
CARNE y ARENA





Immigration: 
Important Concepts



According to 
Radford (2019)...

1. Most immigrants (77%) are in the country 
legally, while almost a quarter are 
unauthorized.

2. Mexico is the top origin country of the U.S. 
immigrant population.

3. New immigrant arrivals have fallen, mainly 
due to a decrease in the number of 
unauthorized immigrants coming to the U.S. 

The drop in the unauthorized immigrant 
population can primarily be attributed to 
more Mexican immigrants leaving the 
U.S. than coming in.

4. The Obama administration deported about 3 
million immigrants, a significantly higher 
number than the Bush administration In 2017, 
the Trump administration deported 295,000 
immigrants, the lowest total since 2006.

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/06/17/key-findings-about-u-s-immigrants/
http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2018/09/06132756/PH_2016-Foreign-Born-Statistical-Portraits_Current-Data_5_Country-of-birth.png
http://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2015/11/19/more-mexicans-leaving-than-coming-to-the-u-s/
http://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2015/11/19/more-mexicans-leaving-than-coming-to-the-u-s/


Question: 
Are we justified in forcibly preventing would-be 
immigrants from living in the United States?



Prima Facie 
Rights Violation

A prima facie rights violation is a 
type of action that, barring any 
special cases (e.g., self-defense), 
violates one's rights.



Huemer (2010) argues that...
Not allowing immigrants (who are suffering from poverty, oppression, etc.) 
into the country is a prima facie rights violation. 

“It becomes the burden of those who advocate the act in question [barring 
immigrants entry into the country] to identify the special exculpatory or 
justificatory circumstances that make what tends to be a wrongful rights 
violation either not a rights violation in this case, or a justified rights 
violation. Those who oppose the act in question need only rebut such 
efforts” (Huemer 2010: 431). 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d2369a40b9e9c00019bc031/1562601896474/rightToImigrate.pdf


“[C]onsider the following scenario. Marvin is in desperate need of food. Perhaps someone 
has stolen his food, or perhaps a natural disaster destroyed his crops; whatever the reason, 
Marvin is in danger of starvation. 
Fortunately, he has a plan to remedy the problem: he will walk to the local marketplace, 
where he will buy bread.
Assume that in the absence of outside interference, this plan would succeed: the 
marketplace is open, and there are people there who are willing to trade food to Marvin in 
exchange for something he has. 
Another individual, Sam, is aware of all of this and is watching Marvin. For some reason, 
Sam decides to detain Marvin on his way to the marketplace, forcibly preventing him from 
reaching it. 
As a result, Marvin returns home empty-handed, where he dies of starvation” (ibid., 431-2). 



Did Sam harm Marvin? 
Did he violate Marvin's rights?

“The way the government harms 
potential immigrants is by excluding 

them from a certain physical area, and 
thereby effectively excluding them from 

interacting in important and valuable 
ways with people (other than the 
government itself) who are in that 

region” (435). 



Objections to Huemer and his responses...



The Economic 
Objection

“In popular discourse, the most 
common sort of argument for 
limiting immigration is 
economic. It is said that 
immigrants take jobs away from 
American workers, and that they 
cause a lowering of wage rates 
due to their willingness to work 
for lower wages than American 
workers” (437).



Huemer’s Response...



“At the same time, economists 
are nearly unanimous in 
agreeing that the overall 

economic effects of 
immigration on existing 

Americans are positive” (437). 



“Some economists have 
accused immigration opponents 

of overlooking the economic 
benefits of immigration due to a 

bias against foreigners or 
members of other races” (438; 
see also Caplan 2011: 58-9). 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d23d08a7103080001897bcb/1562628235320/mythOfTheRationalVoter.pdf


Allowing that immigration would negatively impact some American workers, consider 
the following... “I am being considered for a particular job, for which I know that Bob is 
the only other candidate. I also know that Bob is willing to work for a lower salary than 
the salary that I could obtain if I were the only candidate. 
On the day Bob is scheduled to have his job interview, I accost him and physically 
restrain him from going to the interview. When confronted about my seemingly 
unacceptable conduct, I explain that my action was necessary to protect myself against 
Bob's taking the job that I would otherwise have, or my being forced to accept a lower 
salary in order to get the job. 
Does this provide an adequate justification for my behavior? 
...Certainly not” (438).



“My second example is a modified version of the story of Sam and Marvin. As before, 
Marvin plans to walk to the local marketplace to obtain life-sustaining food. Due to his 
economic circumstances, Marvin will have to buy the cheapest bread available at the 
market. 
Sam’s daughter, however, also plans to go to the market, slightly later in the day, to buy 
some of this same bread. This bread is often in short supply, so that the vendor may run 
out after Marvin's purchase. Sam's daughter could buy more expensive bread, but she 
would prefer not to. Knowing all this, Sam fears that if Marvin is allowed to go to the 
market, his daughter will be forced to pay a slightly higher price for bread than she would 
like. To prevent this from happening, he accosts Marvin on the road and physically 
restrains him from traveling to the market. 
Is Sam’s action permissible?” (439). 



