
ESSAY

Hypocritical Inhospitality: The
Global Refugee Crisis in the Light
of History
Luke Glanville*

Political authorities often claim that states have an absolute right to decide

for themselves who enters their territory and the conditions on which

they enter by mere virtue of their sovereignty. In , for example, the

then U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley, responded to the

UN’s criticism of the Donald Trump administration’s practice of separating children

from parents entering the United States without documentation, including those

claiming asylum, with a typical appeal to sovereign prerogative: “We will remain a

generous country, but we are also a sovereign country, with laws that decide how

to best control our borders and protect our people. Neither the United Nations

nor anyone else will dictate how the United States upholds its borders.”

A brief glance at the history of sovereignty, however, reminds us of two crucial

things. First, sovereignty is socially constructed, and its meaning and implications

have changed and continue to change over time. Sovereignty need not entail, and

historically has not entailed, an absolute right to regulate the movement of people

in and out of one’s territory. Second, we are reminded of the deep and problem-

atic ties between the history of sovereignty’s construction and the history of the

European colonial project.

Sovereignty was for a long time considered a privilege enjoyed only by

Europeans and those non-Europeans whom Europeans deigned to acknowledge

as civilized members of the “family of nations.” It was not until the second

half of the twentieth century that Europe’s widespread empires were finally dis-

mantled, self-government was granted to formerly colonized peoples, and the
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institution of the territorially bounded sovereign state spread across the globe.

More than that, for centuries, the wealth of Europe’s sovereign powers was aug-

mented, and the territories of their soon-to-be-sovereign settler colonies beyond

Europe were acquired by means of violent conquest, subjection, enslavement, dis-

placement, and, often, slaughter of nonsovereign indigenous peoples.

That much is well known. What is less well known is that one justification that

European imperial powers offered for the violent subjection of nonsovereign

non-Europeans, at least for a time, was indigenous peoples’ violation of a suppos-

edly natural and enforceable duty of hospitality. Today, many of these same pow-

ers—including European Union member states and former settler colonies, such

as the United States and Australia—work tirelessly and expend billions of dollars

to resist granting hospitality to forcibly displaced people seeking asylum at their

borders or waiting in refugee camps and urban centers in developing regions of

the world. The powerful once demanded hospitality from the vulnerable. They

now deny it to them.

This essay examines the hypocritical inhospitality of these wealthy and powerful

states in four stages. I first outline how the notion of a duty of hospitality was

deployed as a justification for European colonialism. Second, I contrast this histor-

ical demand for hospitality with the denial of hospitality by former colonial pow-

ers today, noting that they legitimate this denial by again imposing an expectation

of hospitality on others. Third, I consider the justified limits to the duty of hospi-

tality, explaining how Immanuel Kant and others usefully sought a formulation of

the duty that would protect the vulnerable from the predations of powerful intrud-

ers while still requiring the powerful to provide relief to the displaced vulnerable.

And fourth, I argue, given that certain states accrued vast wealth and territory

from the European colonial project, which they justified in part by appeals to a

duty of hospitality, these states are bound now to extend hospitality to vulnerable

outsiders not simply as a matter of charity or even reciprocity, but as justice and

restitution for grave historical wrongs.

Hospitality as Justification for Colonialism

Contemplating the justice of the Spanish conquests in the New World in the six-

teenth century, theologian Francisco de Vitoria asserted that the Spaniards would

have had just cause for war if they had been unjustifiably denied the right to travel

and dwell in the Native Americans’ lands. “Amongst all nations,” he declared, “it
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is considered inhuman to treat strangers and travelers badly without some special

cause, humane and dutiful to behave hospitably to strangers.” This principle of

hospitality was said to be confirmed by scripture. “The Spaniards are the barbar-

ians’ neighbors, as shown by the parable of the Samaritan,” he claimed, “and the

barbarians are obliged to love their neighbors as themselves, and may not lawfully

bar them from their homeland without due cause.” The French could not lawfully

prohibit Spaniards from living in France so long as they did no harm, he observed,

and so neither could the Native Americans bar them from the New World. “To

refuse to welcome strangers and foreigners,” he summarized, “is inherently evil.”

