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Abstract. In the current economic climate, there has been a 
renewed awareness of the role of cooperatives as a means to 
generate opportunities for transition out of poverty. Coopera-
tives help to bring people together, to foster their participa-
tion in economic and political life. They can generate eco-
nomic, human and social capital, and promote a more just 
form of development. The purpose of this paper is to consid-
er how cooperatives as collective enterprises encourage the 
expansion of human capabilities (individual and collective) in 
fragile environments. Drawing on three distinct case studies 
in Timor-Leste, this paper adopts elements of the Capability 

Approach, as defined by Martha Nussbaum, and addresses 
links between collective action and the potential for reducing 
societal fragility. It is argued that a cooperative, as a social 
structure, can play a role in reducing societal fragility. How-
ever, it is pertinent to understand the space in which the ex-
ercise of individual and collective agency takes place. In fact, 
it is through the exercise of agency and freedom of choice 
that individuals and groups of people can contribute to the 
strengthening of social cohesion. To empower these social 
structures and recognise their rights is a development objec-
tive that has direct impacts in societal fragility.
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1.1 Background and Problem Statement

There has been a renewed awareness, within the academia 
as well as international organisations such as United Nations 
and the International Labour Organisation, on the role of co-
operatives as a means to generate opportunities for transi-
tioning out of poverty. The International Cooperative Alliance 
estimates that over one billion people are members of coop-
eratives (ICA, 2012a). Some of the figures are remarkable: 
for example in Kenya, 63% of the population derive their 
livelihoods from cooperatives and approximately 250,000 
Kenyans are employed or gain most of their income from 
cooperatives (ICA, 2012b); in Côte d'Ivoire, cooperatives in-
vested USD 26 million into setting up schools, building rural 
roads and establishing maternal clinics in 2002 (ICA, 2012b).

Cooperatives help to bring people together, to foster their 
participation in economic and political life. Cooperatives can 
"create economic, human, and social capital" (Majee et al., 
2011, p.51) and therefore they promote a kind of development 
that is both "democratic and people-centred" (ibidem, 52).

Whilst acknowledging the role of cooperatives for commu-
nity development, this research aims to investigate to what 
extent collective enterprise encourages the expansion of 
human capabilities (individual or collective) in a context of a 
fragile environment. Societal fragility poses undeniable prob-
lems for human development, as the lack of social capital 
restricts the potential for human agency. Thus, the aim of 
this research is to appreciate the role of the collective en-
terprise in terms of the personal and collective expansion of 
capabilities in a fragile environment. The capability approach 
brings useful insights to this objective, addressing links be-
tween collective action and the potential for reducing soci-
etal fragility; these links are especially evident in the concep-
tual approach developed by Martha Nussbaum. Nussbaum 
(2006, 2011) provides a list of ten "central human capabili-
ties" that people have reason to choose and value (see Ta-
ble 2.1). For example, the capability of "affiliation" relates to 
the ability "to live with and towards others, to recognise and 
show concern for others, to engage in social interaction" 
(Nussbaum, 2011, p.34). The elements of the approach, as 
defined by Nussbaum, form the process of constructing a 
"partial theory of social justice". Her list is greatly influenced 
by Aristotelian understanding of "human flourishing" or "dig-
nified human life" for each person, and it can be used as 
a blueprint for discussion of what constitutes "a life worth 
living". Additionally, by associating the list of central capa-
bilities to the idea of a "minimum social justice" for all, she 

has introduced a "partial moral conception" to the capability 
approach (Nussbaum, 2003, p.42) whereby selected capa-
bilities, important for a dignified human life, are politically jus-
tified. This last point will be further elaborated in Chapter 2. 

Thus it is argued here that a cooperative, as a social struc-
ture, can play a role in reducing societal fragility. However, 
it is pertinent to understand the space in which the exer-
cise of individual and collective agency takes place. In fact, 
it is through the exercise of agency and freedom of choice 
that individuals and groups of people can contribute to the 
strengthening of social cohesion. To empower these social 
structures and recognise their rights is a development ob-
jective that has direct impacts in societal fragility.

1.2 Research questions and objectives of 
the study

A key question is addressed in this research, which ac-
knowledges the relevance of cooperatives for the ad-
vancement of human development: Can a cooperative 
facilitate capability spaces in a fragile society? This 
question reflects on whether the agency of the cooperative 
can mitigate or facilitate these capability spaces to deliver 
new functionings or capabilities.

Research on the extent of the contribution of cooperatives 
and other models of self-help to the expansion of capabili-
ties in the context of a fragile society is apparently limited. 
For this reason the following study sets out to explore the 
extent to which cooperatives can be effective agents of 
development in a fragile society and thus contribute to the 
expansion of freedoms and human development. This pa-
per investigates three case studies of cooperatives in Timor-
Leste. Timor-Leste's recent struggle for independence 
shows that moving from conflict to stability is a long and 
demanding socio-political process. Ten years after gaining 
independence, key development challenges clearly remain 
as obstacles to achieve an inclusive form of development, 
such as "high population growth, lack of a modern private 
sector, reliance on subsistence agriculture for employment 
and an oil sector that brings spending capacity to the coun-
try but not jobs" (Lundahl et al., 2008). In this context, col-
lective initiatives such as cooperatives will be evaluated to 
determine whether they encourage community resilience 
through some contribution to a "minimum account of social 
justice" (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 71).

1. Introduction
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2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a survey of literature related to 
the capability approach, its philosophical influences, as 
well as its implications to the understanding of collective 
agency with regard to institutional barriers. Section 2.2 fo-
cuses on the main contributions and divergences of Am-
artya Sen and Martha Nussbaum to development ethics, 
followed by a brief discussion and concluding remarks in 
section 2.3 on collective capabilities and the relevance of 
cooperatives for advancing human development. 

2.2 The Capability Approach to 
development ethics and its philosophical 
influences: Sen's and Nussbaum's main 
contributions and divergences

In an era where the "development project", pursued 
either in developed or developing countries, has been 
unsettled by the ongoing economic crisis, there is an 
urgency to rethink the relationship between human and 
societal development along a more ethical path. This 
urgency stems from the fact that the problems faced 
by millions of people still living in poverty are not theirs 
alone. Furthermore, there is a need to openly debate 
the ethics associated to development policy and prac-
tices. Current policy processes privilege technocratic 
approaches to problem solving, which sometimes over-
shadow ethical considerations (Deneulin et al, 2006). A 
global agenda of questions and reflections about major 
value choices involved in processes of social and eco-
nomic development is needed to ensure that the hu-
man development paradigm, as "the most holistic de-
velopment model" and "a practical reflection of life itself" 
(Haq, 2003), can be fully achieved. Development should 
be concerned with how to enhance people's capabilities 
in the present and in the future, and in all areas of life. It 
is here that this appreciation of human development fully 
embraces Amartya Sen's core ideas of capabilities and 
agency that is the capability approach. This approach, 
first outlined in 1979 during Tanner's lectures on "Equal-
ity of What?" consists today of a new paradigm in de-
velopment economics and moral philosophy. The core 
elements of the capability approach are that "social ar-
rangements should aim to expand people's capabilities 
– their freedom to promote or achieve what they value 
doing and being" (Deneulin et al, 2009, p.31).

Chapter 3 provides a more detailed account of the key 
terms of the capability approach. For now let us briefly 
consider the concepts of agency and capabilities, as 
they are the core concepts within the capability ap-
proach. One of the goals of human development is to en-
able people to become agents in their own lives. As Sen 
explains, "people have to be seen … as being actively 
involved – given the opportunity – in shaping their own 
destiny, and not just as passive recipients of the fruits 
of cunning development programs" (Sen, 1999, p.53). 
When social groups and individuals are recognised as 
agents, and they are allowed to decide upon what kind 
of development they would like for themselves, priori-
ties can be defined as well as choices on the means 
to achieve them. As Sen argues, "human agency can 
deliberately bring about radical change through improv-
ing societal organization and commitment" (Sen cited 
in Fukuda-Parr, 2003). Agency expands the prospects 
beyond a person's own wellbeing and it is directly linked 
to other concepts such as empowerment, self-reliance, 
autonomy and self-determination. This suggests that 
there is a strong collective aspiration for agency and that 
human development processes should advance public 
debate and "radical participatory forms of citizenship" 
(Hickey et al, 2004). However, the implementation of the 
concept of human agency is rather complex for various 
reasons. Decision-making processes may be dominat-
ed by groups rather than individuals, which potentially 
may reproduce patterns of exclusion. Similarly, the out-
come of collective choices is greatly influenced by social 
structures as they can enhance or restrain the exercise 
of agency.