The State’s Duty 
to its Citizens 

Objection

“When the interests of American 
citizens come into conflict with 
those of foreigners, the 
American government must side 
with its own citizens, even when 
this results in a lowering of 
global social utility” (440).



Huemer’s Response...



There are two problems with this objection, 
according to Huemer. 

“First, only some current citizens would be 
disadvantaged by increased 

immigration—those citizens who work in 
industries that immigrants are 
disproportionately likely to join. 

This is a relatively small portion of the 
population. All other current citizens would 

either fail to be significantly affected or 
actually be benefited by increased 

immigration” (440).  



“Second… the special obligations that 
governments owe to their citizens, 

whatever these obligations may consist in, 
do not eliminate the obligation to respect 

the rights of noncitizens. 
In particular, the government's duty to give 
consideration to its own citizens' interests 

cannot be taken to imply the government is 
entitled to coercively impose grave harms 
on non-citizens for the sake of securing 

small economic benefits” (441).  



“Consider again the case of starving Marvin. In the last version of the story, Sam 
coercively prevented Marvin from reaching the local market place, on the grounds that 
doing so was necessary to prevent his daughter from having to pay a higher than normal 
price for her bread. This seems unjustified. 
Would Sam succeed in defending his behavior if he pointed out that, as a father, he has 
special obligations to his daughter, and that these imply that he must give greater weight 
to her interests than to the interests of non-family members?” (441). 





“Creativity in general seems to be enhanced by 
immigration and diversity (Simonton 1999). 
Throughout history, for example, immigrants 
have accounted for three to four times as many 
of America’s Nobel Laureates, National Academy 
of Science members, Academy Award film 
directors and winners of Kennedy Center awards 
in the performing arts as native-born Americans 
(Lerner & Roy 1984; Simonton 1999, Chapter 6; 
Smith & Edmonston 1997, 384–5). If we were to 
include second-generation immigrants (i.e. the 
children of immigrants), the contribution of 
immigrants would be even greater...



“Immigration is generally associated with more 
rapid economic growth... 
One recent study, for example, suggests that the 
income of native-born Americans rises more 
rapidly, ceteris paribus, if they are living in 
places with more immigrants than if they are 
living in places with fewer immigrants...



“In advanced countries with aging populations, 
immigration is important to help offset the 
impending fiscal effects of the retirement of the 
babyboom generation (Smith & Edmonston 
1997, Chapters 6 and 7)...



“[N]ew research suggests that immigration from 
the global South to the richer North greatly 
enhances development in the South, partly 
because of remittances from immigrants to 
their families back home and partly because of 
the transfer of technology and new ideas 
through immigrant networks...
[I]ncreasing annual northward immigration by 
only three percentage points might produce net 
benefits greater than meeting all our national 
targets for development assistance plus 
cancelling all Third World debt plus abolishing 
all barriers to Third World trade (World Bank 
2005; Pritchett 2006)” (Putnam 2007: 140-1).

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/592b5bbfd482e9898c67fd98/t/5d236a0f9813d80001de5a23/1562601999982/Putnam-2007-Scandinavian_Political_Studies.pdf
https://www.sdsc.edu/ScienceWomen/noether.html


The Priority View 
Objection

“Some believe that the state 
ought place greater weight on 
benefiting the least advantaged 
members of [their own] society 
than on other groups” (440).



“Michael Blake argues that obligations of 
distributive justice arise from the need to 

justify the coercive aspects of a social 
system…

Stephen Macedo argues that a state has 
obligations of distributive justice only to 

those who are subject to a common system 
of laws. Considerations of distributive 
justice do not apply across borders, 

because individuals in different countries 
are not under a common legal system” 

(444-5). 



Huemer’s Response...



“[E]ven those who are sympathetic to the Priority View would 
typically not, I think, hold that the state ought to promote the 
interests of its least advantaged citizens by violating the rights 
of foreigners. 

For example, suppose that the United States government were in 
a position to steal food from hungry people living in Afghanistan, 
ship the food to America, and give it to poor Americans. Very 
few, even among the most nationalistic egalitarians, would argue 
that the state was justified in doing so” (445).

https://www.unenvironment.org/fr/node/816


Huemer also argues that foreigners are at least partially subject 
to the same system of laws that U.S. citizens are...

“Admittedly, foreigners are considerably less subject to U.S. law 
than U.S. citizens are. They are not, however, entirely exempt 
from American law. In particular, foreigners are subjected to U.S. 
immigration law, which prohibits most of them from migrating to 
the United States” (446).



The Cultural 
Preservation 

Objection

If too many immigrants arrive, 
they will disrupt our culture. As 
such, we have a right to restrict 
immigration. 



