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Amartya Sen
Doctor, honoris causa

What should a society do for its impoverished people ? Such a normative question of welfare economics was long
neglected after Kenneth Arrow proved in the early 1950s the so—called Arrow’s impossibility theorem, which insists
that no social decision rule can be derived from individual preferences if five seemingly reasonable axioms are postu-
lated. Professor Sen’s monograph Collective Choice and Social Welfare of 1970 was a breakthrough regarding this
obstacle, promoting our understanding of the problem and restoring an ethical dimension to welfare economics. Pro-
fessor Sen demonstrated the irrelevance of the informational base assumed in traditional welfare economics by prov-
ing the impossibility of a Paretian Liberal and by criticizing the assumption of “rational fools” who make every deci-
sion based on their own preference alone. Such an irrelevant informational base makes it impossible to say anything
significant about inequality. We need a more relevant informational base to measure the well-being of people.

For this purpose Professor Sen proposes the capability approach. He argues that the well—being of a person
should be measured in terms of what a person can do and can be, each of which is called “functioning,” and the set
of vectors of these functionings is called the “capability” of the person. Professor Sen insists that equality should be
sought in the space of capability. Capability indicates a range of what a person can do and, in this sense, the extent
of freedom that the person enjoys. Therefore, if development is redefined in terms of capability, it means a way to-
wards the freedom of people. Professor Sen’s idea of capability is incorporated into the construction of the United
Nation’s Human Development Index.

In studies on poverty, Professor Sen has played a leading role both theoretically and empirically. Theoretically, in
1976 he derived the so—called Sen’s poverty index by postulating five axioms. This pioneering work stimulated theo-
retical research on the poverty index and many poverty indices have been proposed by other research. Empirically,
in his book Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation of 1981, he introduced “entitlement” to
the analysis of famine and proposed that the major cause of famine is not a shortage of food as is generally believed
but the deprivation of entitlement to food from some groups in society. Professor Sen also emphasizes the impor-
tance of democracy in preventing famine. This research developed into a series of studies by him and his associates
on poverty, hunger, and quality of life, which also stimulated research by others on poverty in developing countries
in the 1980s and 90s. Such a growing concern for poverty issues in the 1990s shifted growth—oriented assistance to
developing countries towards a more poverty—oriented one.

Professor Sen has in this way been led by a deep ethical concern for human society and his achievements have
contributed greatly to the development of academic culture worldwide. Therefore, he has been deemed very worthy
of the bestowal of an honorary doctorate by the University of Tokyo.

The President of the University of Tokyo, on behalf of the Senate of the University, presents Professor Amartya
Sen, Master of Trinity College, the University of Cambridge, with the title of Doctor, honoris causa.
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Honorary Title Conferment Ceremony and Commemorative Lecture
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The Conferment of Honorary Title
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Opening
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Professor Amartya Sen’s Achievements
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Conferment of the Title of Honorary Doctor
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Commemorative Presentation
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Oration by President Takeshi Sasaki
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Address by Professor Amartya Sen
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Closing
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Commemorative Lecture by Professor Amartya Sen
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“Questioning the Question: Do Civilizations Clash ? 7
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