This brings us to explore the theoretical debates sur-
rounding the capability approach, particularly the contri-
butions made by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. 
While both share the same commitment to the use of the 
idea of capability, they disagree as to its means of im-
plementation. These debates are of particular relevance 
to the conceptual framework for this working paper (see 
Chapter 4; Figure 4.1), as it offers insights into how agen-
cy is enabled or constrained by personal factors, envi-
ronmental conditions, institutional and embodied social 
structures (e.g. institutional and legal structures, social 
agreements, individual value systems, and environmen-
tal and physical conditions). They can shape one's ability 
to act and choose the course of action or inaction, or in 
other words to expand individual capabilities toward 
instrumental freedoms of social justice (Nussbaum 2000, 

2. The question of collective capabilities within a 'capability approach'
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ties to pursue "instrumental freedoms" through capability 
spaces, must be considered in the everyday negotiated 
politics of collective agency.

Nussbaum's own version of the capability approach 
takes an Aristotelian philosophical stance; she uses the 
idea of capabilities as "the core of an account of minimal 
social justice and constitutional law" (Nussbaum, 2011, 
p.71). This "minimal account of social justice" would thus 
guarantee political principles to all its citizens and a ca-
pability space for claiming these principles. Her version 

elaborated below). Finally, the pursuit of these freedoms 
may be empowered through capability spaces made 
possible by organisational or collective support. Thus 
the significance of the negotiated exercise of collective 
agency lies at the intersection of these three considera-
tions: social structures, individual capability to pursue a 
better life, and the capability spaces of collective sup-
port. Furthermore, multiple practices of collective agency 
must be understood as individuals' willingness to "live 
well together" (Deneulin, 2010). All together, these social 
structures, which enable or constrain individual capabili-

1. Life: Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; not dying prematurely, or before one's life is so 
reduced as not to be worth living.

2. Bodily health: Being able to have good health, including reproductive health; to be adequately nourished; to 
have adequate shelter.

3. Bodily integrity: Being able to move freely from place to place; to be secure against violent assault, including 
sexual assault and domestic violence; having opportunities for sexual satisfaction and for choice in matters of 
reproduction.

4. Senses, imagination and thought: Being able to use the senses, to imagine, think and reason – and to do these 
things in a "truly human" way, a way informed and cultivated by an adequate education, including, but by no means 
limited to, literacy and basic mathematical and scientific training. Being able to use imagination and thought in con-
nection with experiencing and producing works and events of one's own choice, religious, literary, musical, and so 
forth. Being able to use one's mind in ways protected by guarantees of freedom of expression with respect to both 
political and artistic speech, and freedom of religious exercise. Being able to have pleasurable experiences and to 
avoid non-beneficial pain.

5. Emotions: Being able to have attachments to things and people outside ourselves; to love those who love and 
care for us, to grieve at their absence; in general, to love, to grieve, to experience longing, gratitude, and justified 
anger. Not having one's emotional development blighted by fear and anxiety (supporting this capability means sup-
porting forms of human association that can be shown to be crucial in their development). 

6. Practical reason: Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection about the plan-
ning of one's life (this entails protection for the liberty of conscience and of religious observance).

7.Affiliation: (A) Being able to live with and toward others, to recognize and show concern for other human beings, 
and to engage in various forms of social interaction; to be able to imagine the situation of another (protecting this 
capability means protecting institutions that constitute and nourish such forms of affiliation, and also protecting the 
freedom of assembly and political speech). (B) Having the social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; being able 
to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others. This entails provisions of non-discrimination 
on the basis of race, sex, sexual orientation, ethnicity, caste, religion and national origin.

8. Other species: Being able to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants, and the world of nature.

9. Play: Being able to laugh, to play and to enjoy recreational activities.

10. Control over one's environment: (A) Political: Being able to participate effectively in political choices that 
govern one's life; having the right of political participation, protections of free speech and association. (B) Material: 
Being able to hold property (both land and movable goods), and having property rights on an equal basis with others; 
having the right to seek employment on an equal basis with others; having the freedom from unwarranted search 
and seizure. In work, being able to work as a human being, exercising practical reason and entering into meaningful 
relationships of mutual recognition with other workers.

Table 2.1. Nussbaum's Central List of Human Capabilities. Source: Nussbaum, 2011, p.33
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of the capability approach has a universal call for claims 
for social justice and equity. Nussbaum has outlined a 
Central List of Human Capabilities (CHC) (2000, 2003, 
and 2011) (see Table 2.1, below). Her endorsement of a 
list of capabilities is correlated with the idea of "protect-
ing areas of freedom central to human lives that their 
removal makes life not worthy of human dignity" (Nuss-
baum, 2011, p.31). Her approach asks questions such 
as "what does a life worthy of human dignity require?" 
(ibidem, p.32). Thus the role of a government should be 
to protect a "threshold level of these ten Central Capa-
bilities" (ibidem, p.33).

As Nussbaum argues, these capabilities are "general 
goals that can be further specified by the society in 
question" (Nussbaum, 2000) but they can serve as "the 
foundation of a minimum account of social justice" (ibi-
dem, 2000, 2011). It provides "basic political princi-
ples that should be embodied in constitutional guaran-
tees, human rights legislation and development policy" 
(Nussbaum, 2003, p.42) hence engaging with the hu-
man rights language. This presents a basis for citizens 
to claim their rights from their governments as they 
are embedded in constitutional principles. She further 
argues: "if capabilities are to be used in advancing a 
conception of social justice, they will obviously have to 
be specified (...). Either a society has a conception of 
basic justice or it does not" (ibidem, 2003, p.46). 

This is the core divergence between Sen's and Nuss-
baum's justification of the capability approach. She 
maintains that if Sen's capability approach wants to in-
corporate values of social justice, then he will have to 
endorse a list of central capabilities. Nussbaum (2000, 
2011) further stresses that one might need to go beyond 
the "incompleteness of Sen's capability approach" so 
that equal freedom for all can be appreciated.

Nussbaum's formulation of the capability approach is 
appealing in many ways, but with some level of criti-
cism. First, Nussbaum can be credited for appreciating 
the role of governments as central to the realisation 
of central human capabilities; however, she does not 
provide a context under which circumstances and in 
whose interests governments regulate or facilitate par-
ticular forms of development. For example, in the case 
of a "fragile" state, where governments can be unre-
sponsive to claims made by their citizens, as a result 
of a fragmented social fabric or because government 
structures are too frail to respond adequately to citi-
zen's claims, are there alternative capability spaces for 
the empowerment of human central capabilities? Sec-
ondly, by associating the formulation of a list of central 
capabilities to the idea of a "minimum social justice" 
for all, she has introduced a "partial moral conception" 
to the capability approach (Nussbaum, 2003, p.42), 
whereby selected capabilities important for a dignified 
human life are politically justified. Her list contains ele-

ments of pluralism (e.g. freedom of speech and asso-
ciation), which are essential elements of a society that 
protects diversity, and it is useful for providing guidance 
in political conceptions of what human dignity means. 
Also, it brings to the fore ethical considerations of what 
constitutes a life worthy of living. However, questions 
arise with regard to the means through which a reali-
sation of social justice can be expected or achieved. 
Nussbaum does not investigate the unequal and con-
tingent structural relations between states and citizens 
(Feldman et al., 2006, p.434). Moreover, the construc-
tion of her deliberately general list of capabilities has 
been the subject of criticism. In fact, some authors 
worry that it lacks democratic legitimacy and thus mini-
mises the role of democratic agency in her approach 
(Robeyns, 2005, p.106). In fact, formulating one list as 
one-size-fits-all seems to undermine people's ability to 
choose the capabilities that they value.

