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Abstract

This article analyzes the Darién Gap transit migration phenomenon. It traces the current relevance of
discussions on this phenomenon in recent academic literature, questions the lack of analysis of this
issue from a bioethical perspective, and proposes including, to that end, the global bioethics and ethics
of care assumptions. From this perspective, three development stages are established. Initially, the text
characterizes the Darién jungle transit migration phenomenon based on the academic literature and
non-governmental organization reports. Subsequently, it analyzes global bioethics and, in particular,
the “acceptable survival” and “planetary sustainability” notions as a possible approach to dealing with
transit migration. Finally, it addresses several ethics of care assumptions, especially of the relationality
and vulnerability categories, which would also integrate the analysis of global bioethics.

Keywords: Human migration. Ethics. Bioethics. Sustainable development. Social vulnerability. Survival.

Resumo

Migracao no Darién: bioética global e ética do cuidado

Este artigo analisa o fenébmeno da migracdo em transito no Tampao de Darién. Identifica a atualidade
da discussdo desse fendmeno na literatura académica recente, questiona a falta de analise dessa ques-
tdo a partir de uma perspectiva bioética e propode incluir para isso os pressupostos da bioética global e
da ética do cuidado. A partir dessa perspectiva, estabelecem-se trés momentos de desenvolvimento.
Inicialmente, o texto caracteriza o fendmeno da migracdo em transito na selva do Darién a partir da
literatura académica e de relatérios de organizacdes ndo governamentais. Posteriormente, analisa a
bioética global e, em particular, as nocdes de “sobrevivéncia aceitavel” e “sustentabilidade planetaria”
como uma possivel abordagem para lidar com a migracdo em transito. Finalmente, aponta varios
pressupostos da ética do cuidado, especialmente das categorias de relacionalidade e vulnerabilidade,
que também integrariam a analise da bioética global.

Palavras-chave: Migracdo humana. Etica. Bioética. Desenvolvimento sustentavel. Vulnerabilidade
social. Sobrevida.

Resumen

Migracion en el Darién: bioética global y ética del care

Este articulo analiza el fendmeno de la migracion en transito en el Tapén del Darién. Identifica la
actualidad de la discusion de este fendmeno en la literatura académica reciente, cuestiona la falta de
analisis de esta cuestion en una perspectiva bioética y propone incluir para ello los presupuestos de la
bioética global y la ética del care. En esta perspectiva, se establecen tres de momentos de desarrollo.
Inicialmente, el texto caracteriza el fenémeno de la migraciéon en transito en la selva del Darién a partir
de literatura académica e informes de organizaciones no gubernamentales. Posteriormente, se examina
la bioética global y en particular las nociones de “supervivencia aceptable” y “sostenibilidad planetaria”
como un posible enfoque para abordar la migracion en transito. Finalmente, se sefalan varios presu-
puestos de la ética del cuidado, especialmente de las categorias de relacionalidad y vulnerabilidad,
las cuales también integrarian el analisis de la bioética global.

Palabras clave: Migracién humana. Etica. Bioética. Desarrollo sostenible. Vulnerabilidad social. Sobrevida.
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Current relevance, global bioethics
and ethics of care

The transit migration phenomenon is not new
in Latin America. However, the most prominent
recent cases in the academic literature have been
migration between Mexico and the United States,
Venezuelan migration, and, to a lesser extent,
the experience of migrants crossing the Darién Gap.
These cases are often analyzed in disciplines
such as migration studies, public health, human
rights, gender studies, sociology, anthropology,
geography, political science, and ecology.

In particular, public health, gender studies,
psychosocial, and human rights approaches are
prevalent as analytical perspectives adopted to
characterize the experiences of migrants in this
situation. As for the analytical categories, the most
notable ones are violence, security, vulnerability,
health and migration policies.

We note the low number of studies on
transit migration from a bioethical perspective,
usually with a public health and law orientation.
Analyses with a global bioethics orientation that
directly address transit migration are almost non-
existent; it is quite significant not finding studies
addressing this complex phenomenon from a joint
perspective integrating assumptions of ecological
ethics and ethics of care and its emphasis on
vulnerability as global bioethics can do.

But why would the issue of human trafficking
and illegal migration in the department of Chocé
in Colombia be the subject of analysis of global
bioethics and ethics of care?

Global bioethics, as “macrobioethics,”
addresses the global issues of humanity from the
perspective of ecological ethics, the articulation
between bioethics and biopolitics, global justice
and the possibility of a worldwide civic bioethics .
However, to what extent is it possible to speak of
“planetary sustainability” or “acceptable survival”
when millions of lives around the world are in
a situation of vulnerability? How does global
bioethics understand the specific vulnerability of
a group of people?

In turn, the ethics of care assumes as a
foundation the fundamentally interdependent

and vulnerable character of the individual.
It is a relational ethics structured by attention,
disposition and care for others, with a clear
feminist orientation that claims the role of women
and how they conceive morality and exercise care
through a disposition (care attitude). However,
this ethics is not focused solely on considering the
role played by women, but rather on analyzing
how is the articulation of practices, dispositions,
collectives and institutions capable of renewing
the social bonds so decimated by capitalist and
neoliberal political and economic management of
societies in the 21st century?.

From this perspective, we question: to what
extent can the ethics of care be integrated into
the analytical framework of global bioethics to
promote planetary sustainability, especially in
the context of political, economic, ideological
and social challenges at the global level?
And how does the migrants’ vulnerability and
necessary attention/care allow us to situate
and broaden the scope of contemporary global
bioethical reflection?

