisciplinary expert, the meta-expert, and the civic expert, 

which I adopted from Brand and Karvonen (2007, 26–29). I further proposed that we 

should add a fifth type of mediating expert, which I labeled the political expert. 

As I argued in chapter 6, in the first stage of a synthesizing method, enriching 

the theory through empirical means, especially by making use of the interdisciplinary 

expert, the meta-expert, and the civic expert, could prove valuable. Whereas the meta-

expert makes judgments about who should make contributions to the theory, the 

interdisciplinary expert could work across disciplines here and investigate where 

insights from one pool of knowledge can contribute to creating solutions within 

another discipline (Brand and Karvonen 2007, 26–28). The civic expert could engage 

with the public in order to incorporate their experiential knowledge. 

In the second stage of a synthesizing method, working from theory to practice, 

the outreach expert and the civic expert would be especially valuable in making the 

theory intelligible to the local stakeholders and expanding their informational basis 

when engaging in a deliberative exercise. Recall, the aim of the outreach expert, 
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according to Brand and Karvonen (2007, 26), is to communicate and disseminate 

scientific knowledge to the public and thereby increase their level of knowledge and 

information, while the civic expert engages with the public in a critical dialogue on 

these issues. The outreach and civic experts may be able to translate the normative and 

descriptive theory into a language that is intelligible to the local stakeholders and make 

clear exactly how it impacts their daily lives.  

Finally, the civic expert would, together with the political expert (and possibly 

also the outreach expert), be especially important for the success of the synthesizing 

method in setting a development agenda. The civic expert (and the outreach expert) 

can engage with local stakeholders in a critical dialogue and deliberation with the aim of 

identifying and highlighting common concerns and points of agreement and 

exchanging viewpoints and reasons. Meanwhile, the political expert, adept at 

negotiating politically between various stakeholders, would be instrumental in helping 

the participants of the democratic process synthesize the (refined) theoretical input and 

the concerns raised in the deliberative exercise into a widely endorsed development 

agenda. 

In sum, the framework that I have developed in this thesis contributes in a 

novel way to the development literature. First, the framework as such provides the first 

comprehensive answer to three fundamental questions that, I have argued, we need to 

ask when setting a development agenda. I have also contributed to the literature in 

other ways: I have provided two normative groundings of an underlying claim within 

the development literature, namely the claim to local authority; I have established a new 

concept of development expertise, namely what I have labeled third wave development 

expertise; I have distinguished four criteria for the selection of development goals 

(conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings); and, finally, I have provided 

the first systematic and comprehensive overview and discussion of the many distinct 

methods for the selection of capabilities and functionings found within the capability 

literature. 
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7.4 Beyond a development agenda 

While the initial motivation of this thesis has concerned the question of how to 

advance towards a democratic, sustainable, inclusive, and integrated development 

agenda, I contend that the analyses and conclusions have additional relevance. This is 

so both in relation to other development discussions and to other related domains. 

Since these additional applications have not been discussed in the main chapters, let me 

by way of conclusion briefly consider how the overall framework of this thesis as well 

as the more particular answers to the three questions can be applied beyond the context 

of a development agenda. 

 First, the framework for the selection of capabilities and functionings that I set 

out in this thesis can be applied whenever we need to consider what the aims of 

development are or should be—whether at a local, national, regional, or global level 

and whether in a short- or long-term perspective. That is, as has been a constant theme 

throughout this thesis, identifying normatively relevant capabilities and functionings 

provides (a) the goals that development initiatives and policies should strive to achieve 

and (b) a basis on which we can evaluate the performance of these development 

initiatives and policies. As such, the framework does not necessarily concern itself with 

a global development agenda but can be adapted to the design of more locally oriented 

development projects or national development policies. 

Hence, when developing new development initiatives or policies, we may 

proactively adopt the framework that I have detailed in this thesis, either wholesale or 

in parts. For example, we may insist that a development policy should aim at expanding 

people’s capabilities yet should not include them in the process of identifying the 

relevant dimensions. Likewise, we may have a strong commitment to involve local 

stakeholders early in the process of designing a development project yet adopt one of 

the other methods for selecting relevant capabilities and functionings. I hope, though, 

that I have provided convincing arguments for why the framework should be adopted 

as a collected set of normative commitments for the proactive identification of 

development goals. 

 However, as Alkire’s (2002) three case studies make clear, it is not always 
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possible to determine the positive or negative consequences of a development initiative 

in advance. Sometimes it is only possible in retrospect to identify what should have 

been the normatively relevant capabilities and functionings by which the initiative 

should have been evaluated. However, I contend that my framework can also be 

applied to such retrospective and evaluative exercises—so-called monitoring and 

evaluation (M&E) or, more recently, monitoring, evaluation, accountability, and 

learning (MEAL) exercises. M&E/MEAL exercises are crucial within development 

practices because they ensure that development initiatives do not become static and are 

adaptable to changing circumstances and new insights.132  

The framework presented in this thesis can also be adopted for and adapted to 

the monitoring and evaluation of the performance of development agendas and the 

subsequent development initiatives and policies. For example, the idea that 

development should be concerned with the expansion of certain capabilities and 

functionings is also relevant for the evaluation of development progress, while a 

republican conception of local political authority highlights the need to make 

international development organizations accountable to local development 

stakeholders. 

As such, adopting my framework means that local stakeholders should be 

involved in the monitoring and evaluation process, for example by deliberating with 

them about how the initiative or policy has affected their lives (both positively and 

negatively) or what changes they would like to see made. Granted, there may be 

differences between the prospective approach taken in this thesis and the retrospective 

approach needed for monitoring and evaluation that need to be taken into account. 

How the framework of this thesis can be adapted to M&E/MEAL exercises and what 

challenges are presented in the process should be a subject for further research. 

Moreover, in this thesis I have talked about development in general and have 

refrained from discussing particular development contexts and issues other than by way 

of example. The general framework that I have presented here—including the three 

normative commitments—may also require further specification when applied to 

                                                        
132 For an influential introduction to monitoring and evaluation in development, see Kusek and 
Rist (2004). 
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particular development contexts and issues, such as climate change or future 

generations.  

Both of these contexts raise questions about who counts as an agent of 

development, for example. In the first case, addressing climate change may require the 

imposing of restrictions on one set of local stakeholders (i.e., in developed countries) in 

order to ensure the continued survival or well-being of another set of local stakeholders 

(e.g., inhabitants of Small Island Developing States). With our commitment to granting 

local stakeholders more authority, applying the framework to address climate change 

issues requires a consideration of how to solve this tension. The second case concerns 

how to represent future generations in current discussions about development. Again, a 

tension may exist between what levels of development current generations may wish to 

achieve, on the one hand, and not knowing what levels of development future 

generations may wish to achieve, on the other. Again, how the general framework can 

be applied to such specific contexts and what challenges it poses, must be a subject for 

further research. 

 Finally, many of the arguments presented in this thesis may apply to domains 

other than development. For example, the defense of local political authority in chapter 

3 may be applicable to democratic governance in general, while the concept of third 

wave expertise may be more generally valid within scientific discussions. The 

synthesizing method developed in chapter 6 can also be adapted within other contexts, 

such as health-care ethics, and though the four criteria are tailored to the issue of 

human development, they may prove to be a useful starting point for setting out similar 

criteria within other domains, like I did with Robeyns’ (2003) set of criteria. 

 In conclusion, this thesis sets out three normative claims—(a) that 

development goals should be conceptualized in terms of capabilities and functionings, 

(b) that the process should include a variety of stakeholders, not least local 

stakeholders, and (c) that the method used should aim to engage in a critical dialogue 

with local stakeholders—that have an impact within development, both in general and 

in relation to the setting of a development agenda in particular, as well as potentially 

within other domains of public decision-making and their academic counterparts, such 
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as health-care ethics, distributive justice, gender equality, and so on. Thus, while the 

focus here has been on how to set out a development agenda, the discussions, 

arguments, and concepts that I have developed in this context may inspire and foster 

further research projects, both within and outside of development. 