Furthermore, the differences between Sen's and Nuss-
baum's views of democratic processes have repercus-
sions for the justification of a list of capabilities. Sen 
argues that "fixing one pre-determined list, undermines 
people's agency" (Sen, 2004, p.77). Setting a fixed list 
of capabilities, he argues, would be "to deny the pos-
sibility of fruitful participation on what should be includ-
ed and why" (Sen, 2004, p.77). This entails a promise 
that, through the practice of democratic deliberation, 
the voices of the poor can be heard. Sen refers to "criti-
cal public discussion" as an unavoidable requirement 
for the formulation of "good" public policy. However, 
he does not offer an in-depth analysis of the struc-
tural inequalities and their implications for the general 
wellbeing of citizens. In this regard, at the very least, 
Nussbaum seeks to identify a common denominator of 
social justice and human dignity. Moreover, the lack of 
attention that Sen pays to collective-ness may under-
mine the efforts to realise the potential for democratic 
forms of expression. Sen, as explained by Deneulin, 
"takes the normative position of ethical individualism - 
meaning that what ultimately matters is what happens 
to every single individual in society" (Deneulin, 2009, 
p.35). In other words, Sen’s position appears to over-
look the "unjust" social structures and institutions that 
hinder the exercise of human agency. This is to con-
clude that the theoretical debates over the capability 
approach are far from over, and that recognising the 
vital role of social norms and institutions is essential for 
"developing public policies to advance capabilities and 
ultimately to achieve social justice" (Deneulin, 2009).

2.3 Can there be ‘Collective Capabilities’?

Sen's use of "capability" is markedly individualistic as 
explained above: it refers to the "doings and beings" 
that a person or individual has reason to value. Sen's 



9Teresa Nunes - Cooperatives, Capability Space, and the Idea of Justice...

support of "ethical individualism" is related to the fact 
that if the unit of analysis is a group (for example a fam-
ily), then the analysis can be distorted as to not pay at-
tention to any of the existing inequalities within that unit 
of analysis. However, some of the critics of the ethical 
individualism of the capability approach (such as Stew-
art, 2005; Ibrahim, 2006; Deneulin, 2009, 2011) rec-
ognise that when human beings interact socially, "they 
generate something truly collective" (Deneulin, 2009, 
p.36). This is more than the total sum of their individual 
capabilities. Ethical individualism does not capture the 
reality of development as it overlooks the social struc-
tures and capability spaces of society that allow people 
to live well together, collectively.

Stewart stresses "the importance of groups in human 
development, not only in directly promoting human free-
doms through collective action but also in shaping what 
people value" (2005, p.186). As Ibrahim explains: "col-
lective capabilities can be defined as the newly gener-
ated set of capabilities attained by virtue of engagement 
(of an individual) in a collective action or their member-
ship in a social network that helps them to achieve the 
lives they value" (Ibrahim, 2006, p.404). Group affilia-
tion that enhances wellbeing is an important capability 
as recognised by Nussbaum (Nussbaum, 2000, p.79; 
2011, p.34). Another way that groups affect wellbe-
ing is through instrumental reasoning. Stewart (ibidem, 
p.188) categorises the economic functions of groups in 
three types: efficiency functions (aimed at overcoming 
market failures), claims groups (intended to improve the 
share of resources or power of their members), and pro 
bono groups (aimed at providing benefits for others in 
society). Without going into much detail in each of these 
group categories, it is worth noting that the organisation 
of groups amongst the disadvantaged in society is pred-
icated on capability spaces for debate. These spaces 
can exert pressure on policy, which can lead to signifi-
cant improvements in society. Group formation or col-
lective agency, among the poor, has great potential for 
enabling or empowering individual capabilities (Ibrahim, 
2006, p.406). For instance, they may alleviate poverty 
directly by increasing income generation, or indirectly 
through empowerment and political action (Thorp et al., 
2005, p.907). Organised communal groups – such as 
women's groups, unions or cooperatives – play a fun-
damental role into one's capability to choose the life he/
she values. They provide a space for formulating shared 
values, and are instrumentally important for pursuing 
them. However, and as Thorp explains (ibidem, 2005), 
the chronically poor can be disadvantaged in group 
formation or in exercising their agency within a group - 
therefore making them even more excluded.

This brings us back to the notion of "collective agency" 
or "collective freedoms". Agency is exercised in a va-
riety of ways and in multiple spaces. It is affected by 
the prevailing social structures of individual or communal 

values, socio-political relations, and institutional frame-
works or social agreements (Evans, 2002, p.55). Col-
lective agency can then be understood as "an individual 
pursuing acts of the good collectively" (Ibrahim, 2006, 
p.405). This point is debatable when conceptualising 
"collective capabilities" because one needs to be aware 
that "group affiliation is not always beneficial" (Sen, 2004 
as cited in Ibrahim, 2006, p.406); it may restrict mem-
bers from belonging to other groups, or even may be 
oppressive and reproduce patterns of exclusion of the 
poorest among communities. Also, group affiliation can 
cause conflict and thus undermine individual choices 
(Stewart, 2005).

Acknowledging the possible adverse effects of some 
groups, this paper takes the view that these adverse 
effects should not underplay the intrinsic importance 
of group affiliation in aspiring human development. In 
other words, the social structures, which may enable or 
constrain the effective exercise of individual capabilities 
and even the spaces of communal support, should be 
considered an important instrumental precondition for 
attaining more just forms of human development. That 
is, in order to fully understand the implications of the 
expansion of collective agency in the context of societal 
fragility, an assessment of the intersection of the follow-
ing three considerations is required: social structures, 
individual capability and capability spaces. They need to 
be assessed because they may or may not promote the 
collective structures that help individuals to thrive. This 
assessment can only take place with an appreciation of 
capability spaces, through which one is able to evaluate 
the factors that may enable or constrain freedom and 
agency. Collective agency, as an expression of collec-
tive capability, is therefore critical in enabling individual 
or group influence on the places in which they live.

All in all, Sen’s and Nussbaum’s versions of the capa-
bility approach do not offer a comprehensive approach 
to the extent to which social structures, environmental 
factors and individual conditions may or may not in-
fluence capability spaces and thus the expansion or 
contraction of human agency (individual or collective). 
Other complementary elements need to be taken into 
account in such an evaluative exercise. 

This brings us to the subsequent chapter, which out-
lines an analysis of the cooperative movement as an 
expression of collective agency. The key question of 
this paper is: can a cooperative facilitate capability 
spaces in a fragile society? This question reflects on 
whether the agency of the cooperative and its mem-
bers can mitigate or facilitate these capability spaces 
to deliver new functionings in the presence of a so-
cially fragile situation. Key questions in the review of 
this literature are: how can social enterprises be em-
powered, and can they underpin collective agency in a 
fragile environment?
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3.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the significance of cooperatives for 
enhancing human development and situates this signifi-
cance in the context of societal fragility. It also explores 
the role of cooperatives in contributing to more just 
forms of development.

3.2 Capability space and individual and 
collective capabilities: Which capabilities 
to select and how to measure their value?

As described in the first chapter, a central question within 
the capability approach and the associated selection of ca-
pabilities is who should determine which functionings are 
relevant to a particular capability space. As mentioned in 
section 2.2, this question is of particular significance in the 
above review of Sen’s and Nussbaum’s differing formula-
tion of the capability approach. Sen leaves the approach 
intentionally incomplete and open to public discussion. His 
ambiguity in relation to the question of how to select ca-
pabilities can be explained by his ideal of individual agency. 
This means that each individual or group should select, 
weigh and prioritise capabilities that they value. This selec-
tion should be done through public discussion and open 
debates so that "it can lead to a better understanding of 
the role, reach, and significance of particular capabilities" 
(Sen, 2004, p.80). This idea forms the basis of his argu-
ment against a set list of capabilities (as defined by Martha 
Nussbaum; see Chapter 2 for full discussion).

