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Abstract

This paper explores possible important relationships and sympathies between Amartya Sen’s

Capabilities Approach framework for understanding the human condition and the

educational ideas of John Dewey and Paolo Freire. All three focus on the importance of

democratic values in a fair, well-functioning society, while Sen and Freire especially explore

the difficulties and possibilities of oppressed populations. Sen suggests that all humans have a

right to choice in determining their life trajectories and should be provided with the tools that

allow them to flourish. Both education and democratic values play important roles in creating

the types of context that allow individuals and communities to recognize a wide array of

human capabilities. We suggest here that the theories of Dewey and Freire offer avenues

through educational processes for developing these contexts for expanded human capability.

Dewey suggests an educational approach that stresses democratic values and the ability and

willingness of individuals to reach out towards new possibilities. Freire stresses the idea of

praxis playing a central role in education—a focus on the cycle of everyday action, reflection,

and re-creation of action that leads to productive changes in life trajectories. We argue that

Sen, Dewey, and Freire together help to offer a new way of understanding education in the

twenty-first century.
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Introduction

Our educational systems play an integral role in access to, and dissemination of,

information. Adequate information is a key to advancing both the individual and

society; yet there is an overwhelming ‘poverty of information’ throughout the world

(Kenny, 2002). The gap between relevant information that increases both capabilities

and choice for individuals and the information that is accessible and recognizable to

marginalized populations seems to be expanding. This is in spite of greater emphasis

being placed by many governments on the teaching of specific, testable skills. What is
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missing in much of the educational process is recognition of individual needs and

aspirations, which is too often lost in the pursuit of aggregate gains in test scores

(Glassman, 2011). What is needed is a conceptual framework that helps to make

sense of this paradox and consequently create the necessary shifts in educational

systems and social policies to minimize this widening gap in information access. We

argue that an integration of the ideas of John Dewey, Paolo Freire, and Amartya Sen

can be used to develop a basis for such a framework.

In this paper we explore the strong similarities between Sen’s views of democracy

and its relationship to, first, his capability approach, second, John Dewey’s (1916)

views of democratic education, and third, Paolo Freire’s ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’

(1970a). What ties all three theoretical approaches together is, first, recognizing the

importance of information that expands freedom of choice in everyday living; second,

access to information that is not limited by any specific social directorate; third,

locating and recognizing relevant information that will afford new capabilities; and

fourth, the ability to use that information as actionable knowledge to make free and

productive choices in life. What is needed is a better understanding of how to

overcome the poverty of information, and what Freire (1970b) has termed the culture

of silence, through proactive educational practices.

Further, we believe that Dewey and Freire’s educational framework anticipates

Sen’s idea of the development of individual capability through democratic governance

and can be used as a vehicle to push Sen’s vision forward, especially concerning

changes at the local level. Part of the reason for this is that Sen was born and spent

much of his early life at Rabandranath Tagore’s school in Santiniketan, which, we

argue, closely resembled Dewey’s vision of education. Also both Tagore’s localized

and experience-based curriculum ideas and Gandhi’s ideas of basic education envision

education as being part of the battle against oppressive systems. These common influ-

ences (e.g. Rahman, 2000) suggest symmetry between Sen’s capability approach

(CA), especially as it might evolve at the local community level, and the participatory

aspects of Freire’s ideas on education.

Further, we posit that an integration of new technologies (e.g. the World Wide

Web) within the capability approach to education is crucial to addressing the

information gap. While we recognize that individual, social, and environmental factors

impact the development of capabilities, the current paper intends to focus primarily

on the relationship between information, the ways it might be translated into

actionable knowledge, especially for historically oppressed populations, and capability;

we believe this provides an easily recognizable nexus between Dewey and Freire, both

of whom focused on the importance of information in progressive change, and Sen.

Information and Education

Sen’s View of Information, Democracy and Education

Sen (1999) discusses the idea of democracy from a social policy/economic perspective,

but his emphasis is on the development of individual capabilities that enable free

choice. Sen views open and freely shared information as a function of a democratic
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government. Governments inhibit individual choice by restricting and controlling

information. But Sen offers little discussion about how to develop and maintain dem-

ocratic forms of government, especially for oppressed populations. As a matter of fact,

he suggests ambiguous connections between education and democracy, pointing out

that some of the most authoritarian countries (at the time he was writing) also had

some of the highest, most universal levels of measurable educated skills (e.g. pre-dem-

ocratic South Korea, Singapore, and China), while some democratic countries (e.g.