I set out my ambition for this thesis in the introduction, and I hope that I have 

provided a compelling framework for identifying development goals for future 

development agendas or at the very least have encouraged development stakeholders—

donors, experts, practitioners, and policy-makers—to carefully consider what they 

mean when they talk about development. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

A brief introduction to the MDGs and SDGs 

 

In chapter 2, I make several references to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

and their successors, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In particular, I argue 

that the claim to local authority can be derived from a set of procedural critiques raised 

against the MDGs and that the issue of local authority should be taken seriously when 

setting a post-2015 development agenda, such as the SDGs. Unfortunately, the chapter 

does not leave room for a broader description of the MDGs and the SDGs. This 

appendix aims to fill that lacuna by providing a brief introduction to the MDGs and the 

SDGs. What are their origins? What goals do they set out for global development? 

What critiques have been raised against them? The appendix is structured 

chronologically, beginning with a short summary of the MDGs, their history, and 

critiques, before I turn to the SDGs. 

 

A1.1 The Millennium Development Goals 

Through the 1990s, development had all but vanished from the global political agenda 

out of discontent with the progress being made and development aid had been on the 

decline (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 13–15; Fukuda-Parr and Hulme 2011). While several 

attempts had been made to set out a list of goals, most significantly the International 

Development Targets (IDTs; OECD 1996), these had all but failed to unite world 

leaders and the international development community around a global action plan for 

development and poverty alleviation. The issue with these attempts, such as the IDTs, 

was, as Fukuda-Parr (2012, 14) argues, that the goals “could not be ‘owned’ by all 

stakeholders since they were invented by the bilateral donors.” 

However, the traction that the IDTs had gained by setting out a simple and 

effective list of six goals within three areas—economic well-being, social development, 

and environmental sustainability and regeneration (OECD 1996, 1–2)—inspired the 
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United Nations to include concrete goals in the outcome document, popularly referred 

to as the Millennium Declaration, of the Millennium Summit that took place in Paris in 

2000 (United Nations 2000; Fukuda-Parr 2012, 14–15). The MDGs, which aimed to 

summarize the commitments of the Millennium Declaration into a concrete list of goals, 

were revealed one year later in a report by the UN Secretary-General (United Nations 

2001; Fukuda-Parr 2012, 1).  

Consequently, the implementation of the MDGs can best be described as an 

attempt to save the Millennium Declaration, which set out the commitments that would 

be represented by the MDGs, from falling into oblivion like so many of its 

predecessors. It allowed different stakeholders “to agree on the purpose of 

development while disagreeing on the means” (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 15). Since their 

adoption, the MDGs have been highly influential in shaping the global development 

agenda (Vandemoortele 2012; Fukuda-Parr 2012, 2–4). Though much progress was 

made, the extent to which the development community achieved the goals is less clear 

and often depends on how the data are interpreted (Vandemoortele 2012; Fukuda-Parr 

2012, 9). 

 

A1.1.1 The first development consensus 

What are the commitments set out by the MDGs? The MDGs contain eight goals with 

21 targets in all. Each target specifies a set of measurable economic and health 

indicators (40 in total) as well as, in some cases, deadlines for the successful 

achievement of the goals (United Nations 2001, 55–58; UNDP 2010). In general, the 

self-imposed deadline for achieving the MDGs was set for the end of 2015. Though 

each goal is seen as valuable in itself, there are often synergies between the different 

goals: “acceleration in one goal often speeds up progress in others” (UNDP 2010, iv, 

1–2). Let me briefly summarize the eight MDGs in turn.  

 The first goal (MDG1) aimed to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger. There 

were two aspects to achieving this goal. The first aspect of the goal was economic and 

set out to halve “the proportion of people whose income is less than one dollar a day” 

(United Nations 2001, 55), later raised to USD1.25/day (MDG Monitor 2015a). The 
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economic aspect would, additionally, be measured in terms of reductions in the poverty 

gap between the poor and the rich, increases in the share of the poorest fifth of the 

population in national consumption, and access to productive employment. The 

second aspect was more concerned with health, aiming to halve the amount of people 

suffering from hunger and measured in terms of the prevalence of underweight 

children and the percentage of the population living below the advised minimum level 

of dietary consumption. As noted by the MDG Monitor (2015), “the number of 

hungry people in the world [has decreased] to fewer than 1 billion, though […] this 

number is still unacceptably high.” 

 The second goal (MDG2) was concerned with securing universal primary 

education. The goal was quite ambitious, with the commitment to “[e]nsure that, by 

2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of 

primary schooling” (United Nations 2001, 55). MDG2 was measured in terms of 

enrollment numbers, the proportion of children that stay in school until fifth grade, 

and the literacy rate of young adults (15–24-year-olds). As the MDG Monitor (2015b) 

notes, the number of out-of-school children has been halved since 2000 and access to 

primary education is almost universal in most regions. Most progress has been made in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, where enrollment rates have increased from 8% in the period 

1990–2000 to 20 percent in the period 2000–2015. Despite these efforts, 57 million 

children—of whom 80 percent live in rural areas—are still unable to attend primary 

school (MDG Monitor 2015b).  

 The third goal (MDG3) was focused on gender equality and women’s 

empowerment, especially within primary and secondary education. The first two 

indicators aimed to measure the female-male proportion of enrollment in primary, 

secondary, and tertiary education, as well as the literacy of young adults. The second 

two indicators, meanwhile, focused on gender equality within (nonagricultural) wage 

employment and the political sphere.133  Thus, MDG3 also aimed to capture the 

synergies between the level of women’s education and their post-educational 

opportunities, such as access to food security, wage labor, and political power, all of 

                                                        
133 For a critical analysis of MDG3 and its targets, see especially Unterhalter (2005a). 
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which are essential to ensure social improvements for women (especially in rural areas). 

While gender parity has been achieved almost universally within primary and secondary 

education, tertiary education still presents large gender gaps (MDG Monitor 2015c). 

For MDG3 to be achieved, it may be necessary to address related areas, such as 

violence against women, unequal opportunities in the labor market, gender 

discrimination in law, unequal divisions of care and domestic work, and women’s share 

of property and assets, as well as their representation in public and private decision-

making (MDG Monitor 2015c). 

 The fourth goal (MDG4) promised to reduce the child mortality rate by two-

thirds. This was measured both directly and indirectly. Directly, MDG4 measured the 

mortality rates of both infants and children under the age of five, while the more 

indirect indicator looked at the proportion of 1-year-olds who had been immunized 

against measles. Though significant progress has been made, with under-five mortality 

reduced by 50 percent since 1990, preventing child mortality still requires a broader 

range of measure, such as a focus on maternal education (children born to mothers 

with secondary or tertiary education are three times more likely to survive) as well as 

other preventable diseases. 

 The fifth goal (MDG5) aimed to improve maternal health and reduce the 

maternal mortality ratio. This would be especially achieved by ensuring that a larger 

proportion of births were attended by skilled health personnel (United Nations 2001, 

56). Moreover, maternal mortality has been linked to hunger and malnutrition 

especially, and the universal maternal death rate has been reduced by 45 percent since 

2000 through increased “access to sufficient diets, basic literacy and health services, and 

safe water and sanitation facilities” (MDG Monitor 2015d). Inequalities between 

developed and developing regions is high, though, with maternal deaths in Sub-Saharan 

Africa and Southern Asia accounting for up to 86 percent of all maternal deaths 

globally (MDG Monitor 2015d). 

 The sixth goal (MDG6) called for an increased effort to combat HIV/AIDS, 

malaria, and other preventable diseases. HIV, malaria, and other diseases are frequently 

linked—directly or indirectly—to other potential causes of poverty, such as lack of 
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food and nutrition, inadequate rural development, and low agricultural productivity 

(MDG Monitor 2015e). MDG6 puts a special emphasis on the risk of HIV/AIDS, 

which it aimed to halt or reverse by 2015, for example through an increase in the use of 

contraception (United Nations 2001, 57). Progress in this regard has been made, with 

the number of new HIV infections down by 40 percent globally and, in particular, 

isolated to a small number of nations (MDG Monitor 2015e). Similar progress has been 

made in the battle against malaria (a decrease of 37 percent in new infections) through 

an expansion in efforts, though the disease is still seen as a considerable risk to public 

health in many poor countries and regions (MDG Monitor 2015e). 

