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No two stranger bedfellows than libertarianism and Catholic social teaching can be 
imagined. The former exults in the greed and selfishness of Smith while the latter, 
to say the least, does not. Yet, on at least one issue, immigration, there are strong 
parallels between the two worldviews. This article explores the compatibility of 
these two perspectives on this important public policy challenge.

At the basis of libertarianism lies the nonaggression principle—the theory that 
as long as someone’s actions do not infringe on the rights of others then there 
should be no legal restriction against them. The goal of a libertarian is to increase 
individual liberty and thereby, as but one result, improve the economy. Catholic 
social teaching is grounded in the idea that all human beings have dignity and 
thus should be treated with the utmost respect and cared for as children of God. 
Both the libertarian movement and the Catholic Church are known for having 
clearly defined and very strong opinions on topics having to do with political 
issues, but oftentimes they are perceived as being on different ends of the political 
economic spectrum as far as human rights are concerned.1 With regard to one 
topic in particular that is very relevant in America today—immigration—the 
two very different perspectives are either not that far apart or perhaps are even 
fully congruent.2

While there is some discordance among libertarians as to what the proper 
stance on this issue should be,3 using the nonaggression principle as a guide, one 
can conclude that libertarianism supports open borders.4 The social teaching of 
the Catholic Church teaches that immigrants should be accepted as important 
potential contributors.
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One objection to immigration arises from the large number of illegal immi-
grants estimated to be in this country. According to the Department of Homeland 
Security, there are around 10.8 million unauthorized residents living in America.5 
The reasons for migration are varied—a better life, more money, escaping a 
dangerous home, and so on. For libertarians, the reasons for emigrating are more 
or less irrelevant. They are more concerned with simply allowing people the 
freedom to move as they please. For the Catholic Church, in contrast, the reasons 
for emigrating are of utmost importance because they believe that these people 
have the right to work and the right to life, and therefore the right to immigrate. 
While they use different justifications, libertarians and the Catholic Church reach 
the same conclusion: Open borders are the only correct and just way to handle 
migration problems. Libertarian principles align with Catholic social teaching 
in the case of immigration. If America were to rewrite its immigration policies 
to correspond to libertarian philosophy, not only would the economy improve 
but also this country would be showing a greater respect for human life, which 
is a huge component of Catholic social teaching.

In the first section of this article, we discuss the libertarian analysis of immi-
gration. The second section is devoted to an analysis of the views of Catholic 
social teaching on this issue. The purpose of the third section is to compare and 
contrast our own (libertarian) viewpoint with that of several other scholars who 
are considered by some to be inclined in this direction: Gary Becker, William 
Simon, Daniel Griswold, and Stuart Anderson. We conclude in the last section.

libertarian views of immigration

Libertarian philosophy rests on the nonaggression principle or the NAP. The act of 
immigrating is not a violent one, and therefore, according to Block and Callahan,

not being guilty of a violation of the basic libertarian principle of not initiat-
ing aggression, there is no justification for visiting any violence upon [an 
immigrant]. Since forceful removal from our shores would indeed constitute 
an initiation of force against him, this would be improper.6 

The United States is not lacking in land. It has vast unused tracts of acreage 
in different areas of the country that could possibly be used to house additional 
residents. Currently the US government controls virtually all of this empty ter-
ritory, but libertarians point out that government does not have the right to act 
as owner of this land if someone else desires to homestead it.7 Berg goes so 
far as to call the act of denying immigrants the possibility to make a better life 
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for themselves “morally wrong” because the immigrants are not infringing on 
anyone else’s rights.8 Immigrants do not have the right to impose on the private 
property rights of their rightful owners, but they do have the right to acquire any 
unhomesteaded property for their own.9

Alternatively, that could mean merely renting land or housing from a willing 
owner, but many states have laws mandating that landlords can only rent land to 
citizens or legal residents of the United States. However, it is, in fact, a violation 
of libertarianism to limit the type of person to whom a landlord can rent land.10 
This is because libertarians believe that mutually beneficial exchange is always 
justified. For example, a landlord will allow an illegal immigrant to board on 
his property if and only if the benefits, or the additional income, outweigh the 
marginal cost, or the next best thing that the landlord would have been doing 
with the property in question. In the same way, immigrants would only leave 
their country of origin to start a completely new life in a completely foreign 
land if the expected benefits of living in America, including higher wages, better 
access to healthcare, and more consistent education for their children, outweigh 
the costs of picking up and starting completely from scratch. People will trade if 
the exchange is mutually beneficial at least in the ex ante sense. To deny people 
the chance to gain something through trade goes against the very roots of the 
libertarian philosophy. 