Accordingly, our working hypothesis indicates
that integrating the fundamental principles
of ethics of care into the context of global
bioethics reflection enables establishing a
crucial connection between attention to/care
for vulnerability and planetary sustainability.
As attention to and care for vulnerability
increases, there is increased likelihood of moving
towards planetary sustainability.

This hypothesis is based on the premise that
the ethics of care, with its focus on interpersonal
relationships, responsibility towards others and
attention to vulnerability, not only broadens
the context of bioethical analysis, but can also
significantly influence practices and policies that
promote planetary sustainability by considering
more broadly the complex interactions between
human beings and their natural, social and
technological setting.

To address this hypothesis, we propose a
development route structured into three stages.
Initially, we characterize the phenomenon of
the so-called “migratory crisis” or “humanitarian
drama” in the Darién Gap. This section seeks
to analyze the main issues of the phenomenon
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and, in particular, to note the limited scope of
the usual approaches. Subsequently, we address
several global bioethics assumptions in relation to
the immigration issue, especially the “acceptable
survival” and “planetary sustainability” notions
proposed by Van Rensselaer Potter.

Finally, the relationality and vulnerability
categories of the ethics of care are analyzed as
possible analytical vectors that would enable
situating and expanding the implications of the
global bioethics approach, considering the transit
migration experience addressed in this article.

Migration

Transit in the Darién Gap

The West is one of the world regions that have
undergone the most changes in migration flows
and patterns in the last fifteen years. Especially,
Latin America and the Caribbean have seen a
significant increase in migration between countries
in the region since 2010 due to the effects of
climate change and various economic and socio-
political crises.

According to the International Organization for
Migration (IOM), in 2020, 11 million international
migrants residing in Latin America came from
countries in the region itself and migrant groups
such as Venezuelans represented the second
largest population of cross-border displaced people
in the world, after Syrians® with 4 million displaced
compatriots not officially recognized as refugees.
In addition, the caravans of thousands of migrants,
mainly from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador,
that cross Central America are another migratory
dynamics in the region.

However, the transit migration phenomenon,
that is, that understood as the temporary stay
of migrants in one or more countries, with the
objective of reaching another definitive
destination*, seems to have been deprioritized
in the political and governmental agendas of the
region. In Colombia, for example, this phenomenon
was overshadowed by the impact of Venezuelan
migration and the escalation of armed conflict
in several regions of the country, despite the
increasing national media visibility of the striking

images of thousands of migrants concentrated
on the beaches of Necocli and Capurgana,
or the dramatic stories of human remains and
dying migrants found on makeshift trails in the
Darién jungle.

In fact, the Darién region, a dense jungle area
shared by Colombia and Panama that interrupts
the Pan-American Highway and divides Central
and South America, is a mandatory passage for
thousands of migrants seeking to reach the United
States by land. These are migrants from several
countries in the region, mainly Haitians, Cubans,
Chileans and Brazilians, followed by Asians and
Africans (Congo, Ghana, Senegal, Bangladesh,
Uzbekistan). The route of these migrants starts
from Brazil and Chile and necessarily transits
through Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador and Colombia,
where these people encounter the imposing
natural barrier of Darién>.

Migrants face various risks and threats:
this is a dense, hot and humid tropical forest,
where complex flora and fauna ecosystems
coexist, delicate in their balance, challenging
the physical and mental well-being of hikers.
The 100-kilometer crossing is imposed as the only
option due to visa restrictions.

The increased border security, the economic
uncertainty to face regular displacement and the
lack of alternative legal routes®, and the lack of
basic services such as drinking water, shelter and
primary medical care lead to a situation of extreme
vulnerability’?, in addition to food insecurity;
the presence of criminal gangs, paramilitaries and
traffickers in the region resulting in situations of
violence, theft, sexual abuse of women and minors,
extortion, kidnapping, drug trafficking, human
trafficking, murder and forced disappearance;
the disintegration and separation of family nuclei
due to the difficult route and the intervention of
migratory agents®, who can temporarily detain
and deport migrants, all in deplorable conditions
of overcrowding and disrespecting international
agreements and treaties; the discrimination and
xenophobia to which migrants are constantly
subjected, language and cultural barriers, among
other issues.

An aggravating aspect is that the regions of
Urabéa and Darién are historically characterized by
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a weak institutional presence of the Colombian
State?, deficient coverage of basic services,
deficit of road infrastructure, and its social fabric,
composed mainly of Afro-descendants from the
Caribbean and Atrato, Embera, Katio, Tule and Zen(
indigenous people, Rom and mestizo communities,
which since the 1990s have been weakened by the
intensified armed conflict 1°.

In turn, loopholes in migration legislation,
historically geared toward Colombians abroad,
and the armed conflict in the regions of Urabé
and Darién, particularly associated with disputes
over territories and routes for moving drugs and
migrants, have contributed to the rise of “illegal
economies” whose main actors are armed
groups and residents of the region. In this sense,
a controversial New York Times article features
the “Darién migratory industry” as a lucrative
business for the inhabitants and armed groups of
the region, such as the Gulf Clan, whose profits
reach 30 million dollars annually from migrant
trafficking; the boat trip to reach the rainforest
costs 40 dollars; a guide to accompany the hiker
on the dangerous route, 170 dollars; someone to
carry the backpack in the muddy hills, 100 dollars;
chicken with rice after a day of arduous climbing,
10 dollars; special all-inclusive packages so
the risky endeavor is faster and more bearable
(with tents, boots and other basic items),
500 dollars, or more 1.

