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Abstract 

On the one hand, the contemporary world is a place of sheer abundance; on the 

other, it is a place where the poverty is widespread, people’s needs are unsatisfied, 

and the natural and socioeconomic systems remain unstable. The negli-

gence/absence of human rights and basic political needs pose a direct threat to 

development. One of the most effective answers to such a threat is the idea of 

sustainable development, which works towards the goal of satisfying the needs of 

present generations without depriving the future generations of their options and 

basic needs. Amartya Sen’s concept of development, understood as a process of 

extending basic civil rights and freedoms as well as improving the effectiveness 

of social security networks is crucial for intellectual reflection on the idea of sus-

tainable development. 
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1. Introduction 

The world we live in offers us abundance that we have never experienced before, 

but it is also full of misery, humiliation and oppression. The emerging problems 

add to the existing ones: structural poverty, hunger and chronic malnutrition, dis-

regard for basic human rights and political freedoms, increasing threats to the 

natural environment, instability of economic and social life, etc. For the modern 

civilization to be structured and function properly, it is indispensable to grant the 

civil liberties to individuals, especially having a say in the creation of law so that 

the world could become transparent, predictable, subject to remodelling, and 

above all, friendly to people and the natural surroundings.  

In response to modern civilization threats, the idea of sustainable develop-

ment recognizes the necessity of encouraging such development which would 

satisfy the current needs of people, without depriving the future generations of the 

possibility for satisfying theirs. Achieving the above assumptions requires, among 

other things, eliminating the main sources of unfreedom, such as poverty, limited 

economic opportunities, lack of social security, intolerance or speciesism. Only 

free people can make choices that are optimal when it comes to the purpose of 

their existence and the forms of social organization, to keep the natural environ-

ment clean and healthy, and to control the growth of economic profit while re-

specting human rights and the principles of civil society. 

It seems reasonable that Amartya Sen’s understanding of development—

namely the process of extending civil liberties and political freedoms, of enhanc-

ing the effectiveness of social safety net, and of increasing the social subjectivity, 

etc.—is to be associated with the model of sustainable society.  

Nonetheless, it should be also remembered that the triumph of global capital-

ism, which adopted the concept of freedom as one of its slogans, led to the situa-

tion in which half of the 100 countries with the most developed economies are 

centrally planned, while the goal of such economic planning is the profit that ulti-

mately goes into the pockets of just 1% of the wealthiest people of the world. Let 

us begin our deliberations by looking at the basic contradictions in the neoliberal 

concept of freedom.  

2. Neoliberal newspeak about freedom 

Neoliberalism emerged in the background of public policy in the late 1940s as 

a potential antidote for the threats to the capitalist order. In 1947, a small group of 

academic economists, historians and philosophers centred around Friedrich von 

Hayek founded the Mont Pelerin Society—named after the location of the Swiss 

resort in which its first meeting took place. Due to attachment to the ideals of 

personal freedom, the members of the group sought to draw on the traditional 

liberalism in its European sense. In practice, however, neoliberalism turned out to 
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be closer to the free-market principles of neoclassical economics that were formu-

lated in the second half of the 19
th

 century thanks to the works of Alfred Marshall, 

William Stanley Jevons and Léon Walras, and eventually rejected the classical 

economic theories of Adam Smith, David Ricardo and, of course, Karl Marx. 

Neoliberals remained faithful only to Adam Smith’s theory of the invisible hand 

that operates in the market, starting from which they could advance their thesis 

that the expansion of economic capital is beneficial to all economic subjects in 

accordance with the principle of benefits “trickling down” to lower social strata, 

and so they could dispel possible moral doubts. Consequently, the doctrine of 

neoliberalism was clearly contrary to the Keynesian theory of the welfare state, 

which gained special attention in the 1930s as a response to the recession during 

the Great Depression (Harvey, 2008, p. 31). 

The neoliberal concept of freedom takes on an extremely individualistic form 

and is considered in three interrelated and complementary ways (Bihr, 2008, 

pp. 138–139). First of all, it concerns economic freedom. Neoliberals believe that 

the world is based on the unlimited private property, while a goal of the free mar-

ket mechanism is to create opportunities for becoming richer by serving a con-

sumer in the best and cheapest way possible. To optimize the satisfaction of citi-

zens’ needs and to readily supply them with what they want, a rational economy is 

required, which in turn depends on the private property in its capitalistic version. 

