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Abstract
Migration is a form of spatial and social transplant from one local and national context to another. Migration trajectories
often expose the underlying intersections of social relations and social hierarchies that underpin cultural and social nation-
al environments. Migrants who encounter those complex structural inequalities must learn to negotiate classed, gendered
and racialised social relations and seek themost suitable social positionswithin new systems. This article builds on Amartya
Sen’s capability approach to conceptualise migrants’ embeddedness in the framework of social inequalities and explores
the relationship between individual choices, resources and entitlements. It points towards patterns of advantage and dis-
advantage that framemigrants’ opportunities and draws tacit analytical, theoretical andmethodological links that have the
innovative potential for the study of migration. Building on the parallels between studies in the fields of social inequalities
andmigration, this article argues that Sen’s analytical and conceptual approach provides innovative insights into migration
experiences, and Sen’s unique reasoning opens up new avenues for the discussion of migrants’ social justice.
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1. Introduction

There is little doubt that the global world—inter-
connected, fluid and dynamic—has a substantial impact
on individual lives. The processes and shifts occurring
at different levels of the global economy, politics and
culture are transforming social structures, creating new
circumstances that encourage individuals to take risks
in the search for a better future. Transnational mobil-
ity is one of these opportunities, but it comes with
the complexity of individual and social challenges that
alter biographical trajectories and national histories alike.
Migration studies operate in the unique theoretical and
methodological environments that aim to capture the
individual experiences of migration as well as the inter-
national and intercultural social relations within global,
national and local scale. Migration studies regularly tap
into the underlying disproportion of status and individu-

al rights on the one hand, and the structural patterns of
the global economy and international politics on the oth-
er. This complex and diverse field of study incorporates a
wide array of theoretical andmethodological approaches
focusing broadly on issues of movement, settlement and
control embedded in the context of citizenship (Collyer &
King, 2015; Kivisto & Faist, 2009). However, it is becom-
ing increasingly difficult to ignore the fact that migration
studies rarely engage with the discourse of social jus-
tice, such as ideas of fairness and representation, despite
them forming a vital part of migrants’ experience.

This article explores the potential of Amartya Sen’s
“capability approach” that proposes the social justice sys-
tem that focuses on a person’s ability to act and choose,
rather than resources and utility-based justice systems
that highlight the importance of individual resources and
needs. The focus on capabilities addresses two crucial
shortcomings of other inequality approaches: It does
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not assume that everyone has the same needs, and it
highlights the systemic obstacles that frame a person’s
agency, such as discrimination (Burchardt & Hick, 2016).
The capability approach points towards ‘the central rel-
evance of inequality of capabilities in the assessment of
social disparities’ (Sen, 2010, p. 232), which aligns close-
ly with the everyday experiences of migrants all over
the world. These parallels between studies in the fields
of social inequalities and migration suggest that Sen’s
analytical and conceptual approach can provide innova-
tive insights into studies ofmigration. Furthermore, Sen’s
unique conceptualisation of fairness building on capabil-
ities opens up new avenues in the discussion of social
justice for migrants.

Sen’s theoretical framework and migrations studies
have interacted to some extent via the field of devel-
opment studies. Sen’s ideas formed the cornerstone of
the “human development paradigm” (Nussbaum, 2011)
focused on the questions of how people can act and
what opportunities they may have to do so. Within this
paradigm, migrant workers are perceived as effective
“agents of development” (Nussbaum, 2011). Their contri-
bution to national economies and developmental poten-
tial of remittances have been identified as a leading force
in economic development. At the same time, there has
been some recognition of the personal costs, associat-
ed with the loss of social and economic rights, highlight-
ed by the Global Forum for Migration and Development
in 2010 on shared prosperity, shared responsibility
(Juran, 2016). According to Preibisch, Dodd, and Su
(2016, p. 2113) ‘both the capabilities and development
approaches are used to emphasise the agency and poten-
tial of migrants to contribute to their economic growth
and poverty alleviation in addition to that of their fami-
lies, communities and countries of origin.’ I argue, how-
ever, that this evolution of the capability approach with-
in the context of development studies does not do Sen’s
capability approach justice. Sen (2010) argues that his
approach should be focused on the inequalities and
assessment of social disparities, that concentrating on
capabilities is not a specific formula for policy decisions,
nor is the way to evaluate policy frameworks, such as
Human Rights agendas. This article expands on Sen’s
(2010, p. 232) argument that the capability approach can
be used to its greatest advantage to inform the ‘assess-
ment of societies and social institutions’ and draw atten-
tion to the decisions that would have to be made to
address the issues of fairness and social justice. This
approach applied to migration research deepens our
understanding of migration and introduces new analyt-
ical tools for international research agendas.

