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For more than 25 centuries the western world has been producing rules for 

organizing political society based on the paradigm of human beings as rational and free. 

This model was always clearly exclusionary, for it systematically left out of the center 

of the political agenda not only all non-human beings, but also those beings that we 

intuitively designate as human, but who do not attain the consecrated standards of 

rationality and/or may not, for a wide variety of reasons, exercise their freedom. 

The difficulty of adjusting the behavior of certain socio-culturally, economically 

and physically diverse ethnic groups or individuals to a hegemonic standard causes 

them to face the stigma of irrationality or mental insanity, weakening the expression of 

their needs in the society and making impossible the process of them constituting a 

positive, minimally satisfactory identity. In the public debate arena the primary actors 

have always been the keepers of the rules of the official discourse: highly educated, 

economically powerful, white and for the most part males. 

The goal of this presentation is to introduce the theoretical assumptions of a 

more inclusive moral and political approach. A conception of justice oriented toward the 

basic functionings of each individual, understood as a network of various functional 

systems. A new ordering of priorities is sought, which does not establish any of the old 

hierarchies based on unjustifiable natural, social or economic attributes, now under the 

point of view of a morality that should be more and more inclusive. Along these lines, 

while we may recognize that for certain individuals, or groups of individuals, to 

exercise specific capacities, such as rationality, freedom or even sentience, which are 

fundamental for their fulfillment, the possession of such functionings does not justify 

the attribution of a superior moral value to such people. The priorities to be adopted will 

be those which correspond to the primary elements necessary for each individual to 

have the chance to live a full or fulfilled life, whether the individual may be rational, 

free, sentient or otherwise. 



When we orient the focus of morality toward individuals as functional systems, 

our theoretical framework then departs both from contractualist based approaches – 

which rest on the double attribute of rationality/freedom – as well as from utilitarian 

approaches, whose criteria for inclusion is also a specific capacity or functioning, to wit, 

the capacity of experiencing pleasure and pain, i.e. sentience. As we will see below, the 

notion of a functional system also distances itself from all moral approaches that adopt 

the existence of life as a supreme value or as a focus of morality. Inanimate beings may 

also be described as functional systems and, while many of them may not be objects of 

our moral consideration, I intend to argue that some of them certainly are. Such objects 

will be introduced in the functionings approach as inseparable from the totality of 

systems that make up our own identity. The demystification of life as an absolute value 

or as a supreme principle of morality will also allow the functionings approach to 

produce differentiated answers to bioethical questions related to the beginning and end 

of life. To answer such questions, however, will not be the objective of this presentation. 

My thesis is that when we focus our moral concern on the fulfillment of the 

basic functionings of the various existing functional systems, (1) we will be able to 

expand our discourse about justice in a way to better support its claim of universality 

and (2) we will be more apt to incorporate and respond to the specific needs of each 

being. 

• Comparison of the approaches to justice 

In contemporary research on subject matter adequate for the universal and 

egalitarian conception of justice three approaches stand out. The first one, put forth by 

John Rawls, involves equality applying to basic liberties and primary goods. The second 

one, conceived by Ronald Dworkin, focuses the equality on the distribution of resources 

for the acquisition of goods. The third, introduced by Amartya Sen and Martha 

Nussbaum, chooses the freedom of the agent as the privileged focus of justice. This is 

the capabilities approach, where capabilities signifies the freedom to choose from 

capacities and/or functionings valued by the agent. My objective is to include a new 



approach in this debate, the functionings approach, involving the realization of the 

functionings themselves or of individuals understood as more or less complex 

functional systems. To avoid going into detail about the aspects that distinguish each 

one of these approaches, and to move on directly to the elucidation of the approach that 

I am proposing, I will merely highlight the main differences between them, in the chart 

below. 

!  



• The notion of functional system 

In order to clarify what will be adopted here as the focus of our moral 

consideration, I propose a short clarification of the notion of functional system. 

To characterize something under the functional point of view is, above all, a 

process of individuation. This is a process that contrasts, for example, with a process of 

individuation that relies on the material constitution of the object under consideration. 

To individuate an entity functionally means to identify it based on its functional role. 

To better clarify the notion of functional system and to justify its selection above 

other forms of individuation, I propose that we seek to answer the following question: 

How can we characterize or what kind of entity is it that is now writing this paper? 

Three answers may be listed. 

Answer 1: A physical entity, on one hand made of flesh, bones, various liquids, 

gray matter, etc. and, simultaneously, on the other hand, a mental entity that thinks, has 

emotions, believes, desires and fears a series of things. 

Answer 2: A physical entity made of flesh, bones, various liquids and gray 

matter, among other things. 