The interests of entrepreneurs should always coincide with the interests of con-

sumers. The better they anticipate customers’ needs, the more prosperous they get 

(Mises, 1989, pp. 142–143). Yet, as sarcastically stated by Zygmunt Bauman, 

capitalism  

is essentially a parasitic system. Like all parasites, it may thrive for a time once 

it finds a yet unexploited organism on which it can feed, but it can’t do that 

without harming the host and sooner or later destroying thereby the conditions of 

its prosperity, or even of its own survival. […] Now, a hundred years later, we 

have come to know that capitalism’s strength lies in its amazing ingenuity in 

seeking and finding (or indeed producing) new species of hosts. (2009, p. 20)  

Freedom in this sense consists in entrusting our fate to the power of the said 

economic mechanisms, which we do not really know or maybe even do not control.  

Economic freedom relates to political freedom. From a neoliberal perspec-

tive, individuals enjoy the inalienable rights to exercise unlimited control over 

themselves, their products and everything that belongs to them, whereas the state 

solely performs the role of a “night watchman”. The state should grant each per-

son with the inviolability of private property, security and freedom. No one has 

the right to demand that they sacrifice their own freedom for others. Citizens have 

only minimum duties towards the rest of society, and they are primarily associated 

with supporting the states in its efforts to ensure the safety and the protection of 

private property. Pursuant to the neoliberal views, to live is to recognize the inal-

ienable rights that a legal person has to private property and to a certain rate of 

profit, and naturally, in the face of the law, a corporation is also considered a per-
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son. One could name numerous examples of the scandalous working conditions 

and despotism prevalent in large international companies scattered all over the 

world. In his book, David Harvey cites the story of two young women, employees 

of a Singapore-based Levi-Strauss subcontractor: 

We are regularly insulted, as a matter of course. [...] all of which we have to en-

dure patiently without reacting.  We work officially from seven in the morning 

until three (salary less than $2 a day), but there is often compulsory over time, 

sometimes––especially if there is an urgent order to be delivered––until nine. 

However tired we are, we are not allowed to go home. We may get an extra 200 

rupiah (10 US cents). […] We go on foot to the factory from where we live. In-

side it is very hot. The building has a metal roof, and there is not much space for 

all the workers. It is very cramped. There are over 200 people working there, 

mostly women, but there is only one toilet for the whole factory, [...] when we 

come home from work, we have no energy left to do anything but eat and sleep. 

(Harvey, 2008, p. 228) 

The third way of understanding neoliberal freedom is related to its ideolo-

gy—the freedom of conscience, the freedom to choose your way of life inde-

pendently of others, i.e. the ability to establish your own norms as well as the 

aesthetic, ethical, political and religious values, etc. The ideological freedom pre-

supposes, of course, the autonomy of each entity, and simultaneously, the respon-

sibility of individuals for the ability to think, make decisions and act freely. Yet, 

history reveals that in practice a person may be only seemingly independent. Karl 

Marx rightly observes:  

The individuals in such a society, although their relations appear to be more per-

sonal, enter into connection with one another only as individuals imprisoned 

within a certain definition, as feudal lord and vassal, landlord and serf, etc., or as 

members of a caste etc. or as members of an estate etc. (1986, p. 106)  

According to the ideology of neoliberal freedom, the unemployed should feel 

guilty about their state of being unemployed and the poor about their poverty, 

while in both cases those were the social conditions of life that have contributed to 

such a situation.  

Still, it is not as much about demonstrating that the neoliberal way of under-

standing freedom is utterly false as about the fact that it manifests internal contra-

dictions when compared how it works in theory and in practice. While developing, 

this version of freedom creates its own opposition and it is both elusive and 

unaware of its own contradictions, which are directly caused by the capitalist 

relations of production.  

Neoliberalism rejects Utopianism but it seems to speak of a totally different 

reality than the one we are experiencing now, at the beginning of the 21
st
 century. 