India) were having more trouble in educating their population (reflecting Freire’s

[1970b] notion of education as a ‘double edged sword’). This discrepancy points to

the idea that skills that are often defined as ‘education’ can run counter to freedom

and democracy.

Sen also suggests the importance of moving past individual capabilities to the role

the public plays in a participatory, democratic process. The importance of democracy

is not only in increasing individual capability to choose a life that is valued, but also

in collective capability to impact governing variables (e.g. government institutions)

and especially to promote resources and reforms that will offer greater freedom in

making these choices. Sen focuses on governments as dynamic but reactive organisms

that are only responsive to changes in environments that threaten their continued

existence. The affected citizenry must work to become a central part of a demanding

ecology.

Democratic governments are generally responsive and not proactive. This may be

one of the reasons why technocratic dictatorships can be successful in establishing

basic resources for their populations, but don’t actually provide improvements in

capability (because they ultimately limit praxis). At the same time, highly distributed,

chaotic democracies such as India can be much less successful in improving resources.

A major reason is that governing bodies are usually separate from the population they

govern and have a difficult time understanding (or may choose to ignore) the specific

functionings that make choices possible at the local level. For example, in much of

the education ‘reform’ movement in the United States, those promoting solutions and

making decisions had and have a great deal of choice and agency. The individuals

who are being impacted by these reforms continue to lack choice and agency in their

everyday lives as a result of both their socio-cultural contexts and the decisions that

are being made for them, it is reformers, who already have a choice growing up and

living in a very different socio-cultural context that make decisions about which

functionings are important, and not the individuals who lack choices in their everyday

lives.

Members of a restricted population must have the capability to conceptualize their

own needs based on their lived experiences within social context, with opportunities

for open discussion and debate in order to make ‘informed … and reflected choices.

These processes are crucial to the formation of values and priorities, and we cannot,

in general, take preferences as given independently of public discussion’ (Sen, 1999,

p. 153). Sen describes, for example, how open discussion has limited even seemingly

intransigent problems such as fertility rates and literacy. If we want marginalized pop-

ulations to have true choices in their lives, and capabilities that are meaningful to

them, they have to be participants in forming solutions.
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Sen’s larger vision suggests that the simple teaching of skill sets would not be

enough to truly increase capabilities. Whatever is taught/learned must be of some use

in offering individuals new types of choices; these skills have to fit the needs and life

desires of the individuals using them. Sen (1999) lists three basic qualities of

democracy: 1) direct benefits, where individuals are capable of forming their own

values and choosing the trajectory they want their lives to take; 2) instrumental

democracy, in which individuals use critique/opposition through the democratic pro-

cess to hold leaders accountable for their actions; and 3) constructive democracy,

where individuals use public forums for discussion and debate that aids in the forma-

tion of new initiatives and policies that meet the (functioning) needs of a population.

Dewey’s View of Information, Democracy and Education

For Dewey it is democratic education that teaches individuals to reach for new

information and use it as a force for new capabilities in their lives. Freire suggests that

to be truly valuable, skill sets must actually be integrated with the search for new

types of information, beyond the status quo and control of dominant social influence

(1970a). Freire and Dewey discuss freedom as beginning with the education of the

individual, but are deeply concerned with how the individual brings information-

based capabilities into the social arena to improve their own lives together with those

around them. Both focus on process rather than end product in development, and on

the idea that society is at its best when promoting freedom of choice in life.

