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Insight

AMARTYA SEN

In an age of market-driven economics, Prof Amartya Kumar
Sen has championed the cause of social justice and equity.

The 1998 Nobel Prize for Economics has come as a mere

confirmation of Sen's relevance to the times

Wahiduddin Mahmud

significant part of
Aﬂmart}'a Sen’'s contribu-
ons to economic theory

is in the area of social choice
theory. As part of welfare eco-
nomics, the theory deals with
the problem of how to aggregate
individual preferences into so-
cial choice in a logically consis-
tent and reasonable way. The
formal constructs of the theory
are highly technical and ab-
stract, full of paradoxes and
brain-teasers; but Sen's motiva-
tion in engaging in these dis-
courses (as was particularly re-
vealed in his su uent work
outside the strict realm of the
social choice theory) was very

much to do with deriving mean-

ingful insights into the ideas of

individual and social well-be-

ing. It may be therefore worth-

while to attempt to introduce

Sen's ideas on the subject in a .
nontechnical way to a wider

audience other than formally

trained economists.

The modern social choice
theory started in the be ng
of the 1950s with a big bang in
the form of Kenneth Arrow's so-
called "impossibility theorem".
The theorem can best ex-
plained by a simple example
with three individuals, 1, 2 and
3, each having his own prefer-
ence rankings regarding three
different social states or situa-
tions, x, y and z. Suppose their

reference orders are as fol-
ows: (1) X, y, 2, (2) y. z. x, and (3)
Z, X, y. It is assumed that a ra-
tional individual's preference
pattern will be consistent; that
is, if x is preferred to y and y to
z, then x must be preferable to z.
We may now attempt to derive
social preference rankings
applying some reasonable rule
such as majority choice. Thus,

society should prefer x to
since conforms to the -
erence r of two out of

three individuals. But the ap-
plication of this majority rule
~will lead us to the paradoxical
situation where society prefers
Xtoy,ytoz but zto x. 8 ex-
ample illustrates the essence of
Arrow's impossibility theorem,
namely, that there can be no
general rule for deriving a so-
cial preference ordering from
individual orderings in a rea-
sonable way. While a consis-
tent social ordering can indeed
be obtained in many cases, the
probability of getting inconsis-
tent results is likely to increase
as the numbers ol individuals
and the alternative situations
to be ranked increase.

A more concrete example of
the impossibility result is pro-
vided by the typical problem of
dividlng a cake amm? a group
of cake-loving individuals.
Consider, for example, an ini-
tial situation in which each

n has an equal share of
the cake. If now one person’'s
share is taken away and dis-
tributed equally among the rest,

_the majority (aH but one) will
prefer it. This can be repeated
by distributing every one else's

nal share of the cake, and
each time it will be preferred by
the:majority. until at the end
eve
initial equal share!

Arrow's theory delivered a
stunning blow to mainstream
welfare economics, since it con-
tested the very existence of the
so-called social welfare func-
tion widely used for evaluating
economic policies. Since then,
a vast and rich literature on so-
cial choice problems has
emerged, seeking means of
overcoming Arrow's "impossi-
bility" result to arrive at ac-
ceptable social judgments. Sen's
contributions have played a key
role in the development of this
literature.

As Sen has pointed out,
much of the limitations of
modern welfare economics
arise from what he calls an
"information crisis” regarding
the comparability of different
persons’ well-being. The tradi-
tional view of social welfare,
dating back to the work of
Jeremy Bentham in the late
eighteenth century. used to be
the simple utilitarian one, judg-
ing social welfare by the size of
the sum total of individual util-
ities. Utility is defined in eco-
nomics in terms of some men-
tal satisfaction derived from
the consumption of commaodi-
ties. Modern economics, in its
single-minded concern for be-
in% objective or “scientific’ has
ruled out any interpersonal
comparison of utility, thus ren-
dering the utilitarian approach
- and many other related proce-
dures - unworkable. As a result,
welfare economics is severely
constrained 'in making social
judgments when individual
preferences conflict. No com-

arison can even be made be-

ween, say. the value of a takaof ..

income to a person rolling in

ne is again left with his .

luxury and to someone in ex-

treme misery. Arrow's impos-
sibility theorem only brings
out, albeit in a dramatic way,
this tension involved in aggre-
gating individual preferences
that are interpersonally non-
comparable.

