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International Migration and Human Rights
Tanya Golash-Boza

A human rights perspective presumes the fundamental dignity of
all people, regardless of national origin, and recognizes that people are
members of families and communities (Blau and Moncada 2005: 29). A
consideration of the human rights impact of international migration 
requires the recognition that people have rights, not as citizens of a 
particular nation-state, but as human beings. A human rights analysis 
necessitates a consideration of how immigration policies affect all 
people – not solely or primarily citizens of particular countries.

Taking a human rights perspective, we are compelled to see 
migrants not simply as workers, but as husbands, fathers, brothers, 
wives, mothers, sisters, and community members. As human beings, 
migrants have the right to be with their families and to be full 
members of the communities in which they live. These family and 
community rights are enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), as well as other declarations. Not only is the 
importance of these rights internationally recognized; their realization 
is fundamental to creating a better society for all. Although the UDHR 
is not a legally binding doctrine in the United States, it can serve as a 
moral compass for those of us who believe that all human beings 
deserve rights and dignity, regardless of national origin.

When we center the human rights paradigm in international 
migration scholarship, we change our focus from the costs and benefits
of international migration to sending and receiving countries and begin
to consider the global, human impact of international migration and 
immigration control. Centering the human rights paradigm in the field 
of international migration would fundamentally change how 
sociologists approach the study of international migration.

In this chapter, I first introduce the field of international 
migration. From there, I explain how the findings from this field can 
enhance the study of human rights. Finally, I describe how the study of 
international migration would look were human rights to be centered.

The Sociology of International Migration
International migration (IM) scholars are concerned with the 

movement of people across borders. Sociologists who study 
international migration ask how many people migrate, who migrates, 
why people migrate, what happens to them once they arrive in the 
host country, and how migration affects sending communities.

How many international migrants are there?
IM scholars develop models that help us understand how many 

international migrants there are in the world and in a given country. 
These scholars measure migration flows, estimate how many 



immigrants are legally and illegally present in a given country, and to 
what extent migration is temporary or permanent. Quantifying 
international migration allows for an analysis of how migration flows 
change over time and in response to structural forces and changes. 
Gaining an understanding of the scope of international migration lays 
the groundwork for other sociological explorations of this phenomenon.

How many migrants are there around the world?
According to the United Nations, there were 214 million 

international migrants worldwide – 3% of the world’s population – in 
2010. International migration has been on the rise over the past few 
decades: there were 155 million international migrants in 1990, and 
178 million at the turn of the 21st century. About half of all migrants are
women. The gender balance has been constant since at least 1990.i

How many migrants are there in the United States?
About a fifth of all international migrants – 43 million people - can

be found in the United States. International migrants account for 13 
percent of the U.S. population.ii About ten million of these migrants are 
undocumented. 85% of undocumented migrants in the United States 
come from just ten countries: Mexico (6,650,000), El Salvador 
(530,000), Guatemala (480,000), Honduras (320,000), Philippines 
(270,000), India (200,000), Korea (200,000), Ecuador (170,000), Brazil 
(150,000), and China (120,000) (Rytina, Hoefer, and Baker 2010). 
Although many undocumented migrants come from Asia, Asian 
migrants are rarely deported from the United States: 95 percent of the 
393,289 people deported from the United States in 2009 were from 
just ten countries, all in Latin America.iii

Why do people emigrate?
Most people in the world never leave their home country. Why, 

then, do some decide to venture out across international borders? IM 
scholars answer these questions by considering how the agency of 
individual migrants intersects with the structural constraints and 
possibilities of migration.

A major area of scholarship is the development of theories to 
explain international migration. Some contend that migration is linked 
to relations between countries. These scholars argue that foreign direct
investment, trade, labor recruitment, and military interventions 
influence migration flows (Sassen 1989; Golash-Boza 2011). These 
analyses explain why most migrants to the United States come from 
just a few countries. Others point to the importance of migrant 
networks to explain why migration is highly localized – people leave 
one village in Mexico or Thailand and move to the same neighborhood 
in San Francisco, California or Winston-Salem, North Carolina (Rumbaut
1994; Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002). Although one set of factors 



may lead to migration, once migration flows have begun, new 
circumstances develop which lead to the perpetuation of these flows 
(Massey et al 2002).