 The seventh goal (MDG7) aimed at ensuring environmental sustainability. 

MDG7 had four main foci: to prevent the depletion of environmental resources, 

reduce biodiversity loss, ensure access to safe drinking water and sanitation, and 

improve the lives of slum dwellers (United Nations 2001, 57). Targeting the 

sustainability of environmental resources and ecosystems is crucial since a large 

proportion of the global population is directly dependent on them for their livelihoods. 

Progress has been achieved in respect of all four of the main foci, though it is noted 

that the continued threat posed by climate change should urge global leaders to step up 

efforts in these areas (IPCC 2014). 

 The eighth and final goal (MDG8) urged all stakeholders to develop and 

strengthen cooperation and partnerships in order to enhance official development 

assistance to least-developed countries and Small Island Developing States, support 

economic growth through market access, and manage and deal with the debts of 

developing countries (United Nations 2001, 58). These efforts should be assisted by 

sharing the technological advancements of developed nations, such as ICTs and 

affordable essential drugs, with the developing world. While progress has been made 

towards achieving MDG8—OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) 

members increased their official development assistance by 66 percent between 2000 

and 2014—critics still highlight the need to decrease the asymmetric relationship 

between developing and developed countries. 
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A1.1.2 Substantive and procedural critiques of the MDGs 

Since their adoption, the MDGs have received their fair share of criticism from 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), development practitioners, and academics 

alike. Critical voices have highlighted the poor design of the MDGs and their lack of 

attention to basic human rights, as well as their failure to address the root causes of 

human poverty and inequality. We can distinguish two sets of critiques raised against 

the MDGs, substantive and procedural.134 Substantive critiques hold that the MDGs 

inadequately reflect what is at stake in development and fail to represent the 

commitments made in the Millennium Declaration while procedural critiques argue that the 

process by which the MDGs were formulated, adopted, and implemented was seriously 

flawed. 

 We can identify eleven sets of substantive critiques in the literature. The first 

major critique that has been raised against the MDGs is that they generally suffer from 

poor design (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 11). Not only was the methodology for assigning the 

goals somewhat arbitrary (Easterly 2009; Saith 2006) but the aims are unrealistic or 

even irrelevant for many countries (Clemens, Kenny, and Moss 2007) and biased 

against countries with low starting points (Clemens, Kenny, and Moss 2007; Easterly 

2009). One of the original designers of the MDGs, Vandemoortele (2012), addresses 

this latter critique, however: The MDG benchmarks were never meant to be realized by 

each and every country, but on a global average, which allows for some countries 

falling short of the goals as long as other countries overachieve.  

The arbitrary selection of the goals, meanwhile, leads to a second, more serious 

critique, namely that the MDGs ignore some important dimensions of human 

development (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 11–12; Wisor 2012, 118). On a basic level, van der 

Hoeven (2012; see also Hall et al. 2013, 2) argues that the MDGs fail to address the 

root causes of poverty, such as freedom, universality, equity, human rights, 

nondiscrimination, justice, tolerance, solidarity, and shared responsibility. More 

particularly, Hall et al. (2013, 2) and Fukuda-Parr (2012, 12) argue that the MDGs are 

inadequate at addressing sustainable human development, including climate change, 

                                                        
134 See also Fukuda-Parr (2012, 11) and Wisor (2012, 113) for a similar distinction between 
procedural and substantive critiques of the MDGs. 
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environmental degradation, labor market challenges, gender equality (which is only 

included in terms of education), governance and democratic institutions, peace and 

security, and growing inequalities (globally and nationally, as well as across generations).  

Thirdly, the indicators used to measure progress are misleading (Wisor 2012, 

118). As an example, Wisor argues, the International Poverty Line, which is used as an 

indicator for eradicating extreme poverty and hunger (MDG1), does not adequately 

represent what is at stake. Rather, he argues, an indicator for poverty and hunger 

should be anchored in an individualist (rather than household) conception of basic 

needs or capabilities and be relative to purchasing power as well as to those goods 

consumed by poor people (rather than society in general). In any case, as Saith (2006) 

notes, fourthly, we lack accurate and reliable data to adequately monitor progress 

towards meeting the MDGs.  

 Fifthly, the MDGs grossly deflate the original Millennium Declaration, leaving 

out many of its normative commitments (Wisor 2012, 117). For example, the MDGs 

do not include any goals related to the reduction of armed conflicts or violence against 

women—two issues specifically addressed in the Declaration. Nor are some of the 

goals as ambitious as they could be. Pogge (2004), for example, argues that in setting 

out MDG1—to halve extreme poverty—the UN both underestimates the amount of 

people living in extreme poverty and fails to fully utilize the amount of resources 

available to achieve this goal. 

Moreover, sixthly, whereas the Declaration explicitly highlights issues of 

equality, empowerment, and participation in relation to the world’s poorest and most 

vulnerable individuals, these issues are inadequately reflected in the MDGs (Nelson 

2007; Fukuda-Parr 2008; Fukuda-Parr 2012; Saith 2006). In ignoring these issues, 

seventhly, the MDGs ignore some of the basic principles of human rights (Alston 

2005; Fukuda-Parr 2012, 12; United Nations 2008; Wisor 2012, 117–118). 

 Another set of critiques raised against the MDGs concern the relation between 

global development policy and national and local interests and issues. For example, 

eighthly, Saith (2006) and Hall et al. (2013) argue that the MDGs are primarily targeted 

at developing countries, thus ignoring pressing human development issues and 
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deprivations in affluent countries. The financial crises and accelerated migration 

patterns have changed the geography and demography of the world’s poor and 

vulnerable to now include youth and immigrants of developed nations too. Ninthly, the 

MDGs have been criticized for a lack of attention to national policies (Fukuda-Parr 

2012, 12; Atrobus 2005) and local development issues (Wisor 2012, 118). The MDGs’ 

focus on universal primary education (a quantitative goal), for example, is biased 

against or undermines progress made in countries where the challenge has been to 

improve the quality of education or improve access to secondary education. 

 Finally, the MDGs have inadequately addressed issues of accountability. While 

Wisor (2012, 118) argues that the MDGs, tenthly, do not establish any distribution of 

responsibility and accountability to states, international institutions, corporations, or 

civil society, Fukuda-Parr (2012, 12) expresses a concern that the MDGs, which is the 

eleventh critique, are insensitive to the unbalanced international political economy, 

including the asymmetric relation between nations of the Global North and Global 

South. Many developing countries, Fukuda-Parr notes, are afraid that the MDGs only 

impose further conditions for development on countries of the developing world. 

Similarly, Wisor (2012, 117) criticizes the fact that the MDGs are formulated as global 

goals, yet are assessed at the national level, making some countries appear as if they 

have failed. 

 Most of the substantial challenges to the MDGs, however, could have been 

avoided if enough attention had been paid to the procedure by which they were 

formulated and implemented (Wisor 2012, 119). This procedure, again, suffered from a 

range of issues. First of all, it was unclear whether the MDGs should be implemented 

on a global or a national level (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 13). While Sachs (2006) holds that 

they should be achieved in each and every country, Vandemoortele and Delamonica 

(2010) have argued that the global goals should be adjusted at the national level. The 

problem with applying global goals as a one-size-fits-all approach is that countries have 

widely different starting points, socioeconomic contexts and constraints, financial 

resources, and capacities, which influence their ability to achieve the targets. Thus, 

secondly, because the assessment of performance is judged relative to the target, 
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countries already disadvantaged at the point of departure may be further disadvantaged 

at the point of evaluation (Fukuda-Parr 2012, 13).  

 Wisor (2012), meanwhile, argues that the most important procedural failure 

was the lack of possibility for democratic participation and input from civil society, 

especially from the developing world, in the design and implementation process of the 

MDGs. As Hall et al. (2013, 6) and Wisor (2012, 119) note, the formulation, adoption, 

and implementation of the MDGs was largely a donor-driven process that paid little 

attention to the preferences of developing countries and NGOs.135 The MDGs were 

an attempt to thrust development back onto the global political agenda, so to speak, 

without the constraints of political consensus. As Wisor (2012, 120) puts it, “[t]he 

MDGs were snuck in the back door at the United Nations, allowing their architects to 

sidestep normal discussion and voting.” 