Huemer’s Response...



“Empirically, it is doubtful whether 
apprehensions about the demise of 
American culture are warranted. 

Around the world, American culture, 
and Western culture more generally, 

have shown a robustness that 
prompts more concern about the 
ability of other cultures to survive 
influence from the West than vice 

versa” (447-8). 



ISIS militants destroy ancient artifacts in Mosul, 2015

https://www.vox.com/2015/3/6/8161507/isis-artifacts-history


The Private Club 
Objection

Some believe that a nation-state 
is similar to a private club in this 
aspect: a nation may also, at its 
discretion, exclude unwanted 
members, even if the nation has 
no very strong reason for not 
wanting these prospective 
members.



Huemer’s Response...



Breaking the analogy...

1. Everyone is compelled to be a citizen of at least one 
nation—no one has the option of simply not joining any 
country, unlike clubs. 

2. States provide extremely important/essential services, unlike 
clubs. 

3. Exclusion from a country usually also entails lack of meaningful 
contact and exchanges with its citizens, unlike clubs. 



Storytime!



The tough on immigration tactics of 
Donald Trump were not initiated by him, 
nor is he the first to use them, although he 
might be the most egregious example of 
tough on immigrants politics. 
These policies were actually initiated by 
Democrats (e.g., Pete Wilson at the state 
level and Bill Clinton at the federal level) 
beginning in the 1990’s. 
Other Democrats that signed on are Joe 
Biden, Dianne Feinstein, and Hillary Clinton 
(during the Obama presidency). 

https://kpfa.org/episode/letters-and-politics-june-25-2019/


Question: 
What caused the rise in the flow of immigration?



Zapatista Uprising, January 1994



Assassination of Donaldo Colosio, March 1994



Protests in Mexico City, 1994



Mexican Peso Crisis, December 1994





Hardin’s (1996) Lifeboat Thought-Experiment

http://www.nyu.edu/classes/gmoran/HARDIN.pdf


Hardin argues that in the case where there are 100 people drifting in 
the ocean and only 10 spots available in a lifeboat, the right action may 

be to not let anyone onto the lifeboat, because: 
(a) choosing 10 people from the 100 is arbitrary and unfair, and 
(b) letting on 10 people might actually reduce the chance of the people 
already on the lifeboat.

Moreover, the disaster was not the fault of the people on the lifeboat.
So, there’s no moral obligation to help them.  

In this analogy, of course, the lifeboat is one’s own nation-state and the 
people drifting in the ocean are the poor of other nations.



García’s 
two 
cents



Hardin’s analogy is more than a bit off. 
There is ample evidence that the 
current state of some impoverished 
nations, for example some South 
American nations, has much to do with 
extractive economic institutions put in 
place by colonial powers, unfair trade 
agreements, and outright regime 
change by foreign states, like the US 
interventions in Chile, Guatemala, and 
Nicaragua (see Galeano 1997). 



For example, we know that a Cold War 
mentality from Nixon and his cabinet 
resulted in the overthrow of socialist 
president Salvador Allende in Chile with 
aid from the CIA (see Weiner 2008, 
chapter 29).



Michael Grow (2008) gives a detailed 
account of how Cold War American 
presidents’ foreign policy was primarily 
motivated by domestic issues, like 
appearing to be tougher on communism 
than the opposing party and winning 
midterm elections. 
This resulted in 8 interventions during 
the Cold War period. 



Lastly, per Bregman (2017, chapter 9), 
it appears that before WWI, most 
countries had open borders. 
Countries that did enforce border 
control, like the Russian Empire and the 
Ottoman Empire, were seen as 
backwards and uncivilized. 
Once the Great War began, though, 
countries closed their borders to shield 
themselves from spies. 



Of course...
We’d then have to have a conversation of how morally 
responsible citizens are for the covert (and illegal) actions of 
their governments, issues related to the Cold War, etc. 
This is a complicated discussion, but it is important to note that 
absolutely none of these issues are reflected in Hardin’s lifeboat 
analogy. The analogy is simply inadequate and perhaps even 
harmful to a coherent dialogue on the core issues. 



Food for thought... 



In Climate Wars, Gwynne Dyer 
reports on the military plans of 
various governments’ that are 
currently in place for when the 
effects of climate change start 
occuring. 
Among the various scenarios 
outlined: climate refugees. 



Kyle Harper (2017) makes the case 
that naturally-occurring climate 
change influenced the movement of 
Germanic tribes (e.g., Goths) and 
played a role in the fall of the 
Western Roman Empire. 



Taking stock...

“In my view, most general theories or theoretical approaches in 
political philosophy—liberal egalitarianism, contractarianism, 
utilitarianism, and so on—are too controversial to form a secure 
basis for reasoning. It is not known which, if any, of those 
theories are correct…” (430).  




