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Towards a Theory of Capability Dynamics : Preliminary Reflections through the Illustrative
Example of Migrants’ Lives and the Freedom to Migrate

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to advance a theoretical understanding of the diachronic change of the capabil-
ity. In other words, this paper aims to develop a theory of “capability dynamics”. The capability approach,
originally proposed by Amartya Sen, evaluates the quality of people’s lives in terms of the extent of their free-
dom. The standard interpretation of the approach conceptualizes capability only at a single point in time, and no
theoretical framework has yet been established for analyzing its diachronic transformation.

The diachronic change of capability can be understood clearly through the example of migrants’
lives. Drawing on the account of migrants’ lives, this paper identifies three forms of complexity inherent in the
diachronic change of capability. First, changes in capability may take the form of uneven processes of develop-
ment involving expansion and contraction in different dimensions. Second, the agency through which individu-
als choose a way of living from their capability set may itself change over time. Third, the very agency that
guides such choices may be transformed in response to changes in capability. This paper proposes that clarify-
ing these three forms of complexity provides a foundational framework for a theory of capability dynamics.
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