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Abstract 

Amartya Sen is an Indian economist born in 1933 who was awarded the 1998 Nobel Prize in 

Economic Sciences for his contributions to welfare economics and social choice theory. He is 

currently Professor of Economics and Philosophy at Harvard University and has taught economics 

at Oxford, Cambridge, London School of Economics, the University of Calcutta and the Delhi 

School of Economics. As well as being an economist, Sen is an excellent philosopher, historian 

and scholar of religion. (Wikipedia article on Amartya Sen) 

In his most recent 2009 book, The Idea of Justice, Sen summarises his views on justice drawing on 

his economic, philosophical, historical and religious thinking. 

Sen sees the core idea underlying justice as impartiality.  Justice and democracy can be promoted 

through cultivating impartial public reasoning.   

In The Idea of Justice Sen does not explore the educational implications of his theory.  In this paper 

I summarise Senʼs theory of justice and draw out some of the significant implications for education 

practice, policy and research. I will argue that if Senʼs Theory of Justice is right, education is a 

critically important instrument for the achievement of justice through:  

 

1. the development of capability for all, and in particular,  

2. the cultivation of public reasoning  

 

Further, education research, particularly comparative education research, is of critical importance in 

identifying and suggesting ways to eliminate some educational injustices.    

I begin by outlining some of the foundations and features of Senʼs theory, then summarise his 

theory, and draw out some implications of his theory of justice for education. 
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1. Senʼs theory of human nature and rationality  

Senʼs theory of justice is informed by his views of human nature.  He suggests that human beings 

are naturally cheerful and friendly toward each other (269). Human beings are not motivated purely 

by egoistic “self love”.  As the 18th Century Economist Adam Smith suggested besides self love 

humans are motivated by sympathy, generosity and public spirit (185). Human beings are also 

capable of being reasonable – or responsive to reason - through being open minded, reflecting on 

a range of arguments, and being willing to undertake interactive deliberations and debates on how 

the underlying issues should be seen. (43) Sen argues that what might appear to others to be clear 

examples of ʻunreasonʼ may not be that. Prejudices typically ride on the back of some kind of 

reasoning – weak though it might be. (xviii) 

His theory of justice is also informed by his views about the nature of rationality.  According to Sen, 

rational choice does not consist only in the clever promotion of oneʼs own self-interest. Being 

considerate of the interests of others need not be seen as a violation of rationality. There is nothing 

very peculiar, or silly, or irrational about your decision to ʻlet others beʼ (193). There are, however, 

limits to the reach of reason.  The principles of justice that survive informed scrutiny need not be a 

unique set (45).There is no unique impartial resolution of a perfectly just society. It is possible to 

have a sustainable set of competing reasons for justice, all of which have claims to impartiality and 

which nevertheless differ from – and rival – each other (12) 

2. Three Key Features of Senʼs Theory of Justice 

Anti-reductionist 

A key feature of Senʼs theory is that it is anti-reductionist.  Sen quips “While T. S. Eliot was 

insightful in noting.... that ʻHuman kind/Cannot bear much realityʼ human kind should be able to 

face a bit more reality than a picture of the world in which there is only one good thing.” (240) Sen 

insists that we cannot reduce all the things we have reason to value into one homogeneous 

magnitude.   

Sen makes use of spatial metaphors to explicate his anti-reductionist views.  He refers to Rational 

Choice Theory as a “remarkably miniaturised view of human rationality exclusively in terms of the 

pursuit of self interest....” (180). On mis-interpretations of Adam Smith, Sen comments “While some 

men are born small and some achieve smallness, it is clear that Adam Smith had smallness thrust 

upon him.” (186) Sen writes “both equality and liberty must be seen as having several dimensions 

within their spacious contents.  We have reason to avoid the adoption of some narrow and unifocal 

view of equality or of liberty, ignoring all others that these broad values demand.”(317) He 

describes Krishnaʼs extreme duty-based ethic in the Bhagavadgita as a “somewhat emaciated 

morality”.    
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Justice is not a monolithic ideal but a pluralistic notion with many dimensions. 

Anti-parochial 

A second feature of Senʼs theory of justice is that it draws on lines of reasoning stemming from the 

European Enlightenment, but is also informed by ideas from many non-Western societies, 

particularly from Indian intellectual history but from elsewhere too.  There are powerful traditions in 

reasoned argument in non-western societies.  Sen draws on the reasoning of Gautama Buddha 

(whom he describes as the agnostic champion of the path of knowledge), a brilliant discussion of 

the Bhagavadgita – and the debate between Krishna and Arjuna (Chapter 10), and from Akbar, 

Emperor of India 1556-1606. 