This “beautiful economy” that paradoxically
solves some of the basic needs of the inhabitants
of the regions of Uraba and Darién shares links
with a “criminal governance” *? that is configured
by the actions of paramilitaries, guerrillas and
other illegal organizations that profit from illegal
mining, drug trafficking, arms trafficking and the
extreme vulnerability of migrants.

It is notable how the World Bank outlines
an overview of migrants and refugees around
the world in 2022, while ignoring the complex
economic logics behind the illegal migration
business, but mostly ignoring the real drama
behind the migration phenomenon.

The document in question analyzes migration as
a necessity for all countries, that is, as a response to
global crises and imbalances. According to its view,
it presents only one aspect of migration, that of

a labor economy centered on the correspondence
between the skills and attributes of migrants and
the needs of destination countries; those who
lack the skills and competencies or who cannot
prove their refugee status are considered cases
of “unfavorable migration,” a euphemism to refer
to unwanted migrants **. The migrants’ humanity
and condition of vulnerability cannot be reduced
to an equation of correspondence between
economic costs and benefits.

Another transit migration-related aspect has
been the poor and ineffective media coverage
of the phenomenon, especially in the national
press and television. Accordingly, Angulo notes
that the media has been inconsistent in its
denouncement of the State’s lack of interest in
transit migration in the regions of Urabd and
Darién. Their denouncements appear only when
there is public awareness of tragedies such as
the sinking of boats carrying migrants to Panama
or when criminal groups take advantage of the
migratory phenomenon .

Colombia’s current regulations are insufficient
as to transit migration (Comprehensive Migration
Policy, PIM; National Migration System, SNM;
National Intersectoral Migration Commission),
except for Decrees 2,353 of 2015 and 1,495
of 2016, geared toward serving this migrant
population through the issuance of a Temporary
Transit Entry and Stay Authorization.

Given the institutional deficiency of the
Colombian State and the reduced international
cooperation, several studies indicate the lack
of efficient coordination frameworks and the
necessary implementation of effective public
policies, such as the triple humanitarian nexus
approach, which seeks to integrate the humanitarian
response with sustainable development and
peacebuilding measures?’; the creation, based
on instruments and regulations, of a socio-
ecological migration corridor to conserve the
biodiversity of the Darién Gap ¢; and environmental
literacy education as a strategy to improve
communication between migrants and employees
at border points?’.

On our part, in the following sections we
propose some global bioethics and ethics of care
assumptions to consider the transit migration
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phenomenon from an interdisciplinary perspective,
without restriction to the usual legal, governmental
and humanitarian approaches.

Global bioethics

Acceptable survival and
planetary sustainability

The contemporary bioethical reflection
has been partially marked by a principlist and
prescriptive medical-clinical understanding that
is materialized in bioethics experts, committees,
and patient defense mechanisms, such as
informed consent. This understanding is the
first that appears in the approach of the media
and some politicians to issues such as abortion,
euthanasia and genetic research. However,
bioethics is much more than medical ethics
applied to the field of health sciences and its
biological understanding of life.

In the 1970s, American biochemist Van
Rensselaer Potter proposed the “bioethics”
category as a broader approach than that of
medical ethics to the issues posed by the power
of scientific and technological progress in medicine
and health care. According to Potter, bioethics is a
novel and interdisciplinary approach, a bridge to
the future, a bridge between science and values,
nature and culture, the human and the natural;
it is a new type of rationality, a new wisdom that
connects the natural sciences with the human
sciences to ensure the survival of humankind
and of the biotic and abiotic systems on which
it depends. It is a science of survival, certainly
the prerequisite for improving quality of life 8.

This initial understanding of bioethics reaffirms
the relational nature of the human being and the
dynamic and interdisciplinary nature of the type of
knowledge needed to guide their practical action
toward survival.

In the late 1980s, Potter emphasized the
global nature of bioethics, in the sense that it
proposes a comprehensive, unified and integral
approach, with a worldwide (planetary) scope,
to a series of issues that threaten the long-
term survival of the species and of the planet.

In particular, he describes the type of survival
addressed by global bioethics.

The mere survival that presupposes food and
shelter and serves to characterize pre-industrial
societies; the miserable survival inherent in the
forms of exclusion of a large part of the world
population that does not have access to the
benefits of industrial societies; the irresponsible
survival, counterpart of the previous one, which
refers to a socio-cultural way of life that is
unsustainable and economically devastating for the
planet; the idealistic survival in which people cannot
reach universal agreement on the components of
an ideal survival; and the acceptable survival
for the dignified and acceptable long-term
sustainability of humanity and the earth, which
can only be achieved through a bioethical
relationship between human beings and biotic
and abiotic systems .

In this sense, a definition of global bioethics
was indicated in an earlier phase of this research
as a novel “territory of knowledge,” which arises
amid the current epistemological revolution,
with the transformations of techno-industrial
societies and the insufficiency of the previously
existing morality, to face the epistemological and
ontological changes of the human condition and thus
“ensure an acceptable survival” for humanity
and a sustainable life for the planet%.

In clear opposition to the notion of “sustainable
development,” “acceptable survival” presupposes
a long-term concept with a “moral constraint”
that is incompatible with perspectives that
reduce the human and social to “economically
sustainable growth” or to the technologically
desirable for “developing countries.” According
to Potter, sustainable development is an
anthropocentric term: the human species is the
center of attention without a balance between
present and future. Traditional anthropocentrism
results in human overpopulation and the
progressive extinction of species?.