Reiterating Nussbaum's justifications over her Central List 
of Human Capabilities, she justifies it by arguing that "each 
of the capabilities is needed in order for a human life to 
be not so impoverished that it is not worthy of the dignity 
of a human being" (Nussbaum, 2000, p.72). She also ar-
gues that this list derives from an "overlapping consensus" 
(ibidem, 2011, italics added) and that it is open to con-
stant revision and scrutiny. Sen has consistently declined 
to support a "one pre-determined canonical list of capa-
bilities, chosen by theorists without any general social dis-
cussion or public reasoning" (Sen, 2004, p.77). However, 
and as abovementioned, Sen has never offered a detailed 
account on how such a selection of relevant capabilities 
should be done. A number of scholars, such as Alkire and 
Crocker, have offered various explanations on how to fill in 
this lacuna. For instance, Alkire (2002, chapter 2) suggests 

that the selection of capabilities should be done through a 
"practical reasoning approach" (by asking questions such 
as "why do what I do?") that could truly reflect on reasons 
for acting. Crocker considers the role of deliberative de-
mocracy in the development of an "agency-sensitive ca-
pability approach" (Crocker, 2008, p.298) and argues that 
this should be the basis for selecting capabilities. Frediani 
introduces the idea of ‘capability spaces’ (Frediani, 2010) 
that aims to understand the command, ability and oppor-
tunity or choice over resources (commodities or goods and 
services that are available to individuals) and is essential for 
transforming them into achieved functionings.

3.3 Cooperatives and capability spaces for 
enhancing human development in a fragile 
environment

Drèze and Sen mention that "the options that a person 
has depend greatly on the relations with others and on 
what the state and institutions do (…) we shall be con-
cerned with those opportunities that are strongly influ-
enced by social circumstances and public policy" (Drèze 
et al., 2002, p.6). Based on this concern, this following 
section will attempt to explore to what extent participa-
tion in a cooperative can enhance members’ capabilities. 

The cooperative movement can offer an alternative to 
traditional economic models. Cooperatives play a cru-
cial role across a wide range of human aspirations and 
needs; they offer vital services in health care, banking and 
housing; they promote gender equality and education 
programmes; and they encourage sustainable develop-
ment and workers rights (Bibby et al., 2005). The role of 
cooperatives in fighting poverty and inequality has been 
widely acknowledged and international organisations 
have focused on the benefits of cooperatives to develop-
ment (e.g., UN International Year of Cooperatives, 2012). 
According to the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) 
(2012a), a cooperative is: “an autonomous association 
of persons united voluntarily to meet their common eco-
nomic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations through 
a jointly owned and democratically controlled enterprise". 
The social structure of the cooperative as an autonomous 
member-owned enterprise is its principal characteristic, 
thus implying that decision-making processes should be 
participatory, and all members should be given the pos-
sibility to join in management decisions. 

3. Cooperatives, capability spaces and the idea of justice
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Cooperatives are "important vehicles for mobilization of lo-
cal resources into a critical mass" (Majee et al, 2011, p.52); 
that is, they promote economic benefits as well as net-
works of social capital and trust. Yet, despite the merits of 
ICA's definition, values and principles of cooperatives, there 
remains much more on what defines a cooperative as sug-
gested in the UN's Guidelines on the Promotion of Coop-
eratives, and the ILO's Recommendation on Cooperatives. 
Nevertheless, the following core cooperative principles and 
values, as defined by ICA and summarised in Table 3.1, 
have been adopted for the purposes of this study.

However, as pointed out by Birchall et al (2008, p.20), "it 
should be noted that co-operatives cannot (and should 
not) be expected to do everything and to be a panacea 
for all development problems". Their operations should 
be facilitated and complemented by government and 
other actors' actions.

In this regard, the capability approach seems to provide 
the most adequate framework for evaluating the contri-
bution of cooperatives in expanding human development. 
In Sen's notion of development, deliberative participa-
tory processes are the foundations of development from 
which it cannot be disassociated. In line with this per-
spective, cooperatives can expand the ability of groups 
to participate, influence and negotiate with institutions 
that shape their lives. In consideration of the cooperative 
values in Table 3.1, each member thus has an equal right 

to participate in common decisions, which represent a 
form of democratic consensus. This process of collective 
empowerment may have a strong influence in people's 
lives as cooperative members, and their associated com-
munities, become aware of unequal power relations. This 
is a significant assertion in relation to, for example, having 
a say over resource uses or public policies that enable the 
provision of basic capabilities.

This succinct introduction to the cooperative movement is 
pertinent to the proposed research because it is assumed 
that cooperatives can make a difference in people's ca-
pabilities in various ways. However, key questions must 
be asked when attempting to investigate cooperatives in 
a fragile environment: what difference can they make in a 
fragile society? And can they be agents of change by al-
lowing their members to exercise a degree of choice and 
freedom - thus expanding their capabilities?

Let us briefly consider the notion of "fragility". Definitions 
of "fragile" states diverge, yet most definitions empha-
sise similar kinds of vulnerabilities. For instance, the De-
partment of International Development (DFID) defines 
"fragile states as those in which the government can-
not or will not deliver core functions to the majority of 
its people" (DFID, 2005). Fragile states are usually de-
scribed as "incapable of assuring basic security, main-
taining rule of law and justice, or providing basic services 
and economic opportunities for their citizens" (Stewart, 

1. Voluntary, Open Membership: Open to all without gender, social, racial, political or religious discrimination.

2. Democratic Member Control: One member, one vote.

3. Member Economic Participation: Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control, the capi-
tal of the cooperative. Economic benefits are returned to members, reinvested in the co-op or used to provide 
member services.

4. Autonomy and Independence: Cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organizations controlled by their members.

5. Education, Training and Information: Cooperatives provide education and training so members can contribute 
to the development of their cooperatives and inform others about the benefits of cooperation.

6. Cooperation among Cooperatives: Cooperatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen the co-
operative movement by working together through local, regional, national and international structures.

7. Concern for the Community: Working together for sustainable community development through policies ac-
cepted by members.

Cooperative Values: Cooperatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, 
equity and solidarity. In the tradition of their founders, co-operative members believe in the ethical values of honesty, 
openness, social responsibility and caring for others.

Table 3.1. Cooperative principles and values. Source: International Cooperative Association (ICA)
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2010). Increasingly, weak state legitimacy is seen as the 
principal defining element of state fragility. Recent litera-
ture now seems to favour the term "situation of fragility" 
or "fragility" instead of "fragile states". These two terms 
seem to capture the fact that fragility cannot be entirely 
determined by the nature of the state, but also deter-
mined by the state of society. As explained by Dubois 
et al. (2007, p.1), "if such states are fragile, it may be 
because their societies are fragile".

In this regard, in a turn to "non-state" organisations 
when a state “fails”, cooperatives can play a pivotal role 
in meeting the needs of its citizens. In fact, cooperatives 

can act as a strategic arm of minimal state intervention by 
offering a response to market failures (and thus reinforc-
ing a neo-liberal agenda). Additionally, the engagement 
of individuals in various forms of affiliation can generate 
collective agency. Understanding the background and 
the various factors in which cooperatives are operating 
(i.e., capability space), will allow us to appreciate their 
implications in the expansion of collective and individual 
agency. The following chapter will introduce an adapted 
capability approach framework for this research, which 
broadly seeks to understand whether cooperative enter-
prises can facilitate the expansion of human capabilities 
in a fragile society.
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4. The role of cooperatives in facilitating capability spaces: 
A conceptual framework for this research

4.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the conceptual framework for 
this investigation, which adapts the language and con-
cepts of the capability approach to an evaluation of co-
operatives’ capacity to enable capabilities or new func-
tionings in a fragile society. It considers cooperatives’ 
facilitation of their respective capability spaces, which 
in turn may expand or constrain cooperative members’ 
ability to achieve valuable functionings.

4.2 Main components of the capability 
approach

Chapter 2 has introduced key elements of agency and 
capabilities. The purpose of this section is to highlight 
the concepts of ‘functionings’ and ‘conversion factors’ 
and their relationship to capability spaces, as they are 
essential in the use of the following conceptual frame-
work.

The capability notion rests on the concept of func-
tionings. In the words of Des Gasper, a "functioning 
sounds like an activity of doing, being, operating" (Des 
Gasper, 2002, p.448). An individual’s functionings re-
flect "the "beings and "doings he/she actually achieves 
whereas a person's capabilities correspond to the al-
ternative combinations of functionings that are feasi-
ble for him/her to achieve" (Sen, 1999, pp.74-76). It is 
upon individuals, through the exercise of their agency, 
to address questions that really matter to them. Thus 
functionings are valuable activities that make up indi-
vidual and collective wellbeing – such as being healthy 
and well nourished, being safe, and being educated 
and having a good job. 