Comparative rather than transcendental   

In the Idea of Justice Sen presents a theory of justice to clarify how we can proceed to address 

questions of enhancing justice and removing injustice.  He does not seek to offer resolutions of 

questions about the nature of perfect justice.  In this respect there are clear differences with pre-

eminent theories of justice in contemporary moral and political philosophy, such as John Rawlsʼ 

contractarian theory of justice in A Theory of Justice and Robert Nozickʼs libertarian accounts of 

justice in Anarchy, State and Utopia. 

In this respect, Senʼs theory of justice should resonate with policy-makers and educators more than 

Rawlsʼ or Nozickʼs theories.  Sen writes “It is fair to assume that Parisians would not have stormed 

the Bastille, Gandhi would not have challenged the empire on which the sun used not to set, Martin 

Luther King would not have fought white supremacy in ʻthe land of the free and the home of the 

braveʼ, without their sense of manifest injustices that can be overcome.  They were not trying to 

achieve a perfectly just world… but they did want to remove clear injustices to the extent they 

could.” (vii). It is fair to assume also that many policy makers and educators are not trying to 

achieve a perfectly just world - if they could ever agree about what such a world might look like - 

but to remove injustice to the extent they can. 

 

3. Senʼs Theory of Justice 

A sense of justice – a starting point   

A sense of justice and of injustice animates us to think about justice and injustice and informs a 

theory of justice.  Researchers studying brown capuchin monkeys have found that they show a 

sense of justice. (Atwood 2008 pages 16-17) A sense of justice in humans may also be innate. 

(Atwood page 15)   

A sense of justice is a starting point in many critical discussions.  Is it also a reasonable end point?  

Why do we need a theory of justice? Sen would reply that to understand the world it is never 

enough to stay with our immediate impressions.  Understanding requires reasoning.   There is no 
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irreducible conflict between reason and emotion (xvii). If we are strongly moved by some particular 

emotion, there is good reason to ask what that tells us.  Reason and emotion play complementary 

roles in human reflection (39). The path of reason does not exclude taking note of the value of 

instinctive reactions, nor the informative role that these reactions often play. This is quite consistent 

with not giving our unscrutinised instincts an unconditional final say. (51)  

Reasoning and justice 

Sen asks “What kind of reasoning should count in the assessment of ethical and political concepts 

such as justice and injustice?” Senʼs answer in a nutshell is reasoning that is open, impartial, 

objective and public - or reasoned scrutiny from different perspectives.  

At the heart of the idea of justice is the idea of impartiality.  This idea is familiar from Rawlsʼ theory 

of justice that sees justice as fairness.  According to Rawls just institutions are those that would be 

chosen by people choosing impartially – for example, from behind what he called a veil of 

ignorance – in which they are not aware of their position in society – whether they are male or 

female, rich or poor, black or white.  This “thought experiment” facilitates impartiality in terms of 

detachment from oneʼs own vested interests. Sen calls this kind of impartiality closed impartiality, 

because it is based on equal consideration of all interests of people in a particular society impacted 

on by the institution.  For Sen, this closed impartiality is not sufficiently rigorous.  Underlying his 

idea of justice is an open impartiality invoking a wide variety of views and outlooks based on 

diverse experiences from far and near, including the points of view of individuals not impacted by 

the institutions. 

Sen suggests that if the discussion of the demands of justice is confined to a particular locality, 

there is a danger of ignoring or neglecting many challenging counter-arguments that might not have 

come up in local political debates but which are worth considering in an impartial perspective. 

Arguments that may at first seem ʻoutlandishʼ may help to enrich our thinking, particularly if we try 

to engage with the reasoning behind these points of view. (407) 

Justice and Objectivity 

In what way can a diagnosis of injustice, or the identification of what would reduce or eliminate it, 

be objective? 