For global bioethics, the only acceptable and
sustainable option would be global survival,
and any economic decision, in this sense, should
be subject to a global bioethical matrix in which
individual interests and the exercise of individual
freedom cannot go against the care of the biotic
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and abiotic community of the Earth in which man
is situated and on which he essentially depends.
Despite criticism of sustainable development and
of the scientific and economic ideal of progress,
Potter does not develop very much his idea of
“planetary sustainability.” However, it is not difficult
to perceive that it has no relation with sustainable
progress over time linked to consumption and
economic development.

Consistently, current research does not
hesitate to integrate alternative proposals
into global bioethics, such as ecodevelopment
and environmental rationality, to think about
a bioethical paradigm of sustainability for
humanity in general.

Globalization, in the Anglo-Saxon sense,
or mundialization in the francophone sense,
understood as a complex set of social processes with
multiple dimensions in which interdependencies
and social exchanges are created, extended and
intensified worldwide, poses theoretical and
practical challenges that enable the development
of global bioethics today?2. From this perspective,
we question: what determines the global nature
of a problem? And why would this global issue
be the subject of analysis and intervention by
global bioethics, as in the case of transit migration
in the Darién Gap?

Bioethicist Henk Ten Have notes several
characteristics that determine whether an issue
can be considered as global: 1) worldwide scale,
because the issue is not located in a specific space;
2) interconnection, because it is often associated
with other issues; 3) persistence, because the
issue usually evolves over time, which requires a
perspective of sustained cooperation and global
practices; 4) general scope, because it is not an
issue only for a group of patients or countries,
but for everyone; and 5) need for global action,
because it cannot be solved by separate bilateral
actions, but by collective actions guided by a
sense of community and solidarity 2°.

As for the bioethical nature of this global
issue, there are two criteria: 1) they have
specific relevance to human life and health;
and 2) addressing the problem represents a
regulatory challenge. Finally, globalization and
the marked interconnection of its issues

have two qualities that define its processes:
1) the mobility of its dynamics, with no restriction
to territories, subjects or commodities; and 2) the
interdependence of the elements that constitute
the phenomenon.

Transit migration in the Darién Gap is a global
bioethical problem, since this phenomenon
occurs simultaneously in many places in
the world (Darién, Lampedusa, Passo de
Calais, Mediterranean); it is clearly related
to multifactorial and interrelated dynamics,
such as environmental phenomena, economic
and political crises and armed, territorial and
religious conflicts; it has persisted over time and
intensified, at least in the Andean region and
West Africa, in the early 21st century; it affects—
albeit not to the same extent—several regions of
the world; it overloads unilateral governmental
approaches due to its multifactorial and
interrelational nature; its specific relevance lies in
the extreme violation of human lives and of the
various forms of non-human life, as well as of the
Earth’s abiotic communities, of the ecosystems;
the cultural collections, languages and intangible
practices of many peoples and communities
are rendered vulnerable, hence the enormous
regulatory challenge to tackle the issue;
the dynamics of mobility and interdependence
are particularly notable.

Ethics of care: relationality
and vulnerability

In the 1980s, in Reagan’'s North America,
the ethics of care arose as a way of questioning
the limits of morality imposed by a system of male
domination that excludes the voice of women,
especially a disposition of their way of thinking
about morality, which, in turn, materializes in
practices, roles, collectives and institutions. There
is not, in the strict sense, one ethics, but a variety
of ethics of care that respond to the interests of
their authors; an element in common could be the
consideration of the existence of a caring attitude,
that is, a way of renewing the issue of social
bonding through attention to others, the “care,”
the “mutual care,” the solicitude or care for others?*.
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Carol Gilligan’s work In a Different Voice
is considered one of the primary sources of
this perspective that assumes care as a new
framework of intelligibility to ethically approach
social and political issues through a “different
voice.” Gilligan questions the exclusion of
women as a methodological problem that is
recurring in the moral development theories
of Piaget and Kohlberg. The latter focuses his
research on the formal aspect of moral judgment,
that is, its reasoning structure, and, to this end,
explores the resolution of a conflict between two
moral norms by means of dilemmas proposed
to adolescents.

In one of these dilemmas, an individual
named Heinz wonders whether or not to steal
a medicine he cannot buy to save his wife's life.
Jake, a boy, answers without hesitation that he
should steal it. Kohlberg argues that Jake’s answer
indicates that he abandoned the previous stages
of moral development that reside in the subjects’
needs to think according to principles of justice
based on social conventions. In turn, Amy, a girl,
suggests that Heinz discuss the situation with
the pharmacist and inform him of the urgency
of the situation and his possible responsibility in
the face of it. Based on Amy’s answer, Kohlberg
believes she remains in the early stages of moral
development and has a naive conception of
human relations due to her cognitive immaturity.
Ultimately, she cannot reason according to a
conception of justice that allows her to examine
the facts; she understands the moral problem as
a narrative of human relations 2.

Gilligan argues that the point is not so much
thinking in terms of degrees or stages of evolution,
following the ideas of Jake and Amy, but rather
considering the differences at stake that arise from
two quite distinct types of morality: a predominant
ethics of justice based on the liberal subject of
law and an ethics of care centered on shared
responsibilities and human relationships, silenced
by a gender prejudice in psychological theories of
moral development. According to Gilligan, seeing
a world composed of relationships rather than
isolated people, a world whose cohesion occurs
through human connection rather than a system
of rules, [Amy] discovers that the conundrum of

the dilemma lies in the pharmacist’s inability to
respond to the needs of Heinz's wife .

