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Shinya ITO
Osaka University of Pharmaceutical Sciences, 4-20-1, Nasahara, Takatsuki, Osaka 569-1094, Japan
(Received November 9, 2007; Accepted November 26, 2007)

In this paper, first of all, I tried to make clear that the concept of ‘capability approach,’ a basic concept of the ethical
thought of Amartya Sen (1933-) is effective for the theoretical development of gender equality. Sen said that human
beings are thoroughly diverse, but the powerful rhetoric of ‘equality of man’ often tends to deflect attention from
these differences (A. Sen, “Inequality Reexamined”). He also argued that human beings are all ‘egalitarians’ because
they want equality of something that has an important place in a particular theory. He therefore raised the question of
‘equality of what?’(Ibid.)

Sen thus made a distinction between ‘achievement’ and ‘the freedom to achieve,” and thought the latter was more
important. He said that ‘a person’s capability to achieve functioning that he or she has reason to value provides a general
approach to the evaluation of social arrangements,’ and called this the ‘capability approach,’ adding, ‘and this yields
a particular way of viewing the assessment of equality and inequality.’(Ibid.). Therefore, the capability approach is
incompatible with the “utilitarianism approach” which measures the benefit that an individual receives through utility.

I argued that this “capability approach” is very significant in a consideration of gender equality policy in Japan. It
seemed to me that because such policy is utilitarian in tendency this raises serious questions as to the effectiveness of
the policy. My conclusion was that “capability” is a universal and social concept in the light of which new theoretical

possibilities are opened for the examination of “gender discrimination” problems.
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