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GENEROSITY: A polyfunctional and contested idea operating across three overlapping dimensions in
Latin American migration governance. As a nominal device, it invokes moral virtue to legitimise reception
policies that exceed minimum expectations while masking their selective and self-interested character. As a
performative act, it shapes political identities of governments and institutions vis-a-vis migrants and the
international community. As a transformative force, it empowers migrants and local actors to contest dominant
governance schemes from below. Generosity thus sits at the unstable intersection of solidarity, self-interest, and
political contestation—never neutral, always appropriated.
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Literature on migration policy in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) highlights the
power of ideas as political—and politicised—devices in regional migration management
(Brumat and Vera Espinoza 2024; Freier and Luzes 2022; Domenech and Boito 2019). In
the midst of recent waves of cross-border mobility and migration across the region, including
the cases of precarious groups of Venezuelan, Caribbean, African, and Asian migrants, one
of such ideas seems to have gained special attention: generosity. In this text, I approach
generosity as a polyfunctional and contested idea, linked to a specific political potential in
explaining governmental migration policies amid a constant “discrepancy between Latin
American states’ routine endorsement of progressive normative frameworks and their
domestic under-implementation” (Riggirozzi and Quiliconi 2026, 166). This regional
example serves thus as a unique backdrop to assess the politicisation of generosity in
Western-liberal (or liberal-like) settings, beyond assumptions that this notion is inherently

neutral, unbiased, or irrefutably altruistic.
The Context

In recent years, generosity has often served as a meaning-making device to assess the

“reception” policies for refugees and migrants in countries such as Brazil, Colombia, or
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Ecuador (Vasconcelos and Machado 2021; Selee and Bolter 2021; Barbieri et al. 2020).
Generosity has also been used to articulate social cohesion within “receiving” and “transit”
societies, oftentimes in light of scarce resources, governmental in/action, or violent
im/mobilisation techniques (Moulin Aguiar and Magalhies 2020). Meanwhile, generosity has
also been deployed as a meaningful signifier for the actions of activists, practitioners, and
locals who engage with migration and cross-border mobility in the region, from an angle of
social justice and productive transformation (Varela Huerta 2020). Notwithstanding,
generosity is a term of common use among migrants and refugees in the Americas when
asked about their experiences with people and communities across the region. The
preference for this term seems to be related to the belief that governments in the region
adopted more liberal and progressive migration policies in the early decades of the twenty-
first century, in comparison to their Western counterparts (Freier 2015).

In the case of LAC, we can make a key distinction between solidarity—a widely
studied concept in migration studies—and generosity, when exploring the latter’s potential
as a political device. Solidarity seems to be more a general behavioural principle entrenched
in humanism and a collective ethos, constituting a minimum social expectation (Vera
Espinoza 2018). Generosity, although overlapped and intrinsically connected with solidarity,
is not necessarily based on a minimum expectation governing social interaction. Rather, it
implies the willingness to, or the action of, giving more than the minimum, particularly in a
liberal-like context.

Amid this ambiguity, the meaning of generosity can be fluid for different actors at
different times when exploring the contested politics of migration in LAC. Reviewing recent
empitical contributions on the politics of migration and seeking to understand such fluidity,
I suggest three conceptual dimensions to approach generosity in the context of regional
migration management: nominal generosity, performative generosity, and transformative
generosity. I argue that these are not exclusive, clear-cut-defined dimensions. Rather, these
are often messily entrenched in the complications derived from the beliefs, values, affects,
emotions, and perceptions shaping regional migration politics. My aim is to open the
conversation on the ambivalences of generosity as an idea for political action and its
appropriation as an analytical device within the wider framework of migration and border

studies.
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Nominal Generosity

A first dimension, that of “nominal” generosity, encapsulates some face-value
elements needed for its definition. Mainstream Western philosophers (among others,
Aristotle, Aquinas, and Kant) understand generosity as a virtue—a positive quality of a high
moral standing—based on being open fo give. Yet generosity goes well beyond simple acts of
giving. It also comprises the valuation of giving as something intrinsically good, which works
to morally encapsulate positive principles, values, and worldviews, in a scenario where giving
is usually not expected. Nietzsche, in this line, branded generosity as a strength. Moreover, a
rationalistic take on the issue would centre on the ways in which generosity and self-interest
can be intertwined, when the idea or act of giving is used to attain specific individual benefits,
such as asserting power over those who are the object of generosity (Ellingsen and
Johannesson 2011). Yet, generosity may not be necessarily entrenched in acts of sheer
interest. Komter (2010), for instance, argues that practising generosity reveals evolutionary
traits of our species. Psychologically speaking, individual and collective affects and emotions
are also an intrinsic part of how our idea of generosity comes to be (Allen 2018). Broadly
speaking, generosity seems to be one of many inherently contested ideas shaping human
behaviour.