According to Sen, reasoned scrutiny from different perspectives is an essential part of the demands 

of objectivity for ethical and personal convictions, including those about justice and injustice.  Adam 

Smithʼs invoking of the impartial spectator provides one way of thinking about objectivity in the 

assessment of justice. Public reasoning (such as in political and ethical debate) is an essential 

feature of objectivity in political and ethical beliefs. (45) 

The case for reasoned scrutiny lies not in any sure fire way of getting things exactly right but on 

being as objective as we reasonably can (40) 
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4. The capability approach and the role of education in justice 

On what grounds are judgements of justice based?  (freedoms, capabilities, resources, happiness, 

wellbeing or something else?) 

We have seen that Senʼs theory of justice is a pluralistic and anti-reductionist theory.  He rejects 

the idea of advantage as being based on any one thing – such as resources, well being or 

happiness. 

We cannot reduce all the things we have reason to value into one homogeneous magnitude.  

Happiness, for example, important as it is, can hardly be the only thing we have reason to value, 

nor the only metric for measuring other things that we value.  But when being happy is not given 

such an imperialist role, it can with good reason, be seen as a very important human functioning, 

among others. (274) 

In the capability approach individual advantage is judged by a personʼs capability to do things he or 

she has reason to value.  The capability approach: 

• Points to an informational focus in judging and comparing overall individual advantages, 

and does not, on its own, propose any specific formula about how that information may be 

used  

• Is inescapably concerned with a plurality of different features of our lives and concerns.  

The various attainments in human functioning that we may value are very diverse, varying 

from being well nourished or avoiding premature mortality to taking part in the life of the 

community and developing the skill to pursue oneʼs work related plans and ambitions  

• Focuses on human life – on actual opportunities of living - rather than concentrating on 

means of living (resources).  

• Focuses not just on what a person actually ends up doing, but also on what she is in fact 

able to do (232-233) 

 

If capabilities are the “materials of justice” and if “individual advantage is judged by a personʼs 

capability to do things he or she has reason to value” then education is a key institution for justice.  

Education has a direct role in capability development.  Sen states “The various attainments in 

human functioning that we may value are very diverse, varying from being well nourished or 

avoiding premature mortality to taking part in the life of the community and developing the skill to 

pursue oneʼs work-related plans and ambitions (233). It is clear that education has a key role to 

play in the cultivation of capabilities necessary to take part in the life of the community and in work. 

So education plays a key role in capability development and so a key role in the achievement of 

justice.  Education is a key lever for developing capability and in turn justice. 

 

5. Justice, Democracy and the role of education 

According to Sen, democracy is best seen as ʻgovernment by discussionʼ – not just in terms of the 

demands for public balloting. The crucial role of public reasoning in the practice of democracy 
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makes the entire subject of democracy relate closely to justice.  If the demands of justice can be 

assessed only with the help of public reasoning, and if public reasoning is constitutively related to 

the idea of democracy, then there is an intimate connection between justice and democracy, with 

shared discursive features. (324)  

Democracy understood as government by discussion is not a quintessentially western idea. Global 

justice would be enhanced “through public discussion of, for and by the people of the world. The 

demands of open impartiality make the global perspective a necessity for a full consideration of 

justice anywhere in the contemporary world. Democracy – understood as government by 

discussion – has global origins. Sen believes that the illusion of an inescapable non-democratic 

destiny of the Middle East is both confused and very seriously misleading – perniciously so – as a 

way of thinking about either world politics or global justice today. (329-335) 

An unrestrained and healthy media is important to democracy for several different reasons.  A well 

functioning media: 

• Contributes directly to free speech  

• Has an Informational role – disseminating knowledge and allowing critical scrutiny – e.g. 

important in famine prevention (342-345) 

• May give a voice to the neglected and the disadvantaged 

• Contributes to an informed and unregimented formation of values requiring openness of 

communication and argument 

• can play a critically important role in facilitating public reasoning in general. (232-233) 

 

Although Sen does not say this, a well functioning education system also plays a critically important 

role in facilitating public reasoning (open debate on political and ethical issues) and thereby justice 

and democracy. Education has a direct contribution to development of capabilities and so to the 

quality of our lives.  It has an informational role – disseminating knowledge and allowing critical 

scrutiny.   Reasoned scrutiny from different perspectives is an essential part of the demands of 

objectivity for ethical and personal convictions, including those about justice and injustice.  A well 

functioning education system promotes reasoned scrutiny from different perspectives. 

If democracy is “government by discussion” then education plays a key role in a healthy democracy 

by cultivating public reasoning – and the capability to reason, argue and debate about political and 

ethical matters.  