To complement the abovementioned concept of func-
tionings, it is important to refer to the notion of conver-
sion factors. They represent "how much functionings 
one person can have as a result of transforming a good 
or service" (Robeyns, 2011). They describe the degree 
to which a person can convert a resource into a valu-
able functioning (Frediani, 2010). Conversion factors 
highlight the fact that resource ownership is not the 
crucial piece in assessing wellbeing; rather it stresses 
that we need to know more detailed information about 
the person and the circumstances in which he or she is 

living. It is in the capability space that evaluative exer-
cises should take place. We need therefore to take into 
account the specific circumstances in which people 
exercise choices over opportunities available to them.

4.3. A conceptual framework for the 
analysis of cooperatives' capacity to 
facilitate capability spaces

The capability approach seeks to evaluate human de-
velopment in the space of people's freedoms to live 
the life they have reason to value. That is, develop-
ment is evaluated in terms of people's opportunities, 
abilities and choices to use and transform resources 
into achievements or new functionings. The following 
framework in Figure 4.1 provides an assessment of 
cooperatives as a means for achieving valuable func-
tionings within their respective capability space. It is a 
synthesis of the three positions as described in the pre-
vious chapters: Sen's evaluation of capabilities rather 
than functionings, complemented with Frediani's no-
tion of capability space, and Nussbaum's list of central 
human capabilities.

Elements of the conceptual framework

These three propositions are reflected in the following 
elements of the abovementioned conceptual frame-
work for this research.

Means: Resources-facilitated choices, abilities and 
opportunities 

It is possible to choose among different means such 
as an individual enterprise or a collective one (e.g. co-
operative). The command, ability and opportunity or 
choice over resources (commodities or goods and ser-
vices that are available to individuals) is essential for 
transforming them into achieved functionings.

Conversion factors: Personal, environmental and 
social

As explained in section 4.2, conversion factors de-
scribe how resource characteristics effectively can en-
able functionings. This understanding of conversion 
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factors is fundamental to the understanding of the role 
of cooperatives as a means to the achievement of hu-
man capabilities and their ability to control resources.

Capabilities as (new) achieved functionings

Lastly, there are the capabilities as described by Nuss-
baum: the freedom to choose amongst various func-
tionings will guarantee a "minimum account of justice" 
(Nussbaum, 2011) and a life worthy of living.

4.4 A typology of cooperatives for 
investigating capability space

Why use case studies for this research?

The case study approach was selected as the most 
appropriate method of analysis for meeting the objec-
tives set out for this research. This approach allows 
an "illuminating [of] the general by looking at the par-
ticular" (Denscombe, 2007, p.34). This means that the 
case study approach focuses on individual features 
that can have wider implications. Furthermore, this 

approach "tends to be holistic rather than deal with 
isolated factors" (ibidem, p.36). This enables research-
ers to emphasise relationships and social processes to 
explain why certain outcomes might happen.

Selection of case study cooperatives

The case studies were chosen on the basis of their rel-
evance to the theoretical issues undertaken in this re-
search. Given that many organisations fit the self-help 
description, as well as considerations of convenience 
due to the author's limits of time, resources and data 
availability, it has been necessary to restrict the case 
studies to a typology as follows: cooperatives legally 
registered and operating in Timor-Leste.

The cooperatives were selected with two concerns 
in mind. First, the organisations had to fit within the 
criteria defined above (i.e., cooperatives working in 
Timor-Leste). Second, sufficient information on the 
cooperatives needed to be presented as to allow an 
assessment of their capability space. This information 
was gathered from a variety of academic journals, re-
ports, books, newspaper articles and websites. Based 

social/for profit enterprise
(collectives e.g. cooperatives)

State and 
other actors            RESOURCES

Individual enterprise

Life

Bodily health

Bodily integrity

Senses, imagination, 
thought

Emotions

Practical reason

Affiliation 

Other species

Play

Control over one’s 
environment 

Means
(choices, abilities and opportunities)

Capabilities
(achieved functionings)

Conversion factors

PERSONAL
(age, physical conditions, etc.)

ENVIRONMENTAL
(geographic conditions,

infrastructures,
 communications, etc.)

SOCIAL
(social norms, institutional

and legal structures,
economic framework, etc.)

Figure 4.1. Capability space: An evaluative conceptual framework for this research
Source: Adapted from Frediani (2010), Vicari (2011) with reference to Nussbaum (2000, 2003, 2011)
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on these criteria, three cooperatives were selected for 
the present research (described in detail in the follow-
ing chapter).

Limitations of the adopted approach

The case study selection does not reduce altogether 
the limitations of using individual occurrences and the 
credibility of the use of generalisations (Denscombe, 

2007, p.45); quantitative information on cooperatives' 
outcomes in Timor-Leste is limited. The sample also 
can be influenced by more successful cases as infor-
mation on these is more widely available. Lastly, other 
small but nonetheless important cooperative models 
may not have been captured by the author. As a result, 
the analysis of the extent of cooperatives' impact on 
their respective capability space is not exhaustive by 
any means (see Chapter 7 for concluding discussion of 
research findings).
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5.1 Introduction 

This chapter introduces the Timor-Leste country context 
as well as the selection of case studies that will be the 
object of analysis in Chapter 6.

5.2 Timor-Leste: A brief introduction

Why Timor-Leste?

Timor-Leste's recent struggle for independence shows 
that moving from conflict to stability is a long and demand-
ing socio-political process. Ten years after gaining inde-
pendence, key development challenges clearly remain as 
obstacles to achieving an inclusive form of development, 
such as "high population growth, lack of a modern pri-
vate sector, reliance on subsistence agriculture for em-
ployment and an oil sector that brings spending capacity 
to the country but not jobs" (Lundahl et al, 2008). In this 
context, collective initiatives such as cooperatives will be 
evaluated to determine whether they encourage commu-
nity resilience through some contribution to a "minimum 
account of social justice" (Nussbaum, 2011: 71).

Country Context

Timor-Leste is located in Southeast Asia, in the east of 
the Indonesian archipelago and to the northwest of Aus-
tralia. It also includes the islands of Atauro, Jaco, and the 
enclave of Oè-Cussè.

According to the latest demographic census, the popula-
tion of Timor-Leste is just over one million people, with a 
large concentration living near the capital of Dili. The offi-
cial languages are Tetun and Portuguese, although much 
of the population does not speak either language, as 
there are more than 30 languages used in Timor-Leste. 
Regarding religious groups, the majority of the population 
is Catholic, with small groups of Hindus and Muslims.

The presence of Europeans can be traced back to as early as 
the sixteenth century, with the Dutch and Portuguese trad-
ers and missionaries establishing contact with the island. The 
island was divided in the nineteenth century between both 
countries, during which the Portuguese consolidated control 
over the eastern part of the island that is now Timor-Leste.

After the Portuguese left unilaterally in 1975, the island 
was annexed in 1976 by Indonesian authorities, under the 
pretext that the island was a potential communist threat 
to their national security. This led to the start of an armed 
struggle between both sides, which lasted until 1999 
when a referendum was held and 78% of the population 
voted in favor of independence. Research has indicated 
that people killed numbered just over 100,000, with pos-
sibly as many as 186,000 people killed due to violence, 
starvation and illness during the occupation (Globalism 
Research Centre, 2005).

The first few years after gaining independence were full 
of political and economic optimism and people of Timor-
Leste were finally free to rebuild their nation. However, 
the first signs that political and social disorder was still a 
real threat came to light during 2006 and 2007. A new 
government was formed in 2007 amidst social and eco-
nomic turbulence. Prevalent, and in some areas of the 
country, deepening, poverty and the strong sense that 
independence has not necessarily resulted in immediate 
wellbeing, has contributed to a profound sense of col-
lective frustration. Combined factors such as a historical 
leadership rivalry between villages, and the predomi-
nance of a patriarchal system of values, set in a context 
of post-conflict social and political fracture, has led to the 
intense division of political groups while weakening the 
state's capacity to attend to the population's basic needs 
(Brown, 2009). In addition, an intricate feeling of injustice 
linked to years of conflict, and a failure to create steady 
employment for youth has led to a sense of exclusion and 
gang related violence (Hodal, 2012). In the latest Human 
Development Report, Timor-Leste ranks 143 out of 187 
(UNDP, 2011), which shows that, despite considerable 
efforts from the country's leaders, human development 
indicators in many of the Millennium Development Goals 
may not be attainable by 2015.