The first section of this article discusses thematic
links between migration studies and Sen’s approach to
social inequalities. This section highlights the importance
of the life quality discourse, the lack of migrant repre-
sentation in the social justice discourse and the impor-
tance of freedom of choice. The second section outlines
the analytical value of Sen’s capability approach, partic-

ularly the distinction between capability as an ability to
act and functioning understood as the outcome of this
action, the focus on entitlement as a structural obstacle
for capabilities and the relation between capability sets
and structural advantage and disadvantage. The discus-
sion section highlights the implications of the capability
approach for the development of social justice theory in
the context of migration as well as the theoretical and
methodological developments that have the potential to
enrich both academic fields.

2. Social Inequality Implications in the Context of
Migration Studies

In the context of the ongoing theoretical and method-
ological developments in migration studies, transnation-
al social practices often overlap thematically and ana-
lytically with the complex landscape of social inequal-
ities (Faist, 2018). As groups and individuals, migrants
exist in the liminal spaces within social structures, where
the unequal distribution of wealth and privilege deter-
mines their life chances and life choices over their life-
time. Migration research exposes the underlying pow-
er dynamics within and between societies as well as
develop new relations of advantage and disadvantage.
To address this nexus of migration and social inequalities,
this article forges analytical and thematic links between
the “capability approach” based on Amartya Sen’s origi-
nal work on inequalities and key aspects of transnational
practices that aim to answer the question on the value
of choices, lack of representation and the idea of “quali-
ty life.”

Having been awarded the Nobel Memorial Prize in
the field of economics in 1998, Amartya Kumar Sen is one
of the leading contemporary intellectuals. He is a critical
economic, social and political theorist with interests in
social choice theory, welfare economy and international
development studies. According to Hamilton (2019, p. 1):

His capabilities approach changed the way we think
about human agency, the standard of living, justice
and democracy and shake to the very foundations
many of theoretical edifices we have constructed
around how best to conceive of our lives together.

In the context of migration studies, Sen’s work on social
disadvantage is potentially powerful. Sen champions a
theory of justice based on fairness that ‘must be deeply
and directly concernedwith the actual freedoms enjoyed
by different persons—persons with possibly divergent
objectives—to lead different lives that they can have rea-
son to value’ (Sen, 1990b, p. 112). This conceptualisation
strikes a chord in the context of migration and exposes
three areas of overlap between the relatively unequal,
structural positioning of migrants and their individual
capitals and aspirations in the pursuit of a better life: the
notion of life quality, the lack of representation in the
public debate and the importance of individual choice.
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The first overlap between Sen’s theory of justice and
migration highlights the issue of quality of life, defined
not merely as survival or the fulfilment of basic needs,
but ‘in terms of valued activities and capability to achieve
these activities’ (Sen, 1990a, p. 43). This point comes
from Sen’s critique of commodity-based justice systems
that do not take account of the interpersonal variation
of the ability to convert primary goods into a meaning-
ful quality of life. The idea of the quality of life comes
from Adam Smith’s assessment that, to fully participate
in social activities, individuals need to be able to fit in
with others without a feeling of shame. According to Sen,
to conceptualise social inequalities is to understand that
there cannot be a single indicator formeasuring the qual-
ity of life and that any suchmeasurement needs to reflect
the environment in which the individual exists and their
individual choices. In the context of migration, the qual-
ity of life will be measured against the expectations of
multiple reference groups, including the receiving and
sending communities aswell as themigrant groups them-
selves, with an added value attached to individual choic-
es. This liminal position ofmigrants in relation tomultiple
points of reference allows them to build their individual
notion of quality of life that stands against the set mea-
sures of value. This is the case, for example, in the situa-
tion whenmigrants are perceived as working below their
potential or qualification, but they accumulate their val-
ue by accumulating financial resources that can be con-
verted according to their definition of quality of life in
their home country. To understand the inequalities in the
context of migration, we need to identify what activities
constitute value and how it is achieved.