Within the context of migration management, the meanings nominally ascribed to
generosity have a power of their own, and their derived acts are substantially impactful. When
we reflect on the invocation of generosity as a framework that shapes migration policies, we
are following the ways and mechanisms behind the idea of giving 7o others—a commonly
perceived positive social practice in Western-like settings—as it is mobilised for the aim of
organising people as migrants or non-migrants in the setting of a shared social order. If we
follow how leaders, in the name of governments, frame generosity in the context of migration
management in a nominally ambivalent and yet highly intelligible manner, we can sense that
a political effect is pursued.

One key example dates from 2018, when Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos
announced the country’s strategy to comply with the “challenge” of Venezuelan migration,
which would be based on the principles of “authority, control, and generosity” (Palma-
Gutiérrez 2021, 44). Seen from the perspective of nominal generosity, the president’s call to
Colombians 7 give to Venezuelan others was an ambivalent, and yet intelligible, claim. It was
not clear what was to be given, but it was sufficiently understood that the sheer act of giving
was deemed positive, substantially when those receiving were not part of the national

collective. The policy was presented as going beyond the bare minimum, and in so doing, it

3



POLITIKON: The IAPSS Journal of Political Science Vol 27 (1): May 2026

mobilised a sense of righteousness. Invoking generosity thus serves to justify political action
based on the sense of a morally superior self. It is also helpful to navigate resistance and
uncertainty, related to localised migrant-management anxieties. Generosity may therefore
activate a sense of social virtuousness that makes possible the implementation of ample
migration reception policies, when stringent anti-migration measures are unviable,

impractical, or undesired.
Performative Generosity

There are diverse ways to categorise and analyse the political effects of generosity in
migration management, beyond what can be seen as sheer conspicuousness. One option has
to do with analysing generosity as “performative.” I use the term performance departing
from dramaturgical sociology, as acts and actions envisioned to “present oneself to others”
(Goffman 1959), often including having some control over the impression one makes on
others on a socially shared stage. Performances can therefore be mobilised to show aims,
worldviews, ideas, and values, imbued with an intrinsic political potential (Rai et al. 2021).
Perfected through rehearsal and repetition, performances can lead to shaping social
phenomena including everyday naturalised behaviours, beliefs, and regulations through the
emergence of a certain “performativity” (Butler 2000). Seen through performance, when
migration management policies and actions are shown as “generous” to migrants, non-
migrants, governments, collectives, or the “international community,” there is an intrinsic
political aim: that of shaping others’ beliefs about who the policy actor—or performer—is.
Performing generosity has the potential of moulding others’ attitudes and behaviours in the
broader social stage.

Performative generosity in migration management has behavioural effects in
different political settings. Brazil’s late 2010s Operagio Acolhida, envisioned to “welcome”
Venezuelans arriving in the country under former President Michel Temer, was not only
aimed at attaining a certain type of biolegitimacy useful to govern humanitarian-like situations
(Fassin 2010). It was also a demonstration, a “showing of a doing” (Rai et al. 2021, 5),
capitalised years later by Jair Bolsonaro’s government to portray the impact of “the socialist
dictatorship led by Nicolds Maduro” (Bolsonaro 2021) in Venezuela. Colombia’s early 2020s
Temporary Protection Statute for Venezuelan Migrants was used by elites to demonstrate
the country’s belonging to an international order advanced by liberal governments,
institutions, and organisations, including the UNHCR and the International Organization