In short, the procedure surrounding the formulation and adoption of the 

MDGs suffered from three democratic shortcomings, namely a lack of transparency, 

feedback, and deliberation (Wisor 2012, 119–120). That is, there was little to no 

opportunity for stakeholders to gain insight into the selection of the concrete targets, 

benchmarks, and indicators or to object to them. The MDGs, to put it bluntly, imposed 

a set of global development goals on countries that were already disadvantaged in terms 

of their capacities to achieve these goals. More importantly, in addition to imposing a 

set of goals that were insensitive to the socioeconomic contexts of the developing 

countries, the lack of democratic participation by developing countries and local 

communities in the formulation and implementation of the MDGs meant that they 

lacked any ownership of the new development agenda that the MDGs reflected. In the 

meantime, however, many developing countries have shed their donor-dependency 

(Hall et al. 2013, 6). 

 

 

 
                                                        
135 Why did the developing countries, after all, support the implementation of the Development 
Declaration and the MDGs despite their flaws? As Fukuda-Parr (2012, 15) explains, “the 
priority for the developing countries was to keep the development issue a high priority on the 
UN agenda, on par with political issues” and the aim of the MDGs was to do exactly that. 
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A1.2 The Sustainable Development Goals 

On the eve of the seventieth anniversary of the United Nations, 25 September 2015, 

the UN General Assembly adopted a new set of development goals with the 

commitment to ‘Leave No One Behind.’ Replacing the MDGs, the SDGs expand the 

set of goals from eight to 18, with 169 specific targets, comprising 304 indicators, to be 

achieved by 2030 (United Nations 2015a). The new commitments, compared to the 

MDGs, include specific goals related, among others, to energy, infrastructure, 

habitation, marine-ecosystems, and institutions. 

 The initiative for the SDGs was taken at the United Nations Conference on 

Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro in 2012 (popularly referred to as Rio+20 to 

indicate the 20-year anniversary of the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and 

Development, also held in Rio). Though no specific goals were adopted at Rio+20, the 

UN General Assembly decided to task a 30-member136 so-called Open Working Group 

(OWG) with the responsibility of preparing a proposal for a post-2013 development 

agenda (United Nations 2012; 2013). 

 In many ways, the process that the OWG undertook promised to rectify the 

procedural shortcomings of the MDGs. As such, the OWG was committed to engage a 

broader range of stakeholders in the consultation process, “including major groups, 

civil society, scientific and knowledge institutions, parliaments, local authorities, and the 

private sector” (United Nations 2014). Importantly, the process was informed by 

survey data on the values of almost 10 million people around the world,137 signifying 

an improved commitment to securing the democratic legitimacy of the goals. The 

OWG’s proposal was presented at the 70th session of the UN General Assembly in the 

resolution called Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (United 

Nations 2015a, 13–27). 

 

 

 

                                                        
136 Most of the seats of the Open Working Group were shared between several member states. 
Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia, for example, shared their membership.  
137 See http://data.myworld2015.org/. 



	

251	

 

A1.2.1 Righting the wrongs 

The SDGs are widely seen as a second chance to correct the shortcomings of the 

MDGs. On paper at least, the SDGs do seem to be an improvement on the MDGs, 

paying particular attention to many concerns that were previously absent or 

underprioritized. Let me briefly summarize each sustainable development goal in turn. 

 The first goal (SDG1) expands MDG1 from a commitment to the eradication 

of extreme poverty to a commitment to end poverty in all its forms everywhere (United 

Nations 2015a, 15). Whereas MDG1 was mainly an economic goal, SDG1 sees poverty 

as a multidimensional concept that concerns not only economic resources but also 

“access to basic services, ownership and control over land and other forms of property, 

inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new technology and financial services [as 

well as] exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events” (United Nations 

2015a, 15). 

  The second goal (SDG2) gives one half of MDG1—the aim to end hunger – 

its own goal and expands it by including commitments to achieve food security, 

improve nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture (United Nations 2015a, 15–16). 

Since hunger, malnourishment, and undernourishment not only pose a threat to 

people’s lives but also indirectly affect learning and productivity abilities, achieving 

SDG2 may support other goals, such as SDG4. 

The third goal (SDG3) aims to ensure healthy lives and to promote well-being 

for all (United Nations 2015a, 16). SDG3 is therefore very similar to MDGs 3, 4, and 6 

in its commitment to target, respectively, child mortality, maternal health, and diseases 

such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. 

 The fourth goal (SDG4) expands MDG2 from merely being concerned with 

primary (and, to a lesser extent, secondary and tertiary) education to aiming to “[e]nsure 

inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 

for all” (United Nations 2015a, 17). In particular, the aim of SDG4 goes beyond formal 

(i.e., primary, secondary, and tertiary) education to include technical and vocational 

skills relevant for employment and entrepreneurship. 

 The fifth goal (SDG5) aims to achieve gender equality and empower all 
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women and girls. As such, SDG5 is similar to MDG3. Whereas MDG3 was primarily 

concerned with gender equality in education, however, SDG5 aims to protect women 

and girls from violence, discrimination, and harmful practices, such as “early and 

enforced marriage and female genital mutilation” (United Nations 2015a, 18). 

Moreover, SDG5 recognizes and aims to ensure gender equality in terms of, for 

example, unpaid care and domestic work, labor opportunities, leadership, and 

economic resources. 

 The sixth goal (SDG6) promotes one aspect of MDG7—namely, access to 

water and sanitation for all—into a separate goal. SDG6 aims to improve 

infrastructure, sanitation structures, and hygiene education as well as to restore water-

related ecosystems (UNDP 2015g). 

 The seventh goal (SDG7) is a new addition compared to the MDGs, focusing 

on “access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all” (United 

Nations 2015a, 19). As such, the goal is part of a new focus of the SDGs, namely the 

battle against climate and environmental change and its derivative risks. In particular, 

SDG7 aims to increase the amount of renewable energy in an attempt to decrease 

“greenhouse gas emissions [that are] creating drastic changes to our climate system” 

(UNDP 2015h). 

 The eighth goal (SDG8) is also a new addition compared with the MDGs. 

SDG8 focuses on the labor market and economic growth in an effort to lift people out 

of extreme poverty through productivity and technological innovation (UNDP 2015i). 

Moreover, the goal aims to promote decent labor conditions and workers’ rights and to 

“eradicate forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking [and] child labour” 

(United Nations 2015a, 20). 

 The ninth goal (SDG9) builds on SDG8 in an effort to promote sustainable 

economic growth through technological innovation and better infrastructure, such as 

mass transport and renewable energy. As UNDP (2015d) notes, “[p]romoting 

sustainable industries, and investing in scientific research and innovation, are all 

important ways to facilitate sustainable development.” 

 The tenth goal (SDG10) aims to decrease inequalities within and among 
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countries. In particular, SDG10 encourages the distribution of support and resources 

to the poorest and most vulnerable individuals and countries in an attempt to facilitate 

their empowerment. 

 The eleventh goal (SDG11) focuses on the fact that more than half of the 

world’s population now live in urban areas, a percentage that is expected to rise to two-

thirds by 2050 (UNDP 2015b). As such, it becomes imperative to ensure that urban 

populations have access to safe and affordable housing, transport systems, and public 

spaces (United Nations 2015a, 21–22). 

 The twelfth goal (SDG12) is part of the SDGs’ focus on sustainable 

development and stresses the need for the sustainable consumption and production of 

goods and resources. This goes both ways: while some countries produce and consume 

more than is sustainable given the earth’s finite resources, a large share of the global 

population still consumes too little to even meet their basic needs (UNDP 2015c). 

SDG12 aims to correct this imbalance in production and consumption. 

 The thirteenth goal (SDG13) takes aim directly at addressing climate change, 

mainly through reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, as well as strengthening 

resilience and adaptation to climate-related disasters and risks, such as earthquakes, 

tsunamis, flooding, and desertification (United Nations 2015a, 23; UNDP 2015d). 

