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Nussbaum vs Butler
• A new trend in American feminist theory…

• ‘the virtually complete turning from the material side of life, toward a type of 
verbal and symbolic politics that makes only the flimsiest of connections with the 
real situation of real women.’

• ‘The new feminism, moreover, instructs its members that there is little room for 
large-scale social change, and maybe no room at all. We are all, more or less, 
prisoners of the structures of power that have defined our identity as women … 
All that we can hope to do is to find spaces within the structures of power in 
which to parody them’

• Terrible, incoherent writing – several examples given

• A libertarian student, on Foucault… ‘Why can’t I use these ideas to resist the tax 
structure, or the antidiscrimination laws, or perhaps even to join the militias?’…

• ‘It collaborates with evil. Feminism demands more and women deserve better.’





Introducing Sex and Social Justice (1999)

• Research Advisor from 1986-93 at the World Institute for 
Development Economics Research

• Draws on visits and research with women across China and India

• A liberal defence of universalism, social justice and humanitarian aid

• Outline of the Capabilities Approach in relation to sex and sexuality

• Draws on Aristotle and the Stoics, but also Kant and Mill, 

• But: focused on ameliorating for women, globally, hunger, illiteracy 
and a lack of justice



Human beings have a dignity that deserves respect from laws and social 
institutions. 

This idea has many origins in many traditions; by now it is at the core of
modern liberal democratic thought and practice all over the world. 

The idea of human dignity is usually taken to involve an idea of equal worth: 

rich and poor, rural and urban, female and male, all are equally deserving of 
respect, just in virtue of being human, and this respect should not be 
abridged on account of a characteristic that is distributed by the whims of 
fortune. 

Often, too, this idea of equal worth is connected to an idea of liberty: to 
respect the equal worth of persons is, among other things, to promote their 
ability to fashion a life in accordance with their own view of what is deepest 
and most important (5) 





‘But human dignity is frequently violated on grounds of sex or sexuality.

Many women all over the world find themselves treated unequally with 
respect to employment, bodily safety and integrity, basic nutrition and 
health care, education, and political voice. 

In many cases these hardships are caused by their being women, and in 
many cases laws and institutions construct or perpetuate these 
inequalities.’





Nussbaum’s feminism

1. Internationalist

2. Humanist 

3. Liberal

4. Concerned with the social shaping of preference and desire

5. Concerned with sympathetic understanding.



Taking feminism beyond the West

• ‘individuals have moral obligations to promote justice for people 
outside their national boundaries and that their governments do 
also’. 

• Birth: ‘the contingency that affects people's lives more than any 
other, the contingency of birth location’ 

• the difference in life expectancy at birth between Iceland (78.2) and 
Sierra Leone (39.0) is enormously greater than that between females 
and males in any nation

• Later (1999): women’s employment participation is globally 50% of 
men; their percentage of earned income is rarely above 35%; literacy 
50% less





Beyond the West

• tens of millions of ‘missing women’ across the world, particularly in 
China (44) and India (36.7), when compared to average sub-Saharan 
gender ratios

• These are deaths not by poverty, but by ‘custom and politics’ (32), 
and therefore issues anyone concerned with justice should be 
alarmed by





Is social justice Eurocentric?

• The Marglins say so… 

• An American economist at global economics conference, on preserving 
rural life in Orissa: western development has corrupted local practices, e.g. 
eradicating smallpox. 

• He argues: ‘Don’t we realize there is, in these matters, no privileged place 
to stand?’ We should instead respect ‘otherness’

• Nussbaum: ‘hasty judgments that a tradition in some distant part of the 
world is morally retrograde are familiar legacies of colonialism and 
imperialism’

• But: this is a postmodern hell…





‘To say that a practice is all right whenever local tradition endorses it as 
right and good is to risk erring by withholding critical judgment where 
real evil and oppression are surely present. 

… It suggests the sort of moral collapse depicted by Dante when he 
describes the crowd of souls who mill around in the vestibule of hell, 
dragging their banner now one way, now another, never willing to set it 
down and take a definite stand on any moral or political question. Such 
people, he implies, are the most despicable of all. They cannot even get 
into hell because they have not been willing to stand for anything in 
life, one way or another. 



