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Abstract

This study aims to examine the extent to which Iran’s education system aligns with Amartya Sen’s capability approach in advancing human
development. This research adopted a qualitative design based on a systematic review of relevant literature. Nineteen academic sources
related to human development, the capability approach, and education were purposefully selected. Data were collected through
documentary analysis and examined using directed qualitative content analysis guided by Sen’s capability framework. The findings indicate
that although human development concepts are acknowledged at the policy level, Iran’s education system inadequately promotes learners’
freedom, capability-based educational justice, and critical rationality in practice. Centralization, quantitative orientation, regional and
socio-economic inequalities, and limited student participation were identified as key barriers to the expansion of human capabilities within
the education system. The study concludes that achieving human development through education in Iran requires a fundamental shift from
content transmission toward capability enhancement, learner agency, and justice-oriented educational reform grounded in the capability
approach.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the concept of development has undergone a profound theoretical transformation, moving
away from narrow economic indicators toward more comprehensive, human-centered frameworks. Traditional
development paradigms that equated progress with economic growth or income expansion have increasingly
been criticized for their inability to account for persistent inequalities, social exclusion, and deficits in human
well-being. In response, the human development paradigm emerged as a normative and analytical alternative
that places people, rather than economic aggregates, at the center of development analysis. Within this
paradigm, development is understood as the expansion of people’s real freedoms and substantive opportunities
to live the kinds of lives they have reason to value (Sen, 1988, 1999, 2000).

Among the various theoretical frameworks that have shaped human development thinking, Amartya Sen’s
capability approach occupies a central position. The capability approach challenges resource-based and utility-
based accounts of welfare by emphasizing what individuals are actually able to do and to be—their
capabilities—rather than the mere possession of resources or subjective satisfaction (Robeyns, 2005). Sen
conceptualizes development as a process of expanding substantive freedoms, arguing that freedoms are both
the primary ends and the principal means of development (Sen, 2000). This perspective has had a significant
influence on global development discourse, including the conceptual foundations of the Human Development
Reports and the broader agenda of human-centered policy-making (Fukuda-Parr & Cid-Martinez, 2019;
Stewart et al., 2018).

Education occupies a pivotal role within the capability approach. Sen regards education not only as an

instrumental means for enhancing productivity, but as a foundational human capability that enables individuals



to exercise agency, participate in social and political life, and make informed choices (Sen, 2010). Building
on Sen’s work, Nussbaum further elaborates the educational implications of the capability approach,
emphasizing the role of education in cultivating critical thinking, moral reasoning, democratic participation,
and respect for human dignity (Nussbaum, 2000, 2011). From this perspective, an education system
committed to human development must go beyond access and enrollment, focusing instead on the quality of
learning experiences and the real opportunities learners have to develop and exercise their capabilities (Walker,
2006, 2007).

Recent international studies have applied the capability approach to diverse educational contexts, highlighting
its relevance for addressing issues of inequality, participation, and empowerment in both basic and higher
education (Ruger & Mitra, 2015; Usher, 2007). Scholars have also emphasized its usefulness in evaluating
education systems in relation to broader challenges such as sustainability, social justice, and democratic
citizenship (Schlosberg, 2012; Vizard et al., 2011). Contemporary research further suggests that integrating
capability-based thinking into educational leadership and human resource development can enhance
institutional quality and organizational agility (Nguyen, 2025; Purwanto & Ilhamsyah, 2025; Zaakiyyah,
2024).

In the Iranian context, although human development has increasingly appeared in academic and policy
discussions, the education system continues to face structural challenges related to inequality, centralization,
quality of learning, and the cultivation of critical rationality. Several studies indicate that despite quantitative
expansion in schooling, qualitative dimensions of education—such as equity, learner agency, and critical
reasoning—remain underdeveloped (Esmaili et al., 2024; Mahdizadeh et al., 2022). Moreover, recent
analyses stress the need to reassess educational policies in light of contemporary global transformations,
including sustainability concerns and interdisciplinary approaches to human development (Garcés-Velastegui,
2022; Zhang & Zhao, 2025). Against this backdrop, the capability approach offers a coherent theoretical lens
for examining the trajectory of human development within Iran’s education system (Kuhumba, 2022a,
2022b; Saith, 2006).

hMethods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative design based on a systematic review of relevant literature. Nineteen
academic sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and theoretical studies, were
selected according to predefined inclusion criteria. These criteria focused on relevance to the capability
approach, human development, and education, as well as conceptual or empirical engagement with issues of
freedom, justice, and rationality. Data were collected through document analysis, and key concepts, arguments,
and findings were extracted using structured qualitative coding forms. The analysis followed a directed
qualitative content analysis approach, with Amartya Sen’s capability framework serving as the guiding
analytical lens.

Findings



The findings reveal that Iran’s education system demonstrates a significant gap between the normative
principles of the capability approach and actual educational practices. In terms of freedom, the analysis
indicates that learners’ real opportunities for choice, participation, and self-directed learning are limited.
Educational pathways are largely predetermined by centralized structures and exam-oriented mechanisms,
which restrict students’ agency and meaningful participation in their own learning processes.