Vitoria, it should be said, doubted whether the Native Americans had in fact

breached their duty of hospitality to the Spaniards, particularly since the

Spaniards were strongly armed and gave the indigenous people good reason to

fear their intentions. Indeed, he worried that the Spaniards ultimately had no

cause for war other than “sheer robbery.” Some of Vitoria’s fellow theologians

at the universities of Salamanca and Alcalá expressed their doubts about the appli-

cability of the duty of hospitality to the situation at hand even more strongly, not-

ing that the invading Spaniards were not mere “travelers” to whom hospitality was

owed any more than Alexander the Great had been owed hospitality on his own

journeys.

Nevertheless, the argument for an enforceable duty of hospitality would be con-

fidently reasserted and expanded by European powers and their advocates to jus-

tify imperial expansion over subsequent decades. Hernán Cortés had already made

use of the idea in the early sixteenth century, claiming that the Aztecs’ pretense of

hospitality was belied by their efforts to persuade the Spaniards to turn back and

by their plots to ambush them, suggesting that this justified the Spanish resort to

arms. In the early seventeenth century, Hugo Grotius wrote of the “sacrosanct

law of hospitality,” invoking numerous historical examples of wars waged in

response to breaches of this law and claiming that the Dutch had the right to

resort to war on the same premises in the East Indies should the Portuguese be

inhospitable and deny them entry and commerce in lands they controlled. An

anonymous tract commissioned by the Virginia Company in  even portrayed

the colonizer as a peaceful seeker of sanctuary: “Is it not against the law of nations,

to violate a peaceable stranger, or to deny him harbor?”

This notion of an enforceable duty of hospitality was just one item in an evolv-

ing grab bag of justifications utilized by European rulers and companies to justify

the mass killing of indigenous peoples, the extraction of wealth, the acquisition of
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territory, the establishment of sovereign authority, and the mass migration of tens

of millions of Europeans out of Europe. Put plainly, the wealth and territory

enjoyed by many states in the Global North today—both former centers of empire

within Europe and former settler colonies beyond Europe—are at least partially

products of the violent subjection of indigenous peoples that was at times justified

with appeals to a duty of hospitality, a duty that these same states refuse to per-

form for so many displaced people today.

Hospitality Denied

As we have seen, having once demanded hospitality from the vulnerable, the pow-

erful now deny it to them. The numbers are alarming and worth stating. More

than seventy million people today are forcibly displaced as a result of persecution,

conflict, violence, or human rights violations. Of these people, forty-one million

are internally displaced, twenty-five million have fled their country of origin

and had their refugee status recognized by the United Nations High

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) or the United Nations Relief and Works

Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNWRA), and three million

have fled their country of origin and are awaiting a decision on their application

for asylum. On average, thirty-seven thousand people are forced to flee their

homes every day, more than half of whom are children. And displacement for

most people is protracted. More than three-quarters of the world’s refugees

have been displaced for more than five years. More than five million have been

displaced for more than twenty years. While many states in the Global North per-

ceive the global refugee crisis in terms of large numbers of displaced people

approaching or crossing their borders, the vast majority of refugees— percent

—are hosted by countries in developing regions of the world. Indeed one-third

of the world’s refugees are hosted by the world’s “least developed” countries,

including Bangladesh, Uganda, and conflict-torn Yemen.

Certainly, some states in the Global North admit tens of thousands of refugees

for resettlement each year and provide protection to hundreds of thousands of

asylum claimants. But these countries’ combined efforts provide a home to only

a small fraction of the world’s forcibly displaced people. Only , refugees

were admitted for resettlement in . This amounts to less than . percent

of the global refugee population and less than  percent of the number of refu-

gees that UNHCR identified as being in specific or urgent need of resettlement
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that year. And not only do states in the Global North refrain from providing

hospitality to larger numbers of forcibly displaced people but they also spend bil-

lions of dollars each year to ensure the containment of displaced people in the

Global South, deterring asylum seekers from approaching their territories and

detaining for long periods those who manage to claim asylum in the hope that

they give up and either return to their country of origin or seek a new home

elsewhere.

And things are getting worse. As the global number of refugees continues to rise

each year (nearly doubling since ), resurgent nationalism has resulted in a

hardening of attitudes in the Global North toward displaced foreigners (resulting

in a more than  percent reduction in resettlement numbers since ). This

resurgent antagonism among the world’s most powerful states hampers efforts

to develop global solutions, as evidenced by the United States’ rejection of the

UN’s Global Compact on Refugees in  as being incompatible with its “sover-

eign interests.” The Global North thus shifts duties of hospitality onto the Global

South.