Success in this regard is to a large extent measured by the amount of assistance 

provided by developed countries to countries and regions vulnerable to the effects of 

climate change. 

 The fourteenth goal (SDG14) focuses on the conservation of oceans, seas, and 

marine resources. This is important because more than “three billion people depend on 

marine and coastal biodiversity for their livelihoods” (UNDP 2015e). The means to this 

are primarily the development of a framework for the sustainable management and 

protection of marine and coastal ecosystems as well through enshrining restrictions on 

their use in international law. 

 The fifteenth goal (SDG15) focuses on the sustainability of life on land. In 

particular, this implies the need to “sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, 

and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss” (United Nations 
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2015a, 24). The degradation of land and land resources has accelerated in recent years, 

meaning that the effort required by SDG15 is especially pertinent. 

 The sixteenth goal (SDG16) is a sociopolitical goal with a commitment to 

“[p]romote peaceful and inclusive societies [and] access to justice for all [through] 

effective, accountable and inclusive institutions” (United Nations 2015a, 25). Violence 

and insecurity have often stood in the way of socioeconomic development and 

flourishing. SDG16 aims to combat violence and insecurity through the 

implementation of a rule of law that holds governments and individuals accountable for 

their actions. 

 The seventeenth and final goal (SDG17) is largely equivalent to MDG8 and 

urges member states to strengthen their commitment to cooperate and build 

partnerships. This includes the improvement and sharing of access to technology, 

knowledge, and resources as well as the coordination of policies and promoting 

international trade (UNDP 2015f). 

 

A1.2.2 Still not enough? 

Though the SDGs are relatively new, there have already been critical voices arguing 

that, while an improvement over the MDGs, the SDGs have failed to learn much from 

the failures and critiques raised against their predecessors. In particular, the 

commitment to ‘leave no one behind’ has backfired, with critics arguing that the SDGs 

will indeed fall short of their promised target.138 Easterly (2015), for example, attacks 

the SDGs in less-than-diplomatic terms under the headline “Play sports! Be in harmony 

with nature! And end all preventable deaths! Only the UN could have come up with a 

document so worthless.” 

  Some of the most scathing critiques of the SDGs have come from MDG-

coauthor Jan Vandemoortele (2015a; 2015b; 2015c). First of all, most of the goals, 

according to Vandemoortele (2015a), fail to provide conceptual clarity in terms of 

concrete, numerical outcomes and specific deadlines but instead favor generalized 

“language such as ‘substantially reduce/increase, support and strengthen, progressively 

                                                        
138 For a great evaluation and overview of many of the criticisms raised against the SDGs, see 
Sengupta (2016). 
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improve, upgrade, promote, achieve higher levels of, take urgent action to, ensure.’” 

Vandemoortele (2015c) later reiterates this critique, arguing that the formulations of the 

SDGs are so vague—“fuzzy”—due to the aspiration to capture the complex nature of 

development, which does not translate well into a development agenda that has the 

ambition to provide clear and measurable outcome targets, while a report on the SDGs 

by the ICSU and the ISSC (2015, 6) concludes that “[s]ome targets lack the focus to 

enable effective implementation.” Easterly (2015) follows a similar line of argument, 

mocking the idea that “everything is top priority, which means nothing is a priority”. 

 Secondly, Vandemoortele (2015a) argues that some of the goals are too 

ambitious to be achievable, noting that “[i]t is unrealistic to expect that malnutrition, 

for example, will be zero by 2030,” as specified in SDG2. This objection is also echoed 

by others who argue that comprehensiveness of the SGDs means that achieving them 

will be so expensive that it is unfeasible or unrealistic (Easterly 2015; Dunning and 

Elgin-Cossart 2015; The Economist 2015). 

Moreover, thirdly, while De Fraia (2015) and Dunning and Elgin-Cossart 

(2015) argue that some of the more intangible principles that the SDGs call for—

“ownership, transparency and accountability, inclusiveness and focus on results” (De 

Fraia 2015)—are reduced to questions of public finance or economic output, others 

have argued that too little attention is paid to the financial costs of achieving the SDGs. 

The Economist (2015), for example, argues that achieving the SDGs is unfeasible because 

it would require USD2–3 trillion/year over the next 15 years, while Kerr (2015) argues 

that even the goal of providing universal health care (SDG3) cannot be realized without 

dramatically increasing the financing from aid donors. 

 Fourthly, both Vandemoortele (2015a) and Sengupta (2016) note that while 

some targets are collective, other targets only apply to specific countries or regions, 

putting into question the universal nature of the SDGs. Conversely, Stewart (2015) 

argues that the goals need to be interpreted nationally in order to foster national 

ownership, while Waldmueller (2015) argues that the SDGs substantiate a monocultural 

view of poverty alleviation that ignores a plurality of sociocultural knowledge, especially 

in the Global South. 
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Fifthly, all of the targets use absolute, rather than relative, benchmarks. Since 

both absolute and relative benchmarks suffer from shortcomings, Vandemoortele 

(2015a) argues that it is problematic that the SDGs only conform to absolute 

benchmarks. Rather, he argues, the targets should have been formulated as a 

combination of both. A similar criticism is raised by Pogge and Sengupta (2015; M. 

Sengupta 2016), who argue that the absolute income-based poverty line used in the 

SDGs does not capture real-world suffering.  

 Sixthly, Vandemoortele (2015b) is highly critical of the promise to ‘leave no 

one behind’ because, as he argues, it puts too much focus on lifting people out of 

extreme poverty—as the preamble to the SDGs says: “Eradication of extreme poverty 

[…] remains the greatest challenge facing our world today “(United Nations 2015a)—

rather than on addressing extreme inequalities. Eradicating extreme inequality, 

Vandemoortele states, would arguably solve the issue of extreme poverty. Conversely, 

The Economist (2015), unsurprisingly argues that achieving SDG1, that is, eradicating 

extreme (economic) poverty, is the key to achieving all or most of the other SDGs. 

 Seventhly, the ICSU and the ISSC (2015, 6) criticize the lack of attention paid 

to the interconnectivity of different targets and goals, arguing that “[m]any of the 

targets may also contribute to several goals, and some goals and targets may conflict. 

Action to meet one target could have unintended consequences on others if they are 

pursued separately.” Such interconnectivity and conflict, they continue, will often 

require trade-offs between several goals and targets (Sengupta 2016). The promotion of 

agriculture to alleviate hunger (SDG2), for example, may cause a loss in biodiversity 

(SDG15) and pollution of water, with negative effects on marine resources and life 

(SDG14). Moreover, Casal and Selamé (2015) point to the interconnection between the 

opportunity for economic growth and the importance of access to the sea, while 

Stewart (2015) argues that the economic growth goals should be restricted for middle- 

and high-income countries out of concern for the realization of the sustainability goals. 

 Eighthly, Pogge and Sengupta (2015; M. Sengupta 2016) criticize the lack of 

commitment to institutional reform in the SGDs. Much suffering and poverty is caused 

by unjust institutional (global) arrangements, which unfairly target the already poor and 
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vulnerable. If the SDGs are to succeed, they argue, they must contain some 

commitment to institutional reform that can support traditional forms of development 

assistance and aid. 

Finally, a ninth set of critical literature has targeted some of the specific SGDs. 

Fan and Polman (2014), for example, argue that SDG2—that aims to end all hunger 

and malnutrition by 2030—is unambitious and that a greater emphasis should be put 

on this goal to achieve it in five years or less, while Lloyd-Sherlock (2015) argues that 

SDG target 3.4 is discriminatory and ageist since it excludes people over 70 from the 

definition of premature mortality.  

 

A1.3 Concluding remarks 

In this appendix, I have provided a brief introduction to both the MDGs and the 

SDGs. In the process I have summarized their geneses and their particular agendas, as 

well as sets of critiques raised against them. While both the MDGs and the SDGs set 

out comprehensive lists of goals and targets, it is clear from the criticisms identified 

that they still fall short of the mark in the minds of many development scholars. As we 

have seen, although they are an improvement over the MDGs in terms of both 

substance and procedure, the SDGs are still widely unpopular albeit for different 

(though sometimes the same) reasons. 

