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Overview
Teju Cole's "Migrants Are Welcome" is a profound and visually arresting essay, originally
published in The New York Times Magazine, that critically examines the global migrant crisis
through the lens of photography, ethics, and human dignity. It challenges the prevailing
narratives that often dehumanize migrants, portraying them as a faceless mass or a problem to
be contained, rather than as individuals with complex stories and inherent worth. Cole argues
that the act of welcoming migrants is not merely a political or economic issue, but a moral
imperative rooted in shared humanity and historical precedent.

The essay delves into the power and responsibility of images, scrutinizing how photographs can
either foster empathy or perpetuate harmful stereotypes. Cole critiques the 'white savior' trope
and the voyeuristic gaze that can strip migrants of their agency, advocating instead for a more
nuanced and respectful visual language. Through his insightful prose and accompanying
photographs, he urges readers to confront their own biases, recognize the interconnectedness
of human experience, and understand migration as a fundamental aspect of human history and
an inescapable part of our collective future. The work serves as a powerful call to reframe the
discourse around migration, emphasizing welcome, understanding, and the recognition of every
person's right to safety and dignity.

Key Takeaways
• Challenge prevailing media narratives that often dehumanize migrants, recognizing their
individual stories and inherent dignity.

• Critically evaluate the role of photography and visual media in shaping perceptions of
migration, understanding its potential for both empathy and exploitation.

• Recognize that the global migrant crisis is fundamentally a crisis of humanity, requiring a
collective moral response rather than just political or economic solutions.

• Understand that migration is a historical constant and an intrinsic part of human
experience, not an anomaly.

• Cultivate empathy by seeking out diverse perspectives and resisting simplistic portrayals of
complex human movements.

• Consider the ethical implications of how we represent and interact with those who are
displaced or seeking refuge.
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• Embrace the idea that welcoming migrants is an act of imagination and an investment in a
shared, interconnected future.

Chapter Summaries
The Crisis of Humanity

Cole opens by reframing the 'migrant crisis' not as a problem caused by migrants, but as a crisis
of humanity's response to their plight. He introduces the idea that the way we perceive and react
to those seeking refuge reveals much about our own values and societal structures. The essay
immediately sets a tone of moral urgency, challenging readers to look beyond superficial
headlines and confront deeper ethical questions.

The Gaze of the Camera

This section explores the complex relationship between photography and migration. Cole
discusses how images can powerfully evoke empathy, yet also risk objectifying or dehumanizing
migrants. He critiques the often-sensationalist or pity-inducing photographs that can strip
individuals of their agency, highlighting the ethical dilemmas inherent in documenting suffering
and displacement for public consumption.

Historical Echoes and Contemporary Realities

Cole draws parallels between historical migrations and contemporary movements, reminding
readers that human mobility is a constant throughout history. He challenges the notion of static
national identities, suggesting that all societies have been shaped by migration. This section
grounds the current crisis in a broader historical context, urging a more informed and less
xenophobic perspective.

Beyond the White Savior

A critical examination of the 'white savior industrial complex' in the context of migration. Cole
argues against narratives that position Western nations or individuals as sole benefactors,
emphasizing the agency and resilience of migrants themselves. He calls for solidarity and mutual
respect, rather than a hierarchical relationship built on pity or perceived superiority, advocating
for authentic representation.

The Imperative to Welcome

In its concluding parts, the essay shifts towards a powerful call for empathy and action. Cole
asserts that welcoming migrants is not just a humanitarian gesture but a fundamental act of
recognizing shared humanity. He encourages readers to imagine a future where hospitality and
understanding prevail, emphasizing that our collective future is intertwined with how we treat
those in need of refuge.
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Themes
• Migration ethics

• Photography and representation

• Human dignity

• Empathy and welcome

• Global interconnectedness

Notable Quotes
• "The migrant crisis is not a crisis of migrants. It is a crisis of humanity." — Reflecting on the
global displacement of people and the world's often inadequate or hostile response.

• "To welcome migrants is to welcome the future." — Emphasizing the long-term societal
benefits and moral imperative of hospitality towards those seeking refuge.

• "Photography can be a tool of empathy, but it can also be a tool of dehumanization." —
Discussing the dual nature of visual media in shaping public perception of migrants.