In addition to believing that immigration is an embodiment of freedom, lib-
ertarians demonstrate that immigration improves the economy of the receiving 
country. One typical objection to an open border policy is that outside workers 
will take jobs away from American citizens. However, as Todea points out, 
immigration helps boost output in the labor market.11 Illegal migrant work-
ers do not tend to compete for the same kinds of jobs as native workers do.12 
Immigrants are more likely to seek jobs that are low in pay and high in labor 
intensity, whereas citizens typically attain employment with better compensation. 
In fact, if immigration were completely open, not only would migrant workers 
fill labor gaps that Americans are unwilling or unable to take, but the new people 
in America would create new demand, and therefore more businesses would be 
set up to provide for these additional needs.13 Immigrants end up being both 
“consumers and producers”14 and also can become entrepreneurs. Newcomers 
bring with them both hands and brains on the one hand, and mouths on the other. 
Immigrants offer their receiving countries “skills, knowledge, and international 
connections.”15 Migration “attracts advantages and capital for the economy of 
the host countries,”16 and, therefore, recipient natives will not benefit by limiting 
the number of migrants coming in. Whether this is true or not, for the libertarian, 
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the essential question is: Do immigrants necessarily violate rights by moving 
to the domestic country? Because this is not at all the case, it would be illicit 
to prevent their transit, whatever the benefits or costs to the native population. 

Migration also has positive effects on the donor countries. Once they have 
reached the United States and have secured jobs, a large portion of the money the 
immigrants earn is sent back to their home countries in the form of remittances. 
Supporters of tighter borders argue that these payments reduce American GDP. 
However, remittances “encourage capital flow and economic interconnections 
between the First World and the developing world.”17 They promote “reliance 
on the global economy rather than encouraging self-reliant, sustainable com-
munities in the developing world.”18 Opponents of open immigration claim that 
this “global economy,” or globalization, is problematic. Globalization, however, 
means that countries will become more interdependent and therefore specialize 
in producing what they have the comparative advantage in, and, through trade, 
everyone will be made better off. Immigrants send remittances home and these 
allow for globalization. That in turn leads to increases in specialization across 
countries. Therefore to limit immigration would mean slowing down the glo-
balization process, which would cut off at the knees one of the best ways third 
world countries can raise themselves out of poverty.19

Libertarianism is about freedom. This freedom has only one limiting fac-
tor—one person’s freedom cannot infringe on someone else’s freedom (the 
nonaggression principle). Immigration does not violate the NAP; therefore, the 
borders should be open for all people. Free immigration also promotes economic 
prosperity, both in the recipient and in the donor countries. The labor market of 
the receiving country is stabilized as well as diversified while the economy of 
the sending country is strengthened because of remittances. Immigration breaks 
down the stark borders between nations and increases globalization. Libertarians 
support open immigration because it makes the most sense when examined from 
the perspective of liberty. The fact that it also promotes economic growth should 
not be held against this policy.

immigration and catholic social teaching 

Catholic social teaching does not examine immigration from the same perspective, 
but it does reach the same conclusion. Fundamental to Catholic theology is the 
idea that humans are all created in the “likeness of God,”20 and because of that 
all humans are worthy of respect. A common theme throughout the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church as well as a theme found in many papal encyclicals is 
that the foundation on which all human rights rest is the dignity of the person.21 
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This respect and dignity that the Catholic Church advocates certainly extends 
to immigrants; they have as much of a right to life as any other human being. 
These principles of human dignity and human life are two of the ten building 
blocks of Catholic social teaching set forth by Byron.22 They apply directly to 
immigration, and the Catholic Church always returns to these basic principles 
when dealing with immigration policies.