Far from falling into a substantiation of
women, the ethics of care proposes a new form
of feminism that claims the different moral
voice of women, an ethics of responsibility
that underlies the way women elaborate their
moral judgments, exercise care, and that is
assumed as the counterpart of responsibility,
understood as a matter of rights. In this sense,
a first level of argumentation for the ethics of care
is related to the singularity of the voice of women,
who usually exercise care, and the necessary
affirmation of gender inequalities.

The ethics of care affirms that care activities,
hidden and trivialized most of the time, must be
recognized as an essential condition of economic
activity. These activities carried out by a vulnerable
population (women heads of households,
undocumented immigrants, informal workers,
older adults, ethnic minorities) enable some
to implement their homo ceconomicus project
dictated by the neoliberal creed.

A second level of argumentation of the ethics
of care is related to the care of vulnerability and
major dependencies. In contrast to individuals who
preach rational egoism, this ethics reaffirms the
relational nature of the self and assumes it as an
issue of primary dependence and interdependence
of the subject. It is a new anthropology and
ontology whose assumption is the recognition of all
forms of vulnerability (vital, social, environmental);
the theory of care is elaborated first of all as a
relational ethics structured by attention to the other.
No human being can be self-sufficient, as, for being
fundamentally vulnerable and interdependent,
individuals need, at some point in life, relationships
for protection, help for development, treatment
of dependence; however, these relationships are
ignored, trivialized or disregarded? .

In Moral Boundaries, Joan Tronto questions
the association between care and women due to
its historically and empirically erroneous nature,
as well as due to its political unfoundedness.
Rather, she shows that care is a core activity of
human life that is not restricted to the morality
of women, but challenges the very nature of
human interdependence in its openness to the
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otherness of the world. Thus, she defines care
as a specific activity that includes everything we
do to maintain, continue and repair our “world”
so we can live in it in the best possible way.
This world includes our body, we ourselves, and our
surroundings, all of which we seek to intertwine in
a complex web that sustains life %.

According to the philosopher, care is not
restricted to human interaction, but it is necessary
to care for everything with which we interact;
care is not exhausted in a dyadic relationship
(mother-child, for example); it can vary in different
cultures; it is characterized by being a single activity
or by describing a process, care is both a practice
and a disposition?.

Fabienne Brugere establishes, consistently,
two registries in which the ethics of care oscillate,
which are associated with the meanings of
“solicitude” and “care” and which are part of the
terms in English care and in French soin, and their
inflections disposition and solicitude, respectively.
On the one hand, as solicitude and disposition,
care refers to the capacity to care about others and
to the particular behavior that consists in caring
about other people identified by a very marked
need or vulnerability *°.

On the other hand, as a practice and activity,
care refers to the set of social practices or activities
that problematize both the fact of providing care
and the fact of receiving care®.

From the perspective of practice, Tronto
conceives four interconnected phases in the care
process: 1) “Caring about” implies recognizing that
care is necessary as a result of identifying a need and
assessing whether this need should be met; 2) “taking
care of” means accepting certain responsibility
for the identified need and establishing how to
respond to it; 3) “care-giving” demands directly
meeting the care needs, requires physical effort
and a direct relationship with that which is being
cared for; and 4) “receiving care,” final phase of
the process in which care responds to the care
received, the only way to know if the needs
were met 32, Attention, responsibility, competence
and responsiveness constitute an ethical grammar
of the act of care, the good care .

Finally, a third level of argumentation of the
ethics of care is related to a critical reflection on the

possibility of public policies adapted to these new
regimes of protection of individuals and promotion
of real equality between men and women. Thus,
the ethics of care is also a policy that implies
a “sensitive democracy,” which associates the
vulnerable and interdependent subject of needs
with the subject of rights and its theory of justice,
and which seeks the reform of the welfare state
as a reconsolidation of public policies that result
in a “rule of care.”

Final considerations

Given that the most common theoretical
approaches are insufficient to analyze the transit
migration phenomenon and the main criticisms
that can be formulated against them (their
excessive abstraction of the phenomenon and
their reduction of the complexity of the human and
ecosystemic drama to theoretical and technical
variables, the scarce attention to the diversity
of migratory contexts and trajectories, the lack
of interdisciplinary perspectives to formulate a
holistic and comprehensive analysis and their
implicit biases, as observed in the World Bank
report), we consider that an integrative reading of
the global bioethics and ethics of care assumptions
is politically urgent currently.

In order not to incur these criticisms, bioethics
should become global, in the sense of a complex
and relational knowledge that proposes another
understanding of the human, the living?3,
the natural, the cultural, the animal in pursuit
of planetary sustainability (with the biotic and
abiotic communities that inhabit the planet) and
acceptable human survival. Thus, issues such as
transit migration are part of a renewed global
bioethics agenda that includes in turn other issues
such as the migration of hundreds of health care
professionals to countries with leading economies,
climate change?®, the commercialization of
research, medicine and ethical review, the major
disparities in health care systems in the region,
health tourism, food security, unequal access
to treatment and care, and the exploitation of
vulnerable populations, among other issues.