The second juncture between social inequalities and
migration focuses on the lack of power that leads to a
lack of representation and voice in the political, social
and cultural decisions that frame migrants’ experiences
directly. Sen (1990a, p. 45) argues that ‘smugness about
continued deprivation and vulnerability is often made
to look justified on the grounds of a lack of strong pub-
lic demand and forcefully expressed desire for removing
these impediments.’ This relatively powerless status of
individual migrants and their communities is rooted in
the utilitarian nature of these types of systems. Sen cri-
tiques this utility-based justice system because it forces
peoplewho form the relativeminority to adjust their per-
ceived value and quality of life to align with the majori-
ty’s expectations embedded in the migrant status. Sen
(1990a, p. 45) argues that:

A thoroughly deprived person leading a very reduced
life might not appear to be worse off in terms of the
mental metric of utility if the hardship is accepted
with non-grumbling resignation. In situations of long-
standing deprivation, the victims do not go on weep-
ing all the time and very often make great efforts to
take pleasure in small mercies and to cut down per-
sonal desires to modest “realistic” proportions.

Research on migration often takes these statements of
utility as an acceptance of the status quo, often assign-
ing judgements to the inability of migrant communities
to exert pressure and make their voices heard.

The third overlap between the field of migration and
Sen’s approach to inequalities is the focus on freedom
of choice that should be independent of the notion of
achievement. Here, in particular, Sen stresses that the
quality of life is not based on what we can achieve
with the same amount of resources, but the freedom to
choose how people would like to live their lives. In this
context, migration itself may be a choice that leads to
individually defined economic or social achievements.
But it can also be the outcome of a lack of any other
choices, as is the case for people fleeing conflict or pros-
ecution, where the achieved status of refugee or asylum
seeker does not convert individual resources into actu-
al freedom. Sen (2010) stresses that the main goals of a
capabilities-based justice systemare to focus on systemic
opportunities and freedom of choice, rather than simply
the number of individual resources or a migrant’s utility.
This focus can be applied to great advantage in the field
of migration studies.

Sen’s original idea of a capabilities-based justice
inspires analytical and theoretical innovation that can
be applied in the field of international migration. In par-
ticular, Sen’s early work on the capability approach can
be adopted as an analytical framework for understand-
ing the social structures that frame migrants’ movement
opportunities as well as their social and political rights.
For the purpose of this article, I have selected threemain
aspects of the capability approach that carry particular
potential and relevance for migration studies, namely
the conceptual dichotomybetween capabilities and func-
tionings, the relations between resources and entitle-
ments, and Sen’s commentaries on the role of the state.

3. The Analytical Links between the Capability
Approach and Migration Studies

The capability approach is at the centre of Sen’s con-
ceptual framework and forms the philosophical corner-
stone of his later theory of justice and theory of social
choice. In essence, it focuses on ‘the capability to func-
tion’ (Sen, 1990a, p. 43) as the main aspect determin-
ing an individual’s positioning in the framework of social
inequalities. Individuals with more opportunities to act
will have a more advantageous position within the social
system, and these with fewer opportunities will be in
the position of disadvantage. Sen (1990a, p. 50) argues
that ‘the capability approach can, thus, be used at var-
ious levels of sophistication, and how far we can go
would depend on the practical consideration of what
data we can get and what we cannot.’ Framing the anal-
ysis of migration within the capability approach frame-
work offers new analytical lenses that can accommo-
date a wide range of empirical research methodologies
equipped to pick up the elements of individual choice
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and wider social change, including cognitive, narrative
and biographical methodologies.

3.1. Analysis of Capabilities and Functionings

Within Sen’s theoretical landscape, the term capability
refers to the “potential” to freely pursue multiple oppor-
tunities and is related to the functioning that is the cur-
rent state of being. Each individual has a set of capabil-
ities, some of which will be converted into actual func-
tionings whilst others will be abandoned. This introduces
an element of retrospection into research designs that
investigate the capabilities set before the actual func-
tioning has happened. At each stage of life, an individ-
ual’s capability set is changing depending on the condi-
tions in which individuals find themselves. According to
Sen, individuals with more capabilities have a relatively
more advantageous position in society than those with
limited capability sets. Advantage and disadvantage are
rooted in ‘the person’s freedom to lead one type of life
or another; that is, it reflects the person’s ability (that
includes her living conditions) to choose from possible
lives’ (Hamilton, 2019, p. 55).