Well-meaning practitioners and scholars inadvertently facilitate this approach.

Expectations that wealthy and powerful states should extend hospitality to greater

numbers of people are sometimes diluted by sweeping claims that, actually, “all

refugees want to go home.” Arguments are then made that it is best for displaced

people and the communities to which they will ultimately return that they remain

close to home, in the Global South, where they receive humanitarian aid and

“development solutions” from the Global North, but only a “symbolic minimum”

of its hospitality.

The populations of countries-of-first-asylum in the Global South, moreover, are

often cast by actors in the Global North as “naturally hospitable” people, render-

ing less remarkable the fact that one in six people in Lebanon and one in fourteen

in Jordan are refugees. Hospitality is thus once again demanded of formerly col-

onized peoples in the hope that they will again extend welcome, not to colonial

intruders this time, but to people forcibly displaced from neighboring states.

And in the cases where these “naturally hospitable” communities, overwhelmed

by the enormous numbers of displaced people within their territories, exasperated

with the shortfalls in the international assistance they receive, and goaded by the

exclusionary policies of wealthier and more powerful states, begin closing their

own borders and returning refugees prematurely to unsafe home countries, they

are condemned for abandoning their role as “the world’s great refugee-hosting
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countries.” The powerful thus continue to shift the duty and expectation of hos-

pitality away from themselves and onto weaker states.

Hospitality’s Just Limits

To be sure, there were serious problems with how European colonizers and their

defenders constructed the duty of hospitality, and their formulation ought not to

be replicated today. The reservations that Vitoria and his colleagues at Salamanca

and Alcalá expressed about an absolute and enforceable duty were further clarified

and theorized over subsequent centuries, and the justifiable limits to hospitality

that certain theorists proposed remain vital. In the late seventeenth century,

Samuel Pufendorf developed a notion of “imperfect” duties—which he considered

duties whose performance is rightly subject to the discretion of the duty bearer

and not enforceable—and he offered hospitality as an example. Recognizing

that hospitality had been deployed as an excuse for conquest, he explained that,

while the granting of hospitality to others was certainly a virtue, no state was

bound to grant it to those they had reasonable grounds to fear. He acknowledged

that it would be immoral for a state to show “indiscriminate hostility to those who

come on a peaceful mission,” but thought that no state was obliged to receive

“a great multitude, armed, and with hostile intent.” The following century,

Kant declared “universal hospitality” to be a matter of “cosmopolitan right,”

but, like Pufendorf, he saw that host states needed to retain the right to limit

the entry and settlement of outsiders where necessary, recognizing that

European colonizers had repeatedly abused the principle. Kant argued that “the

injustice they show in visiting foreign lands and peoples (which with them is

tantamount to conquering them) goes to horrifying lengths.”

These theorists sought to place just limits on the duty of hospitality that might

protect the vulnerable from the predations of the powerful. However, they in no

way intended these limits to provide justification for the powerful to deny hospi-

tality to the vulnerable. Some more recent advocates of the duty of hospitality,

such as Jacques Derrida, misunderstand this, forgetting the historical context

and reading the limits to hospitality proposed by Kant and others not as necessary

responses to colonial abuses, but as problematic justifications for the exclusion of

vulnerable outsiders. In fact, while rejecting the abuse of hospitality by colonial

powers, Kant made clear that he did not intend to provide justification for exclud-

ing the vulnerable. A foreigner cannot be turned away if this will have the effect of
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“destroying him,” he declared. Provided the foreigner “behaves peaceably . . . he

cannot be treated with hostility.” Similarly, while rejecting the deployment of

the duty of hospitality as a justification for the Spanish conquests in the New

World, Domingo de Soto, one of Vitoria’s colleagues at Salamanca, wrote passion-

ately of the duty of European political communities to render hospitality to the

foreign poor and to treat them the same as local residents, allowing them to

enter the city, to beg, and to have their necessities met.

Emer de Vattel put it well in the mid-eighteenth century. A political community

is under no obligation to contribute to the welfare of outsiders if this would

require doing “an essential injury to herself,” he contended. But he also suggested

that the community ought not to refuse to aid others out of fear of “a slight loss, or

any little inconvenience: humanity forbids this; and the mutual love which men

owe to each other, requires greater sacrifices.” Vattel applied his reasoning

directly to the issue of strangers who, driven from their own country, seek asylum in

another. If the sovereign judges that admission of a particular group of strangers

“would be attended with too great an inconvenience or danger,” he wrote, “he has

a right to refuse.” But in general, “every state ought, doubtless, to grant to so

unfortunate a people every aid and assistance which she can bestow without

being wanting to herself.”