for Migration IOM) (Palma-Gutiérrez and Long 2022).
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In a related example, Brazil’s humanitarian visa programme for Haitians implemented
after the former’s involvement in the United Nations (UN) Stabilisation Mission in Haiti
(MINUSTAH) in the 2010s was often presented as an example of liberal commitment at the
international stage, even if in practice the programme created a “racialised wall of visas”
(Cintra and Nabuco Martuscelli 2025) for Haitians. More recently, after the re-ignition of
Donald Trump’s violent crackdown on migrants, part of his return to the United States
presidency in 2025, Costa Rican and Panamanian authorities provided bus tickets to migrants
below market price so that they could “transit” the countries southbound (Araya Adién and
Coérdoba 2025). This action aided both to regulate migrants’ and non-migrants’ conduct and
to demonstrate commitment to the United States’ current idea of regional migration
management, including the rebordering of racialised subjects from the Global South who
should be “contained” in “their countries.” Generosity has served as a performative device
with specific political aims in migration management elsewhere across the region, from the
actions of some intergovernmental and non-governmental institutions working on providing
shelter to people on the move in Mexico (Herrera Rosales 2025), to the initiatives of for-
profit economic actors to create value from migrants’ precariousness under the guise of

generous employment opportunities in Chile (Berrios-Riquelme 2021).
Transformative Generosity

It is reductive to exclusively focus on generosity as sheer performance, when
reflecting on the myriad forms of contestation against the unequal politics of migration
management in the region. Diverse actors, from communities to activists, officers at
governmental and non-governmental institutions, and migrants themselves, engage in
everyday acts of generosity which constitute essential steps in transforming dominant forms
of migration management. This form of “transformative” generosity, approached from the
perspective of the “mobile commons” (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013), allows us to think
of some everyday acts of giving as challenging dominant il/liberal schemes of migration
governance. It is transformative in that giving more than expected (materially, symbolically,
and otherwise) allows people on the move and local communities to navigate, oftentimes
resist, and at times unsettle formal policy schemes that often look to optimise arbitrary
categorisations of some people as desirable (hard-working and law-abiding “regular”
migrants) and less-desirable (problematic, in-transit, extra-continental, and prone-to-

criminality “irregular’” migrants).
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To exemplify the latter point, transformative generosity is present in diverse forms
of solidarity and resistance active at many different levels across LAC. Transformative
generosity is evident in the actions of communities sharing knowledge, food, a place to sleep,
or Wi-Fi in Southern Mexico (Gandini et al. 2020), the Andes (Palma-Gutiérrez 2024), ot the
Darién (Alvarez Velasco and Cielo 2023; Trabalén 2024; Palma-Gutiérrez 2025) amidst
collective, large-scale on-foot displacement. Transformative generosity is also visible in the
actions of officers and locals in charge of bureaucratic procedures and the provision of
services to migrant communities in Chile (Stang Alva 2021) and Costa Rica and the
Dominican Republic (Fouillioux Bambach and Bravo Sandoval 2025) who believe in the
need for a form of dissident migrant “integration,” against processes of differential inclusion
entrenched in the neoliberal ethos of our times. Transformative generosity is present in the
actions of people who work together with other self-identified or arbitrarily defined
“migrants” of “first,” “1.5,” “second,” or “third” generations, in order to contest diverse
forms of citizen exclusion across the region, while engaging in productive economic,
political, or social projects in cities such as Medellin, Quito, or Lima (Palma-Gutiérrez 2023).

These three approaches to generosity as a political and politicised device shaping
migration management in Latin America are by no means conclusive. Rather, these constitute
an initial invitation to reflect on the complications of generosity in shaping how we
understand migration and politics more widely. Nominal, performative, and transformative
generosity often work as overlapping categories, revealing the importance of reflecting on
the contexts and genealogies of each situation. Seen as a fluid category, generosity constitutes
both a powerful meaning-making device along the continuous expansion of unequal forms
of global migration management and a potential tool for change as contestation to such

schemes endures.

Acknowledgements

Warm thanks to Cécile Blouin, Lucie Laplace, Anya Kuteleva, Agata Rydzewska, and the

anonymous reviewers for their support and valuable comments on the creation of this text.

References

Allen, Summer. 2018. “The Science of Generosity.” University of California, Berkeley.
https://ggsc.betkeley.edu/images/uploads/ GGSC-JTF_White_Paper-Generosity-
FINAL.pdf.



POLITIKON: The IAPSS Journal of Political Science Vol 27 (1): May 2026

Alvarez Velasco, Soledad, and Cristina Cielo. 2023. “Circulations and Solidarities in the
Darién: As Thousands Cross the Perilous Jungle Gap Linking Colombia to Central
America Every Day, One Panamanian Border Town Is Transformed by the Multiple
Lives and Competing Interests That Intersect on the Migrant Trail.” N.ACL.A Report
on the Americas 55 (4): 345-349. https://doi.org/10.1080/10714839.2023.2280318.