• "The gaze of the camera, like the gaze of the state, can be a form of violence." — Critiquing
the power dynamics inherent in how migrants are photographed and represented, often
without their consent or full agency.

• "We are all, in some sense, migrants." — Highlighting the universal experience of
movement, change, and the search for belonging throughout human history.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Migrants Are Welcome about?

Teju Cole's "Migrants Are Welcome" is an extended essay that critically examines the global
migrant crisis. It explores how migrants are perceived and represented, particularly through
photography, and argues for a more humane and empathetic approach to displacement. Cole
challenges readers to confront their biases and recognize the shared humanity of all people,
advocating for welcome over fear.

Is Migrants Are Welcome worth reading?

Yes, "Migrants Are Welcome" is highly worth reading for its profound insights into one of the
most pressing issues of our time. Teju Cole's eloquent prose and critical perspective offer a
nuanced understanding of migration, the ethics of representation, and the moral responsibilities
of societies. It encourages deep reflection and challenges conventional thinking, making it a
powerful and essential read.

How does Migrants Are Welcome end?
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Spoiler: "Migrants Are Welcome" concludes with a powerful call to action and a vision of hope.
Cole emphasizes that welcoming migrants is not just a political or economic choice, but a
fundamental act of human solidarity and an investment in our collective future. It ends by urging
readers to embrace empathy, challenge dehumanizing narratives, and recognize the inherent
dignity of every individual, fostering a sense of shared humanity.

Who should read Migrants Are Welcome?

"Migrants Are Welcome" is essential reading for anyone interested in contemporary global
issues, human rights, and the ethics of photography and representation. It will particularly
resonate with readers seeking to deepen their understanding of migration beyond media
headlines, students of sociology, political science, and visual arts, and anyone committed to
fostering a more empathetic and just world.

How long does it take to read Migrants Are Welcome?

As an extended essay, "Migrants Are Welcome" is relatively short. Most readers can expect to
complete it in approximately 45-75 minutes. Its concise yet profound nature allows for a
powerful impact within a short reading time, though its ideas warrant further contemplation.

Questions & Answers
What is the central argument or theme of Teju Cole's "Migrants Are Welcome"?

The central theme of "Migrants Are Welcome" is a profound exploration of migration as a
fundamental aspect of the human condition, challenging prevailing xenophobic narratives. Cole
argues that migration is not an anomaly but a historical constant, essential to human progress
and identity. Through essays and photographs, he advocates for empathy, understanding, and a
radical rethinking of borders, emphasizing the shared humanity of all people regardless of their
origins or journeys. The book critiques the dehumanization of migrants and calls for a more
welcoming global perspective.

What does the title "Migrants Are Welcome" signify in the context of the book?

The title "Migrants Are Welcome" serves as both a direct statement of the author's stance and a
provocative challenge to contemporary political rhetoric. It signifies an explicit embrace of
migrants, contrasting sharply with the often hostile and exclusionary policies seen globally. Cole
uses it to advocate for a humanitarian approach, suggesting that welcoming migrants is not just
a moral imperative but also a recognition of the richness and diversity they bring. It's an
invitation to reconsider the very concept of belonging and national identity.

How does Teju Cole use photography in conjunction with his essays in this book?

Teju Cole masterfully integrates his own photographs with his essays, creating a multi-layered
narrative that transcends mere illustration. The photographs are not simply decorative; they are
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integral to the arguments, offering visual meditations that complement, complicate, and deepen
the textual themes. They often depict landscapes, cityscapes, and sometimes individuals, inviting
readers to look closer, to witness, and to engage with the realities of migration and displacement
on a more visceral level. This interplay highlights the power and limitations of visual
representation in conveying complex human experiences.

What role does the concept of "witnessing" play in "Migrants Are Welcome"?

The concept of "witnessing" is crucial in "Migrants Are Welcome." Cole positions both himself as
the author/photographer and the reader as witnesses to the global phenomenon of migration
and its human impact. He encourages an active, empathetic form of witnessing that goes beyond
passive observation, urging readers to confront the realities of displacement, suffering, and
resilience. Through his essays and images, he aims to make the invisible visible, to give voice to
the marginalized, and to challenge the ethical responsibilities of those who observe from a
distance.

How is "Migrants Are Welcome" structured?