In this context, we can consider migration in both
meanings, either as a capability set or as functioningwith
its own set of opportunities to choose from. Migration,
as part of a capability set, should be considered as
one out of the range of opportunities. The analysis
of other opportunities and the reasoning behind the
choice to migrate adds to the analysis of the structural
advantage in the analysis of migration movement. For
example, in Eichsteller (2017), three styles of voluntary
migration narratives are recognized to capture the self-
positioning of themigrantwithin the broader social struc-
tures. The narrative of “explorer” is expressed as a life-
project pursued by an individual migrant, and each step,
including migration episodes, counts as a personal expe-
rience that forms part of the personal journey. This type
of narrative would indicate multiple choices and access
to opportunities that can be seen through the lenses
of advantage. By contrast, the narrative of “guest” indi-
cates a limited capability set. It focuses on the limited
opportunities, lack of social status and sense of disad-
vantage in social relations. Eichsteller (2017) also points
towards the narrative type of the “trader,” who uses
institutional frameworks, such as international compa-
nies or educational institutions, to facilitate opportuni-
ties and broker the professional skills for the sense of
belonging and successful convert capability into func-
tioning. All these narrative types orient the analytical
framework towards the capability sets that determine
not only access to resources and the individual percep-
tion of a person’s utility but also the structures of advan-
tage and disadvantage.

The expressions of choice and opportunities are
often embedded in the language and narrative formused
to describe the experience. Sen (1990a) uses the analo-
gy of “fasting” and “starving” to highlight the difference

between the same type of condition with a complete-
ly different set of capabilities. In each case, the more
choices and opportunities are available to an individual,
the more privileged their position is in the social struc-
tures. Therefore, a significant advantage of the capabili-
ty approach lies in its focus on opportunities rather than
resources.Migration studies, especially those focused on
individual agency, are largely concerned with the power
of individual resources. They stress the relevance of eco-
nomic means in facilitating migration movements and
subsequent settlement and social capital as the abili-
ty to engage with new social networks, thus attributing
the responsibility for the migration outcome largely to
the individual. This supports the idea that, by merely
making resources available for individual migrants, for
instance in the form of housing or employment in low-
skilled jobs, they can be converted into successful assim-
ilation or at least adaptation story. Within the capability
approach, this way of thinking does not hold. According
to Burchardt and Hick (2016), the capability approach
recognises that, firstly, people have different needs that
cannot be fulfilled by a one-size-fits-all approach and,
secondly, that migrants may face systemic obstacles,
such as discrimination, that may significantly limit their
capability set and put them at a disadvantaged position.

3.2. Focus on Resources and Entitlements

The capability approach focuses on opportunities that
create an advantage. Along with the ability to choose,
Sen (1983a) points to the notion of entitlement that high-
lights how individuals acquire capabilities. According to
Sen (1983a, p. 754), ‘entitlement refers to the set of alter-
native commodity bundles that a person can command
in a society using the totality of rights and opportunities
that he or she faces.’ In Sen’s work, an individual’s entitle-
ment is comprised of two elements: a person’s resources
(endowment) that can be bought and exchange possibili-
ties (exchange entitlement) that are determined by their
status and rights. Sen highlights that the main commodi-
ty that a person can sell his labour, and for that reason, a
person’s entitlement primarily depends on the ability to
find a job. But entitlement is more than a simple income
measure. According to Sen (1983a, p. 755), entitlement
is concerned with what people can and cannot do and
therefore should be conceptualised to capture the com-
plexity of entitlement relations, such as access to and
affordability of health provisions, education, social equal-
ity, self-respect and freedom from harassment.