In her recent book Not for Profit American philosopher Martha Nussbaum suggests that the abilities 

that are required of citizens to promote a humane, people-sensitive democracy include the ability 

to: 

• think well about political issues to examine, reflect, argue and debate 

• recognise fellow citizens as people with equal rights, to look at them with respect, as ends 

• have concern for the lives of others,  
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• “imagine well a variety of complex issues affecting the story of a human life as it unfolds: to 

think about childhood, adolescence, family relationships, illness, death, and much more in a 

way informed by an understanding of a wide range of human stories, not just by aggregate 

data.” 

• judge political leaders critically, but with an informed sense of the options available to them 

• think about the good of a nation as a whole, as well as that of oneʼs own local group 

• to see oneʼs own nation as part of a complicated world order (Nussbaum 2010 pages 25-

26) 

 

How can these capabilities be cultivated?  

 

Clearly education, as much if not more than the media, has a key role in cultivating these 

capabilities. 

 

The US based philosopher and educator Matthew Lipman developed and refined a dialogue-based 

inquiry approach to teaching critical thinking called Philosophy for Children.  The approach is based 

on a ʻcommunity of inquiryʼ in which children learn critical thinking by working with one another and 

building on each otherʼs ideas, questioning each otherʼs underlying assumptions, and suggesting 

alternatives – in true Socratic style.  It would be fair to describe this approach as facilitating learning 

of public reasoning – to link it back to Senʼs discussion. 

 

An example of such an approach is used in teaching mathematics in countries like Japan and 

China.  Teachers pose a single well-chosen problem to students, which students reason through 

together.  Students individually and as a group develop and present a variety of possible solutions 

for class discussion and further evaluation until everyone understands the concept from multiple 

perspectives.  At the end of this process, the students may derive a formula or set of principles to 

characterise what they have learned.  (Darling-Hammond 2011 page 13) 

 

An example of this approach in a context of thinking about ethics is the 2010 trial of Ethics classes 

in New South Wales, Australia.  Lessons were designed by Associate Professor Phillip Cam from 

the Philosophy Department of the University of New South Wales for a process of discussion-

based inquiry, in which students engaged in discussion of ethical issues, guided both by purpose-

built thought provoking teaching resources and questioning from the teacher.   

  

The lessons operate in the following way: 

1. Ethical scenarios are transcribed onto cards and distributed, one to each group of two to 

three students.  

2. Students engage in discussion of their scenario within their group and then declare their 

position, by placing the card on an appropriately marked place on the floor. (Where there is 



Paper Code: 00703 
 

AARE 2011 Conference Proceedings  8 

 

disagreement within the group or where all members of the group are unsure how to judge 

their scenario, the card is placed separately, at a place marked by a question mark).  

3. Groups give reasons for their decisions about the placement of the cards. 

4. Members of the class discuss the various placements and explore their disagreements.  

Discussion rules include the use of a Speakerʼs Ball, possession of which confers the right 

to speak 

5. Members discuss general principles underlying their reasons and which principles are more 

important than others 

 

Socratic Pedagogy is an excellent tool for cultivating capabilities in Public Reasoning.  Socratic 

Pedagogy engages students in philosophical thinking, in giving reasons for their views, 

accommodating counter-examples to their definitions and identifying principles underlying their 

points of view.  Philosophical thinking is critical thinking par excellence. Philosophical thinking and 

debate about philosophical and ethical issues is public reasoning, par excellence.    

Having said this, Socratic Pedagogy could be supported by the explicit teaching of logic, perhaps 

as part of Mathematics.  Through worked examples, students could learn to identify, in a variety of 

texts, conclusions of arguments and the premises supporting those conclusions.  Students could 

learn different ways of evaluating arguments, again through worked examples, and to distinguish 

between the validity of an argument (an argument is valid where its conclusion is entailed by its 

premises) and the soundness of an argument (an argument is sound if it is valid and its premises 

are true.) Students could learn to identify patterns of valid arguments. Socratic Pedagogy could 

also be supported by Active Learning pedagogy, such as a debate that allows students to take a 

position and gather data and develop arguments to support that view. Debates also give students 

experience with presentation of arguments. Asking students their personal views on an issue and 

then making them argue for the opposite position could enable students to better understand both 

sides of an argument. 

In conclusion, education has a key role to play in promoting public reasoning and therefore a 

healthy democracy – government by discussion. 