"Migrants Are Welcome" is structured as a collection of interconnected essays and photographs.
It is not a linear narrative but rather a mosaic of reflections, observations, and analyses. Each
essay explores different facets of migration, history, art, and identity, often drawing connections
between seemingly disparate events or ideas. The photographs are interspersed throughout,
acting as visual anchors or counterpoints to the text. This non-linear, fragmented structure
allows Cole to approach his complex themes from multiple angles, inviting readers to make their
own connections and engage deeply with the material.

What geographical regions or migration routes does the book primarily focus on?

While "Migrants Are Welcome" addresses the global phenomenon of migration, Teju Cole often
focuses on specific regions and routes that highlight the diverse experiences of displacement. He
frequently references the Mediterranean Sea, a critical and often tragic route for migrants from
Africa and the Middle East seeking refuge in Europe. His essays also touch upon historical
migrations, the African diaspora, and the complexities of movement within and between
continents, drawing on his own experiences and observations from various international
locations to provide a broad yet deeply personal perspective.

What is Teju Cole's stance on migration and borders in the book?

Teju Cole's stance on migration and borders is unequivocally critical of restrictive and inhumane
policies. He views borders as artificial constructs that inflict suffering and deny fundamental
human rights, rather than natural or necessary divisions. He advocates for open borders and a
radical re-evaluation of national sovereignty in the face of global human movement. Cole argues
that migration is a natural human impulse and a historical constant, and that societies should
embrace, rather than resist, the movement of people, recognizing its potential for cultural
enrichment and human flourishing.
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How does Cole connect art (especially photography) with political and social issues?

Cole deeply connects art, particularly photography, with political and social issues by
demonstrating its power to shape perception, bear witness, and provoke empathy. He argues
that photographs are not neutral documents but potent tools that can either reinforce
stereotypes or challenge them, depending on how they are made and viewed. He uses his own
photography to humanize migrants and expose injustices, while also critiquing the ethics of
depicting suffering. For Cole, art is a vital medium for engaging with the complexities of the
world, fostering critical thought, and inspiring social change.

What message does the book convey about the humanity of migrants?

The book conveys a powerful message about the inherent humanity of migrants, actively
working to counteract their dehumanization in public discourse. Cole emphasizes that migrants
are not a faceless mass or a problem to be solved, but individuals with rich histories, complex
motivations, and profound resilience. He highlights their courage, their hopes, and their
struggles, asserting their fundamental right to dignity and respect. By sharing personal stories
and reflections, Cole insists on seeing migrants as fully human, deserving of welcome and
understanding.

How does "Migrants Are Welcome" challenge common perceptions or stereotypes about
migrants?

"Migrants Are Welcome" challenges common perceptions by reframing migration not as a crisis
or threat, but as an enduring aspect of human history and a source of cultural enrichment. Cole
dismantles stereotypes that portray migrants as burdens or invaders, instead highlighting their
agency, resilience, and contributions. He critiques the media's often sensationalist and
dehumanizing portrayal of migrants, offering alternative narratives that emphasize their
individual stories and shared humanity. The book encourages readers to look beyond simplistic
labels and engage with the complex realities of human movement.

Does the book propose solutions or call readers to action?

While "Migrants Are Welcome" doesn't offer a prescriptive list of policy solutions, it profoundly
calls readers to a shift in perspective and a moral re-evaluation. Cole advocates for a
fundamental change in how societies perceive and treat migrants, urging readers to cultivate
empathy, challenge xenophobia, and recognize the shared humanity of all people. The call to
action is primarily intellectual and ethical: to dismantle prejudiced thinking, to advocate for more
humane policies, and to actively welcome those who seek refuge or new beginnings. It's a call to
transform individual and collective consciousness.

How does Cole balance personal reflection with broader societal analysis?

Teju Cole masterfully balances personal reflection with broader societal analysis by weaving his
own experiences, observations, and ethical considerations into his examination of global
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migration. His personal voice provides an intimate, empathetic entry point into complex issues,
grounding abstract concepts in lived reality. This personal lens allows him to explore the moral
dimensions of witnessing and belonging, while simultaneously expanding to offer incisive
critiques of historical injustices, political policies, and media representations. The interplay
between the personal and the universal enriches the book's depth and resonance.

How does history inform Cole's discussion of contemporary migration?