In the context of migration, the endowment can
include economic resources as a start, but in the long
term, it is more about any valuable assets that can be
exchanged in the new structural context,mostly to secure
a place in the labour market, but also to gain access
to other resources, such as information. For migrants,
these assets would include physical health, the ability to
communicate, transferable skills, an education degree,
as well as other skills, such as creativity, adaptability,
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resourcefulness and trustworthiness. To illustrate the
complexity of the exchange and entitlement, we can look
at the study by Davis, Day, Eichsteller, and Baker (2017)
that analyses the biographical experiences of migrants
learning a second language. It questions the assumption
that the ability to speak the language will help with the
individual’s integration into their new social structures,
namely assist in finding jobs and facilitate access to a
broader set of opportunities. The study findings suggest
instead that simply learning a second language (building
an endowment) does not necessarily achieve this goal.
The authors explain this by drawing on Bourdieu’s notion
that, to become fluent in a second language, the person
needs to be in a situation when he or she has the right to
speak and right to be heard. This notion of “right” would
link directly with the exchange entitlement. The person
can learn a new language but then needs to be in a posi-
tion to use it. Among migrants, including refugees, ille-
gal migrants and asylum seekers, this entitlement is often
missing and therefore hinders the language acquisition
and possible integration.

Exchange entitlement is the aspect of the capabilities
approach that carries particular promise for the field of
migration studies. It taps into the element of migrant sto-
ries that often include theword “luck” to explain success-
ful migration pathways. Exchange entitlement makes it
possible to exchange endowments into successful func-
tioning. It highlights that ‘the freedom of agency that we
individually have is inescapably qualified and constrained
by the social, political and economic opportunities that
are available to us’ (Sen, 2000, pp. xi–xii). This element
of Sen’s theoretical framework currently takes on a new
shapewithin development studies (Nambiar, 2013) inves-
tigating the institutional entanglements and constraints
that directly affect the conversion of individual skills and
resources into actual opportunities.

3.3. Expanding Individual Capabilities and Development

The last element of Sen’s capability approach introduced
here with unique relevance to migration studies is his
understanding of the role of the state and communi-
ty as an enabler for the improvement of quality of life.
Sen builds on Marx in arguing that the exact role of
the state and corresponding social structures should
be about ‘replacing domination of circumstances and
chance over individuals by the domination of the individ-
uals over chance and circumstance’ (Sen, 1983a, p. 754).
The focus of the state should be on understanding the
entitlement on the one hand and expanding the capabil-
ities set on the other. In the context of migration studies,
the focus on creating opportunities that enable the indi-
vidual agent to tackle complex circumstances produces a
better social, economic and political outcome than sim-
ply providing short-term resources based on an external
assessment of individual needs. Within the context of
migration studies, social policies should focus on build-
ing institutional support that enables individual agents,

both citizens and non-citizens, to successfully convert
individual endowments into functionings by recognising
the role of exchange entitlements and the importance of
individual choice.

The focus of migration research incorporating a capa-
bility approach would highlight the structural features of
social relationships that are made on the basis of this
entitlement. Sen (1983a, p. 755) argues that ‘a person
can acquire some capabilities, i.e., the ability to do this or
that and fail to acquire some other capabilities. The pro-
cess of economic development can be seen as a pro-
cess of expanding the capabilities of people.’ Analysis of
changing capabilities, between countries as well as with-
in a country’s historical context, can enrich a compara-
tive understanding of social entitlements in the context
of migration. This research agenda can be applied to dif-
ferent structural levels (Nambiar, 2013), including regula-
tions and legal frameworks, social relations and person-
al factors.

3.3.1. Capabilities in the Context of Legal Frameworks

Analysis of capabilities associated with regulatory legal
frameworks should focus on access to legal infrastruc-
ture as well as the institutions associated with law
enforcement. In the context of migration studies, the
legal regulation of mobility at national and international
level creates a multi-tiered system of advantage and dis-
advantage, posing varied levels of restrictions for citizens
of other countries, ranging from unrestrictedmovement,
exclusive visa systems, to refugee and asylum-seeker
requirements. From an individual migrant’s point of view,
these legal regulations are often reinforced by bureau-
cratic administrative infrastructure that may significant-
ly reduce their capabilities. Application procedures for a
tax number, social insurance, welfare benefits and quali-
fication recognition can set up road-blocks to the individ-
ual’s exchange entitlements. One of the most infamous
cases of these administrative practices is the creation
of a “hostile environment” promoted by the UK’s Home
Office in 2012 under TheresaMay, which encouraged civ-
il servants to be overzealous in their practices in order to
make the legal stay and work in the country as difficult
as possible. The capability approach analysis in this con-
text can highlight administrative practices that are affect-
ing individuals’ opportunities. In some contexts, they are
designed to drain individual resources and delay the abil-
ity to exchange them. These practices may take the form
of repeated delays, such as ongoing demands for docu-
ments, or high administrative costs. By contrast, analy-
sis of successful transfers of entitlements would high-
light the social processes that open up opportunities and
expand the capabilities set.

