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Nobel prize–winning economist and philosopher Amartya Sen took a different approach, believing that we can and should attempt to measure the intrinsic good we are after more directly. I will address what kind of intrinsic good the constructive view wants to target a little further down the road, but for the moment, following Sen, we will use “freedom” to denote the target intrinsic good for which social justice should strive. So how do we measure someone’s freedom? To answer this question, Sen joined forces with fellow philosopher Martha Nussbaum, and together they developed the “capabilities approach.”
Broadly speaking, I agree that the capabilities approach is on the right track, and will use it to help us build our constructive approach to reparations. The capabilities approach has the benefit not only of focusing more sharply on the actual outcomes we want than do resourcist approaches, but also of helping us to more effectively deconstruct the interactions of the complex factors that feed into those outcomes.
Those who take the capabilities approach tend to talk about two main categories of things: capabilities and functionings.32 Functionings comprise “beings and doings”: for example, the state of being wellnourished, the action of eating food.33 Capabilities are the capacities to achieve functionings: in this case, the physical ability to feed one’s self and the financial and environmental ability to access nourishing food. We can think of ‘advantages’ and ‘disadvantages’ as discussed in the previous chapter in capabilities terms: advantages are things that expand or support a person’s capabilities, while disadvantages do the opposite
Effective and real freedom, for Sen, comes down to your real opportunities: what you have the opportunity to do and become. These are your ‘capabilities.’ This helps explain why resources are only part of the story: what you can do and become also depends on other factors such as what your body is like, what the natural environment enables and what it forbids, and what the built environment and social interactions enable and forbid.
Source: Reparations Neg - DDI 2023 KM · DDI · 2023