The duty of hospitality is imperfect and justly limited. Developing states today,

for example, are surely permitted to limit the entrance of predatory or

ill-intentioned outsiders, be they individuals or corporations or states. But these

ethical limits do not excuse powerful states for their inhospitality to the forcibly

displaced, all the more so since the power and capacity that they enjoy to welcome

vulnerable outsiders is at least partly a consequence of their historical demands for

hospitality from vulnerable others.

Hospitality as Restitution

Not only is the present-day inhospitality of former centers of empire and former

settler colonies hypocritical but it is also deeply unjust. The issue is not merely that

former imperial powers once claimed hospitality from others and so, for reasons

of fairness or reciprocity, they should now extend it to others. The problem is

more that these powers deployed this claimed duty of hospitality—along with a

range of alternative claims—to justify war and conquest, enslavement and eradi-

cation, the mass migration of people out of Europe, and the inflow of natural
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resources into Europe, enabling the accrual of vast territories and riches. These

former imperial centers and settler colonies remain some of the world’s wealthiest

and most powerful states, maintaining their wealth and power in the postcolonial

era in part through the establishment and perpetuation of global practices, rules,

and structures that contribute to sustaining the underdevelopment and instability

of others and, in turn, their vulnerability to displacement-generating crises. From

the harms caused by their foolish wars and their reckless provision of arms and

finance to abusive regimes, to their exploitative economic bargaining practices

and their contributions to the routinized destruction of the global climate, the

affluence and security of those who once demanded hospitality from others is

inextricably connected to the poverty, vulnerability, and displacement of those

whose requests for hospitality they now deny.

Scholars and commentators increasingly contend that the responsibilities that

states in the Global North have for responding to the global refugee crisis should

take into account not only their capacity to provide welcome but also their culpa-

bility for displacement. Some argue for a notion of “asylum as reparation,” focus-

ing often on the obligations of powerful states whose recent injustices have

contributed to the displacement of others, such as those states that are responsible

for the  invasion of Iraq. Tendayi Achiume and others look further back-

ward to argue compellingly for “migration as decolonization,” asserting that for-

mer colonial powers and their settler colonies are obliged as a matter of justice to

open their borders to former colonial subjects.

For some, such obligations are owed to particular victims of injustice or their

descendants. But the impacts of global injustices are often so complex and diffuse

that it is difficult to precisely apportion blame to particular states for particular

crises and to accurately calculate their contributions to displacement. At the

very least, recognition of the historical (and ongoing) culpability of wealthy and

powerful states for injustices that have contributed to the displacement of strang-

ers should prompt far greater willingness to extend hospitality to the displaced

than we presently see—and should do so to an even greater extent when one con-

siders that some of these injustices were themselves justified with appeals to a duty

of hospitality. Recognition of the hypocrisy of inhospitality should prompt former

centers of empire and former settler colonies to hesitate before declining to con-

tribute more than their “fair share” to global resettlement and refusing to pick up

the “slack” that may be left behind by others. And it ought to prevent those of us

who are citizens of these states from conceiving of the duty to welcome forcibly
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displaced people as a discretionary act of charity or a gratuitous act of generosity.

It is a matter of justice—a restitution for wrongs done, and often done in the name

of this very same duty of hospitality.
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Abstract: One of the justifications offered by European imperial powers for the violent conquest,
subjection, and, often, slaughter of indigenous peoples in past centuries was those peoples’ violation
of a duty of hospitality. Today, many of these same powers—including European Union member
states and former settler colonies such as the United States and Australia—take increasingly
extreme measures to avoid granting hospitality to refugees and asylum seekers. Put plainly, whereas
the powerful once demanded hospitality from the vulnerable, they now deny it to them. This essay
examines this hypocritical inhospitality of former centers of empire and former settler colonies and
concludes that, given that certain states accrued vast wealth and territory from the European colo-
nial project, which they justified in part by appeals to a duty of hospitality, these states are bound
now to extend hospitality to vulnerable outsiders not simply as a matter of charity, but as justice
and restitution for grave historical wrongs.

Keywords: colonialism, forced displacement, global refugee crisis, hospitality, hypocrisy, reparations
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