The pastoral letter “Strangers No Longer” details exactly why Catholic social 
teaching supports less restrictive immigration laws. It states (following Exsul 
Familia) that “all peoples have the right to conditions worthy of human life 
and, if these conditions are not present, the right to migrate.”23 This means that 
if a person is unable to support himself or his family, he has the right to move 
elsewhere in order to seek new opportunities. Pius XII goes so far as to say that 
the principle of respect for human dignity extends even to people who cross 
borders illegally.24 The implications on immigration of the Church’s teachings 
about dignity and respect for life can be summarized in five reasons. 

First, people have the right to seek opportunities in their homelands. Second, 
if they cannot find suitable opportunities in their homelands that allow them to 
adequately support their families,25 they have the right to emigrate, thus seeking 
such opportunities elsewhere. Third, a country has the right to some border control 
but not if they use it as a means of acquiring wealth. This third right is cause for 
some controversy because of its vague wording, but it basically mandates that 
“more powerful economic nations, which have the ability to protect and feed 
their residents, have a stronger obligation to accommodate migration flows.”26 
Fourth, protection needs to be granted to people fleeing their homelands out of 
safety concerns. Fifth, illegal immigrants posses human dignity and therefore have 
the same rights as other native citizens. These principles, given to the peoples of 
America in “Strangers No Longer,” show that the Church is primarily concerned 
with making sure that everyone is treated with the respect and dignity given by 
God. Catholic social teaching asks that “everyone should be concerned to create 
and support institutions that improve the conditions of human life.”27

The Church has higher expectations of the United States because it is a country 
with a stronger economy than most other nations. “Strangers No Longer” calls 
for “the needs of immigrants” to be measured “against the needs of the receiving 
countries.”28 The following passage from this document illustrates exactly what 
the USCCB means when they ask for a cost-benefit analysis of immigrants and 
the countries receiving them:

Since land everywhere offers the possibility of supporting a large number of 
people, the sovereignty of the State, although it must be respected, cannot be 
exaggerated to the point that access to this land is, for inadequate or unjustified 
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reasons, denied to needy and decent people from other nations, provided of 
course, that the public wealth, considered very carefully, does not forbid this.29

This obligation of wealthy countries (such as the United States) to make 
it possible for immigrants to try their luck stems from another building block 
of Catholic social teaching: the obligation to promote the common good. The 
USCCB sees this as the “social conditions that allow people to reach their full 
human potential and to realize their human dignity.”30 The social conditions 
referred to include “respect for the person, the social well-being and development 
of the group and the maintenance by a public authority of peace and security.”31 

Catholic social teaching can be traced back to one basic principle: respect for 
human dignity. Because of this, people have the right to go where they need to 
go in order to support their families. Catholic social teaching allows even illegal 
migration because, while human laws might be violated, the overarching law 
of God may not be. Allowing both emigration and immigration provides for the 
common good; therefore, it should not be hindered. This policy is also entirely 
compatible with, and, indeed, dependent on, the “right to work” philosophy that 
the Catholic Church espouses.32

compare and contrast

We now compare and contrast our own libertarian views with several other 
writers who are often considered to embrace this philosophy. As we shall see, 
they do not agree with us, at least not on the basis of the issue under consider-
ation—immigration—and much more besides.

Gary s. Becker
Becker’s “radical solution” to the immigration challenge is to charge a fee (he 

mentions $50,000 as a possibility) to would-be entrants to our country.33 Why is 
this eminent scholar moved to make this suggestion? There are several reasons.

First, “given the extent of welfare states in countries with higher incomes, it 
would be difficult to go back to a policy of free migration.” This is hardly liber-
tarian. The welfare system is surely incompatible with free enterprise. It compels 
some people to, in effect, pay others because the latter are poor. In contrast, the 
free movement of people is near the core of laissez-faire capitalism. Therefore, 
when the two are in conflict, we find Becker supporting the one incompatible 
with liberty and jettisoning the other that is part and parcel of freedom.

Second, “certain categories of migrant might be allowed to benefit from a 
loans system to enable them to pay the fee over a period of years. This could 
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operate rather like a student loans system in higher education.” The student loan 
system in higher education is perhaps a paradigm case of a policy not to pursue 
if one is a libertarian.34

Third, “charging a fee would be a much more efficient way of controlling 
economic migration than the use of quotas and other bureaucratic systems of 
control.” This is indubitably true, but efficiency, while it stems from liberty, is 
not itself a libertarian desideratum.

