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Sen’s capability approach insists on the tight connection between democracy and social justice. In Development as Freedom, three key dimensions were emphasized: democracy as the exercise of public reason (i.e. not reduced to public balloting) has an intrinsic value insofar as the capability to participate into the public debate is valuable in itself; it has an instrumental value since it helps people support their claims and defend their rights more efficiently; and, most important, it has a constructive value in that it allows people to be active participants in the overall social fabric, i.e. in the construction of social values and norms, public policies, etc. This constructive dimension of democracy as public reason is crucial in Sen’s approach, it applies not only to political decision-making but to all exercises consisting in describing social reality (i.e. choosing the relevant information following his concept of “description as choice”) and assessing it. 

Sen’s fascination for democracy has raised sharp criticisms: real democracy does not match Sen’s ideal at all; such an insistence on process freedom (democracy) has a detrimental effect on opportunity freedom (social justice); only active deliberators would be allowed to enjoy the full benefits of democracy (cf. Cohen’s objection of athleticism), etc. In his most recent book, The Idea of Justice, Sen strives to answers these criticisms: he develops and clarifies his notion of democracy as public reasoning, emphasizes the relevance of issues such as the informational role of democracy, tolerant values, the inescapable plurality of principles, the necessity to connect opportunity freedom and process freedom, the focus on the comparative rather than just the transcendental etc. The presentation will assess to what extent The Idea of Justice takes up the challenge raised by the criticisms and paves the way toward a more sociological conception of democracy as public reasoning. The potential of the concept of “capability for voice” as a prerequisite for such a view will be explored.   