Affirming that transit migration in the Darién
Gap is a global bioethical issue implies, then,
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considering it from a normative perspective with
legal, ethical, political and social implications for
individuals, collectives and institutions that must
give attention to/care for it, that is, not only the
Colombian and Panamanian States or international
humanitarian aid organizations, but all of us as
members of a same species and inhabitants of a
same planet, and even more so of a same territory
and a common symbolic and linguistic community
called nation.

Migrant suffering, human rights violations,
irreparable environmental damage, social and
cultural deterioration, moral degradation, and illegal
economies around migration are all part of a
global bioethical issue that we should address as
individuals and as society; an issue that has no
relation with clinical protocols or codes of ethics,
but rather with the fundamentally interdependent
and vulnerable nature of the subject.

The ethics of care provides valuable elements
to enrich this global bioethics perspective
and situate it in a real context of vulnerability
and interdependence; in addition, it enables
observing that between disposition and activity,
between solicitude and care, it does not refer to
good intentions, charity or simple philanthropy,
much less to “corporate social responsibility”
campaigns or ideological agendas that favor
or abandon even more transit immigrants
without documents.

It refers to recognizing that, in addition to
being subjects of rights, we are vulnerable,
dependent and interdependent subjects that, at
any moment of our existence, due to different
circumstances, can experience different types of
vulnerability. In addition, there are subjects who
are fundamentally vulnerable and dependent
and who need our care and the institutional care
that the State and civil society can offer. In short,
care dispositions and practices imply a form of
intersubjective relationship that cannot be reduced
to the logic of market economy.

The migrants’ condition of vulnerability and
dependence in the Colombian-Panamanian
jungle can be analyzed as the intersection of
different forms of vulnerability. Migrants are in
an irregular situation in the territory and are
treated as undocumented, subject to a vague

legal system because they are not Colombian
citizens, subject to suspicion of having a criminal
record, are presented by the media and right-
wing political parties to public opinion as a threat
to national security and economy; they have
restricted access to fundamental rights such as
health care, education, housing and, ultimately,
to real possibilities for social integration, both in
the transit countries and at their final destination;
in this there is a convergence of: a psychic-
physical vulnerability that increases with the harsh
conditions of the crossing and the lack of timely
and dignified medical care; a legal and political
vulnerability concerning their fundamental human
rights or their transient migratory status, a social
vulnerability because they are marginalized and
excluded wherever they transit; and a moral
vulnerability derived from not being recognized
as human beings, but rather as potential clients
and threats.

However, this phenomenon also involves
other types of vulnerability, such as that of non-
human life forms, that of the biotic and abiotic
systems that inhabit the Darién jungle, that of
the complex immaterial cultural systems that
are degraded and lost due to the dynamics of
human and cargo movement that threaten the
Amerindian and native communities of the Darién
region, a vulnerability even of humanity itself,
which loses its character of rational arrangement
by allowing hundreds of people to die year after
year as an impassive spectator of its own infamy
and decadence.

Therefore, the transit migration phenomenon
is a global bioethical problem that radically
challenges the type of human survival we currently
face as a result of dynamics such as globalization
and the exacerbation of the liberal economy and
politics in the world. From this criticism of the
deplorable ways of life to which a large part of
the world’s population is subjected, derives the
impossibility of affirming any form of planetary
sustainability (ecological, economic, technological,
etc.); global bioethics can make it a leiv motiv to
think of a non-prescriptive critical orientation that
allows it to occupy a transdisciplinary place.

Further research could still address several
remaining aspects, especially the type of
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disposition/solicitude necessary to take care of
the forms of vulnerability present in the transit
migration experience. This disposition is the result of
a moral resolution, but it can also be the result
of a progressive transformation, of a tendency
acquired through a “virtuous circle” * in which
the social recognition of care and the institutions,
practices, roles and crafts in which it is involved
can be educational to introduce a dimension of
reciprocity in care: only subjects who recognize
their own dependence and vulnerability can
give attention to and take care of the other,

Similarly, concerns have arisen about the type
of attention and care institutions and practices
necessary to respond to the types of vulnerability
present in this experience, particularly the
need to create new institutions and collective
practices oriented toward the comprehensive
care of migrants, prioritizing a psychotherapeutic,
physical and spiritual approach, but also an
ethnic and gender approach that enables them
to recover their own autonomy. These types of
institutions and practices become more complex
to determine as care extends to environmental,

for the other. animal, and ecosystem vulnerability.

This article resulted from the research carried out in the scope of the IMP-HUM-3742 project called “Ethical, bioethical
and philosophical guidelines to guide technological changes considering the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).”
This project was approved and funded by the Vice-Dean of Research of the Universidad Militar Nueva Granada. This project
was developed within the Global Bioethics and Complexity line of the Bioethics Group research group of the same university.

References

1. Osorio-Garcia S. Bioética. Una presentacion histérico-geografica para comprender su origen y su nuevo
desafio: la constitucién tecnolégica de la humanidad. In: Osorio-Garcia S, coordenador. Individuacién y
bioética global. Implicaciones para la sostenibilidad humana y planetaria. Bogota: Aula de Humanidades;
2022. p. 15-67.

Brugere F. L'éthique du “care”. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France; 2011.