The neoliberal rhetoric of the WTO provides a perfect example. The agreement 

establishing the organization states that all its endeavours should be aimed at:  
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raising standards of living, full employment and a large and steadily growing 

volume of real income and effective demand, and expanding the production of 

and trade in goods and services while allowing for the optimal use of the world’s 

resources in accordance with the objective of sustainable development, both to 

protect and preserve the environment and to enhance the means for doing so in 

a manner consistent with their respective needs and concerns at different levels 

of economic development. (Harvey, 2008, p. 238) 

When the United States tried to force Thailand to use appropriate fishing nets 

for catching shrimps as those that were being used were destroying the population 

of the endangered species of sea turtles, the proposal gained unconditional ac-

ceptance of the World Trade Organization. Serving as a precedent, this position 

was defended with an argument that the preservation of the natural environment is 

too important to allow such actions. In the event of non-compliance with the is-

sued recommendations, Thailand was to have its access to markets suspended. The 

precedent created in this situation could have been used against the U.S. compa-

nies that caused considerable pollution due to greenhouse gas emissions from their 

production processes. In this case, European countries, Japan and other signatories 

to the Kyoto Protocol were obliged to reduce or tax the import of U.S. products 

that contributed to the unnecessary pollution of the atmosphere. And while the 

conservation of sea turtles is undoubtedly meaningful, the protection of the Earth’s 

atmosphere is of critical importance (Stiglitz, 2007, pp. 191–192). 

Even though the outlined problem is surely far more complex and would re-

quire further deliberations, basing on the presented evidence it can be concluded 

that life in the neoliberal world, in which the individual freedom takes on central 

importance, means accepting—or at least obeying—the laws that are necessary to 

secure private property and the rates of profit. And yet, these are not the only laws 

that we can have. Take, for example, the liberal concept of rights presented in the 

United Nations Charter, such as the freedom of speech and expression, the right to 

education, to economic security and to forming trade unions, etc.—enforcing them 

would pose a serious challenge to neoliberalism and would certainly facilitate the 

implementation of the sustainable development policies. 

3. Amartya Sen on development and freedom 

Without a doubt, Sen’s concept of development offers a novel outlook on the way 

we understand the quality of life and well-being in the settings of the liberal free-

market economy. As stated by the Nobel Prize laureate, the market cannot be the 

only mechanism regulating development—the cultural determinants should re-

ceive more attention. Development should be understood as the process of extend-

ing the freedoms that people enjoy. The shortage of basic freedoms may result 

from (1) economic poverty, (2) the absence of properly functioning social security 

systems, (3) violations and infringements of political freedoms and civil rights of 

nations or countries by authoritarian governments. Therefore, to secure freedom, it 
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is necessary to eliminate the main sources of unfreedom: poverty, tyranny, limited 

economic opportunities, systematic social repressions, lack of social security, 

intolerance or excessive interference of a totalitarian state (Sen, 2002, pp. 17–18).  

Sen applies this understanding of freedom to the quality of life category, which 

in his opinion is shaped by the five basic determinants, and these are (2002, p. 25):  

(1) political freedoms—a classical set of freedoms, which constitute the base 

of modern democracy;  

(2) economic opportunities—correspond to economic entitlements, i.e. the 

guarantees of access to economic resources and the regulations of ex-

change conditions for implementing them (markets), as assured in the UN 

Covenants on Human Rights;  

(3) social facilities—educational and healthcare institutions that play an im-

portant role to the individual participation in political and economic ac-

tivities;  

(4) transparency guarantees—for instance, regulations such as the Act on 

Access to Public Information or the Act on Public Procurement—the 

guarantees that are meant to increase the level of trust in interpersonal re-

lations as well as to combat corruption;  

(5) protective security—efficient functioning of the social safety net in the 

form of fixed institutional arrangements (e.g. the unemployment and sup-

plementary benefits), in addition to the ones made on an ad hoc basis 

(e.g. short-term famine relief or public employment for the unemployed). 

These determinants mostly contribute to broadening the scope of opportuni-

ties of a given person. Low income is certainly a necessary condition for becom-

ing impoverished, but to a large extent, it is also provoked by limiting the possibil-

ities of individuals. People who have reached a certain level of income but are 

unable to get a fulfilling job, experience the social isolation, do not receive appro-

priate health care, cannot reach a satisfactory level of education, or out of necessi-

ty live in a polluted environment are, in fact, poor. In Sen’s view, it is more im-

portant to approach development bearing in mind the possibilities of designing 

your life in accordance with own desires than just to focus on the world product, 

technical progress or industrialization. “The relevant freedoms”—writes Sen—

“include the liberty of actions as citizens who matter and whose voices count, 

rather than living as well-fed, well-clothed, and well-entertained vassals.” 