With respect to educational justice, the results show that policy emphasis has primarily been placed on formal
access and quantitative expansion rather than on capability-enhancing equity. Persistent regional, socio-
economic, and institutional disparities result in unequal learning conditions and outcomes. While schooling is
widely accessible, the quality of education and the real opportunities to develop valuable capabilities vary
considerably across different social and geographical contexts.

In the dimension of rationality, the findings suggest that the education system places insufficient emphasis on
critical thinking, reflective judgment, and problem-solving skills. Learning practices remain predominantly
content-driven and memorization-based, limiting students’ capacity to reason independently, evaluate
alternatives, and engage constructively in social and civic life. Overall, the findings indicate that the education
system tends to prioritize measurable outputs over the cultivation of substantive human capabilities.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the relevance of the capability approach as a critical framework for
evaluating and rethinking education systems from a human development perspective. The limited realization
of learner freedom, capability-oriented justice, and educational rationality suggests that quantitative expansion
alone is insufficient for achieving meaningful human development. Education systems that neglect agency,
equity, and critical reasoning risk reproducing social inequalities and constraining individuals’ life choices.
From a capability perspective, education must be understood as a process of empowering individuals to
become active agents in shaping their own lives and societies. This requires moving beyond centralized, exam-
driven models toward more participatory, context-sensitive, and learner-centered approaches. Justice in
education should be reconceptualized not as uniform provision, but as the creation of conditions that enable
diverse learners to develop and exercise their capabilities in accordance with their specific circumstances.
Furthermore, the cultivation of rationality—understood as the ability to reason critically, deliberate ethically,
and make informed choices—is indispensable for sustaining freedom and justice. Without an educational focus
on rational agency, other dimensions of human development remain fragile and incomplete.

In conclusion, the capability approach provides a comprehensive and normatively robust framework for
assessing the trajectory of human development within Iran’s education system. By foregrounding freedom,
justice, and rationality, it highlights both the limitations of current practices and the transformative potential
of capability-oriented educational reform. Such a reorientation could enable the education system to contribute

more effectively to the formation of empowered, reflective, and socially responsible citizens, thereby

supporting a more inclusive and sustainable path of human development.



References

Esmaili, A., Kargar, G., Henari, H., & Keshkar, S. (2024). Providing a Model for Sports Development in Fars Province with Emphasis on
Amartya Sen's Human Development  Indicators. Research in  Physiology and ~ Sports Management, 15(45), 157-169.
https://www.sportrc.ir/article_195243 . html

Fukuda-Parr, S., & Cid-Martinez, 1. (2019). Capability Approach and Human Development. In The Palgrave Handbook of Development Economics:
Critical Reflections on Globalizations and Development (pp. 441-468). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-14000-7_13

Garcés-Velastegui, P. (2022). Modelling Amartya Sen's Capability ~Approach: ~An Interdisciplinary ~and ~Contemporary Account.
https://www.iaen.edu.ec/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/5.Garce%CC%81s-Vela%CC%8 1stegui85-93_rev-1.pdf

Kuhumba, S. K. (2022a). Amartya  Sen's  Capability ~ Approach — as  Theoretical ~ Foundation — of Human  Development.
https:/ /www.researchgate.net/ publication/3629611 37_Amartya_Sen's_capability_approach_as_theoretical_foundation_of_human
_development_published_in_]JSD

Kuhumba, S. K. (2022b). Amartya Sen's capability approach as theoretical foundation of human development. journal of Sociology and
Development, 1(1), 127-145.

Mahdizadeh, M. J., Mohammadi, H., Salarpour, M., & Ziaei, S. (2022). Investigating the relationship between economic freedom and social
welfare in Iran based on the Amartya Sen index of social welfare. Financial Economics, 58(16), 281-308.

Nguyen, V. C. (2025). The Role of University Leadership in Managing Strategic Quality Development in Higher Education. International
Journal of Humanities Literature & Arts, 8(1), 56-62. https://doi.org/10.21744/ijhla.v8n1.2430

Nussbaum, M. C. (2000). Women and Human Development: The Capabilities Approach. Cambridge University —Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511841286

Nussbaum, M. C. (2011).  Creating  Capabilities: ~ The ~Human  Development  Approach. ~ Harvard  University — Press.
https://doi.org/10.4159/harvard.9780674061200

Purwanto, S., & Ilhamsyah, I. (2025). Army Human Resources Development Strategy Through Human Capital Approach. Indonesian Journal
of Social Science and Education (ijosse), 1(1), 1-22. https://doi.org/10.62567/ijosse.v1i1.603

Robeyns, 1. (2005). The capability approach, a theoretical survey. jJournal of Human Development, 6(1), 93-117.
https://doi.org/10.1080/146498805200034266

Robeyns, 1. (2017).  Well-being, freedom and justice: the capability —approach  re-examined. ~Open Book Publishers.
https://doi.org/10.11647/0OBP.0130

Ruger, J. P., & Mitra, S. (2015). Health, disability and the capability approach: An introduction. journal of Human Development and Capabilities,
16(4), 473-482. https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2015.1118190

Saith, A. (2006). From universal values to millennium development goals: Lost in translation. Development and Change, 37(6), 1167-1199.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2006.00518 .x

Schlosberg, D. (2012). Climate justice and capabilities: A framework for adaptation policy. Ethics and International Affairs, 26(4), 445-461.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50892679412000615

, A. (1988). The Concept of Development (Vol. 1).

https:/ /peeps.unet.brandeis.edu/ ~teuber/Sen,%20The%20Concept%200f%20Development. pdf

Sen, A. (1999). Capabilities and Commodities. Oxford University Press.