3.3.2. Capabilities and Social Change

The analysis capabilities associated with social factors
should explore the intersectionality of power positions
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determined by gender, ethnicity, age and social class
that constrainsmigrants’ opportunities and entitlements.
In his writings, Sen (1990b, 1999, 2000) highlights partic-
ularly the role of gender in restricting capability sets due
to biological and social factors, but theminority-majority
hierarchies embedded in the ethnicity relations, as well
as a social class, are equally relevant for the analysis of
structural disadvantage. With the conceptual framework
of the capability approach, migration research should
aim to capture the structural power relations and gain
insight into the creation and change in the discrimination
patterns within as well as between states. This geograph-
ical mapping of social capability patterns holds the signif-
icant analytical potential for migration studies.

3.3.3. Personal Factors

Finally, the study of individual strategies aimed at con-
verting individual resources and entitlements into capa-
bilities can be particularly relevant for migration stud-
ies. This approach holds an additional advantage when
contrasting individuals who experience lifelong disadvan-
tage within the social structure with those who enter
it from the outside. Analysis of personal factors should
include issues of access to institutional frameworks that
support an individual’s well-being, including health care
assistance, social welfare as well as the ability to engage
and thrive in the labour market. It can also capture the
process by which individual migrants either gain or lose
access to a wider array of capabilities to obtain a clearer
picture of broader social change.

4. Discussion

Drawing analytical links and tracing the parallels
between discourses of migration and social inequali-
ties brings out the potential for new theoretical and
methodological innovations. Firstly, the application of
the capability approach into empirical research has the
potential to engage in migration research with discours-
es of social justice. This conversation hasmutual benefits
by expanding the discourse on the conceptualisation of
migrants’ social rights on the one hand and introduc-
ing the discourse of methodological transnationalism
(Amelina & Faist, 2012; Glick Schiller, 2007) to social
justice discourse that is still framed within the nation-
al discourse. Thus far, the idea of migrants’ justice has
been drawing on the Human Rights agenda rather than
more welfare-orientated debates. The Human Rights
framing of the migration has narrowed the discussion
of migrants’ experiences and well-being to the issues of
regulating the internationalmovement of people (Kivisto
& Faist, 2009; Ypi, 2008). According to Ypi (2008, p. 392),
justice in migration with its asymmetry between rights
of immigrants versus rights of emigrants ‘points to a
serious moral deficiency in the theory and is incompati-
ble with the general principle of justice.’ This approach
is why migration studies stay away from the social jus-

tice discourse, as to claim universal rights of non-citizen
individuals interferes ideologically with the politics of
nation-states and privilege of citizenship.

Sen’s conceptualisation to social justice does not
engage with the idea of rights, but with fairness that is
relative to the particular community and specific coun-
try. Sen (2010, p. 8) argues that ‘in contrast with most
modern theories of justice, which concentrate on the
“just society”…[his work] investigates realisation-based
comparisons that focus on the advancement or retreat
of justice.’ Sen argues that it is possible to have plural
ideas and competing reasons for justice, but the real
question is how we can gradually advance the fairness
of social systems, rather than focus on what the ide-
al social system should be. In the context of migration,
this conceptualisation of justice has enormous poten-
tial. It frames the discourse of justice as a notion of col-
lective achievement—moral as well as developmental—
and places the discourse of migration within the more
positive context of common goals and progress, whilst
characterising a possible retreat of justice as a failure to
meet our own norms and common expectations, what-
ever they might be.