Dewey’s (1916) discussion of the democratic classroom posits the idea that skills

should be developed as part of a participatory, community-based problem-solving

process—you first define the goals that are relevant to your life as you are leading it

and then develop skills to reach those goals. Dewey struggled with the question of

how to establish and maintain a democracy that accomplishes each of the three

different considerations outlined by Sen. He did believe that these different

considerations were dependent on a participatory rather than a representative form of

democracy (Glassman & Kang, 2011a), an idea we believe to be implicit in Sen’s

work as well (1999). But Dewey also feared a natural inclination of humans to

become dependent on habit (which can lead to authoritarianism) because of what

Schon (1971) refers to as ‘dynamic conservatism’. For a good part of his career,

Dewey believed that participatory democracy could be established through an

educative process that focused on choice (direct), open discussion of possible

solutions (instrumental), and experimental-based accountability for proposed

solutions (constructive).

If Dewey is correct in his assumptions, then educational institutions are the starting

place for establishing a capabilities-centered society. CA is an inductive approach to

establishing individual well-being, and the classroom is one of the best vehicles for

this type of social change. It is individuals who carry the potential of multiple ideas

into the body politic. Top-down social/economic policy, no matter how well-inten-

tioned, would have a much more difficult time establishing the inductive/participatory

democratic considerations that are critical to Sen’s approach.
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Dewey recognized the necessity of individual agency combined with participation at

a basic level. If individuals could not combine recognition and understanding of their

own immediate problems (needs) and aspirations, new information and democrati-

cally driven collective action, then even democratic governance would be of limited

help in bettering people’s lives (Glassman & Kang, 2011a). Democratic governments

would become more concerned with re-creating themselves than with providing

experiences that increase possibilities for individuals to find value in their lives.

Democracies have to constantly be used to solve unique problems at both the

individual and the societal level to have worth.

For large portions of his life, Dewey believed the best way to a participatory

framework was through education, in particular the democratic classroom.

Democratic processes do not necessarily come naturally to a community/society. Indi-

viduals need to experience their efficacy in transparent, small-group situations from

an early age (1909). Democracy is difficult and something individuals must learn and

believe in as a problem-solving vehicle. Participatory democracy is not something that

can be imposed or dictated top-down, no matter how good the intentions. Dewey’s

democratic classroom promotes the development of skills in the service of democratic

problem-solving. Central to Dewey’s approach to education is reliance on student

interest in driving learning forward and increasing effort (1913, 1916). Interest at the

classroom level can be equated with development of new capabilities in adult activity.

Dewey understood that we are interested in those issues and problems that have value

to us. To pursue an interest is to make a choice. Skill sets are in many ways similar to

Sen’s concept of functionings, the beings and doings of everyday life: it is these beings

and doings that determine and many times limit our capabilities to make choices

about, or even recognize, lifestyles we can pursue at a specific point in time. Children

who want to build a bridge need to have a mathematical skill set in order to build a

bridge. But for children to consider building a bridge a choice, these mathematic skills

emerge through the earlier beings and doings of the children.

Perhaps more important is the ways in which members of a classroom community

actually go about problem-solving. The students work together to define problems

that are of value to them as a community. They have open discussion as to how to

define the problem and develop solutions. Different possibilities are balanced and

debated, and through a logical process of abduction (Glassman & Kang, 2011b) they

develop their own ‘values and priorities’. It is the desire to re-define capabilities as a

close-knit community of equals that drives the students to acquire new skill sets as a

natural part of their beings and doings. Seen from this perspective, Dewey’s

democratic classroom can be viewed as a small laboratory for socially driven

development of new capabilities.

Friere’s View of Information, Democracy and Education

Freire takes a broader, politically oriented perspective, focusing on how easily

marginalized and/or oppressed populations will take on and internalize the social

inequalities of the oppressors (Freire, 1970a). Those who control information provide

a very limited and restricted cultural intelligence that speaks either directly or
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indirectly to options in life. Individuals have and live within the knowledge systems

which dominant groups want them to have and live within. Limited information can

serve as a tool in maintaining a culture of silence. Sen (1999) offers concrete

examples of this phenomenon where people from lower socioeconomic populations

are less likely to complain about morbidity and ill health. Psychologically, the

worldview of the oppressed is re-formed to meet what they see as their true

capabilities. It would be too devastating to believe that your actual worth is beyond

your grasp, so individuals adjust their self-worth and find a false contentment (to the

point of being disingenuous with themselves about their own morbidity).