However, it is possible to argue that setting a global development agenda in 

this way poses a sort of catch-22. One the one hand, keeping the goals general and 

abstract for clarity means that the complexity of development might be missed. On the 

other hand, an attempt to formulate a comprehensive agenda that captures this 

complexity and your agenda will be criticized for being unfeasible. Maybe setting a 

global development agenda is simply a case of being ‘damned if you do, damned if you 

don’t.’ The framework for setting a development agenda that I propose in this thesis 

attempts to mitigate this situation by holding that we need to integrate the agenda at 

different levels of abstraction (see especially chapter 5) as well as include insights from 

different stakeholders (see especially chapter 4). 
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APPENDIX TWO 

Freedom in Pettit and Sen 

 

In chapter 4, I proceed on the assumption that republican theory is compatible with the 

human development and capability approach. Yet it is quite possible that the 

conceptions of (political) freedom utilized in the two theories are, in fact, incompatible. 

Thus, we should investigate whether the two theories are compatible in the first place. 

In this appendix, I engage in a constructive dialogue between the theories of Sen and 

Pettit and argue that their concepts of (political) freedom are indeed compatible in 

three important respects. 

 Republicanism is the idea that someone enjoys freedom when he or she is able 

to exercise the control over the outcome of a decision. How does this conception of 

freedom correspond with the notion of freedom in Sen’s capability approach? Sen 

(1983b) has argued that such freedom can be interpreted in two ways.139 On the one 

hand, someone is free to exercise control over the outcome—is decisive—insofar as 

she can choose between the various options. For example, to be decisive in regard to a 

choice between two options, she must be free to choose between the options. Thus, 

someone is free to the extent that she has direct control over the outcome. On the other 

interpretation, however, freedom only requires indirect control over the outcome. That 

is, someone is free in the relevant sense insofar as the outcome respects what she 

would have chosen if she had had the ability to exercise direct control over the choice. 

Pettit (2001, 3) argues that the difference in the conception of freedom between the 

two can be summarized as whether someone enjoys, on the first interpretation, decisive 

choice or, on the latter, decisive preference over an outcome. In other words, someone is 

free, on the first interpretation, insofar as she is able to choose, while, on the latter 

interpretation, she is free insofar as her preference determines the outcome.  

                                                        
139 For a further discussion, see Nozick (1974), Gärdenfors (1981), and Sugden (1981). 
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 Sen (1983, 19–20) argues that having the decisive preference is sometimes 

enough for someone to have freedom in the relevant sense and, conversely, that having 

the decisive choice is not always necessary: “To see liberty exclusively in terms of who 

is exercising control is inadequate […] The social-choice characterization of liberty 

compares what emerges with what a person would have chosen whether or not he actually 

does the choosing.” To illustrate, Sen asks us to consider the example of a patient 

whose medical preferences are respected even if he is unconscious. While the 

unconscious patient does not enjoy direct control over the choice, we should 

nevertheless say that he has freedom to decide over the outcome because it respects his 

preferences. While Pettit (2001, 4) would agree with Sen that the first interpretation of 

freedom (i.e., as direct, decisive choice) is inadequate and that we therefore should 

prefer the latter interpretation (i.e., as decisive preferences), he adds, however, that we 

should recognize that having the decisive preference is more than merely having one’s 

preferences satisfied. To illustrate, we could imagine that the doctors, after all, are not 

intent on respecting the unconscious patient’s medical preferences—he may, for 

example, have rejected a blood transfusion, which would have saved his life—yet 

satisfy them out of neglect. The patient’s medical preferences would be satisfied if a 

careless doctor forgets to give the patient a blood transfusion, but surely we should not 

say that the patient enjoyed the decisive preference. Thus, as Pettit (2001; emphases 

added) argues, “I do not enjoy decisive preference in regard to certain alternatives just 

so far as my preference happens to be satisfied, even routinely satisfied. It must be that 

my preference is satisfied because it is my preference, and not for any other reason. It 

must be that my preference is in control, so that what I get is robustly connected, not 

just connected by chance, with what I prefer.”  

According to Pettit (2001, 5–7; 2009, 96–100), there are two aspects that need 

to be fulfilled in order for someone to enjoy decisive preference in this way: a 

preference is decisive if its satisfaction is independent of both its content and its 

context. Let us elaborate on each in turn. First, someone is free to decide on a certain 

issue insofar as her preferences will be satisfied regardless of their content. This is what 

Pettit refers to as content-independence. A preference is content-independently decisive if it 
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would be satisfied had it been in favor of any other alternative option than the one 

preferred. As Pettit (2001, 5) puts it, “it will not be enough for freedom that I get A if 

my preference is for A, when it is not the case that I get B if my preference is for B.” I 

only enjoy decisiveness over a decision insofar as my preference is satisfied regardless 

of whether I prefer A or B.140 

 Sen (2001b, 52) explicitly endorses content-independence as a necessary part 

of his conception of freedom. If we put an intrinsic value on freedom (i.e., that the 

freedom to choose between different options is in itself valuable), then, Sen argues, we 

should reject the view that it does not matter whether we actually had alternative, open 

options when choosing. In other words, regardless of whether one has a preference for 

A and not B, one is arguably more free when one can realize both A and B—though 

not necessarily at the same time—rather than only being able to realize A and not B. In 

fact, if the freedom to choose between different options is intrinsically valuable, as Sen 

argues it is, we should say that only when we have the choice between both A and B (i.e., 

independently of the content of our preference) are we free to choose, since the latter 

situation does not involve a choice at all (i.e., had I chosen B, my preferences would not 

be satisfied and they would thus not be decisive for the outcome).141  

 Pettit (2001, 6–7; 2009, 98–100) argues, meanwhile, that it is not enough that 

the outcome is independent of the content of our preferences, since whether our 

preferences are satisfied or not may depend on the goodwill or favor of someone else. 

In such cases, our freedom is merely contingent upon the will of another person—his 

good grace or my ability to please him. This is not sufficient for freedom because it 

means that I can merely make myself free by adapting my preferences to those of my 

benefactor (Pettit 2001, 6; 2009, 98–99). Thus, Pettit argues, freedom in the relevant 

                                                        
140 Note that this use of content-independence is not the same as the one used by Carter (2014), 
who argues that we should evaluate a certain capability set independently of whether the 
particular capabilities are actually valued or preferred by the individual in question, that is, that 
the value of a certain capability set depends on the range of opportunities it offers rather than 
how these opportunities are valued. I rejected this claim in the chapter 2. We may further note 
here that Sen (1993; 1996) correctly argues that how much we value a certain capability set 
determines how good it is to be free in that regard. 
141 Furthermore, as both Sen (1999, 76) and Pettit (2001, 97) point out, in the absence of 
content-independence someone may enjoy the decisive preference insofar as she just happens to 
prefer the open alternative.  
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sense—that is, as decisive control over the outcome—requires favor- or permit-

independence.142 For my preference to be decisive, it must be enough that it in itself 

determines the outcome, independently, that is, of the goodwill or favor someone else 

(Pettit 2001, 7). 