Sen asserts that freedom is not only the essence of development, but it is also one 

of the elements that determine the quality of life. Unlike John Rawls (1994) for, to 

whom freedom is the main foundation of justice, or Robert Nozick (1999), who per-

ceives freedom almost as “the measure of all things”, Sen does not make such extreme 

statements. The author of Development as Freedom devotes particularly close atten-

tion to the problems of distribution (Becla & Czaja, 2003, p. 139). In practice, if we 

want to evaluate well-being in terms of real income, the greatest difficulty results from 

the diversity of human beings. These include (Sen, 2002, pp. 66–68):  

(1) Personal heterogeneities—people differ from each other when it comes to 

their state of health, physical disabilities, age, sex, all of which translate 

into distinct needs. The compensations people need vary depending on 
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their disability, and in some cases, even additional income will not make 

any difference. A person suffering from a specific illness will need the 

resources that are necessary to fight it, whereas a healthy person does not 

need them at the time;  

(2) Environmental diversities—there are also significant variations in our en-

vironments: the temperature ranges of a given geographical location, rain 

falls, the quality of air, etc. All of them are of enormous importance to 

human behaviour. The heating and the supplies of warm clothing do not 

improve the quality of life of the poor living in warmer zones;  

(3) Variations in social climate—to what degree the personal income and re-

sources affect the quality of life is also influenced by the social condi-

tions, which include: public educational arrangements or the level of 

crime and violence. Regardless of public solutions, the intensity of com-

munity relationships is decisive as well;  

(4) Differences in relational perspectives—depending on customs and con-

ventions, there may be clear differences within the community due to the 

requirements imposed by the existing patterns of interpersonal relations. 

Being relatively poor in a rich community can exclude an individual from 

the life of that community, though his or her income may be much higher 

than the one which allows people in poorer communities to function with 

much greater ease and success;  

(5) Distribution within the family—it should be assumed that the income 

earned by one family member is normally shared by the whole family, 

including non-earners. Therefore, the prosperity and freedom of everyone 

are determined by how the resources of their family are used to support 

the interests and aspirations of its individual members.  

The process of public resources distribution, in which the capabilities and disa-

bilities of individuals are considered, should be subject to control, which in turn 

relates to transparency guarantees and the access to an appropriate informational 

base. Such control is effective only if it does not involve distortions, to which Sen 

(2002, pp. 155–156) includes among others: (1) information distortions, (2) initia-

tives being discouraged, (3) a sense of disutility and stigmatization, (4) administra-

tive costs, violation of freedoms and corruption, (5) the political instability regarding 

aid programs and their quality. Ensuring transparency and creating an appropriate 

informational base is an indispensable element of democracy.  

Sen (2002, p. 167) claims that the basic civil liberties and democracy
1
 are of 

utmost importance and have to be guaranteed since (1) they directly affect the 

                                                           
1 Democracy, of course, meets with no criticism in Europe and America and is undoubtedly one of the 

basic guidelines for sustainable development. However, as Sen points out, the countries of the Far East 
name three fundamental arguments against it: firstly, democracy and associated political liberties may 

pose a threat to economic development (the former Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, spoke 

on the subject); second, in a situation of conflict between democracy and economic security, the people 

of the East will choose the latter; thirdly, political liberties, freedom and democracy are regarded as 

typically Western priorities that stand in opposition to “Asian values”, which are more oriented to 

order and harmony rather than to freedom. Amartya Sen asserts that one of the most important values 
of democracy is its ability to prevent social disasters. 
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possibilities of human action and they allow to improve the quality of life; (2) they 

work as a tool that permits people to communicate their needs (including econom-

ic ones) and to demand that they are fulfilled; (3) they play a constructive role in 

identifying needs (also the economic ones).  

What is more, according to Sen, the topic of freedom is closely related to the 

concept of responsibility.  

Without the substantive freedom and capability to do something—Sen writes 

(2002, p. 301)—a person cannot be responsible for doing it. But actually, having 

the freedom and capability to do something does impose on the person the duty 

to consider whether to do it or not, this does involve individual responsibility.  