The legacies of conflict continue to impact on Timor-
Leste's path of development as it continues to push 
ahead with its nation building efforts. Many of the chal-
lenges such as poverty, low levels of development, as 
well as uneven resource distribution, can further conflict 
in a country with such disparity in development.

In this scenario it is important to ask what social struc-
tures, such as cooperatives, can do to reinforce social 
links, thereby encouraging social cohesion and contribut-
ing directly to the reduction of societal fragility.

5. Timorense cooperatives: A case study background
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5.3 Case study cooperatives: A typology

The following cooperatives (see Table 5.1) were chosen 
according to the criteria defined in section 4.4. The three 
case studies are cooperatives legally registered and op-
erating in Timor-Leste, with more than 15 members each. 
The selected cooperatives represent more than one op-
erational sector, such as agricultural production (coffee) 

and manufacturing (handmade soap and tais production), 
in order to ensure a more detailed representation of co-
operatives’ capability spaces in Timor. A comprehensive 
analysis of each of the cooperatives is given in Chapter 
6. The question for this research, and the next chapter, is 
whether these cooperatives can expand human capabili-
ties; to what extent can a cooperative facilitate capability 
spaces in a fragile society?

Cooperative for Tais, Culture and Sustainable Development (Tais Kultura Desenvolvimento Sustentavel)
The Tais Kultura Desenvolvimento Sustentavel (CTKDS) cooperative was formed in 2008 to consolidate three 
existing weaving groups in the Iliomar, an isolated sub-district, situated in the mountains on the southeast coast 
of Timor-Leste. The cooperative comprises three weaving collectives: Feto Kiak Buka Moris (Poor Women Look-
ing for Life), Materestu (The Survivors) in central Los Palos and Feto Faluk Buka Moris (Widows Looking for Life) 
in Iliomar. CTKDS currently has 86 female members, of which approximately 25% are widowed.

Timor Coffee Cooperative (Cooperativa Cafe Timor - CCT)
The Cooperativa Café Timor (CCT) has been producing some of the finest organic coffees in the world since 
1994, building a network of agricultural coffee producers with a membership of some 23,000 small-scale farm 
families (OCDC, 2007). The CCT was formally established in 2000 under the Timor Economic Rehabilitation and 
Development Project, and implemented by the USA National Cooperative Business Association (NCBA). They 
have played an important role after the violence ended in 1999, by providing income-generating activities to 
thousands of Timorenses (ibidem, 2007).

Ai – Funan Cooperative
This cooperative started as a small self-help group of women making hand-made soaps. Recently the coopera-
tive received support from the Hummingfish Foundation, which is helping them to re-brand and export their line 
of natural soaps called Ai-Funan or "flower" in the Timorense language. Each of the soap bars is handmade and 
contains 100% natural ingredients, including locally produced organic coconut and palm oils.

Figure 5.1 Map of Timor-Leste in the regional context 

 
Source: UNDP Timor-Leste 

 Table 5.1. Typology of cooperatives selected

Figure 5.1. Map of Timor-Leste in the regional context. Source: UNDP Timor-Leste
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6.1 Introduction

This chapter will provide an analysis of case study cooper-
atives' ablity to facilitate their respective capability spaces. 
The analysis will take into consideration the conceptual 
framework elements as described in Chapter 4 (see Fig. 
4.1). The aim of this study is to explore the extent to which 
cooperatives can be effective agents of development in a 
fragile society.

6.2 Mapping capabilities to cooperative-
facilitated capability space

Cooperative for Tais, Culture and Sustainable De-
velopment (CTKDS)1

The ‘Tais Kultura Desenvolvimento Sustentavel’ (CTKDS) 
was formed in 2008 to consolidate three existing weaving 
collectives: ‘Feto Kiak Buka Moris’ (Poor Women Looking 
for Life), ‘Materestu’ (The Survivors) in central Los Palos, 
and ‘Feto Faluk Buka Moris’ (Widows Looking for Life).

CTKDS is run and operated by women, with the main 
beneficiaries being widowed women as well as their com-
munities. CTKDS currently has 86 female members, who 
come from the poorest and most disadvantaged families 
in the region. Many of the members are illiterate and have 
limited access to farmlands (ETWA, 2011).

The main resource of CTKDS, as a collective enterprise, is 
their weaving skill (design and techniques) in tais produc-
tion, which has been handed down through a matrilineal 
lineage for centuries. The supply of raw materials, such 
as cotton and plants to make dyes, is widely available, 
although recently it has been replaced by easier options 
such as synthetic threads. State and other actors play a 
significant role in the development of the cooperative by 
providing significant external resources. For example, CT-
KDS has been supported by ‘Timor-Leste Women Austral-
ia’ (ETWA), a Melbourne-based NGO. The purpose of this 
partnership is to support the socio-economic wellbeing, 
self-sustainability and cultural empowerment of Timorense 
women, especially those who live in remote villages.

However, these resources are conditional. Environmental 
conversion factors can affect the regularity of the coop-
erative's activities, mainly due to the lack of social infra-

structure. Finding and accessing external markets for tais 
is hampered by the cooperative's location in an isolated 
sub-region of the island. Additionally, the production of 
raw materials necessary for tais production has dimin-
ished due to the use of pesticides.

Personal conversion factors can hinder individual par-
ticipation in social and economic life. For example, a 
widowed old woman may not be able to get access to 
any source of income because of her age and health 
conditions, deepening her dependence on relatives or 
community members. This is particularly concerning for 
CTKDS, of which approximately 25% of the women are 
widowed without any means of income or access to 
land, and the illiteracy rate is over 50%. Moreover, the 
emotional trauma suffered during the occupation and 
transition years, has led to the increase of mental health 
related illnesses.

Social/economic/political conversion factors also con-
dition a cooperative's capacity to facilitate a capabil-
ity space for its members' pursuit of new 'functionings'. 
Institutional barriers, such as predominant social norms 
(e.g. patriarchal attitudes, power structures, division of 
labour), cannot be assessed here due to the methodo-
logical scope of this research (see chapter 4 for full dis-
cussion). However, it is worth noting that the principles 
underpinning CTKDS' operations are based on Fulidai-
dai. Fulidai-dai are unique to the Makalero people of Ili-
omar. It is a socio-cultural norm that promotes greater 
cooperation, honesty, openness, mutuality and equality, 
reinforcing the capacity of CTKDS as an empowering in-
stitutional force among its members.

So do these conversion factors condition CTKDS's re-
sources and compromise its capacity to facilitate its 
capability space? The following table maps selected 
capabilities from Nussbaum's list (see Table 2.1) to this 
cooperative-facilitated capability space.

Timor Coffee Cooperative (Cooperativa Cafe Timor 
- CCT)2

Timor-Leste's share of global coffee production may be 
small, but its production is crucial to the country's overall 
economy. It is currently the most important source of for-
eign exchange for Timor-Leste, and it serves as the primary 
source of income for some 44,000 families (Oxfam Austral-

6. Cooperatives' ability to facilitate capability space: An analysis
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ia, 2009). This cooperative is different from the CTKDS and 
others because it is the main private healthcare provider in 
rural areas of Timor-Leste (see Table 6.2).

Individual and collective enterprise is inherent to the suc-
cess of CCT as a coffee producer. However, Timor-Leste's 
coffee producers have not been favoured by the volatility 
of global coffee markets. This has been especially evident 
among those who made investments in their plantations 
and lost with lower (market) rates on the return to their 
investment. State and other actors have been providing 
support since the cooperative was established in 2000, 
helping to re-establish coffee production after the turmoil 
of post-independence. A recent marketing strategy from 
Starbucks and Fair Trade Label also has aided CCT's ex-
pansion into organic markets; however, high certification 
costs have hampered these efforts. Lastly, USAID has 
been a prominent international actor in developing CCT's 
health care services.

