U.S. Immigration Policy and Immigrants: Our Collective Accountability to a Higher Moral Standard.

By Elena Letona, Centro Presente
This fall, after a Boston Globe article reported that Centro Presente was responding to the increase in raids by offering a series of “Know Your Rights” workshops, we came to work to find an anonymous caller on our voice mail insulting us and using obscenities because we dared talk about rights for “illegals.”  On the same day we were visited by the local Fox News channel and the central question posed, although not as crassly as our anonymous caller, was the connection between the concept of rights and people who were “illegal.”

The word “illegal” has so dehumanized immigrants that many think it is a contradiction at best, subversive at worst to think that undocumented immigrants have, indeed, rights.  Anti-immigrant forces have done a formidable job in confusing people and in poisoning hearts and minds.  Their rhetoric has found its most perfected expression in their upholding of U.S. immigration law as the “moral” standard against which to judge immigrants.  “No amnesty for law-breakers”! “’What part of illegal don’t you understand?” clamor the likes of Tom Tancredo, Lou Dobbs, and Mitt Romney.  And tragically, many people across the country have internalized such rhetoric.
As a result, those who have crossed a border or overstayed a visa are portrayed as having committed such a ghastly offense that denying them basic civil liberties is accepted and calling them offensive, derisive and dehumanizing names has become commonplace.  Meanwhile, the real human suffering caused by immigrant’s exploitation, marginalization and family separation is not generating enough public outcry to change immigration law in a way that is rational and humane.  The images and stories following the New Bedford raid moved many to donate their time and money to alleviate the short-term pain, but where are the long-term solutions for these families and millions of others across the United States.? We may feel badly about the situation, but many of us may shrug our shoulders and say to ourselves, “Well, what can one do?  They did after all break the law.”
It is a tricky question, the question of the law.  Like many who endeavor for a better world, Centro Presente seeks it through challenging obsolete, unjust laws and through the enactment of progressive alternatives.  We recognize the need for laws to order and structure our activity and behavior towards each other:  our hope is that such laws would yield greater justice and equity.

As a country, we often seem to forget, though, that laws are not divine or natural, but the product of political processes, so that whoever hold the most power is most certain to benefit from them.  We also seem to forget that history has taught us that laws are not always moral.  Let us not forget that slavery and segregation were once legal.  Thus, there is nothing sacrosanct about a law, and it should not stand above common sense and our individual and collective accountability to a higher moral standard, a moral standard that derives from something higher and bigger than ourselves.  
In the case of U.S. immigration policy, there is widespread consensus that it is a broken law.  For anti-immigrants forces, the law does not go far enough and we need even more enforcement:  higher walls, militarized borders and more raids and deportations.  For immigrant rights organizations like Centro Presente, U.S. immigration policy is broken because it is obsolete and inhumane.  It is obsolete because it is out of step with our global economy and in past Centro Presente newsletters we have written at length about the economic imperative behind migration flows in the 21st century.  But U.S. immigration law is also inhumane because it punishes people for responding to the push and pull factors and to the demand and supply trends that the global economy generates.  Further, it punishes people even as their labor makes life comfortable for most of us in the U.S.
Upholding U.S. immigration law as a moral standard masks the racism fueling white supremacists and nativists.  It masks the structural inequality of our present economic system, both here and abroad.  It manipulates people’s very real economic fear and insecurity.  It plays on our collective angst in the face of a world that grows in violence and uncertainty.

U.S. immigration law is currently a quagmire that may seem out of our reach to resolve.  The idea of “comprehensive immigration reform” has lost its meaning after this summer’s debacle in the U.S. Congress and according to the “wisdom” of those in the know, it will be years before anything constructive happens.  While we wait for that day, many people, flesh and blood, will continue to suffer.  What are we to do in the meantime?
We must reclaim the humanity of immigrants and recognize them as our fellow human beings.  We must reclaim the very founding principles of the United States, framed in the U.S. Declaration of Independence which states unequivocally that “all men [human beings] are created equal and endowed with unalienable rights by the Creator.”  We must unmask anti-immigrant forces for the racists that they are whenever they hide behind “the law.” The right to decent and humane treatment should never be derived from a concept of citizenship tied to a nation-state, much less a piece of paper.  We are beholden to a much higher law, a divine law, the law of the Creator, which across religions and faiths call us to love our neighbors as our very selves.