Dynamic approaches to education which do not reify cultural knowledge as primary

and privileged have a chance of improving the lives of those living on the margins of

the society. Oppressed populations can escape the shackles forged through social class

and historical precedence by learning to eschew privileged static, socially constructed

knowledge systems.

In Freire’s pedagogy critical consciousness, or conscientization, is sought at least

partially through adult literacy education. There are two equally important parts to

Freire’s formula of empowerment—the time and effort it takes to develop the initial

functionings of reading and other basic skills used for basic gathering of information,

and increasing revolutionary self-efficacy through reflection on and awareness of

current conditions within an expanding knowledge system—with the former providing

the means for the latter. Teach an individual to read and you offer new possibilities

for reading their world, empowering them to question the nature of their historical

and social situation (Freire, 1970a). Oppressed populations become capable of

questioning dictated capabilities when they realize first, that oppressors control proxi-

mal information sources, and second, that they have ability to reach beyond initial

boundaries in reading and interpreting their world. Sen refers to learning of skills

when discussing basic capabilities, but we believe praxis is a critical component of his

ideas concerning freedom. By praxis we refer primarily to the action—

reflection—action cycle that helps individuals understand what they are doing and

why they are doing it (Freire, 1970a).

Sen suggests that true capability is to be able to ‘choose a life one has reason to

value’, including the ‘conversion of primary goods into the person’s ability to promote

her ends’ (1999, p. 74, emphasis in text). If we consider reading as a primary good

then simply teaching reading will not really lead to a change in capability, because it

is not automatically or even naturally converted into freedom (or agency) as there is

limited reflection on what it means in the learner’s life. Those who learn to read must

also learn to use reading to expand their worlds in order to achieve goals they value.

The education reform/accountability movement tends to emphasize skills that

reinforce the status quo rather than lead to greater capabilities. Emphasis on testing

separates measurable skill sets from what individuals see as valuable in the beings and

doings of their everyday lives. In contrast, Freire’s model (1970b) promotes education

as a direct means for the empowerment of individuals to make conscious, self-aware

decisions regarding their life and their community. Reading is taught in the context of

a praxis that leads to individual reflection on what is being learned, incorporating skill

sets with (in Sen’s terms) the promise of new capabilities. These capabilities are not
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some abstract promise set in some distant, utilitarian future (e.g. learn to read and

you will be able to get a job and a happy future), but involve direct intervention in

the learner’s own life (better healthcare, more stable housing, access to resources

without being cheated) through relevant information: information obtained not

through the ‘largesse’ of social organizations but through their own agency.

Connecting Sen, Dewey, and Freire—a capability approach to education

While it is evident that Sen, Dewey, and Freire all offer unique and important

perspectives on understanding education, we posit that there are four underlying

consistencies allowing for a natural assimilation of their ideas into an integrated

approach to education. They include, first, recognizing the importance of information

as a necessary precursor to the types of information that expands freedom of choice

in everyday living; second, access to information that is not limited by any specific

social directorate; third, locating and recognizing relevant information that will afford

new capabilities; and fourth, capabilities for using that information as actionable

knowledge to make critical choices.

Sen (1999) suggests dependence on particular socio-politically generated

information sources is often determined by access (or lack of access) to information.

The more control a central system (hub) has over dissemination and interpretation of

information, the less likely those within that system’s reach are to consider new

possibilities—or the possibility of new possibilities. Freire (1973) argues that the only

way to escape the hold these powerful socio- political information sources have on

even the most marginalized (perhaps especially on the most marginalized) is through

development of conscientization: individuals become aware of their true socio-cultural

reality and recognize their ability to transform it. Conscientization opens the possibility

—or more accurately, in Sen’s terms, the capability—for active participation in local

social and economic trajectories that are not influenced by socially privileged

information. A virtuous cycle emerges in which the capability to participate in

determination of local functionings through shared, informed decision-making leads

to greater capabilities.