Araya Adién, Berny, and Javier Cérdoba. 2025. “Costa Rica and Panama Coordinate to Move
Southbound Migrants.” The Independent, March 4.
https:/ /www.independent.co.uk/news/panama-costa-rica-donald-trump-united-
states-nicaragua-b2708387. html.

Barbieri, Nicolas Gissi, Jacques Ramirez Gallegos, Maria del Pilar Ospina Grajales, Barbara
Pincowsca Cardoso Campos, and Sebastian Polo Alvis. 2020. “Respuestas de los
paises del Pacifico suramericano ante la migracién venezolana: Estudio comparado
de politicas migratorias en Colombia, Ecuador y Perd.” Didlogo Andino, no. 63
(December): 219-233. https://doi.org/10.4067 /S0719-26812020000300219.

Berrios-Riquelme, José. 2021. “Labor Market Insertion of Professional Venezuelan
Immigrants in Northern Chile: Precariousness and Discrimination in the Light of
Migration Policy.” REMHU: Revista Interdisciplinar da Mobilidade Humana 29 (62): 117—
132. https://doi.org/10.1590/1980-85852503880006208.

Bolsonaro, Jair. 2021. “Averiguacdo da Operacio Acolhida, situacio do estado com os
impactos dos refugiados...” X.
https://x.com/jaitbolsonaro/status/1453016459651715081.

Brumat, Leiza, and Marcia Vera Espinoza. 2024. “Actors, Ideas, and International Influence:
Understanding Migration Policy Change in South America.” International Migration
Review no. 58 (1): 319-346. https://doi.org/10.1177/01979183221142776.

Butler, Judith. 2006. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of ldentity. Routledge Classics.
London and New York: Routledge.

Cintra, Natalia, and Patricia Nabuco Martuscelli. 2025. “Wall of Visas: How Race Impacts
the Externalisation of (Forced) Migration Control in South—South Migration
Corridors.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 48: 1-18.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2025.2484410.

Domenech, Eduardo, and Matfa Eugenia Boito. 2019. ““Luchas migrantes’ en Sudamérica:
Reflexiones criticas desde la mirada de la autonomia de las migraciones.” In Awmérica
Latina en movimiento: migraciones, limites a la movilidad y sus desbordamientos, edited by
Blanca Cordero, Sandro Mezzadra, and Amarela Varela. Mexico City: Universidad
Auténoma de la Ciudad de México.

Ellingsen, Tore, and Magnus Johannesson. 2011. “Conspicuous Generosity.” Journal of Public
Economics 95 (9—-10): 1131-1143. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2011.05.002.

Fassin, Didiet. 2010. La raison humanitaire: une bistoire morale du présent. Patis: Seuil/ Gallimard.

Fouillioux Bambach, Matias, and Aline Bravo Sandoval. 2025. “Practicas de acogida e

2

integraciéon de migrantes en Costa Rica y Republica Dominicana.” Relaciones

Internacionales 98 (1). https://doi.org/10.15359/98-1.2.



POLITIKON: The IAPSS Journal of Political Science Vol 27 (1): May 2026

Freier, Luisa Feline. 2015. “A Liberal Paradigm Shift?: A Critical Appraisal of Recent Trends
in Latin American Asylum Legislation.” In Exploring the Boundaries of Refugee Law,

edited by Jean-Pierre Gauci, Mariagiulia Giuffré, and Evangelia Lilian Tsourdi, vol.
3, 118-145. Leiden: Brill Nijhoff.

Freier, Luisa Feline, and Marta Luzes. 2022. “How Humanitarian Are Humanitarian Visas?:
An Analysis of Theory and Practice in Latin America.” In Latin America and Refugee
Protection, edited by Liliana Lyra Jubilut, Marcia Vera HEspinoza, and Gabricla
Mezzanotti. New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books.
https://doi.otg/10.1515/9781800731158-018.

Gandini, Luciana, Alethia Fernandez de la Reguera Ahedo, and Juan Carlos Narvaez
Gutiérrez. 2020. Caravanas. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Auténoma de
México.

Gofftman, Erving. 1959. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Doubleday Anchor
Books.

Herrera Rosales, Erika. 2025. Ambivalent Humanitarianisn and Migration Control: Colonial 1 egacies
and the Experiences of Migrants in Mexico. Routledge Studies in Criminal Justice, Borders and
Citizenship. London and New York: Routledge.