IM scholars explain that people migrate due to a combination of 
individual and structural factors. They point out that Emma Lazarus’ 
poem engraved on the Statue of Liberty which describes immigrants as
“poor huddled masses” is inaccurate: the people who migrate to the 
United States are not the most destitute in the world. In 2009, over one
million people became legal permanent residents of the United States. 
Only 6,718 of them came from the five poorest countries in the world. 
Nearly half (3,165) of the migrants from the five poorest countries 
hailed from Afghanistan, a country in the midst of a U.S. military 
occupation. Niger, the poorest country in the world, only sent 183 legal
permanent residents to the United States in 2009.iv

IM scholars explain that documented and undocumented 
migrants do not come to the United States simply because they are 
poor. They come because of strong ties to the United States. Labor 
recruitment, military interventions, and foreign direct investment 
(FDI)--create and sustain migration flows (Sassen 1989; Golash-Boza 
2011). Countries with long histories of labor migration, such as Mexico 
and the Philippines, continue to send migrants to the United States 
because these histories have created strong ties between the 
countries. In addition, family reunification policies in the United States 
encourage further migration by giving preference to family members 
living in the country. This process is known as cumulative causation – 
migration begets more migration (Massey et al 2002; Massey 1988).

Military intervention can lead to migration due to the ties it 
creates as well as the turmoil that ensues. Migration flows develop due
to amorous relationships between U.S. soldiers and locals, and the 
emergence of close ties between people in the United States and the 
country at hand, such as, for example, when Filipinos were recruited to 
join the U.S. Navy (Rumbaut 1994). Nearly all of the countries which 
send migrants to the United States are countries with which the United
States has been involved militarily (Golash-Boza 2011). In some cases, 
military interventions create outflows of refugees because of the 
violence of military operations. 

Scholars who look specifically at refugee flows analyze the 
reasons people find themselves forced to leave their countries of birth. 
The concept of refugees was developed in the aftermath of World War I
to describe the situation of Armenians fleeing Turkey and Russians 
fleeing the revolution (Petersen 1978). Over the past century, the 
numbers of refugees have increased and refugees come from dozens 
of countries. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
estimated that there were over fifteen million refugees in need of 
resettlement in 2010 (UNCHR 2010). 

FDI creates migration flows through its inevitable effects on the 



local economy and the integration of the country into the global 
economy. In an analysis of twenty-five developing countries, Sanderson
and Kentor (2008: 529) found that “the stock of FDI has a long-term 
positive effect on emigration.” These factors have led to both legal and
illegal migration to the United States.

What happens to migrants?
Another major area of study for IM scholars involves an analysis 

of what happens to voluntary labor migrants and refugees upon 
reaching their destinations. These scholars consider both how 
immigrants incorporate into the host society and the extent to which 
they maintain ties to the home country. Scholars whose primary 
framework involves an analysis of assimilation measure the extent to 
which migrants maintain their culture and language, their 
incorporation into the labor market, and residential patterns (see: Alba 
and Nee 1997; Gans 1997; Gordon 1964; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). 
Those whose primary mode of analysis revolves around transnational 
ties consider the extent to which migrants maintain ties to their home 
country through travel, international communications, and links to co-
nationals in the host country (see: Goldring 1998; Guarnizo, Portes, 
and Haller 2003; Guarnizo and Smith 1998; Mahler 1998; Popkin 1999).

Migrants assimilate
There are two kinds of international migrants: sojourners and 

settlers. Sojourners are those who travel to a new country for a fixed 
period of time to work, visit, or study, and who plan to return to their 
country of origin. Settlers are those who intend to stay. Sociologists 
often explore the incorporation processes of settlers. The dominant 
paradigm in sociology is assimilation: the process by which an 
immigrant settler and future generations of immigrants become part of
the host country. The use of the concept of assimilation has been 
criticized insofar as it seems to imply that immigrants have no option 
but to become part of a monolithic culture, whereas, in reality, the host
culture often changes with the arrival of immigrants, and immigrants 
vary greatly in the ways that they become part of the host society. 
Scholars such as Richard Alba and Victor Nee (1997) defend the 
concept of assimilation by pointing out that there are many ways that 
immigrants can assimilate: The descendants of the Irish may become 
part of the Euro-American mainstream whereas the descendants of 
Caribbean black immigrants may become part of the African-American 
community. 

Migrants maintain transnational ties
Although many international migrants seek to remain in their 

host countries, they are often inclined to maintain ties with their home 
countries. Sociologists refer to the cross-border interactions of 



international migrants as transnational ties. The concept of 
transnationalism derives from the works of anthropologists Linda 
Basch, Nina Glick Schiller, and Cristina Szanton Blanc (1994), who 
argue that contemporary cross-border connections are qualitatively 
and quantitatively different from those in previous eras in that the 
relations are more intimate and persistent than ever before 

Recent work in sociology questions both how assimilation works 
and the extent to which migrants maintain transnational ties. Luis 
Guarnizo, Alejandro Portes, and William Haller (2003) point out that the
maintenance of contacts across borders is perhaps as old as 
international migration itself, and contend that only a small subset of 
international migrants actually engage in cross-border activities on a 
consistent basis. Remarkably, they also find that transnationalism and 
assimilation are not at odds: migrants’ length of stay in the United 
States does not reduce the likelihood of their maintaining contact with 
their home countries.