…

To express the spirit of this chapter very succinctly, it is better to risk 
being consigned by critics to the "hell" reserved for alleged 
Westernizers and imperialists – however unjustified such criticism 
would in fact be – than to stand around in the vestibule waiting for a 
time when everyone will like what we are going to say. 

And what we are going to say is: that there are universal obligations to 
protect human functioning and its dignity, and that the dignity of 
women is equal to that of men. If that involves assault on many local 
traditions, both Western and non-Western, so much the better, 
because any tradition that denies these things is unjust.’



Over to you

The argument of this book, set out 
towards the end of the Intro, and Ch1, 
is for a Liberal, Universalist conception 
of justice that involves women’s rights.

What did you make of this argument?

What strengths and weaknesses does 
it have?



Universalism

• Circumstances of justice: ‘The problems people face wherever they live 
include scarce resources, competition for resources, and the shortness of life’

• Can accommodate local difference: ‘a universal account of human justice 
need not be insensitive to the variety of traditions or a mere projection of 
narrow Western values onto groups with different concerns

• Local knowledge and tradition unreliable: ‘why shouldn’t we think from the 
start that traditions can be evil as well as good, a view most people hold 
about their own traditions?’ (7)

• Plurality: ‘Any living culture contains plurality and argument; it contains 
relatively powerful voices, relatively silent voices, and voices that cannot 
speak at all in the public space’





Universalism

• Challenging Confucianism: feminists using J.S. Mill in China, against 
the “women go home” policy. Using ideas from outside

• ‘We can hardly be charged with imposing a foreign set of values upon 
individuals or groups if what we are doing is providing support for 
basic capacities and opportunities that are involved in the selection of 
any flourishing life and then leaving people to choose for themselves 
how they will pursue flourishing’

• ‘Any universalism that has a chance to be persuasive in the modern
world must, it seems to me, be a form of political liberalism’





Liberalism

• ‘The version of liberalism here begins from the idea of the equal 
worth of human beings as such, in virtue of their basic human 
capacities for choice and reasoning. All, in virtue of those human 
capacities, are worthy of equal concern and respect’ (10)

• Not egoistic or self-centred. Can be compassionate and loving

• Normative, not relativistic: ‘liberalism has to take a stand on what is 
good for people’

• The ‘amelioration of lives taken one by one’, people as ends, not 
means – of particular advantage to women





Goal of public policy

• Increase the basic capabilities of all, through educational and material 
support

• Not improve functions, but allow choice. ‘Citizens must be left free to 
determine the course after that’ (44)

• ‘this idea relates, in the end, to the respect that we owe each other as 
fellow human beings’ (Amartya Sen)

• Example later: Bangladeshi Literacy Project – after little take-up, 
development workers interviewed women about their lives, then told 
them about the lives of other women, a ‘participatory dialogue’ that 
made literacy real, immediately relevant and interesting 





‘The group helped us and taught us many things. I have learned how to 
live unitedly. Before if any rich person abused or criticized, we could 
not reply. But now if anybody says anything bad, we, the 17 members 
of the group, go together and ask that person why he or she passed 
this comment. This is another kind of help we have gotten. Before we 
did not know how to get together and help each other. 

. . . Each one was busy with their own worries and sorrows, always 
thinking about food for their children and themselves. Now we, the 17 
members of the group, have become very close to one another.’ 
– Mallika, a young widow interviewed for the project (49)





‘The contingencies of where one is born, whose power one is afraid of, and 
what habits shape one's daily thought are chance events that should not be 
permitted to play the role they now play in pervasively shaping women's life 
chances. 

Beneath all these chance events are human powers, powers of choice and 
intelligent self-formation. 

Women in much of the world lack support for the most central human 
functions, and this denial of support is frequently caused by their being 
women. 

But women, unlike rocks and plants and even horses, have the potential to 
become capable of these human functions, given sufficient nutrition, 
education, and other support. 

That is why their unequal failure in capability is a problem of justice. It is up 
to all human beings to solve this problem.’ (54) 



Next week… Creating Capabilities

• What is the Capabilities approach? Why does it matter so much to 

Nussbaum? Why does she always return to it in her later work?

• We will explore a more recent, accessible outline to the public: 

Creating Capabilities: The Human Development Approach (2011)

• Please read the Preface and Chapter 2

• Please also think this week about global human development, about 

initiatives taken past and present, and any relevant news stories

• Questions and thoughts to Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