Answer 3: A physical entity capable of reacting to stimuli, learning, reproducing 

and gathering data, processing and organizing information and generating responses, in 

the form of actions or behavior. 

Let us now analyze in detail each of the proposed answers. 

The first answer characterizes what we call ontological dualism. According to 

this perspective we are composed of two distinct substances in harmony. It would only 

take the "grand master" falling asleep at the wheel, for the movements of the flesh, 

bones and liquids that make up our material substance not to be able to be interpreted 

any longer as a reaction to our desires, fears and beliefs. Actually, any lapse capable of 

breaking the parallelism between the physical and mental world would also rupture our 

personal identity. 

The second answer relies on a description of my material constitution. Clearly 

we can admit that it is an accurate characterization, but would it also be, if not complete, 

at least sufficient to characterize the object at hand, that is, to identify the one who is 



writing this paper? Even if we expand the material base, mapping my genome in detail, 

and for the sake of argument, everything that transpires in my brain, my suspicion is 

that we would not manage to come up with a satisfactory characterization of the author 

of this paper. I say this not because I assume that, beyond a body, I also possess a mind, 

but because to be the author of a paper is to carry out a certain function and the 

characterization of a function is independent from the identification of the author’s 

material base. 

The third answer presents a functional, generic description, of what I am. If we 

would like to know more, we may investigate the stimuli to which I have been exposed 

throughout my existence. We may also investigate the various forms of mental ordering 

of such stimuli and what they generated as my responses to the world. The fact is that, 

while all of this may have occurred on a material base, I couldn’t turn to that base to 

guarantee my own unity or identity in time. At every moment, some of my cells die and 

others take their place. My bones lose and gain calcium according to my age and/or my 

consumption of certain foods. Even my image in the mirror seems to reflect little of the 

child I once was. 

Finally, if we now want to advocate the description of an individual we may 

simply report the set of functional processes that characterize her and distinguish her 

from other entities. What I want to understand a functional system to be is nothing more 

than the set of such processes, added to the stimuli and responses offered by the 

organism as a whole. Thus an individual is understood as a flexible composition of 

systems, with distinct physical and functional characteristics. Such a description can 

then provide both the characterization of a human being or other living beings as well as 

the characterization of inanimate beings. Concerning us, human beings, we will be 

understood as systems projected in the world, entities beyond their corporal boundaries, 

cyborgs for whom the contrasting adjectives natural vs. artifact, internal vs. external, 

physical vs. mental no longer hold any meaning. 

• Consequences 

1. When we choose this aspect, or actually, the aspect of the functional 

integrity of a system, as the focus of an attribution of moral value, we will be 



setting aside other aspects that distinguish us from the other existing entities 

or forms of life. In this sense, we will no longer have a way to restrict the 

scope of morality to the small group of beings that under the functional point 

of view are similar to us. If we can identify a functional system, be it human, 

animal or otherwise, we will have the moral obligation not to impede its 

good performance, and even to promote its flourishing. 

2. On this point, our primary difficulty ceases to be (i) to find a justification for 

considering or including the other in the scope of our moral considerations, 

and begins to be (ii) to find out what would be the complete fulfillment of 

each functional system in general, or in particular, the complete fulfillment 

of each being. Each individual has his own characteristics and is immersed 

in particular contexts from which he extracts not only what he is, that is, his 

personal identity, but also the standards for what may be a fulfilled or happy 

life. 

3. To meet this challenge we must rely on empirical research and develop our 

imaginative abilities by way of expanding our sensitivity to needs that were 

imperceptible before. We must perfect our ability to feel and put ourselves in 

the position of the other, an ability that demands of us, above all, a 

heightened sensitivity. To this end, we must invest in every device that can 

promote our process of sensitization, whether it be through the creation of 

spaces favorable to social interaction or through differentiated educational 

models that incorporate the promotion of forms of sensitization through the 

arts. 

4. The functionings approach requires us to assess, in each case, what can be 

called basic. Those we are concerned with are not mere abstractions or 

agents covered by the veil of ignorance, but concrete individuals: having 

natural and social characteristics that delimit the scope of their possibilities, 

their aspirations and the way in which they are treated by others. If “to 

attribute to everyone an equal normative value” or “to consider everyone 

equally,” means to recognize the right of each individual to exercise his own 

functionings, then our differences must be taken seriously and we must ask 



ourselves, in different contexts, what measures become necessary in order 

for us to reach this ideal of justice. In this sense, the functionings approach 

also commits us to two kinds of policies, at times considered incompatible 

with an egalitarian concept of distributive justice: policies of reparation and 

policies of recognition.