Because of the denial of in-
terpersonal utility compar-
isons, Arrow's formulation can
in fact give rise to very perverse
social preferences, even when
such preferences do not violate
the consistency criterion. To il-
lustrate this, Sen uses a tly
different variant of the above
cake-sharing problem, with
any given distribution of the
clze as a starting point. ”E‘;‘;"
majority rule, aggregate wellare
can betypﬂui:tcntly ‘improved'
I:?; reducing any one n's
share of the cake and distribut-

the loot among the rest, and
W rocess can go

on until the I-eﬁly has no
rtion of cake left. Clearly.
he majority rule in Arrows
formulation may be a very odd

_way of doing resource alloca-
tion or economic planning, and
“there will be a need for richer
utility-related information al-
lowing interpersonal comnpiir-
isons. Alternatively, some dif-
lerent ideas on fairness and
concepts of justice need to be in-
troduced. Much progress has
been made in both directions
because of the work of Sen and
others.

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

are aggregated.

Ethical preferences of indi-
viduals are formed in real soci-
eties rather than being ran-
domly %ivcn. and are also likely
to be far less conflict-ridden
compared to self-interested
preferences. Thus, once Arrow's
problem is formulated in terms
of judgment-aggregation, the

prospects for deriving consis- with the question of "equality
tent and reasonable majority of what?' rather than that of
decision may look better. How- ‘'why equality?., although these
ever, dlaenlanglzr:npersun's are interrelated questions. In
self-interested pr ces from __the context of social choice the- .

the ethical ones in his actual

votipg behaviour remains a .

fu'o .. A theoretical answer
or this problem is provided by
the so-called “impersonal
choice’ - to be based on what his
preferences about the social
states would have been if he had
an equal chance of being in the
position of anyone in the soci-
ety. It is not entirely clear
wﬁtlhcr and how far this would
refllect the person's ethical
Ludgmtnts or rather his proba-

ilistic utility calculus under
uncertainty. In any case, the
Ludgmenbaggrcgaunn exercise

ased on majority rule may
work in many common circum-
stances, such as in dealing with
specific issues of social choice
like “positive discrimination’
for women or ‘progressiveness’
of the tax system.

Economic inequality as an
issue in social ethics has paﬁ-
ticularly dominated Sen's writ-
ings. Not only welfare eco-
nomics is incapable of making

any straightforward judgments

of inequality because of inter-
rsonal non-comparability of
utility, but also, in Sen's view.
utility-is an inappropriate and
too narrow indicator for judg-
ing inequality. In this context,
Sen would in fact like to rede-
fine the concepts of both equal-
ity ‘'and individual well-being.
He proposes to evaluate equal-
ity in terms of a person's capa-
+bility and freedom to achieve
his well-being objectives rather
than the actual level of
achievermment. A starving man
and a.fasting one apparently
has similar levels of food con-
sumption; but the two men have
completely different capabili-

ties: one has the freedom to eat, .

while the other does not.

Sen also takes a much wider
view of an individual's well-
being objectives beyond the
narrowly defined concept of
utility maximisation. He de-
fines these objectives in terms
of various capabilities and re-
lated functionings, varying
from most elementary ones
such as being well-nourished
and literate to quite complex
and sophisticated ones relating
to performing a fylfilling social
role. Such an approach to well-
being. unlike the one based on
the subjective notion of utility,
may be more conducive to mak-
ing equity judgments, since
many of these capabilities may
be comparable among individu-
als on the basis of some objec-
tive standards. However. the
practical problem of finding
observable capability-indica-
tors (and aggregating these into
an overall index) will remain
formidable.

In proposing the above ap-
proach to the evaluation of
equality. Sen is more concernecl

ory. it is not altogether cl
whether we should consider
approach in terms of its a priori
ethical plausibility alone, or
also in terms of its likelihood
to pass the test of a judgment-
regation exercise discussed
above. Sen seems to be makin
a case for his approach on bot
grounds. In particular, Sen
notes that his approach will be
less demanding on interper-
sonal agreement and more tol-
erant of unresolved disputes.