Komter, Aatke. 2010. “The Evolutionary Origins of Human Generosity.” International
Sociology 25 (3): 443—464. https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580909360301.

Moulin Aguiar, Carolina, and Bruno Magalhies. 2020. “Operation Shelter as Humanitarian
Infrastructure: Material and Normative Renderings of Venezuelan Migration in
Brazil.” Citigenship Studies 24 (5): 642—662.

Palma-Gutiérrez, Mauricio. 2021. “The Politics of Generosity: Colombian Official Discourse
towards Migration from Venezuela, 2015-2018. Colombia Internacional 106 (April):
29-56. https://doi.org/10.7440/ colombiaint106.2021.02.

Palma-Gutiérrez, Mauricio. 2023. ““Migrants Are Citizens Too!™ Everyday Acts of
Citizenship and the Lived Experiences of Venezuelans across the Andes.” Journal of
Latino/ Latin  American  Studies 12 (1): 30-52. https://doi.org/10.18085/1549-
9502.2023.10.S1.001.002.

Palma-Gutiérrez, Mauricio. 2024. “Autonomy and Struggle in Times of Viral Borders:
Venezuelans across the South American Andes During COVID-19.” Geopolitics 29
(3): 924-961. https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2023.2193693.

Palma-Gutiérrez, Mauricio. 2025. “Migrant Struggles in the Darién Gap/Tapén: Unclogging
a  More-than-Human  Border.”  Political ~ Geography. Online  first.
https://doi.otrg/10.1016/j.polgeo.2025.103426.

Palma-Gutiérrez, Mauricio, and Tom Long. 2022. “Politica exterior colombiana y
performatividad: ¢un ‘buen miembro’ del orden internacional liberal?” Desafios 34
(Especial). https://doi.otg/10.12804/revistas.urosatio.edu.co/desafios/a.11844.

Papadopoulos, Dimitris, and Vassilis Tsianos. 2013. “After Citizenship: Autonomy of
Migration, Organisational Ontology and Mobile Commons.” Citigenship Studies 17 (2):
178-196. https://doi.org/10.1080/13621025.2013.780736.



POLITIKON: The IAPSS Journal of Political Science Vol 27 (1): May 2026

Rai, Shirin M., Milija Gluhovic, Silvija Jestrovic, and Michael Saward. 2021. “Politics and/as
Performance, Performance and/as Politics.” In The Oxford Handbook of Politics and
Performance. Oxford Handbooks Online. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Riggirozzi, Pia, and Cintia Quiliconi. 2026. “Latin American Migration Governance: The
Politics of Ambiguity and Adhocracy.” International Affairs 102 (1): 165-186.
https://doi.otg/10.1093/ia/iiaf233.

Selee, Andrew, and Jessica Bolter. 2021. “Colombia’s Open-Door Policy: An Innovative
Approach  to  Displacement?”  International — Migration 59  (6):  1-19.
https://doi.otg/10.1111/imig.12839.

Stang Alva, Maria Fernanda. 2021. “De experiencias de solidaridad a la politizacién en la
precariedad: mujeres migrantes y organizaciéon social en tiempos de ‘estallido’ y
pandemia.” Polis: Revista Latinoamericana, no. 60.

Trabalén, Carina. 2024. “Racialised Control Policies in the South American Border Regime:
The Intensification of “Transit Migration’ in Times of COVID-19.” Environment and
Planning C: Politics and Space, April 20. https://doi.org/lo.l 177/23996544241246943.

Varela Huerta, Amarela. 2020. “Caravanas de migrantes y refugiados centroamericanos: un

feminismo para abrazar las fugas de quienes buscan preservar la vida.” Revista de
Abntropologia Social 29 (2): 213-227. https:/ /doi.org/10.5209/ras0.71669.

Vasconcelos, Iana dos Santos, and Igor José de Reno Machado. 2021. “Uma missio
eminentemente humanitaria? Opera¢ido Acolhida e a gestdo militarizada nos abrigos
para migrantes venezuelanos/as em Boa Vista-RR.” REMHU: Revista Interdisciplinar
da  Mobilidade  Humana 29 (63): 107-122. https://doi.org/10.1590/1980-
85852503880006307.

Vera Espinoza, Marcia. 2018. “The Limits and Opportunities of Regional Solidarity:
Exploring Refugee Resettlement in Brazil and Chile.” Global Policy 9 (1): 85-94.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-5899.12534.