These organisational resources have been conditioned by 
several factors. Environmental conversion factors include 
the aged and neglected state of plantations that result in 
poor yields, poor physical access to processing facilities 
and thus increased costs for alternative means of trans-
port, and poor coordination between cooperatives. Never-
theless, the quality and characteristics of the coffee beans 

in Timor-Leste are atypical, which outweighs the disincen-
tive of higher costs.

Personal conversion factors among coffee farmers is prin-
cipally centred on the few or no alternative sources of in-
come; these farmers and their families depend on earnings 
from coffee production to provide for schooling, clothing 
and other needs. CCT has helped to increase cash yields 
with wider economies of scale, but farmers remain vulner-
able to price fluctuations, and low yields.

Social/economic/political conversion factors are associ-
ated with this adverse condition of the globalisation of local 
production. The volatility of commodity prices may have an 
impact on cooperative production and profit share, which 
may cause unemployment and social unrest. Furthermore, 
economic price deregulation means that small farmers 
may not get a fair price for their production. This may be 
illustrative of CCT's vulnerable position under these po-
tential future circumstances and its capacity to politically 
mitigate them in a fragile societal context (see Chapter 5 
for discussion).

What does this mean for CCT's capacity to facilitate its 
capability space? The following table maps the above con-
sideration of CCT conversion factors against selected ca-
pabilities from Nussbaum's list:aal

Tais Kultura Desenvolvimento Sustentavel (CTKDS) 
Capabilities and achieved functionings

Life
This capability can be indirectly influenced by the ability of this cooperative in providing a means of income to 
women where previously there was none. By creating new opportunities, the cooperative has given a choice to 
improve the lives of women. However, environmental and economic factors, such as the lack of social infrastruc-
ture (health clinics/schools) and poor market access, suggest that personal opportunities and choices for these 
women remain constrained.

Bodily health
As explained by one of the cooperative members: "profits from the sale of tais assists women to be able to send 
their children to school and buy food for their family" (ETWA, 2011). Support from ETWA has helped the construc-
tion of three new weaving buildings as well as facilities to carry out health clinic workshops.

Senses, Imagination and thought
The women of Ilomar have been able to apply their weaving skills and make beautiful handcrafted tais. Apart from mak-
ing this traditional cloth, their handcraft has diversified into making dolls, wristbands, bags, bookmarks, notebooks etc. 
Weaving centres also have provided spaces for individual and communal expression and creativity.

Affiliation
CTKDS developed an internal constitution and code of conduct last year, which was scrutinized and approved 
by the CTKDS Board. This was prompted by cooperative members' response to the legal process to become a 
fully registered organisation. It also reveals that these women want to be in control of their own future and able to 
demand their rights. As mentioned by ETWA Community Development Officer, Debra Salvagno: "without a Con-
stitution, the women feel there is no legitimate basis on which to base their decisions when influencing processes 
outside of their groups, but beyond this, the document places them in a position of power which defuses their 
disadvantages due to gender to some small degree" (ETWA, 2011).

Note: For the capabilities' core concepts see Table 2.1 in Chapter 2

Table 6.1. CTKDS: Mapping capabilities to cooperative-facilitated capability space
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Ai – Funan Cooperative (Ai-Funan)3

Ai-Funan started as a small self-help group of 23 women, 
making hand-made soaps. Each of the soap bars is hand-
made and contains 100% natural ingredients including lo-
cally produced organic coconut and palm oils. These natural 
ingredients are sourced locally. However, the collective and 
individual enterprise among Ai-Funan and its members have 
lacked the marketing skills to help increase market entry. Ex-
ternal support additionally has been provided by state and 
other actors like the Hummingfish Foundation. The Founda-
tion has helped women to re-brand and export their line of 
natural soaps; the re-branding project has added value to their 
product and has enabled access to international markets.

Like the previous case study cooperatives, the resources 
controlled by Ai-Funan are subject to conversion factors that 
condition its capacity to facilitate a 'capability space' for its 
members. Environmental conversion factors include poor 
physical infrastructure that results in increased transport 
costs and limited access to external markets. Yet despite 
this, and with the support of the Hummingfish Foundation, Ai-
Funan has recently launched the sale of their produce inter-
nationally among a market niche of organic soap producers.

Personal conversion factors remain those of general busi-
ness skills and marketing. Moreover, like the previous coop-

eratives of CTKDS and CCT, the principal concern is little or 
no alternative source of income, leaving Ai-Funan members 
largely dependent on soap production earnings for school, 
clothing and other needs provision. The patriarchal local cul-
ture in Timor-Leste is the most evident of social/economic/
political conversion factors for Ai-Funan, which restricts 
the role and participation of women in economic and so-
cial spheres. Whilst this is a cross- cutting issue for all case 
study cooperatives in this study, its prevalence is due to the 
local cultural practices.

Nevertheless, the above support network for Ai-Funan 
members helps to mitigate this local culture and empower 
women. The following table maps the extent to which this 
Ai-Funan-facilitated capability space has helped to contrib-
ute new capabilities or 'functionings' toward the greater well 
being of its members.

6.3 Concluding remarks

This chapter has provided an analysis of three selected co-
operatives and their ablity to facilitate capability spaces in 
Timor-Leste. CTKDS has given the women of Iliomar an 
opportunity to improve their lives and to sustain the cus-
toms and traditions of Timor-Leste. Cloth weaving plays a 

Cooperativa Café Timor (CCT)
Capabilities and achieved functionings

Life
Coffee represents an estimated 90% of the annual cash income for at least 30% of Timor-Leste's population. 
The number of small farmer families directly affected by the coffee production is estimated to be 23,000 (Oxfam, 
2009). These subsistence farming families depend on this cash for many of the goods and services they cannot 
produce themselves. As a wholesale purchasing co-op, CCT benefits local communities by providing consumer 
goods at affordable prices.

Bodily health
The Clinic Café Timor provides quality and free health care services for remote rural communities (cooperative 
members and non-members). The network of clinics now has expanded into 16 fixed clinics and 4 mobile clinics. 
It has become the largest private health service provider in the country, treating more than 10,000 patients per 
month (USAID, 2009). It offers primary care as well as maternal and child health programs. Its operations are help-
ing the most vulnerable people in getting free primary care, increasing the likelihood of maintaining good health.

Other species
Approximately 80% of coffee production is organic and forest grown (Oxfam, 2009). In social and economic 
terms, organic coffee production is beneficial for coffee producers as well as consumers because it aims to pre-
serve soil fertility, to curtail pollution and to mitigate environmental impacts.

Control over one's environment
'Material' considerations include having the opportunity to engage in income-generating activities. This was 
achieved either directly as a result of employment opportunities generated by CCT or indirectly when CCT enabled 
conditions to engage in income-generating activities. 'Political' considerations include the active participation of 
CCT members in promoting political participation in public life.

Note: For the capabilities' core concepts see Table 2.1 in Chapter 2

Table 6.2. CCT: Mapping capabilities to cooperative-facilitated capability space 
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its members. These projects include health and business 
skills development programmes, and wholesale purchas-
ing access that benefits CCT members as well as local 
communities by providing them goods at affordable prices. 
In response to the lack of affordable health care in rural 
areas of Timor-Leste, CCT also has allocated a substan-
tial part of its fair-trade premium fund to healthcare pro-
grammes through Clinics Café Timor. More recently, with 
the support from UNDP, CCT has helped set up produc-
tion facilities for fortified food that will be used to target mal-
nutrition among children and mothers. This has raised the 
profile of CCT as an international example of the potential 
contribution of cooperatives to just forms of development 
(see Chapter 7 for discussion).

The next chapter brings these final considerations to revisit 
the idea of justice, to consider the above case study co-
operatives' capacity to mitigate several conversion factors 
and to facilitate their respective capability spaces toward 
the enhancement of central human capabilities.

key role in social and cultural life. It also provides spaces 
for individual and communal expression and creativity. The 
whole process fosters and strengthens intergenerational re-
lationships and processes of cooperation between the three 
communities of Iliomar. CTKDS has been able to engage 
its resources and positively shape a capability space in the 
interests of Iliomar women despite the conditioning factors 
of a fragile Timorense society. CTKDS is not unlike Ai-Funan. 
Both are largely female-run cooperatives. Yet the apparent 
emphasis by Ai-Funan on mitigating the patriarchal local cul-
ture in Timor-Leste seems to suggest that other more press-
ing issues have not been present; though only field work 
can determine how individual and shared conversion factors 
weigh differently on the activities of the case studies for this 
research and other cooperatives in Timor-Leste.