Secondly, the focus on the change in the set of capa-
bilities combined with the idea that expanding these
capabilities should form a part of social policy agen-
da highlights a new aspect of the dichotomy between
individual agency and social structure. Most of the
contemporary migration methodologies struggle to rec-
oncile the singular character of migration experience
and structural patterns that are very limited in their
explanatory power. This is due to the fact that migration
research focuses on the migrant’s functionings, focusing
on either the individual resources, often framed in terms
of Bourdieu’s notion of capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Erel,
2010), or broadly defined utility and needs (Apitzsch &
Kontos, 2008; Chamberlayne, Rustin, & Wengraf, 2002).
Sen’s (2010, p. 18) work on justice is relevant to migra-
tion studies, as it ‘cannot be indifferent to the lives that
people can actually live.’ It acknowledges the diversity
of human experience because it places individual choice
at the centre of the migration analysis. The outcomes
of these choices, including the achieved functionings
as well as the idea of the quality of life, the sense of
agency and responsibility associated with these choic-
es, and the structural constraints associated with enti-
tlements, are determined by the individual’s freedom of
choice. This has substantial implications for the analytical
frameworks and theoretical discussions of contemporary
migration research and impact on a global scale.

Finally, linking Sen’s capability approach with stud-
ies of transnational migration promises interesting ana-
lytical developments as to the nature of retrospective
and narrative types of data that should gain importance
for methodological approaches in this field. Sen is aware
that methodologies and data play a key role in the appli-
cation of the capability approach and argues that the
selection of migrant functionings and migrant capabili-

Social Inclusion, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 1, Pages 174–181 179

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


ties should focus on ‘underlying social concerns and val-
ues’ (Sen, 1990a, p. 49). But to fully capture the changes
in capability sets and their impact on individual function-
ing, researchers need to look deeper into what Lahire
(2019, p. 379) refers to as sociological biography, ‘the
successive or parallel socialising experiences through
which the respondent has been constituted and which
have settled in them in the form of schemes or dispo-
sitions to believe, see, feel and act.’ The focus on the
sociological aspects of the biographical process provides
a good methodological fit between migration research,
the capability approach and the wider theory of social
justice focused on changes in the fairness of opportu-
nities that can be applied in a local, national and glob-
al context.

5. Conclusion

Sen’s capability approach has been widely discussed in
the fields of international development and social pol-
icy. In the ongoing debate with Nussbaum (2011) and
Robeyns (2005), there has been an urgency to devel-
op a more analytical “capabilities list” that would elab-
orate on the measurable aspects of inequalities and
allow more comprehensive comparative frameworks.
Sen’s original ideas, however, inspire analytical innova-
tion that can be applied across different academic disci-
plines, including international migration. This article dis-
cusses thematic parallels between the main problems
experienced in the study of social inequalities and migra-
tion studies. These include the internal and external vari-
ations in perception of “quality of life” and “valued activ-
ities,” judgments on the lack of voice and representation
in the public discourse as well as the lack of recognition
that limited choices and opportunities are the indicators
of social deprivation.

By introducing Sen’s analytical and conceptual
approach, this article provided an overview of his unique
perspective and analytical toolkit posed by the capability
approach, which offers innovative insights for the field of
migration studies. It explored the power relations that
frame access to opportunities and tied these up with
the idea of individual choice. It also conceptualised enti-
tlement as a main structural obstacle in the individual’s
ability to convert their resources, such as education and
skills, into whichever prosperous and fulfilling life the
individual chooses to pursue. The analysis of entitlement
can point towards the frameworks of structural discrim-
ination. Furthermore, Sen’s approach frames the study
of advantage and disadvantage in the model of expan-
sion and retraction of individual capabilities over time,
highlighting the processes of broader social change that
affect migrants and offering interesting methodological
perspectives for migration research.

In addition, Sen’s unique approach opens up new
avenues in discussing social justice based on the idea of
fairness rather than the notion of universal and highly
contested rights. Sen has proposed a flexible, context-

related, capabilities-based justice system that aims for
the constant improvement of social relations, rather than
an ideal, one-size-fits-all concept of a just society. Within
this system of relations, he highlights the importance
of both individual responsibilities associated with choic-
es made and the responsibility of states and commu-
nities to gradually expand the set of capabilities in an
effort of self-improvement. This potential to framemigra-
tion experiences and migration relations within a frame-
work of social justice is a powerful incentive to explore,
apply and adjust Sen’s capability approach in the field
of migration.
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