Mcauliffe M, Triandafyllidou A, editores. Informe sobre las migraciones en el mundo [Internet].
Ginebra: Organizacién Internacional para las Migraciones; 2020 [acesso 25 mar 2025]. p. 17. Disponivel:
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr-2022-es.pdf

4. Oficina del Alto Comisionado de las Naciones Unidas para los Derechos Humanos. Situacién de los
migrantes en transito [Internet]. Nueva York: Naciones Unidas; 2015 [acesso 25 mar 2025]. p. 5. Disponivel:
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/INT_CMW_INF_7940_S.pdf

5. Organizacion Internacional para las Migraciones. Migraciones sur-norte desde sudamérica. Rutas,
vulnerabilidades y contextos del transito de migrantes extrarregionales [Internet]. Buenos Aires: Oficina
Regional de la OIM para América del Sur; 2022 [acesso 25 mar 2025]. Disponivel: https://repository.iom.int/
bitstream/handle/20.500.11788/2348/ROBUE-OIM-039.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

6. Schmidtke R. Llenar el vacié: apoyo humanitario y vias alternativas para los migrantes en la periferia de
Colombia [Internet]. Washington: Refugees International; 2022 [acesso 10 fev 2025]. Disponivel: https://
www.refugeesinternational.org/reports-briefs/llenar-el-vacio-apoyo-humanitario-y-vias-alternativas-para-
los-migrantes-en-la-periferia-de-colombia/

7. Organizacién Internacional para las Migraciones. Op. cit. 2022. p. 20.

8. Martinez M. El Darién: el gran enemigo de los migrantes, ; realmente vale la pena cruza esta inhdspita selva?
[proyecto juridico] [Internet]. Puebla: Universidad Iberoamericana; 2023 [acesso 18 fev 2025]. Disponivel:
https://repositorio.iberopuebla.mx/bitstream/handle/20.500.11777/5946/URDANETA%2c%20Guzman%
20y%20equipo%20PROYECTO0%20JUR%c3%8dDICO%20FINAL%20ASE%20111%20%28repositorio%
29.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y

Rev. bioét. 2025; 33: e3835EN  1-12

http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1983-803420253835EN



https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/wmr-2022-es.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/INT_CMW_INF_7940_S.pdf
https://repository.iom.int/bitstream/handle/20.500.11788/2348/ROBUE-OIM-039.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://repository.iom.int/bitstream/handle/20.500.11788/2348/ROBUE-OIM-039.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports-briefs/llenar-el-vacio-apoyo-humanitario-y-vias-alternativas-para-los-migrantes-en-la-periferia-de-colombia/
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports-briefs/llenar-el-vacio-apoyo-humanitario-y-vias-alternativas-para-los-migrantes-en-la-periferia-de-colombia/
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports-briefs/llenar-el-vacio-apoyo-humanitario-y-vias-alternativas-para-los-migrantes-en-la-periferia-de-colombia/
https://repositorio.iberopuebla.mx/bitstream/handle/20.500.11777/5946/URDANETA%2c%20Guzman%20y%20equipo%20PROYECTO%20JUR%c3%8dDICO%20FINAL%20ASE%20III%20%28repositorio%29.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
https://repositorio.iberopuebla.mx/bitstream/handle/20.500.11777/5946/URDANETA%2c%20Guzman%20y%20equipo%20PROYECTO%20JUR%c3%8dDICO%20FINAL%20ASE%20III%20%28repositorio%29.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y
https://repositorio.iberopuebla.mx/bitstream/handle/20.500.11777/5946/URDANETA%2c%20Guzman%20y%20equipo%20PROYECTO%20JUR%c3%8dDICO%20FINAL%20ASE%20III%20%28repositorio%29.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y

Migration in the Darién Gap: global bioethics and ethics of care

9. Acosta Guzman HM, Ramirez Benitez E, Jiménez Reina J. Implicaciones de la migracién irregular sobre
la Seguridad Humana en la region del Tapon del Darién en Colombia. Rev Seg Cienc Def [Internet]. 2023
[acesso 25 mar 2025];9(9):35-52. DOI: 10.59794/rscd.2023.v9i9.112

10. Angulo H, Casallas O, Granados MI, Herrera N, Perea C. La cara de la migracion de la que nadie esta
hablando: los impactos de la migracién de transito en las regiones desgobernadas de Uraba y el Darién
[Internet]. Bogota: Cancilleria; 2019 [acesso 25 mar 2025]. Disponivel: https://www.cancilleria.gov.co/
sites/default/files/FOT0S2020/2019_h_angulo_et_al_migracion_de_transito_en_uraba_y_darien.pdf

11. Turkewitz J, Rios F. ‘Una economia bonita’: la industria migratoria del Darién es un lucrativo negocio.
The New York Times [Internet]. 2023 [acesso 25 mar 2025]. Disponivel: https://www.nytimes.com/es/
2023/09/14/espanol/darien-cruzar-colombia-panama.html

12. Hernandez A, Ibarra C. Navegando entre la dominacién y la empatia. Desafios éticos y metodolégicos en
la investigacion del corredor migratorio del Tapon del Darién. Rev Tramas Redes [Internet]. 2023 [acesso
25 mar 2025];(5):29-46. DOI: 10.54871/cl4c500i

13. Banco Mundial. Panorama general. Migrantes, refugiados y sociedades [Internet]. Washington: Grupo
Banco Mundial; 2023 [acesso 25 mar 2025]. Disponivel: https://reliefweb.int/report/world/informe-sobre-
el-desarrollo-mundial-2023-migrantes-refugiados-y-sociedades-panorama-general-espt

14. Angulo H, Casallas O, Granados MI, Herrera N, Perea C. Op. cit. 2019. p. 4.

15. Porras-Cantons AS. Repensando la respuesta humanitaria a la crisis del Tapon del Darién en el marco de
los ODS: el triple nexo humanitario en perspectiva. Anal Jurid Politico [Internet]. 2023 [acesso 25 mar
2025];5(10):47-78. DOI: 10.22490/26655489.6960