 Pettit (2009, 98) and Alexander (2008, 168–169)143 take it as a shortcoming of 

the capability approach that favor-independence is not explicitly addressed in Sen’s 

work. List (2004, 11–13), meanwhile, shows that favor-independence is an implicit part 

of Sen's (1970) ‘liberal paradox.’144 Favor-independence, List argues, is a supportive 

requirement for content-independent decisiveness on Sen’s account. I may prefer to 

realize my preference of A over B but be dependent on someone else to realize A for 

me. Luckily, this other person is willing to grant both A and B for me and I thus enjoy 

content-independent decisiveness over whether the choice between A or B. My 

benefactor, however, may come to change his own preferences about A and B. Let us 

say that he comes to prefer B over A and, as a consequence, he now refuses to realize 

A for me. My content-independent decisiveness, as it turns out, was not robust. Thus, 

on Sen’s conception of freedom, List (2004, 13) argues, it is necessary that I enjoy 

content-independence regardless of the preferences of my benefactor. Freedom on Sen’s 

account—that is, understood as enjoying decisive preference—therefore requires both 

content- and favor-independence.145 

                                                        
142 The former term, favor-independence, is used in Pettit (2001)—in which the synonym 
context-independence is further invoked—while Pettit (2009) use the latter term, permit-
independence. Sen (2001, 56) uses the term context-independence. 
143 As Alexander (2008, 168) argues, “the republican theory goes further [than the capability 
approach] in order to inquire whether or not the life of ‘real freedom’ and the corresponding 
capabilities that the person enjoys are conditional on the favour or the goodwill of others.” 
144 I shall not discuss Sen’s liberal paradox in detail here. In short, the liberal paradox states that 
a liberal theory of freedom cannot in a collective preference ordering simultaneously satisfy 
commitments to Pareto optimality and minimal liberalism (A. Sen 1970). 
145 It should be noted, though, that it is a matter of contention whether we should consider 
Sen’s work on the liberal paradox as a part of his work on the capability approach given his 
different foci in these works. Thus, whether List’s claim that Sen also endorses favor-
independence (in addition to merely content-independence) depends on the claim that Sen’s 
body of work should be read as a connected whole. Walsh (2003), in particular, lends credence 
to this reading. Here Walsh shows how Sen’s solution to Arrow’s impossibility theorem—a 
broadening of the informational basis to include epistemic information about interpersonal 
comparisons of well-being and personal value judgments, rather than merely preferences (see 
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 For his part, Sen (2001, 55–56), in his reply to Pettit, does recognize that favor-

independence represents “an important aspect of freedom.” Yet Sen qualifies his assent 

in two respects. First, freedom should not be evaluated as an amalgamation of content- 

and favor-independence. Rather, we should evaluate freedom in terms of how much 

each kind of independence is realized as they both contain important information 

about a person’s freedom. Secondly, the realization of freedom sometimes depends on 

the goodwill of others: “For example, a person may not be able to set up her own 

school, may be dependent on public policy, and may not even be able to have much 

influence on her own on the public policy of the region […] and yet the establishment 

of a school in that region can be said to increase this person’s freedom to be educated” 

(A. Sen 2001b, 55–56). The example leads Sen (2001, 56) to conclude that “[w]e live in 

a world in which being completely independent of the help and goodwill of others may 

be particularly difficult to achieve, and sometimes may not even be the most important 

thing to achieve.” 146  Pettit (2009, 98, fn. 6) could concede Sen’s point: we do 

sometimes depend on the actions of a proxy or a caretaker in order to have our 

preferences satisfied, such as in the example of the comatose patient mentioned above 

(Pettit 2009, 101). Yet he would argue, there is an important difference between 

whether these actions are undertaken because the proxy just happens to favor her 

subjects or whether she undertakes them because she is somehow accountable for 

realizing their preferences. Only in the latter case do the subjects enjoy favor-

independence.  

One possible obstacle to the fusion between the capability approach and 

republicanism is the fact that the concept of capabilities makes use of both positive and 

negative aspects of freedom (Sen 1985, 217–218; Alexander 2008, 152), while 

republicanism is usually embedded in the negative tradition (Lovett 2015; Skinner 

1984). Recall, capabilities are defined as the real freedom to do or be certain things. 

‘Real freedom’ in this sense indicates that in order for someone to enjoy a capability to 

function in a certain way, she must have all the required means necessary to achieve 

                                                                                                                                               
also Fleurbaey 2002)—provided the groundwork for the capability approach’s pluralist and 
contextualist account of well-being. 
146 See also Sen (1983, 19; 1993, 44).  
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that doing and being if she wishes to. For someone to have the real freedom to convert 

a capability into a function, she requires the negative or formal freedom as well as the 

positive or substantive conditions that allow her to do so. Someone might, for example, 

have the formal freedom to vote in elections in the sense that she has a right to do so 

and that no one will stop her from doing so, but she might lack the substantial 

possibility to vote because the closest voting station is 200 kilometers away and she 

does not own a car and does not have the physical ability to walk such a distance. 

Conversely, someone may be living close to the voting station but still not have the real 

freedom to vote because females are not permitted to vote in that particular society.  

Republican freedom is usually regarded as an amended form of negative 

freedom: “[o]ne need not do or become anything in particular to enjoy political liberty 

in the republican sense; one need not exercise self-mastery, on any view of what that 

entails, nor succeed in acting on one’s second-order desires” (Lovett 2015). While the 

republican concept of freedom differs from the traditional negative view of freedom as 

noninterference in important respects, as documented above, it still positions itself in 

opposition to positive freedom. However, the second part of Lovett’s statement refers 

to a particular conception of positive freedom, namely self-mastery or acting on 

second-order desires. In chapter 3, though, I argued that positive freedom could be 

read merely as the claim that we need to ensure certain positive conditions in order to 

enable people to exercise their freedom. I further argued that republicans can and 

should concede this claim yet insist that some measure of negative freedom is likewise 

required in order to enjoy republican freedom. Thus, republicanism is only 

incompatible with positive freedom on a particular flawed reading of positive freedom. 

If we endorse this amended view of positive freedom, the concept of freedom in 

republicanism and the capability approach are not so different: on both accounts, 

agents need some measure of both negative freedom, that is, freedom from 

interference, and positive freedom, that is, certain substantive enabling conditions, in 

order to enjoy their political freedom (Alexander 2008, 167; 2010, 8–10). 

In sum, in this appendix I have argued that the conceptions of freedom within 

republicanism and the capability approach converge in four important respects. First of 
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all, they agree that freedom should be understood in terms of whether one enjoys 

decisive preferences over a certain choice. Freedom as decisiveness, however, requires 

two conditions to be fulfilled. On the one hand, one only enjoys freedom insofar as the 

realization of one’s preferences is granted regardless of the content of these 

preferences. This is what Pettit calls content-independence. On the other hand, robust 

content-independence requires that one’s preferences are realized regardless of other 

people’s preferences. This is what Pettit labels favor-independence. While both Sen and 

Pettit are in explicit agreement that freedom requires content-independence, List argues 

that favor-independence is only implicitly present in Sen’s conception of freedom. 

Finally, in a departure from Pettit’s particular republican account, I have argued that 

republicanism and the capability approach converge on including both positive and 

negative aspects as necessary parts of freedom. 
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VOLUME 30. M.M.S.K. SIE, Responsibility, Blameworthy Action & Normative 

Disagreements (dissertation), 1999.  

VOLUME 31. M.S.P.R. VAN ATTEN, Phenomenology of choice sequences (dissertation), 

1999.  

VOLUME 32. V.N. STEBLETSOVA, Algebras, Relations and Geometries (an equational 

perspective) (dissertation), 2000.  

VOLUME 33. A. VISSER, Het Tekst Continuüm (inaugural lecture), 2000.  

VOLUME 34. H. ISHIGURO, Can we speak about what cannot be said? (public lecture), 

2000.  

VOLUME 35. W. HAAS, Haltlosigkeit; Zwischen Sprache und Erfahrung (dissertation), 

2001.  



	

 

VOLUME 36. R. POLI, ALWIS: Ontology for knowledge engineers (dissertation), 2001.  

VOLUME 37. J. MANSFELD, Platonische Briefschrijverij (valedictory lecture), 2001.  

VOLUME 37A. E.J. BOS, The Correspondence between Descartes and Henricus Regius 

(dissertation), 2002.  

VOLUME 38. M. VAN OTEGEM, A Bibliography of the Works of Descartes (1637-1704) 

(dissertation), 2002. 

VOLUME 39. B.E.K.J. GOOSSENS, Edmund Husserl: Einleitung in die Philosophie: 

Vorlesungen 1922/23 (dissertation), 2003.  

VOLUME 40. H.J.M. BROEKHUIJSE, Het einde van de sociaaldemocratie (dissertation), 

2002.  

VOLUME 41. P. RAVALLI, Husserls Phänomenologie der Intersubjektivität in den Göttinger 

Jahren: Eine kritisch-historische Darstellung (dissertation), 2003.  

VOLUME 42. B. ALMOND, The Midas Touch: Ethics, Science and our Human Future 

(inaugural lecture), 2003.  