By shifting emphasis from
utility-based notion of welfare
to capabilities and function-
ings. Sen offers an entirely new
and innovative approach to
evaluating social arrangements
and viewing the question of
equality. %duin{ﬁnsm perhaps
he may be demanding too much
out of economics. which is after
all one of many disciplines of
studying human behaviour. On
the other hand, he may be
leading the way towards mak-
ing economics a much richer,
wider and humane discipline.
Only time will tell.
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Economic inequality as an issue in social ethics has particularly
dominated Sen's writings. Not only welfare economics is incapable of
making any straightforward judgments of inequality beeause'of inter-
personal non-comparability of utility, but also, in Sen's view, utility is an
inappropriate and too narrow indicator for judging inequality. In this
context, Sen would in fact like to redefine the concepts of both equality and
individual well-being. He proposes to evaluate equality in terms of a
person's capability and freedom to achieve his well-being objectives rather
than the actual level of achievement.

A People’s-Economist

Qazi Kholiquzzaman Ahmad

was 14 October 1998. | was
at the Dhaka airport to catch

a plane bound for Rome. 1|
was in fact to North Korea
via Rome. Just the flight
was called | phoned home,
anmcthinf I do routinely
whenever | go abroad. The time
was about 7:30 p.m. Zaheda
answered and immediately said
that there was exciting news: it
was coming through on
television, she said, that

Sen had been awarded
the 1998 Nobel Eﬂzz for
economics. It was i great
news, exci NEwWS.

He should in fact have re-
ceived the honour much earlier.
Over the past several years ev-
ery time the Nobel prize for
economics was announced [ felt

a sense of disa intment,
which was sh Zaheda
who, a historian, is

sensitive about the
ts in the history of the
coming!fh Nobel 1 lsmPE"
e aureate for
economics is indeed a tremen-
dous occasion for the to
feel proud about and rejoice in.
It took 85 years for a second
to earn the honeour af-

ter a Nath Tagore had
done it for literature,

It is an event of t pride
for me personally, my. be-

cause Amartya Sen is a Ba.nﬁu
and secondly, he has won the
Nobel prize for economics, a
subject of which | am a student.
My sense of pride further mul-
tiplies because his ancestral
home il;e in Bangladesh, al-
though he grew up mostly in the
other part of Bengal. But that
has given him the opportunity
of a sense of -
InE to both this and the

part of --and to be a
source of pride for both. A fur-
ther reason for my enthusiasm

is that his championing of the
cause of the poor and the down-
trodden has finally been recog-
nized the Nobel committee.
But [ wish to add that, long be-
fore the Nobel committee's ac-
ceptance of his contribution as

being worthy of r tion he
had earned arrm'lﬂ-m acclaim
for his work on social choice,
welfare, and the causes and pro-
cesses of and famine.
Much been written about
him and on his economics since

the announcement of the Nobel
award. And much more will be
written. | write this piece to pay
my respect to him. In this con-
text, it seems appropriate to
mention here that 1 was in fact

going to North Korea on 14 Oc-

Although the most serious food crisis facing North Korea
spanning over 1995-97 was averted the country’s food pro-
duction remains in doldrums. Its agriculture faces severe
structural problems, as does the country’s economy as a whole.

Obviously, food aid cannot be a long term solution.
1

tober 1998, one of the two coun-
tries he mentioned in his in-
terview to Newsweek published
on 2 November 1998 to be cur-
rently threatened by famine,
The other country he mentioned
is the Sudan. My trip to North
Korea was to lead an FAO/WFP
Mission for crop and food
assessment (and had to go via
Rome for briefing at FAO
headquarters there). | have had
the opportunity. over the past
several years, of leading or par-
ticipating in FAO/WFP crop
and food assessment missions
lo a number of other countries
facing food deficits/crises such
as Somalia, Angola, Mozam-

bique. Iraq, Cambodia and
Laos, In relation to national,

household and individual food

security, each of these countries
faces certain peculiarities of its

own from socio-economic, po-

litical, and international rela-

- tions perspectives. However, |

wish to discuss here briefly
Danl the case of North Korea.
orth Korea remains a
communist country with
strictly centralized economic
and political management, The
country suffered from devastat-
ing floods in 1995 and 1996 and
" ebllltatlnﬁ drought in 1997.
However, following the trans-

formation of eastern European

economies and the collapse of
the USSR in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, North Korea found
i in a kind of suspended an-
imation. The crucial systemic
poles and circulation arteries of
the country's economic rela-
tions disappeared. Over the
decades of tﬂe 1960s and 1970s,
North Korea built up a highly
mechanized agriculture and a
reasonably strong industrial
base and made significant eco-
nomic strides. But, an economic
downturn ensued and kept
worsening since the early 1990s
due to shortage of capital and
intermediate inputs and the

disappearance of markets for
the products, which were essen-

tially based on barter trade ar- .

rangement, On top of this con-
tinuing economic downturn
came the natural disasters of
1995-97 causing drastic reduc-
tion in the country's food pro-
duction and, hence, severe food
shortages.