How does the main suggestion of charging a fee stack up against the libertar-
ian criterion? Not too well. Now, of course, there is nothing incompatible with 
the free-enterprise system to charge for services. This is pretty much the way 
things are done. However, if a scheme is not to violate property rights, then 
those charging the fee must be entitled to do so; they must own the good or 
service. Otherwise, the scheme resembles highway robbery, in which fees are 
also levied. Therefore, does the US government own the right to settle in “its” 
land? It is difficult to see how this could be true because under libertarianism, 
it is homesteading that determines initial rights over virgin land.35 Furthermore, 
the apparatus of the state has never homesteaded so much as a square inch of 
territory over which it holds sway. On the contrary, it is illicit for a government 
to prevent someone, domestic or outsider, from mixing his labor with uninhabited 
land, say, in Alaska or Wyoming.

On the other hand, if the US government is really a voluntary club, then and 
only then would it be appropriate to charge a fee to new entrants, as per Becker. 
Those who want to join the golf club may appropriately be charged an admis-
sion fee, but the US government is not a voluntary club. There is no contract 
that all of its “members” signed.36 Indeed, Schumpeter states, “The theory which 
construes taxes on the analogy of club dues or of the purchase of the services 
of, say, a doctor only proves how far removed this part of the social science is 
from scientific habits of mind.”37

William simon
Simon asks us to

consider the case of a large country like China threatening to inundate a 
much smaller country, say, Singapore, with so many immigrants that the 
entire political complexion would be changed by means of democratic and 
constitutional process. And what if this were to be done for Chinese reasons 
of state, ideological or strategic? Should a nation simply accept the impending 
disruption or destruction of its economic life, even putting aside the question 
of the social order and historical continuity?38
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Here is his answer: “If unlimited immigration presents a threat of this sort, a 
nation may reasonably put some limits upon its immigration on the grounds 
of protection of property and economic life. To me, this seems to be the only 
compelling argument in favor of limits upon immigration with the context of a 
‘Great Society.’”39

This will not do, on either libertarian or economic grounds. Given a laissez-
faire society in the target country of Singapore, this means that each and every 
square inch of its territory is owned by some citizen of it. Suppose 5 percent of 
the Singaporeans wish to sell their property to the Chinese. May the other 95 
percent, their fellow citizens, prevent them from doing so by use of violence? 
Of course not; not, at least, if we wish to uphold property rights. A 5 percent 
changeover in population will not threaten its “entire political complexion.” Let 
us move on to a population change that will indeed disrupt “the social order and 
historical continuity” of Singapore. Let us suppose that an immigration of Chinese 
equal to 45 percent of the Singaporean will accomplish this. Is it permissible for 
the other 55 percent of the Singaporeans to forbid the minority 45 percent from 
selling out to the Chinese under these more stringent conditions? It is difficult 
to see how any such conclusion can be made compatible with libertarianism. If 
90 percent of the people in the target country wish to supply their land-holdings 
to the Chinese, this will of course not amount to the “disruption or destruction 
of its economic life.” Rather, it will be the embodiment of the economic law 
that ex ante, all commercial interactions are necessarily mutually beneficial. The 
point is, if the Chinese are buying the land from the Singaporeans, then there 
is gain on both sides. There is no need for Simon’s panic in behalf of the latter.

This is in sharp contrast to the vast population movement from Russia to 
Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia under the old Soviet system.40 Here, the citizens 
of the recipient countries did indeed suffer as their culture, their history, and 
their economic system was taken from them by force. This, though, was an 
invasion, not an immigration, and Simon should have been able to distinguish 
between the two.

daniel Griswold
In the view of Griswold:

If we want to “get control” of our border with Mexico, the smartest thing we 
could do would be to allow more workers to enter the United States legally 
under the umbrella of comprehensive immigration reform. Then we could 
focus our enforcement resources on a much smaller number of people who 
for whatever reason are still operating outside the law.41
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It is all well and good to “allow more workers to enter the United States 
legally.” They have a right to do so, as we have seen, above, and changing the 
law to reflect this ethical insight is entirely justified. To support the “focus [of] 
our enforcement resources on a much smaller number of people who for whatever 
reason are still operating outside the law” is to assume that the law is just in the 
first place, and this author gives no reason to assume this is the case. He does not 
even appear aware of the fact that in favoring this public policy, he is implicitly 
claiming this to be so, again, without a scintilla of argument on its behalf. 