What are the Consequences of International Migration?
Sociologists join economists and other scholars in the exploration

of the cultural, social, and economic impact of international migration 
on sending and receiving locales (Borjas 2004). Understanding the 
economic impact allows social scientists to inform policy makers. 
Discussions of the cultural and social impact of international migration 
permit scholars to help communities plan for the future of their 
changing locales. In terms of sending communities, two primary areas 
of concern revolve around the “brain drain” and the extent to which 
migration helps or hinders economic and social development in poor 
countries (Meyer 2001). Concerns over the exodus of highly trained 
professionals have been present for migrant-sending nations at least 
since the 1960s (Petersen 1978). The debate over whether migration 
helps or hinders development is far from settled. De Hass (2010) 
contends that the contention over the benefits of emigration and 
remittances arises from the fact that each community and country 
presents a unique situation. In some cases, remittances help local 
development; in other cases, emigration upsets local economies and 
unsettles whole communities. 

Sociologists also explore the extent to which migrants help or 
hinder the economy, the effects of immigration on crime, and how 
immigrants transforms the cities and towns in which they live 
(Rumbaut and Ewing 2007; Ghosh 1992; Lipton 1980; Lisborg 1992; 
Taylor 1999). Although many people in the United States associate 
undocumented migration with crime, Rumbaut and Ewing (2007) 
demonstrate with convincing data that immigrants in the United States
have lower crime and incarceration rates than their native born 
counterparts. They further contend that the flow of immigrants into the
United States in recent years is one of the reasons that crime rates in 



the United States have declined. Their study provides one example of 
how immigration can change receiving communities in profound ways.

What tools do sociologists use to study migration?

Sociologists use a variety of methodological tools to study 
migration. Those who wish to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
local-level effects of international migration and to comprehend the 
decision-making processes of migrants use ethnography and in-depth 
interviews (Levitt 2001). Scholars who are interested in large-scale 
trends of international migration draw from census data and surveys 
(Guarnizo, Portes and Haller 2003; Rumbaut and Portes 2001). 
Demographers paint broad pictures of flows around the world (Durand, 
Kandel, Parrado and Massey 1996). Those scholars interested in media 
and popular culture representations draw from textual and content 
analyses (Diaz-McConnell 2011), and comparative historical 
sociologists often use archival data in addition to other sources 
(Brubaker 1990). Sociologists also use mixed methods: one of the most
innovative techniques developed specifically for the study of 
international migration is the ethnosurvey, developed by Douglas 
Massey and his colleagues. The ethnosurvey combines the qualitative 
and quantitative data into a single data-gathering and analysis 
strategy (Massey and Zenteno 2000). 

What can the human rights paradigm learn from the study of
international migration?

Work in the field of IM renders it evident that migrants do not live
in a vacuum, and that connections between countries are intimate and 
persistent. Human rights scholars who ponder the ethical and 
philosophical bases of immigration controls can learn from migration 
scholars that 1) people emigrate from one community to another 
because of specific ties between their communities; 2) emigration 
affects sending communities because of the transnational ties it 
creates and the social and economic remittances migrants send; 3) 
sojourners often become settlers because of restrictive immigration 
controls; and 4) the impacts of immigrants on communities in the 
receiving countries are often profound, and, frequently, positive. The 
findings from the work of international migration scholars have 
important implications for any consideration of the right to mobility. 

The work of IM scholars on the incorporation patterns of migrants
also has important bearings for consideration of the cultural rights of 
migrants. Human rights researchers who ask what protections should 
hold for migrants’ right to their cultural beliefs and customs can learn 
from IM researchers the ways that holding on to cultural beliefs can 
inhibit as well as enhance migrants’ success. Human rights scholars 



can learn from this field that states’ efforts at inclusion can have wide-
ranging effects on migrants as well as the communities in which they 
live.

What happens when we center the human rights paradigm in
IM research?

IM scholars most often ask why people migrate and what 
happens to them once they do. IM work often takes national borders as
givens - people cross or do not cross these borders for a variety of 
reasons.

A human rights paradigm pushes us to ask a whole new set of 
questions. What fundamental human dignities are people deprived of 
in their choice to migrate? What human rights violations do they 
experience upon arriving in their host country? What special 
arrangements need to be made for refugees and asylees? How does 
the international community deal with migrants deprived of a 
nationality and who have no country to which they can return? To what 
extent does international migration allow people to realize their full 
potential? How are transnational ties necessary to ensure the human 
rights of migrants and their families? How would ideas of assimilation 
change were human rights to be considered? And, how could we create
a world in which people’s right to not migrate would be realized?