Given a centralized com-
mand system running the coun-
try and the economy
(production. distribution, em-
ployment, etc.) and the absence
of a free press, the country ful-
filled the basic Sen conditions
for famine to strike., Famine,
however, did not occur because
of an external intervention -
humanitarian food aid. The
multilateral and bilateral food
aid agencies moved swiftly to
find out the facts and food aid
was arranged on a major scale
to avert a famine that seemed
inevitable. This provision falls
within the framework of Sen's
entitlement process. The key
factors were the invitation ex-
tended by the nation's leader-
ship to the international com-
munity for food assistance and
the latter's swift and generous
response. An important facili-
tatlnﬁ role was played -hﬁr the

obal news networks It should,

owever, be mentioned that the
public food distribution system
in place in North Korea is com-
prehensive and highly efficient,
without which the situation
could not possibly have been
tackled as well as jt had been.

Under the present regime, coop-
erative and state farms and en-
terprises are the sources of em-
plnarmcnt and access to food
and purchasing power. Also,
there are no markets for food

ains, for example, for one to

uy one's supplies from even if
one had the money. Hence, the
question was one of availabil-
ity of supplies from domestic
production and imports (food

aid or commercial) to be chan-
nelled through the public dis-
tribution system.

Although the most serious
food crisis facing North Korea
spanning over 1995-97 was
averted the country's food pro-
duction remains in doldrums.
Its agriculture faces severe
structural problems, as does the
country's economy as a whole,
Obviously. food aid cannot be a
long term solution. It is, there-
fore, crucial that the country’s
agriculture is rehabilitated to
produce enough food and other
sectors of its economy are put
back into proper shape for gen-
erating enough income for the
country to procure food supplies
to meet any gaps. There is a se-
rious guestion as to how, under
the present on-going globaliza-
tion, the country may best ad-
dress the issue of access to food
for all sections of its population
as well as wider economic

roblems faced. Here also there
s guidance from Amartya Sen.

Serious problems arise, he ar-
gues, if a country, long pur
protectionist policies, chan%c
its ways quickly, ignoring in-
ternal conditions, to face pow-
erful international competition
(see Gonoshakti, Calcutta, 16
October 1998, quo him from
his first after Nobel-award
news conference). This implies
that it cannot be wise for North
Korea to adopt a path, without
regard to its internal condi-
tions, that will force quick
transformation of its centrally
managed economy. That is, it is
important that the internal
conditions are pro Ewﬂalu-
ated and organized coun-
try to achieve the best possible
results from its economic rela-
tions with the outside world. In
this context, it may be men-
tioned that, in North Korea, ed-
ucation up to secondary level is
free and compulsory and is im-

~ plemented fully. As a resylt, the

, lamines or natural dis

basic human capability or
readiness of the le to ac-
quire im}.)mved knowledge and
economic practices exists
among the entire population.
Hence, the potential for the
~country to make significant
economic and social strides is
there, which can materialize
provided the present difficulties
can be overcome and an appro-
priate rejuvenation process
initiated. Indeed, education is a-
key element as are health,
training and other social ser-
vices in any strategy for the u
liftment of the and the
disadvantaged. Amartya Sen
_advocates. o

It is the less fortunate, the
peasants, the workers, the
down-trodden and the unem-

oyed who suffer and die wh=n
uS
strike. the Nobel laureai.c has
shown. The richer sections of
the population don't suffer at
all, not much any way. The eco-’
nomically vulnerable people
are also politically marginal-
ized, Le. they are altogether so-
ciety's underdogs. Hence he ar-
51.1&3 that the establishment of a

emocratic order involving all

sections of the population and a
free press are basic precondi-
tions for their prl:%ht to be on
the active economic and politi-

cal aFendas. He is thus truly a
people’'s economist. a ul
international voice articulat-
ing the conditions and needs of
society’s underdogs as well as of
the ways and means of how
their unpalatable situation
might be addressed. And of-
course, in terms of theoretical
and analytical accomplish-
ments, he is an economists’
economist, Altogether,
Amartya Sen is one of the
world's greatest in the profes-
sion. Congratulations to him;
ubilation and celebrations on
the part of all of us are as much
in order.