However, in our own libertarian analysis of laws preventing immigration, we 
have argued that it is an unjust law that prevents innocent would-be homesteaders 
from entering into virgin territory of which there is plenty in the United States. 
It thus becomes difficult to reconcile Griswold’s public policy recommendation 
with a regime of liberty.

stuart anderson
In Anderson’s view, “by providing a legal path to entry for Mexican farm 

workers the bracero program significantly reduced illegal immigration. The end 
of the bracero program in 1964 (and its curtailment in 1960) saw the beginning 
of the increases in illegal immigration that we see up to the present day.”42

 This system of temporary work permits is certainly an improvement, a move 
in the direction of liberty, compared to the situation where immigrants are frozen 
out of the country entirely. If these people have a right to migrate to this or any 
other country permanently, and they have, then, compared to that state of affairs, 
the bracero program is an outright violation of their rights.

Let us allow Anderson another attempt: The approach that offers the most 
realistic opportunity for significant and positive change is one that combines 
new temporary worker visas with a transition that addresses those currently in 
the country illegally. Without such an approach, ten years from now both sides 
of the debate will still decry the status quo.43

Again, we readily admit, the bracero is a “significant and positive change” 
toward libertarianism. However, it is only a move in this direction; it is not the 
final stopping point; it is not just, for reasons we have explored.

conclusion

Libertarian reasoning, stemming from a legal and political analysis, has many 
overlaps with the morals-based justification of the Church on the question of 
immigration. Libertarians believe that in order to maintain the highest levels of 
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justice and freedom, people must be allowed to do whatever they want so long 
as they respect the identical rights of all others. This is precisely what it means 
to not violate the nonaggression principle.44 Allowing open borders is the only 
possible way to respect freedom for all individuals: Immigrants are free to live 
and work where they want, as long as no private property rights are violated, and 
native citizens are free to rent to, sell to, and employ whoever they wish on their 
own property. Because immigration increases independence from government 
regulations, libertarians favor it.45

Immigrants are attracted to the potential wealth that can be gained in America, 
and residents are willing to feed them, house them, and give them jobs because 
the Americans value the money and the labor that they receive from the immi-
grants. As Todea writes, “the fact that individuals are attracted by the prospect 
of immigration is linked to the fact that immigration promotes prosperity and 
productivity at the level of all communities.”46 To deny this possibility would 
be incorrect. Immigration does not violate the NAP; thus, attempts to limit it by 
force, even partially, as in the cases of Becker, Simon, Griswold, and Anderson, 
go against the foundations of libertarianism.

Much in the same way that libertarians say that one person’s rights stop where 
another person’s rights start, Catholic social teaching makes the concession 
that immigration should only be allowed if the sovereign nation receiving the 
migrants does not unduly suffer due to the influx of immigrants. The Catholic 
Church maintains that migration is only justified when the migrant is in search 
of basic human dignity, which in the case of immigration is usually a stable job 
that pays enough to provide for a family and safe environment in which to live. 
Immigrants would not migrate if they did not perceive it as beneficial. The nonag-
gression principle aligns with what the Catholic Church pronounces with regard 
to maintaining public wealth: If there were to be a point in time that the United 
States could not support new people, then they would no longer be obligated 
to allow new migrants into the country. However, by analyzing the situation 
economically, it is possible to show that open borders will not cause a strain on 
the economy of any country, in particular the immigration from poorer countries 
to the United States. Immigration increases globalization, which encourages 
specialization of trade. This allows the United States to become more efficient. 
By using migrants to fill in gaps in the labor market, mutual gains are made. 
Immigration also improves the economies of countries that send immigrants 
because remittances provide for growth and entrepreneurship in immigrants’ 
countries of origin.

Libertarians look at immigrants as people whose freedom is essential in 
maintaining an effective economic system in an increasing global world. The 
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Catholic Church views the freedom of immigrants to migrate as an essential part 
of a moral society because globalization brings different cultures of the world 
together. These two ideas complement each other because they both have the 
same implications: open up the borders and allow people to prosper and enjoy 
the benefits of freedom.
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