Whereas international migration scholars tend to focus on the 
citizenship rights of individuals, the human rights paradigm allows us 
to focus on the fundamental rights all people share, not as members of
a particular nation-state, but by virtue of one’s status as a human 
being.

Debates in the field of international migration frequently revolve 
around the economic and cultural costs and benefits of immigration. A 
human rights analysis compels us to calculate the human costs and 
benefits. Putting human rights first means asking a different set of 
questions. For example, some critics who argue that undocumented 
migration has a negative economic impact include the costs of 
education for U.S. citizen children of undocumented migrants in their 
analyses.  A human rights analysis would see education as a 
fundamental human right, and children as deserving of special 
protections. Others argue that undocumented migrants bring down 
wages. For example, George Borjas (2004) contends that low-skilled 
immigrants are only beneficial to their employers, whereas they lower 
the wages of their native low-skilled counterparts. A human rights 
analysis would insist that all workers deserve a living wage. Economist 
Barry Chiswick (1988) points out that low-skilled foreign workers can 
be economically beneficial, so long as they do not bring their non-
working family members with them to the United States. A human 
rights analysis considers family unity to be an inalienable right. 



Where do we go from here?

Human beings - no matter their national origin - possess 
fundamental human dignity. The task for researchers is to figure out 
ways to make it clear that people’s rights should not depend on their 
national origin, but on their status as human beings. How can we 
convince the public and governing bodies that recognizing human 
rights should take precedence in all decisions? How can we develop 
scholarship that demonstrates that the right to mobility, the right to be
with one’s family, the right to shelter, and the right to a clean 
environment are all fundamental human rights that should be 
recognized? How can we render it clear that the question is not “Why 
are they here?,” but how can we create a world in which the decision 
to migrate (or not) is a choice, and not a survival technique?

As sociologists, we have a wealth of information and data that 
can demonstrate the importance of the right to mobility in a globalizing
world. We would do well to use that data to bolster human rights 
claims. A prime example is that sociologists have extensive evidence 
of how emigration changes sending communities. Human rights 
scholars who debate the moral bases of the right to mobility benefit 
when they are able to take into account the ways that emigration not 
only can be economically beneficial for an individual, but also the 
extent to which it can change the nature of the community he or she 
leaves behind.

In human rights scholarship, there continues to be debate around
what a right to mobility would look like. For instance, does the right to 
mobility require open borders and the free movement of people? Does 
it imply that all people deserve the economic capital requisite for 
international travel? Or, does it mean that the burden of proof shifts to 
the states: States must allow non-citizens to enter unless they can 
provide a valid reason to deny them entry? The right to mobility is 
under-theorized and under-developed both in sociology and in human 
rights scholarship more generally.

The right to mobility does not form part of current human rights 
documents. In the human rights tradition, the right to leave one’s 
country is recognized. However, the right to enter another country 
does not form part of existing human rights conventions and treaties. 
This leads many critics to argue that the right of mobility is a serious 
omission in human rights treaties. The right to emigrate is effectively 
useless if there is no country to which one can migrate (Pécoud and 
Paul de Guchteneire 2006). Joseph Nevins (2003) adds to this 
discussion the fact that, in a globalizing world rampant with economic 
inequality, the human rights to free choice of employment and to an 
adequate standard of living enshrined in the UDHR are difficult to 
achieve without the ability to leave one’s country of origin.



If human beings had the right to mobility, then states would have
to provide compelling reasons to deny anyone the right to enter their 
territories. One possibility would be to shift the burden of proof, such 
that states would be required to provide reasons a person should not 
enter as opposed to the current situation where it is up to an individual
to prove that they deserve to enter another country. This would be one 
way of incorporating the right to mobility into human rights doctrine. 
Can we imagine human rights doctrines saying: “States shall, except 
when compelling reasons of national security otherwise require, allow 
non-citizens to enter their territories”? What does the right to mobility 
mean? What would it actually look like? Crucially, does the right to 
mobility require open borders?

These questions remain unanswered for human rights scholars 
(Pécoud and Paul de Guchteneire 2006; Bauböck 2009). There certainly
are many immigration scholars who argue for open borders, including, 
for example, Nandita Sharma, Kevin Johnson, Jonathan Moses, Jane 
Guskin and David Wilson.  As Guskin and Wilson (2007) point out, open
borders would save us billions of dollars in immigration law 
enforcement, increase tax revenues since all workers would pay payroll
taxes, raise wages and improve work conditions, since we would no 
longer have a disenfranchised workforce, and eliminate criminal 
activity associated with undocumented migration such as identity theft
and human trafficking.

It is now time for human rights scholars to take on these 
questions and to begin a conversation within the United Nations that 
explores the extent to which a right to mobility could be incorporated 
into human rights doctrine.
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