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Sen’s recent book, The Idea of Justice, is about public reasoning and the claims of justice in an unequal world. It is comprehensive in its citation of relevant sources, with the very conspicuous absence of any reference to sociological literature. At the same time, his approach to ‘capabilities’ makes many sociological claims about inequalities. How are we to understand sociology’s absence from Sen’s account of public reason despite the relevance of sociology to the understanding of inequalities? I shall address this puzzle in the light of an old distinction between formal and substantive approaches to the economy. Although the ‘capabilities’ approach makes an overture to substantivism, Sen’s location in social choice theory places him in the formal (or analytic camp). Analytically, economics is sympathetic to liberal and utilitarian understandings of justice. Within broader analytic social theories, the utilitarian approach to action has been countered by an approach that stresses lifeworld and communicative action. In this context, the approach to ‘rights’ in the one form of analytic theory is complemented by ‘recognition’ in the other. In this presentation, I shall suggest that both approaches squeeze out the role of substantive sociological argument, which would address capabilities as embedded in social relations. 

 