The main difficulty that arises with the sense of responsibility is not about 

following the rules that strictly determine how to behave in a given situation, but 

about making choices while being convinced of belonging to the community of 

human beings. Sen points out that the necessity to go beyond the strictly economic 

rules in considerations on development appears in connection with, for instance, 

the issue of polluting the natural environment. The natural environment falls with-

in the scope of common goods, i.e. goods the consumers of which are not individ-

ual human beings, but whole communities. The existence of public goods at the 

intersection between the social, the economic and the environmental dimension 

reveals the necessity for not only the efficiently functioning social control (formal 

and informal) but, above all, for an adequate system of values and the sense of 

responsibility. Those are the norms we share that affect such spheres of social life 

as gender equality, child care, a size and character of a family, treatment of the 

environment, etc. The problem, however, does not solely lie in creating the rules 

that strictly specify individual behaviour in particular circumstances but in respon-

sible freedom that relates to the “rational choice”. 

In the economic and political literature, the rational behaviour—Sen indicates 

(2002, p. 186)—is commonly understood in the context of decisions whose only 

motivation is personal gain. Thus, if freedom consists in the sensible pursuit of 

own benefits, it is not entirely clear why an individual would seek justice and be 

responsible for the fate of future generations. 

Among the factors motivating the actions that go beyond the behaviours 

aimed at caring only for a narrowly understood self-interest, Sen lists the sympa-

thy for others and the sense of obligation. In the first case, we can be helping an-

other person, for example, because seeing his or her unhappiness brings suffering 

to us or threatens our own well-being. The actions resulting from sympathy for 

others do not require giving up on our own interest or limiting our own well-

being. Yet, in the case of the actions stemming from our sense of obligation, their 

implementation may necessitate sacrificing one’s own good as they require us to 

be guided by the vision of justice and not by the desire to get ourselves out of an 

unpleasant emotional state. An action motivated by the sense of obligation does 

not bring us more benefits or contribute to our well-being. It is most frequently 

autotelic.  
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Summing up, it should be emphasized that Sen deems guaranteeing basic 

freedoms essential for several reasons: (1) they have a direct impact on the possi-

bilities of human actions and the quality of life, (2) they can be used as instru-

ments to explore human needs and demand their implementation, (3) they are of 

intrinsic value, which is worth pursuing, and they are a principal source of other 

values and priorities.  

4. Conclusions 

Amartya Sen may not provide a direct inspiration for the notion of sustainable 

development, however his ideas offer an intellectual richness upon which the axio-

logical base for this idea can be built. Although the thoughts of Amartya Sen were 

not a direct inspiration for the idea of sustainable development, they bring invalu-

able intellectual richness on which the axiological foundation for this idea can be 

built. Already the Enlightenment philosophy presented freedom either as a degree 

to which a man manages to control nature or as an extension of civil liberties and 

freedoms. Whereas the first of the approaches was reflected in a positivist thought 

derived from the philosophy of Francis Bacon, the second one referred to the 

whole liberal tradition that originated in the Hobbesian concept of social contract. 

In both cases, the concept of freedom is applicable to the idea of sustainable de-

velopment. On the one hand, it emphasizes the freedom of the human race (espe-

cially the self-limitations) in the treatment of natural environment; on the other 

hand, it implies the importance of human self-determination in socio-political 

context.   

Sen’s concept of development as freedom proves valuable and useful for the 

idea of sustainable development because: (1) it allows to analyse the problems of 

socio-economic development in both developed and developing countries; (2) it 

provides opportunities to acquire a new perspective on the quality of life, and 

a better understanding of this idea; (3) it establishes freedom (responsible free-

dom) as the main category for deliberations about environmental protection and 

common goods in general. Rawls focus exclusively on the means of achieving the 

good life: “liberty and opportunity, income and wealth, and the bases of self-

respect” (1994, p. 89). Sen points to the elements that directly make up for a good 

life. Such indicators as civil and political freedoms, female subjectivity, carbon 

dioxide emissions, which Sen considered while creating the HDI, are also crucial 

for maintaining sustainable and continuous development. Both, the concept of 

sustainable development as well as Sen’s understanding of development as free-

dom are alternative solutions to the neoliberal ideas for development. 
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