Freire’s ideas on popular education (1970a), also reflected in the work of Vio

Grossi (1984), suggest the critical role that melding local functionings and access to

larger information sources can have on increasing individuals’ capabilities, in ways

that more top-down education models cannot. An important focus of popular

education is bringing the local life experience of individuals and communities into

educational processes. For example, Vio Grossi (1984) discusses the difficulties in

bringing outside (American) farming techniques to a new generation of Chilean

farmers through pre-arranged classes taught by outsiders. Education in farming

techniques was much more successful when taught in the context of the Chilean

farmers’ traditional, everyday relationships with the land. This reflects Sen’s notion

that local populations have a better understanding of their own beings and doings

than outsiders and are therefore more aware of what is needed to increase capabilities.

For Freire, this ability to help oppressed groups focus on their own everyday actions

(praxis) through education is only the first step in emancipatory education.

Capability Through Participatory Democracy 1359



New reflections lead to questioning of inherited and/or imposed everyday actions

and knowledge systems. The same skills that engender these reflections also enable

individuals to reach out for new information beyond traditional boundaries. The

Chilean farmers not only learned skills that helped them master new farming

techniques, but also, those same skills might have helped them reflect in new ways on

the meaning of their actions in a larger context. Conscientization would play a lesser

role in K-12 education because students are (theoretically) less indoctrinated with

social expectations and more malleable in their choices, but reflection on action would

remain an important part of educational processes.

The types of long-term changes in capabilities for agency are far more likely to be

brought about through education than through conflict. While conflict can lead to

change, the change is often difficult to predict and control, and the conscious agency

(e.g. conscientization) can be short-lived because it does not include long-term skills

(praxis is a continuous and lifelong process); once the conflict is over, people return

to their comfortable habits—a point made by Pragmatists. Cameron and Ojha (2007)

suggest an integrated, transactional social strategy that is focused on the slow building

of individual agency (and, we suggest, capability) rather than institutionally driven

change. The authors point to Dewey’s vision of participatory democracy being

transactional rather than interactional—focused on multiple interrelationships leading

to the development of a well-functioning, goal-oriented, cohesive community, rather

than individuals simply expressing their needs and desires and then using some

general preference system such as voting as a proxy for choice. A more community-

oriented deliberative democratic process allows individuals to remain engaged and

aware of their choices as possibilities no matter what the immediate limitations.

Community does not determine development, it enables capabilities. This idea, we

believe, captures a critical component of Sen, Dewey, and Freire’s thought: develop-

ment is continuous and based both in agency and the ongoing freedom to use that

agency in pursuit of choice. There is an important transactional relationship between

learning, praxis, and capabilities—learning immersed in life experience provides skills

(that serve as functionings) leading to conscientization. The combination of praxis and

conscientization creates the context for recognition of greater life capabilities. Again

we stress this combination may be different for adults and children, with adults focus-

ing on recognizing the true meaning of activities through reflection and children

focusing on reflection that helps them understand and develop ownership of their

activities. Recognition of new capabilities qualitatively changes life experience, leading

to desires for learning that can extend praxis. This fits the idea of education as a

functioning that both influences and is influenced by one’s own acquired resources

(Binder & Coad, 2011).

Describing capability-based education

The difference between a neo-classical approach to education and what we will refer

to a ‘capability-based’ education has been an ongoing debate in the United States

(Glassman, 2011). While self-described ‘educational reformers’ (Whitmire, 2011)

make the argument that they know (exactly) what type of changes the education
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systems needs to make in order to improve the lives of all, but especially marginalized

children, a counter-movement exemplified by the recent work of Ravitch (2011) has

taken a position closer to that of Dewey and Sen. Education needs to be more

concerned with how children interact with various types of knowledge in participatory

problem-solving situations than inculcating specific ‘utilitarian’ skill sets that

‘reformers’ believe will absolutely lead to success.

One of the difficulties Ravitch finds is that the primary focus is placed on how to

give individuals the basics that they need to go out and make their own, unfettered

choices about their lives, and not on specific goals and objectives that will make

people’s lives better (which, according to Dewey—and, we believe, Sen—does not

exist on any universal level). This difficulty may be endemic to specific programs

following from a capabilities approach. The way to actually give people choices will

manifest itself differently in various ecological circumstances for different children.

The sometimes ‘ethereal’ nature of Ravitch’s counter-argument for education does

not really include a specific formula or method for a successful twenty-first century

strategy, but she does offer the idea of a national curriculum as a partial solution.