Finally, the collective efforts from CCT also have generated 
positive results. Unlike the narrow focus of CTKDS and Ai-
Funan on tais and soap production respectively, CCT runs 
several projects that have been democratically chosen by 

Ai-Funan Cooperative (Ai-Funan)
Capabilities and achieved functionings

Life
This capability can be indirectly influenced by Ai-Funan's capacity to provide a means of income to women 
where previously there was none. By creating new opportunities, the cooperative has increased the chances of 
a better life for its members.

Bodily health
The cash income from the sale of soaps assists women to meet their family needs, including nutrition and health 
needs.

Senses, Imagination and thought
Women were able to apply their soap-making skills and to make beautiful and organic hand made soaps; the 
support from Hummingfish Foundation has allowed for the construction of a small soap factory that provides 
spaces for individual as well as collective forms of creativity.

Practical Reason and Affiliation
Ai-Funan has challenged the patriarchal local culture because it has allowed women to freely participate and 
become members of the cooperative. It has purposely set out to enhance their self-identity through work.

Control over one's environment
The knock-on effects of these efforts have empowered other women and may have political influence. The 
active participation that women have achieved as members of Ai-Funan has increased their self-esteem and 
confidence; they are seen as role models for other young women.

Note: For the capabilities' core concepts see Table 2.1 in Chapter 2

Table 6.3. Ai Funan: Mapping capabilities to cooperative-facilitated capability space
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7.1 Initial considerations

The inherent influence that cooperatives can have on 
central human capabilities is evident in the present analy-
sis. Indeed, as a member of a Timorense cooperative, it 
can be a life-changing event. These case study coopera-
tives have created opportunities for generating income, 
for upholding good nutrition levels and good health, for 
contributing to self-esteem, and for encouraging the self-
confidence of its members - especially women. Moreo-
ver, the active participation of female members has chal-
lenged prevalent patriarchal systems, enhancing their role 
in social and economic spheres. Additionally, the applica-
tion of the capability approach framework as outlined in 
Chapter 4 has allowed us to explore people’s opportuni-
ties, abilities and choices to use and transform resources 
into new functionings in a fragile environment.

7.2 Cooperatives and capability spaces: 
Collectivities within a capability approach

These initial considerations of the selected cooperatives for 
this study lead to the following main conclusions: CTKDS, 
CCT and Ai-Funan are effective agents in facilitating capa-
bility spaces in the fragile society context of Timor-Leste. 
They contribute positively to overcome societal and per-
sonal fragility through recognition, empowerment and par-
ticipation in social life. They are democratic and just forms 
of business, thereby promoting their members's active par-
ticipation in public life. In fact, this participation may improve 
members' empowerment and recognition, contributing to 
the realisation of human agency. This is central to the de-
bate raised in this research (see Chapter 3). The mapped 
capabilities for each of these selected cooperatives (see Ta-
bles 6.1-6.3) suggest that their respective capability spaces 
have enhanced their members' willingness to act as agents 
in their own or collective interest, which in turn may have 
been used to claim for rights and provisions that are funda-
mental for its members and the community in general.

However, the extent to which these cooperative-facili-
tated capability spaces impact on individual capabilities 
cannot be assessed here. Nevertheless, it is undeniable 
that these spaces have been responsible for the positive 
change in cooperative members' lives and their associ-
ated communities by providing new opportunities for col-
lective engagement and new functionings. These new (or 

recreated) spheres of economic and social life are evident 
in the narratives that speak to collective agency and the 
community social networks that make it possible (Majee 
and Hoyt, 2011). The argument of this research is that 
the benefits of this agency are possible, providing that an 
evaluation of interdependent conversion factors are taken 
into consideration as they may affect the long-term viabil-
ity or effectiveness of a cooperative. In fact, the method-
ology used here is hindered by relying on available mate-
rial on cooperatives, without individual interviews. It would 
be interesting to explore further to find out if individuals 
have actually perceived or experienced an enhancement 
of the capability space, and the ways in which that has 
occurred. Nonetheless, the consistent use of the frame-
work reveals the positive benefits of the collective agency 
and the possibility that cooperatives offer a governance 
structure within which capability space can be enhanced.

At the start of this research, a critical issue is addressed 
with regard to cooperatives' role in the advancement of 
human development: Can a cooperative facilitate capa-
bility spaces in a fragile society (evident in the above con-
version factors)? This question asks whether the agency 
of the cooperative can mitigate or facilitate this capability 
space to deliver new functionings or capabilities.

The findings of this research suggest that the answer to 
this question is YES. A fragile society can compromise a 
cooperative's capacity to facilitate capability spaces, con-
sidering the above evaluation of interdependent conversion 
factors. Yet the agency that constitutes all case study co-
operatives in this research illustrates that these potentially 
compromising factors can be mitigated. What remains an 
outstanding issue for this research are the questions 
of social justice between unequal parties of actors. 
These questions of "unjust structures" (Deneulin et al, 2006) 
of power and institutions have been beyond the scope of 
this research. Only fieldwork can determine how individual 
and shared conversion factors weigh differently on the ac-
tivities of the case studies for this research and other coop-
eratives in Timor-Leste (further discussed below).

7.3 An idea of justice

Cooperatives, as social structures rooted in the principles 
of democratic consensus and participation, can contrib-
ute to the attainment of a “minimal account of social jus-

7. Concluding discussion: Cooperatives, capability spaces and 
the idea of justice
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tice” (Nussbaum, 2011); they can reinforce the rights of 
their members and generate collective agency (see Chap-
ter 2 discussion of Sen's competing perspective of 'ethi-
cal individualism'). Cooperatives are directly contributing 
to a theory of justice by aspiring to involve all members 
equally in decision-making processes and a participatory 
way of working. This suggests a mutual social contract be-
tween parties of 'approximate equals' (see, for example, 
Nussbaum, 2006 on Rawlsian theories of justice). In this 
regard, the right to participate in decisions concerning co-
operatives' activities embodies the right to fair access to 
economic and political spheres. This is an assumption that 
Nussbaum challenges and one that she feels can be over-
come with a consideration of a “minimal account of social 
justice” (see Table 2.1 for central list of human capabilities).

Nussbaum's perspective on the idea of social justice has 
been central to the conceptual framework for this research 
(see Figure 4.1). Thus the findings once more suggest that 
this minimal account of social justice has been identified in 
the evaluation of CTKDS, CCT and Ai-Funan (see mapped 
capabilities in Tables 6.1-6.3). These cooperatives can re-
build community identity and thus enhance community 
trust and networks, which may help transition them from a 
situation of fragility to a one of increased economic security 
and social wellbeing. They are not the panacea solution to 
all development problems (Birchall et al., 2008, p.20); how-
ever cooperatives, as a social structure created and run by 
communities, have the potential to build on local capability 
spaces that allow people to aspire living well together and, 
in turn, aspire for values of social justice.

7.4 Policy recommendations and areas for 
further research

The research findings in the previous chapter may be 
useful to policymakers, wanting to enable favourable 
conditions for the creation, flourishing and long-term vi-
ability of cooperatives. This could include the facilitation 
of a legal framework that encourages the creation and 
viability of economic cooperative enterprises in Timor-
Leste. Moreover, cooperative work with communities 
should be complemented by public and private invest-
ments in all policy areas (e.g. infrastructure planning) to 
ensure improvements are informed by all members of 
affected communities, and not predominantly dictated 
by cooperative members or steered by international 
aid organisations. As mentioned above, research could 
be carried out to investigate the barriers of entrenched 
power relations that may have an institutional impact on 
cooperatives. For example, this could be complement-
ed with an analysis of how the chronically poor engage 
in cooperative formation. Further research to find out if 
individuals have actually perceived or experienced an 
enhancement of the capability space, and the ways that 
has occurred, could be carried out to complement the 
findings of this paper.

Timor à vista. / Uma enseada. / 
Nuvens tranquilas, / montanha alta

Chegada, Ruy Cinatti
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