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Social theory is the central terrain of ideas 
that links research in sociology to key pro­
blems in the philosophy of the human sci­
ences. At the start of the twentieth century, 
social theory was the body of thought that 
sought to ground sociology as an indepen­
dent discipline. At the start of the twenty­
first century, social theory is the dynamic 
nexus of concepts and ideas that informs 
sociology's dialogue with a protean variety 
of approaches in neighbouring disciplines. 
In recent years social theory has stood at the 
forefront of the most exciting debates in 
fields ranging across sociology and anthro­
pology, political theory and political econ­
omy, media and cultural studies, feminist 
theory and post-colonial studies. 

The Encyclopedia of Social Theory provides 
a unique reference source for students and 
academics, embracing all major aspects of 
the field. Written by more than 200 inter­
nationally distinguished scholars, almost 
500 entries cover core contemporary topics, 

concepts, schools, debates, and personalities 
in the history of the discipline. Special atten­
tion is paid to leading schools and debates, 
with shorter entries reserved for bio­
graphies of key theorists and definitions of 
key terms. Entries are fully cross-referenced 
and contain concise listings for further 
reading. A comprehensive index guides the 
reader to further divisions of content. 
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SEN, AMARTY A K. (1933- ) 

Indian economist and philosopher, Nobel 
Prize Winner in Economics 1998. Sen's 
principal concerns are the nature and dis­
tribution of welfare. He starts out from the 
classical theory of social choice that puts 
individual preferences centre-stage. Pre­
ferences, Sen argues, may fail to be transi­
tive, reflexive, and complete, but they 
come in different intensities. Any attempt 
to do justice to this fact will face the prob­
lem of interpersonal comparability. Sen 
shares and expands on the view that the 
problem can be solved by extended sym­
pathy. However, a fundamental doubt 
remains: if individual preferences them­
selves can be shaped by unfair conditions 
(for instance, by a culture of oppression), 
how can they serve as our guides to what is 
fair and right? Sen therefore submits an 
alternative proposal, focusing on capabilities 
to achieve valuable functionings. Func­
tionings are beings and doings, such as 
avoiding premature death or taking part in 
communal life; capabilities are the freedom 
to choose among various functionings. 

While both functionings and capabilities 
constitute individual welfare, only cap­
abilities determine social welfare: a good 
society is a society of freedom. Using social 
choice theory and, in his later writings, 
welding it to the capability approach, Sen 
also discusses a variety of more applied ques­
tions: how to address economic inequality, 
deprivation and relative deprivation, pov­
erty (including famines), class and gender 
disparities, and the violation of basic rights. 
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