Capabilities-based solutions are of a slightly different ilk. They are not specific,

measurable solutions, because they are not meant to solve pre-determined problems

(there is no direct line that can be drawn between keeping music and art in a public

school curriculum and getting a job but—as one of Sen’s early influences, the Indian

poet and educator Rabindranath Tagore, suggested—it is part of a quality-of-life issue

that leads to both freedom and success). One of the goals of the capability approach

is to set individuals on a trajectory to solve their own problems through participatory

democratic processes. Dewey’s ideas on the democratic conception of education

(1916) and Freire’s (1970a, 1970b) on the importance of praxis as central to learning

provide avenues for realizing this type of individual and community choice.

A capabilities-based education needs to move beyond skills, such as reading and

mathematics. To be successful within a capability approach framework students need

to perceive that they have more choice in their life trajectories. Often times there are

no obvious, logical connections between skills and real choice. This is true whether

the education processes are being implemented in a mountain village in Afghanistan,

an urban neighborhood in East St. Louis, or an exclusive private school in England.

Skills have to be learned and understood in the context of self-awareness, self-deter-

mination and community advocacy in ways that are both respectful of and relevant to

the everyday life experience of the community. Sen has a rather romantic vision, how-

ever, of how to establish a well-informed society through establishment of participa-

tory democracy. This can leave the capability approach susceptible to the types of

skills-based educational reforms described above.

There is little doubt that moving education towards the more dynamic, ecologically

oriented framework suggested by the capability approach would be a major shift in

the way we view education—in many ways nothing less than a paradigm shift for both

developed and developing societies (Glassman, 2011). But the failure of many current

education schemes to achieve their stated goals does suggest a growing openness to

new possibilities that are less beholden to utilitarian conceptions of education,

including variations on themes offered by Dewey and Freire.1
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Battling the poverty of information using Sen, Dewey, and Freire

There are two inter-related methods for battling ‘poverty of information’—education

that promotes a cycle of learning, praxis and conscientization, as suggested by Freire

(1970a), and invested democratic governmental systems that are highly reactive to

their populations’ needs, as suggested by Sen (1999). In both cases, a critical

component is achieving improvements in quality of life and well-being (Sen, 1987).

From Freire’s educational perspective, this type of alleviation of ‘poverty of

information’ can best be achieved through teaching skills within the context of lived

experience (Freire, 1970b), which can then be used for actively seeking information

and building new ‘revolutionary’ knowledge systems that can challenge the status

quo. For Sen, alleviation of poverty of information can be accomplished through

initiatives of the society at large—part of a basic social contract between individual

and governing bodies.

Sen and his colleagues (1981) have documented how some of the worst

consequences of poverty, the greatest challenges to most basic functionings such as

nourishment and health care, can be alleviated, if not eradicated, by the greater flow

of information that comes with a responsive democratic society. Sen’s economic

research shows that control of information about food results in broad-based despair

and suffering. Famines in Bangladesh were not the result of a shortage of material

resources but of the difficulties individuals faced in accessing reliable information

about where food was located and how it could be obtained. Many of the affected

individuals were probably unaware that there might have been divergent information

(sources) about food availability. There was limited understanding that there were

avenues of survival outside of what the centralized government and media organs were

telling them, and therefore limited capabilities for dealing with the food shortage.

The provision of even the most basic functionings is based in governmental

responsiveness to the needs of its oppressed populations. But governments have

control over the scope of their own reactions. This means that in order to gain greater

capabilities, the population must have some institutionalized form of voice. Freire

makes a similar point, arguing that pacification of the masses is dependent on a

culture of silence. The key question is how voice emerges, especially when there are

vested interests in restricting information. Sen argues that democratic governing

bodies know that even the most marginalized sectors of the population will make

those governing bodies pay if they are deprived of what they expect in their everyday

lives. The governing bodies gauge information availability in relation to perceived

needs. Information is provided that allows individuals to maintain current levels of

housing and medical care in their everyday lives, but not necessarily information that

can lead to increased capabilities. Thus, even an increase in voice may not increase

capabilities if it is not a result of a praxis—conscientization—capabilities cycle.

