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The Morality of Migration
SEYLA BENHABIS

1 sanouscing the Deparunen of Homeland Sacusiy'spolicy discive on e 15 sssing
st emdocumented migrant youlhs who meet corain conditions would 20 longer b
deportd, Prsident Obarea sad hat Tt was he righ hing  do.” What e id ot say was
hther b mean e righ ting” leglly r moraly.

Obviouly, he considered the acion 1 be lagal, even tough tis invocation of s
sdminsaon’s power dew saong criticm from many, nclding Supreme Court Justice
Astonin Scalia Bt th president'sgrounds forbelieving it moral were much s clar.

‘This should ome s no surprise: e morality and polics f migration a1 smong the
ot v isss i mach of the word. s the Usitd Sttes,discusions of mmmigrsion
Sow seamessly o maers of natosal scury, employment levels, the healh of e
American cconomy, and treats 10 2 prosumprive Amercan natosa dentity nd ey of fe
Mach the same i tue i Europe. Not 2 ek goes by ithout 2 story of refugees from,
Afica o Asi prishing whileaying to aive s th shores of e European Ui,

Nor are such developmens resticed 1o he resource-ich comies of e Norders
emisphere. The United Avsb Emiats, Kwa,Singapor, sl and Jodan ae comnres
it th highess percencage share of migsans sssong thi ot poplion, while th Usited
State, the Rasian Fderation, Gemsany, Saudi Arsbia, Canads s Francelad in e acual
b of ermations migrants. Migraions are o global, challnging many socieies i
many parsof e world.

Whereas om 1910 to 2012, the word's populaion increased slighly more than
foutold, om 1.6 bilion 1o more tan 7 billon, the sumber of pople lvig in cowies
othr than thee o 2 migrants ncreased nearly seventold, rom roughy 33 million o more
5an 200 millon.

Migrationspi o moral and Igal princpls,foundstioal f te modem st st
against cach ot On one hand, he human right of individuls o more acros borders
whether for sconomi, personal or profesiona reasons or o seek asylum nd refuge s
guaratead by Aricles 13 and 14 of te 1645 niversa Declaration of Homan Rights On
he otber b, Arile 21 of the declaration ecogaizes 3 basic right o slfgovermment,
supulaing that b il of the peopl shall be the bass of the auorky of govermment™
Unde the cumen egine of states, that fandament right icludes contol over borders 35
el 5 deermining who i 0 be 3 citzen 15 disiguishd from  esdent o an lien.

The mtemaional systm swraddles hese dual principles but it has not been 2be 1o
seconcle them. The iwony of global developments is tat while stxe soveregay in
economic, iy, an echaslogical domansis eroded nd national borders have become
e porous,thy ar sl pliced t ksep ot aliens and nruders. The migrant's body has
‘bscome th symboic sie upon hich sch conradicions re enacted.

W st sdvocat s “orid without bordsrs” thes? Froms & morsl ot of vie, 50 ld.
desree 0 b o on o side of e ordss rthr thensnothr, ud t i dsply snheticl
o our moral principls to puaish dividaals for what they canaot hep being or doig.
‘Punishement impie rsponsiiliy nd accoumabliy fo one’s acions and choices; cleafl,
Chliren who through s parents” choice end up on one sid of he border rather than
anothr cannot be penalised for thse choices.

A stong advocate of e right o sIf.govermment might retont tht ewarding cerain
Chldren fo the wrongs commied by thelr parents, in this e illgal mmigaio, by
1egaising undocumented youks i logica s el 2 immoral and that e right ting 1
6" woud be to deport il undocumented migrants—parens nd childen slke. Apart fom
he sheer mpracicaliy of this slin, i advocses seem 1o consider undocumented
“original enr” o counry 2 the analog of original sia” that n0 amont of subsequent
oriorsnd stosemen ca e

‘Bt such punitve rigor unfaiy confses the messy and ofen nadveren ressons it
1ad one o become an undocumented migrantwith no crminal ntent o brek e .

1F contisins in 2 person's naive coumy 50 endanger s ife 2nd el being [ he
comes willing to ik Tgalicy inerdr o suvive, b right o survival, rom  moral piat.
of view,camies 15 much weight 2 does the nex conmry’s laim o conrol borders aganst
migrans. mmanoe Kant, thestoe, calld the morl claim 1 seck refugeor respie in e
1ands of anothe, a “universal right of hosptaly” provided that the inentions of the
foreiger upon ariving on freig Jands were peacefl. Such a right, e rgued, belonged 1
each s being placed on i lanet ho had o sharethe art with othrs.

‘Even though morall e igh t bospitl i a indvidual rigt, the socosconomic
204 cltral cawses of migratons are for he most par collecive. Migraons occr becawse
of sconomic, envionasetal, ol snd istoicl “pusk” snd “pll” o, Ve s her”
say migrans, “becanse in effct you wer there Ve id ot cros te border; e border
p—

We do have specal obligation to o neighbors, a5 opposed to mral obligations o
umanity s Large, i, fo example, our eonormy s devastted theis i our idustalouput
s e 0 emvironmentl ham o f our g dependency hs encowsge the fomation of
wansnational drug catels.
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‘These claims of interdependence require a third moral principle—in addition to the right
of wniversal hospality and th righ o sl govemment—o b brought o consideraton:
sociatveobligaions smong peoplsaisin through historcal factors.

‘Sttes cannot ignore such assoistive obligations. Migstion polices, hough they are
ofen couchd i nston-centic trms,alays Bave cansnational cansesand consequences 1
s impossible o address Mexican migraon it he United Stats, fo example, without
considering e decades-long dspendency of the rich California agricltural Sl upon te
often andocumented and umorganizad labe of Merican sokers, som of whose children
e now 19w up to bcome “Dreamers” (o named afer the Deelopment, Relief, and
‘Educaton for Alin Minos Actinroduced o Congress i 2001). Among the e mllion
Stuents who graduae from United Sctes high schools, 65,000 are wndocumented.

‘The Unied Ststes owes these young peopl & special duty of hospalsy; ot anly
bscaus we, 2 & sociry,have benafied from the circumstances under which hls pares
entered tis coumey, bt aso becnse they have formd svong afliations with s socery
rongh being our inds, studess,aeighbors and coworkars. In 2 bral democraic sociery
he path o cizenship must follow along these assocatie s roagh which a idividusl
Shows i orhesel o be capable and worty of ctzemskp.

Migratory movements are sies of impetec Jusics in hat they bring o ply the
il right to esdom of mosement,the wmiversal ight o hospiality nd e igh of
colectves eI govermen a el s specfc asociaive maralcbligaions. These ights
cannot says b easily reconcled. Furteror, atemational I does not 1 Yt recogaze
2 “human sigh t citsmnship” for migrans, and consides s 3 sovereign prrogatve of
il ste. Nonatheles, the respousbl poliia is th on2 who acts wilh 2 hcid
‘undersanding o the necessicy 1o balance these praciples rater ha giving n 0 2 puntve
igorsm that ol de, i Thoumss Jefrsons words, 1 gt which s s £iven o
l men of deparing fom and T would 44, fom oning wik] he comy i which chance,
o choic b placedthem” 1774,

Whetheror o Prsiden Obsns considered sl these morsl sspacts ofthe mate, 5
hsnding of s e shows hat ke ad % 3 “repossble poliican’ md mot
opportuistically s some ofhis citics charged. 1t was e right g t do.”
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