History is a foundational element in Cole's discussion of contemporary migration. He consistently
contextualizes current events within broader historical patterns, demonstrating that human
movement is not a new phenomenon but a constant throughout history. He draws parallels
between past diasporas, colonial legacies, and present-day refugee crises, showing how
historical injustices and power dynamics continue to shape contemporary migration flows. By
invoking history, Cole challenges the notion that current migration is an unprecedented crisis,
instead framing it as a continuation of long-standing human mobility and its political
implications.

What ethical considerations does Cole raise regarding the depiction of suffering?

Cole raises crucial ethical considerations regarding the depiction of suffering, particularly in
photojournalism and media. He questions the gaze of the photographer and the viewer,
critiquing images that exploit or sensationalize suffering without granting dignity or agency to
the subjects. He warns against "trauma porn" and the desensitization that can occur from
overexposure to images of pain. Cole advocates for a more thoughtful, respectful, and
humanizing approach to visual storytelling, one that emphasizes empathy and understanding
rather than mere shock or pity, and that acknowledges the complex humanity of those depicted.

What is the intended impact of "Migrants Are Welcome" on its readers?

The intended impact of "Migrants Are Welcome" is to provoke deep reflection, foster empathy,
and challenge preconceived notions about migration. Cole aims to shift readers' perspectives
from one of fear or indifference to one of understanding and welcome. He wants readers to
engage critically with media narratives, question political rhetoric, and recognize the shared
humanity of all people. Ultimately, the book seeks to inspire a more compassionate and just
approach to migration, encouraging readers to see themselves as part of a global community
where movement is a right, not a crime.

How does Cole describe the power and limitations of photography in representing
migration?

Cole describes photography as possessing immense power to bear witness, to humanize, and to
create empathy, making the invisible struggles of migrants visible to a wider audience. However,
he also meticulously explores its limitations. Photography can simplify complex realities, risk
objectifying subjects, or even perpetuate stereotypes if not handled with ethical care. He notes
that a single image can never fully capture the depth of a migrant's journey or identity. Cole
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argues that while photography can open a door to understanding, it must be accompanied by
critical thought and textual context to avoid misrepresentation and superficiality.

How does the book engage with the contemporary global refugee crisis?

The book engages deeply with the contemporary global refugee crisis by humanizing the
individuals caught within it and critiquing the political and social responses to it. Cole moves
beyond statistics and headlines to explore the personal stories, the perilous journeys across seas
and borders, and the profound human cost of displacement. He challenges the narrative of a
'crisis' being solely about numbers, instead framing it as a crisis of empathy and political will.
Through his essays and photographs, he urges readers to confront the moral imperative to offer
sanctuary and support to those fleeing conflict and persecution.

What does the book explore regarding the identity of migrants and the concept of home?

The book profoundly explores the fluid and often fractured identity of migrants, and the
complex, evolving concept of home. Cole suggests that for migrants, identity is not static but
constantly reshaped by their journeys, their memories, and their new environments. Home
becomes less a fixed geographical location and more a state of being, a memory, or a
community found in transit or in new lands. He delves into the psychological and emotional
landscapes of displacement, highlighting how migrants carry their pasts while forging new
futures, constantly negotiating their sense of self and belonging.

How does the book cultivate empathy in the reader?

The book cultivates empathy in the reader through a combination of intimate personal
reflection, vivid descriptive prose, and powerful photographic imagery. Cole invites readers to
step into the shoes of migrants, to consider their perspectives, and to feel the weight of their
experiences. By sharing his own ethical dilemmas and observations, he encourages readers to
engage in self-reflection about their own biases and privileges. The book's insistence on seeing
the full humanity of each individual, rather than a faceless group, is central to its empathetic
appeal, urging a compassionate response to global migration.

Spoiler: What is the overall message or feeling left with the reader at the end of the book?

Spoiler: The overall message left with the reader at the end of "Migrants Are Welcome" is one of
urgent moral responsibility and a call for radical empathy. Cole leaves the reader with a
profound sense that migration is an inescapable and often beautiful aspect of human existence,
and that the current global response to it is deeply flawed and inhumane. The feeling is one of
challenge and hope: a challenge to dismantle existing prejudices and systems, and a hope that
humanity can evolve towards a more welcoming, inclusive, and just world where the movement
of people is celebrated rather than feared.