16. Bermudez D. Propuesta para generar un corredor migratorio socioecoldgico en el Tapéon del Darién. Rev Acad
Invest [Internet]. 2023 [acesso 25 mar 2025];14(43):138-65. Disponivel: https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/
articulo?codigo=9122650

17. Castro A, Contreras M. Alfabetizacion ambiental como estrategia para mejorar la comunicaciéon entre
migrantes irregulares y funcionarios en puestos fronterizos de Panama. Rev Cient Guacamaya [Internet]. 2023
[acesso 25 mar 2025];7(2):7-17. Disponivel: https://revistas.up.ac.pa/index.php/guacamaya/article/view/3701

18. Potter VR. Bioethics. Bridge to the future. Englewood Clifs: Prentice-Hall; 1971. p. 183.
19. Potter VR. Global bioethics. Building on the Leopold legacy. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press; 1988.
20. Osorio-Garcia S. Op. cit. 2022. p. 17.

21. Potter VR, Potter L. Global bioethics: converting sustainable development to global survival. Glob Bioeth
[Internet]. 2001 [acesso 25 mar 2025]1;14(4):9-17. p. 13. DOI: 10.1080/11287462.2001.10800809

22, Ten-Have H. Global bioethics: an introduction. New York: Routledge; 2016.
23. Ten-Have H. Op. cit. 2016. p. 56.
24.Brugeére F. Op. cit. 2011. p. 5. Traduccién libre.

25. Guilligan C. In a different voice. Psychological theory and women'’s development. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press; 1982.

26. Guilligan C. Op. cit. 1982. p. 29. Traduccion libre.
27. Brugére F. Op. cit. 2011. p. 9. Traduccion libre.

28. Tronto J. Moral boundaries: a political argument for an ethic of care. New York: Routledge; 1993. p. 103.
Traduccion libre.

29. Tronto J. Op. cit. 1993. p. 104. Traduccion libre.

30. Brugeére F. L'éthique du “care”: entre sollicitude et soin, dispositions et pratiques. In: Benaroyo L, Leféve C,
Mino J-C, Worms F. La philosophie du soin. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France; 2010. p. 69-86. p. 69.
Traduccién libre.

31. Brugére F. Op. cit. 2010. p. 69. Traduccién libre.
32. Tronto J. Op. cit. 1993. p. 104. Traduccion libre.
33. Brugére F. Op. cit. 2010. p. 69. Traduccioén libre.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1983-803420253835EN Rev. bioét. 2025; 33: e3835EN  1-12



https://www.cancilleria.gov.co/sites/default/files/FOTOS2020/2019_h_angulo_et_al_migracion_de_transito_en_uraba_y_darien.pdf
https://www.cancilleria.gov.co/sites/default/files/FOTOS2020/2019_h_angulo_et_al_migracion_de_transito_en_uraba_y_darien.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2023/09/14/espanol/darien-cruzar-colombia-panama.html
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2023/09/14/espanol/darien-cruzar-colombia-panama.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/informe-sobre-el-desarrollo-mundial-2023-migrantes-refugiados-y-sociedades-panorama-general-espt
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/informe-sobre-el-desarrollo-mundial-2023-migrantes-refugiados-y-sociedades-panorama-general-espt
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=9122650
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=9122650
https://revistas.up.ac.pa/index.php/guacamaya/article/view/3701

Migration in the Darién Gap: global bioethics and ethics of care

34. Osorio-Garcia SN, Roberto-Alba NF. Bioética global: entre normatividad biolégica y normalizacién social.
Trilogia Cienc Tecnol Soc [Internet]. 2023 [acesso 25 mar 2025];15(29):e2450. DOI: 10.22430/21457778.2450
35. Osorio-Garcia SN, Roberto-Alba NF. Etica, ecologia y ecosofia: perspectivas divergentes para refundamentar

la bioética global. Rev Latinoam Bioet [Internet]. 2023 [acesso 25 mar 2025];23(1):121-36. DOI: 10.18359/
ribi.6392

36. Zielinski A. L'éthique du “care”: une nouvelle facon de prendre soin. Etudes [Internet]. 2010 [acceso 21 jan
2023];413:631-41. DOI: 10.3917/etu.4136.0631

Sergio Néstor Osorio-Garcia - PhD - sergio.osorio@unimilitar.edu.co
@ 0000-0001-5667-7713

Nelson Fernando Roberto-Alba - PhD - nelsonalba@hotmail.com
@ 0000-0003-2806-7162

Correspondence
Sergio Néstor Osorio-Garcia - Carrera 11#101-80. Bogota, Colombia.

Participation of the authors

Sergio Néstor Osorio-Garcia led the research project, directed the conceptualization and
managed the funding of resources for the execution of the article. In addition, he planned,
coordinated, and executed the research. Finally, he assisted in the creation and structuring
of the article, as well as in the critical review of the final version. In turn, Nelson Fernando
Roberto-Alba participated as co-researcher, conceived and formulated the initial drafting of the
article and contributed to its general structure together with the project leader. In addition,
he performed a critical and creative review of the final document. Revised:  3.24.2025

Received: 7.6.2024

Editor in charge: Dilza Teresinha Ambroés Ribeiro Approved:  4.2.2025

Rev. bioét. 2025; 33: e3835EN  1-12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1983-803420253835EN



https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5667-7713
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2806-7162