VOLUME 43. M. DÜWELL, Morele kennis: over de mogelijkheden van toegepaste ethiek 

(inaugural lecture), 2003.  

VOLUME 44. R.D.A. HENDRIKS, Metamathematics in Coq (dissertation), 2003.  

VOLUME 45. TH. VERBEEK, E.J. BOS, J.M.M. VAN DE VEN, The Correspondence of René 

Descartes: 1643, 2003.  

VOLUME 46. J.J.C. KUIPER, Ideas and Explorations: Brouwer’s Road to Intuitionism 

(dissertation), 2004.  

VOLUME 47. C.M. BEKKER, Rechtvaardigheid, Onpartijdigheid, Gender en Sociale 

Diversiteit; Feministische filosofen over recht doen aan vrouwen en hun onderlinge 

verschillen (dissertation), 2004.  

VOLUME 48. A.A. LONG, Epictetus on understanding and managing emotions (public 

lecture), 2004.  

VOLUME 49. J.J. JOOSTEN, Interpretability formalized (dissertation), 2004.  

VOLUME 50. J.G. SIJMONS, Phänomenologie und Idealismus: Analyse der Struktur und 

Methode der Philosophie Rudolf Steiners (dissertation), 2005.  

VOLUME 51. J.H. HOOGSTAD, Time tracks (dissertation), 2005.  



	

 

VOLUME 52. M.A. VAN DEN HOVEN, A Claim for Reasonable Morality (dissertation), 

2006.  

VOLUME 53. C. VERMEULEN, René Descartes, Specimina philosophiae: Introduction and 

Critical Edition (dissertation), 2007.  

VOLUME 54. R.G. MILLIKAN, Learning Language without having a theory of mind 

(inaugural lecture), 2007.  

VOLUME 55. R.J.G. CLAASSEN, The Market’s Place in the Provision of Goods 

(dissertation), 2008.  

VOLUME 56. H.J.S. BRUGGINK, Equivalence of Reductions in Higher-Order Rewriting 

(dissertation), 2008.  

VOLUME 57. A. KALIS, Failures of agency (dissertation), 2009.  

VOLUME 58. S. GRAUMANN, Assistierte Freiheit (dissertation), 2009.  

VOLUME 59. M. AALDERINK, Philosophy, Scientific Knowledge, and Concept Formation in 

Geulincx and Descartes (dissertation), 2010.  

VOLUME 60. I.M. CONRADIE, Seneca in his cultural and literary context: Selected moral 

letters on the body (dissertation), 2010.  

VOLUME 61. C. VAN SIJL, Stoic Philosophy and the Exegesis of Myth (dissertation), 2010.  

VOLUME 62. J.M.I.M. LEO, The Logical Structure of Relations (dissertation), 2010. 

VOLUME 63 M.S.A. VAN HOUTE, Seneca’s theology in its philosophical context 

(dissertation), 2010. 

VOLUME 64 F.A. BAKKER, Three Studies in Epicurean Cosmology (dissertation), 2010. 

VOLUME 65 T. FOSSEN, Political legitimacy and the pragmatic turn (dissertation), 2011. 

VOLUME 66 T. VISAK, Killing happy animals. Explorations in utilitarian ethics. 

(dissertation), 2011. 

VOLUME 67 A. JOOSSE, Why we need others: Platonic and Stoic models of friendship and self-

understanding (dissertation), 2011. 

VOLUME 68 N. M. NIJSINGH, Expanding newborn screening programmes and strengthening 

informed consent (dissertation), 2012. 

VOLUME 69 R. PEELS, Believing Responsibly: Intellectual Obligations and Doxastic Excuses 

(dissertation), 2012. 



	

 

VOLUME 70 S. LUTZ, Criteria of Empirical Significance (dissertation), 2012 

VOLUME 70A G.H. BOS, Agential Self-consciousness, beyond conscious agency (dissertation), 

2013. 

VOLUME 71 F.E. KALDEWAIJ, The animal in morality: Justifying duties to animals in 

Kantian moral philosophy (dissertation), 2013. 

VOLUME 72 R.O. BUNING, Henricus Reneri (1593-1639): Descartes’ Quartermaster in 

Aristotelian Territory (dissertation), 2013. 

VOLUME 73 I.S. LÖWISCH, Genealogy Composition in Response to Trauma: Gender and 

Memory in 1 Chronicles 1-9 and the Documentary Film ‘My Life Part 2’ 

(dissertation), 2013. 

VOLUME 74 A. EL KHAIRAT, Contesting Boundaries: Satire in Contemporary Morocco 

(dissertation), 2013. 

VOLUME 75 A. KROM, Not to be sneezed at. On the possibility of justifying infectious disease 

control by appealing to a mid-level harm principle (dissertation), 2014. 

VOLUME 76 Z. PALL, Salafism in Lebanon: local and transnational resources (dissertation), 

2014. 

VOLUME 77 D. WAHID, Nurturing the Salafi Manhaj: A Study of Salafi Pesantrens in 

Contemporary Indonesia (dissertation), 2014. 

VOLUME 78 B.W.P VAN DEN BERG, Speelruimte voor dialoog en verbeelding. 

Basisschoolleerlingen maken kennis met religieuze verhalen (dissertation), 2014. 

VOLUME 79 J.T. BERGHUIJS, New Spirituality and Social Engagement (dissertation), 

2014. 

VOLUME 80 A. WETTER, Judging By Her. Reconfiguring Israel in Ruth, Esther and Judith 

(dissertation), 2014. 

VOLUME 81 J.M. MULDER, Conceptual Realism. The Structure of Metaphysical Thought 

(dissertation), 2014. 

VOLUME 82 L.W.C. VAN LIT, Eschatology and the World of Image in Suhraward  and 

His Commentators (dissertation), 2014. 

VOLUME 83 P.L. LAMBERTZ, Divisive matters. Aesthetic difference and authority in a 

Congolese spiritual movement ‘from Japan’ (dissertation), 2015. 



	

 

VOLUME 84 J.P. GOUDSMIT, Intuitionistic Rules: Admissible Rules of Intermediate Logics 

(dissertation), 2015.  

VOLUME 85 E.T. FEIKEMA, Still not at Ease: Corruption and Conflict of Interest 

in Hybrid Political Orders (dissertation), 2015. 

VOLUME 86 N. VAN MILTENBURG, Freedom in Action (dissertation), 2015. 

VOLUME 86A P. COPPENS, Seeing God in This world and the Otherworld: 

Crossing Boundaries in Sufi Commentaries on the Qur n 

(dissertation), 2015. 

VOLUME 87 D.H.J. JETHRO, Aesthetics of Power: Heritage Formation and the 

Senses in Post-apartheid South Africa (dissertation), 2015. 

VOLUME 88 C.E. HARNACKE, From Human Nature to Moral Judgement: 

Reframing Debates about Disability and Enhancement (dissertation), 

2015. 

VOLUME 89 X. WANG, Human Rights and Internet Access: A Philosophical 

Investigation (dissertation), 2016. 

VOLUME 90 R. VAN BROEKHOVEN, De Bewakers Bewaakt: Journalistiek en 

leiderschap in een gemediatiseerde democratie (dissertation), 2016. 

VOLUME 91 A. SCHLATMANN, Shi‘i Muslim youth in the Netherlands: Negotiating Shi‘i 

fatwas and rituals in the Dutch context (dissertation), 2016. 

VOLUME 92 M.L. VAN WIJNGAARDEN, Schitterende getuigen. Nederlands luthers 

avondmaalsgerei als indenteitsdrager van een godsdienstige minderheid 

(dissertation), 2016. 

VOLUME 93 S. COENRADIE, Vicarious substitution in the literary work of Sh saku . 

On fools, animals, objects and doubles (dissertation), 2016. 

VOLUME 94 J. RAJAIAH, Dalit Humanization. A quest based on M.M. Thomas’ theology of 

salvation and humanization (dissertation), 2016. 

VOLUME 95 D.L.A. OMETTO, Freedom & Self-knowledge (dissertation), 2016. 

 

  



	

 

  



	

 

  



	

 

  



	

 

  



	

 

  



	

 

  



	

 

  