A democratic form of government, in and of itself, is reactionary and cannot

provide the freedom or capability to choose a life trajectory through praxis. Individuals

need to be given not only the skills, but also the self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) for

transcending perceived boundaries to success. Skills developed through direct

education, such as reading and mathematics, are of little value in establishing new
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capabilities if they do not result in new reflections on current action, and on both the

willingness and ability to reach out to gain new information that might influence those

actions. Individuals need to be active participants in the relationship(s) between how

their society functions and the actions they engage in as part of their everyday lives to

escape manipulation and covert forms of control.

There is a danger in equating basic functionings such as having shelter or receiving

medical care with educated skills. Skills, even those that are information-friendly, are

not stand-alone attributes, and need to be integrated with other democratic activities

to have value in promoting conscientization and opening up capabilities. Introduction

of skills into individuals’ lives separate from conscientization can be ambiguous for

democratic freedom and might do little to impact everyday activities and the way in

which oppressed individuals understand them. Societies with a lesser commitment to

citizen participation can educate for their own needs, such as re-creating social/

economic structures. As Freire (1970b) points out, education can be used by

privileged sectors of society to maintain the status quo through conditioning students

to memorize, repeat and reproduce specific types of information, an easy trap for even

purportedly ‘democratic’ societies to fall into.

Connecting Technology, Capability and Praxis

The growing influence and reach of the Internet through the web offers new

possibilities for democratic education based in citizen participation (Glassman &

Kang, 2011b), leading to new possibilities for praxis—conscientization—capability cycles.

As we have argued in this paper, increasing voice, especially for oppressed groups,

can be accomplished by offering access to new information possibilities that influence

praxis. New information that reaches beyond traditional social and cultural

boundaries, offering individuals and communities possibilities for flourishing, extends

capabilities for working together to create new social and economic trajectories. But

as those who work within a Deweyan framework often find, even at the micro-level,

participatory practices and a deliberative ethic leading to unchartered and often

unknown capabilities are difficult to implement in a bounded community.

Capabilities, even in the best of circumstances, are often restricted by real and

imagined boundaries set by self-interested social/governmental organizations, and

individuals are often strongly influenced by these boundaries in their own praxis. It is

difficult to recognize new capabilities when you have little knowledge of their

existence: a hungry person will only search for new avenues for food with the

knowledge that such food exists.

The web offers a number of new possibilities to any individual or community with

some type of access to broadband technology. Information that is normally out of

reach or even unknown to marginalized populations is suddenly a few mouse clicks

away. It is difficult for local governing systems to insert themselves as mediating forces

between individual and information. Information is more chaotic and disorganized,

but it is also less controlled. The development of capabilities is not only the

realization that everyday activities of individuals and/or community should and can

change, but also the ability to piece together the possibilities of how they might
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change. Information must be transformed into a knowledge of possibilities. The web

and its more interactive applications can have more than a direct impact on

capabilities—especially in democratic classrooms where small-scale capability-

approach scenarios are played out as part of the educative process.

Dewey suggested reaching out for new information was among the most important

capabilities for realizing new possibilities, for moving beyond static boundaries. The

web, as a tool in the learning process enhances the ability of learners to reach out (to

search for information), to be able to differentiate information needed to solve

immediate problems, and especially to be able to reform on react to new types of

generative online communities that reach beyond physical and historical boundaries.

This web enabled thinking, which has been described as Open Source Intelligence

(Glassman & Kang, 2012) is, in many ways, focused on using web based tools to

extend human capabilities in new directions and for new populations. It is, we would

argue, at least part of what Sen envisions in extending capabilities, in particular the

relationship between individual capabilities and democratic community problem-

solving. There are important interactions between tools that extend the ability to

reach out into the world and the recognition of new choices and capabilities this

reaching might afford the individual and the community.

The future of the capability approach may very well lie in the combinations of new

educational processes in the context of emerging information technologies.

Establishing capability may work best through an inductive process where individuals

learn to take control of their own lives and communities. Sen’s capabilities-based

framework is an excellent fit with the educational theories of Freire and Dewey.

Combined with new technologies, the possibilities that come with education are

limitless.

Note

1. See Glassman (2011) for an extended discussion of this topic.
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