6. Avoiding Parochialism in Education Policy – comparative education research 

For Sen, justice involves impartiality that in turn involves reasoned scrutiny from different 

perspectives.  Sen suggests that reasoning about justice should go beyond the boundaries of a 

state or region because of the pertinence of other peopleʼs perspectives to avoid under-scrutinised 

parochialism of values and presumptions in the local community. (402)   

In the context of education, reserach in comparative education takes on an important role as an 

instrument for advancing justice.  Careful comparative education research in relation to the factors 

contributing to educational inequalities involves reasoning beyond the boundaries of a state, as 

required by open impartiality, and serves to counter underscrutinised parochialism of presumptions 
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(such as that “there is no alternative”).  It can identify different ways of doing things, that might not 

have been considered locally.   

For example, in Australia, as in other countries, success in education, and indeed advantage in 

terms of skills to pursue oneʼs work related plans and ambitions, depend on oneʼs socioeconomic 

background. This is clear from considering the relationship between measures of socioeconomic 

background and educational achievement as measured by international tests such as the Program 

for International Student Assessment (PISA). The social gradient for Australia follows that of all 

other countries: each increment of the PISA scale of economic, social and cultural status is 

associated with a roughly consistent increase in performance in reading literacy.  

In Australia, however, the slope of the social gradient is steeper than on average across the OECD, 

meaning that in Australia the effect of socioeconomic background on performance is greater. In 

Australia in PISA 2009 the score point difference in reading performance associated with one unit 

increase in the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status was 46 points (OECD average 

38 points) – the 6th steepest slope in the OECD (compared with Canada 32 points; Finland 31 

points; Korea 32 points; Shanghai-China 27 points) (Education at a Glance 2011) 

So significant levels of educational disadvantage related to socioeconomic background exist in 

Australia. Thompson claims that this places an unacceptable proportion of 15-year-old students at 

serious risk of not achieving levels sufficient for them to effectively participate in the 21st century 

work force and to contribute to Australia as productive citizens – something that they might have 

very good reason to value. 

 

The steepness of the social gradient in Australia should be regarded as an injustice, since as 

Thompson observes, educational inequality is not a given. Some school systems and some 

countries do more to mitigate inequality than others. (Thompson 2011 page 299)  

 

How might this injustice be addressed?  Careful comparative educational research might identify 

how some school systems mitigate educational inequality better than others – the system level 

factors that contribute to the slope of social gradients.   For example, comparative educational 

research might shed light on why in Australia (as in the United Kingdom, the United States and 

New Zealand) the slope of the social gradient is greater than in Finland or Canada.  

The OECD reports that “Countries that create a more competitive environment in which many 

schools compete for students do not systematically produce better results. Within many countries, 

schools that compete more for students tend to have higher performance, but this is often 

accounted for by the higher socio-economic status of students in these schools. Parents with a 

higher socioeconomic status are more likely to take academic performance into consideration when 

choosing schools.” 
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One hypothesis to account for the greater social gradient in Australia, compared to Canada and 

Finland is that Australia creates a more competitive environment in which many schools compete 

for students than in Finland or Canada. If so, educational equity and justice could be enhanced in 

Australia by policies aimed at defusing competition between schools.  Of course a hypothesis is no 

substitute for a careful comparative study. In Australia we have much to learn from more just and 

equitable systems such as Canada.  Through careful comparative education research on education 

systems (Reasoned scrutiny from different perspectives) we can avoid the parochialism of some 

policy thinking and research and learn from the experience of and practice of countries (such as 

Canada) that have achieved on a range of measures, greater educational equity than Australia.  

Conclusion 

Amartya Senʼs The Idea of Justice is arguably the most important work on the subject of justice 

since John Rawlsʼ A Theory of Justice in 1972. In this paper, I have identified four educational 

implications.  

1. Senʼs approach to justice, concerned with practical means of addressing injustices rather 

than achieving perfect justice, should resonate well with policy makers – including policy 

makers in education. 

2. If Senʼs theory is right, education has a key role to play in the cultivation of capabilities that 

directly shape our prospects for success in life – and so our relative advantage and 

disadvantage.  This, for Sen, is the stuff of justice.  

3. Along with a healthy media, education has a critical role to play in the cultivation of public 

reasoning that is at the core of Senʼs idea of justice and democracy.  

4. Finally, we can work to achieve greater justice, and reduce unjust educational inequalities, 

through a careful comparison of local education system with those that achieve greater 

educational equity.  
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