Sen, A. (2000). Development as Freedom. Anchor Books.

Sen

Sen

, A. (2004). Capabilities, lists and public reason: Continuing the conversation. Feminist Economics, 10(3), 77-80.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1354570042000315163

Sen, A. (2007). Identity and Violence: The Illusion of Destiny. London: Penguin Books.

Sen, A. (2010). Primary Schooling in West Bengal. Prospects. https://doi.org/10.1007/511125-010-9164-4

Stewart, F., Ranis, G., & Samman, E. (2018). Advancing Human Development: Theory and Practice. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780198794455.001.0001

Taghvaei, M., Nazia Sadat, N., & Elham, F. (2024). Modeling human resource development with a visionary leadership approach in the
General Education Department and seven regions of Mashhad: A mixed-method study. Quarterly Journal of Education and Human Resource
Development, 5(2), 47-58.
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https: / /sanad.iau.ir/ Journal/jtihr/ Article/ 991250/
FullText&ved=2ahUKEwiXlurlurCOAxXxRqQEHcZmOWkQFnoECBcQAQ&usg=AOvVaw2Eemo3vIBk9a0wqEy 1jjwU

Usher, R. (2007). Lg‘élong Learning: Signs, Discourses, Practices. Springer. https://doi.org/]0.1007/1—4020—5579—X

Vizard, P., Fukuda-Parr, S., & Elson, D. (2011). Introduction: the capability approach and human rights. Journal of Human Development and
Capabilities, 12(1), 1-22. https://doi.org/ 10.1080/19452829.2010.541728

Walker, M. (2006). Higher Education Pedagogies: A Capability Approach. McGraw-Hill Education.

Walker, M. (2007). Amartya  Sen's  Capability =~ Approach  and  Social ~ Justice in  Education. Palgrave = Macmillan.
https://doi.org/ 10.1057/9780230604810

Yahyinejad, A. (2024). Examining the impact of human resource development on organizational agility in the Departments of Sports and

Youth of Golestan Province. Eighth International Conference on Sports Sciences, Physical Education, and Social Health,


https://www.sportrc.ir/article_195243.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-14000-7_13
https://www.iaen.edu.ec/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/5.Garce%CC%81s-Vela%CC%81stegui85-93_rev-1.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/362961137_Amartya_Sen's_capability_approach_as_theoretical_foundation_of_human_development_published_in_JSD
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/362961137_Amartya_Sen's_capability_approach_as_theoretical_foundation_of_human_development_published_in_JSD
https://doi.org/10.21744/ijhla.v8n1.2430
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511841286
https://doi.org/10.4159/harvard.9780674061200
https://doi.org/10.62567/ijosse.v1i1.603
https://doi.org/10.1080/146498805200034266
https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0130
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2015.1118190
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2006.00518.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0892679412000615
https://peeps.unet.brandeis.edu/~teuber/Sen,%20The%20Concept%20of%20Development.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/1354570042000315163
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11125-010-9164-4
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198794455.001.0001
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://sanad.iau.ir/Journal/jtihr/Article/991250/FullText&ved=2ahUKEwiXlurIurCOAxXxRqQEHcZmOWkQFnoECBcQAQ&usg=AOvVaw2Eemo3vIBk9a0wqEy1jjwU
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://sanad.iau.ir/Journal/jtihr/Article/991250/FullText&ved=2ahUKEwiXlurIurCOAxXxRqQEHcZmOWkQFnoECBcQAQ&usg=AOvVaw2Eemo3vIBk9a0wqEy1jjwU
https://doi.org/10.1007/1-4020-5579-X
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2010.541728
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230604810

Zaakiyyah, H. K. A. (2024). Innovative Strategies to Enhance the Quality of Higher Education Management: Human Resource Development
and the Critical Role of Communication. Journal of Contemporary Administration and Management (ADMAN), 2(1), 331-336.
https://doi.org/10.61100/adman.v2i1.128

Zhang, Q., & Zhao, L. (2025). Integrating Ecological Philosophy Into Ideological and Political Education in Universities: Bridging With

Biomechanics for Sustainable Development and Human Health Considerations. Molecular & Cellular Biomechanics, 22(2), 710.
https://doi.org/10.62617/mcb710


https://doi.org/10.61100/adman.v2i1.128
https://doi.org/10.62617/mcb710

