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Chapter 20: Citizenship, Immigration, and Boundaries (Arash Abizadeh) 
 
Social versus Global Justice? (CS) 
 
The chapter has emphasized the connection between liberal and democratic republican 

models of citizenship, and the case that can be made on their grounds for open borders, 

and for rights to political participation of would-be immigrants on immigration and 

naturalization matters. This case study, on the other hand, looks at the possibility of 

citizenship and immigration coming apart, and asks: can it ever be justified to withhold full 

citizenship rights from immigrants? Almost anybody working on these issues would agree 

that, as a general rule, everybody who is permitted permanent residence within a state 

must also be entitled to full citizenship rights, after a certain period of time; legitimate 

cases of exemptions are merely those where residence is, from the outset, strictly 

temporarily restricted.  

 

But we can think of cases where the moral demands of permitting immigration and of 

granting full citizenship rights might come apart. Take the case of rich, developed, country 

A, with stable democratic institutions and a functioning welfare state. Imagine (the 

admittedly wholly imaginary scenario) that the majority of its citizens vote for a policy of 

open territorial borders, because they think that this is what their obligations of global 

justice demand, given the levels of inequality and poverty characterizing the current global 

system (that is, they base this policy on the equality/justice argument explained in the 

chapter). As a consequence, vast numbers of immigrants stream into A, and, as was the 

intention of the citizens of A when voting for the policy, the vast majority of these in turn 

consist of very poor socio-economic refugees. As a matter of fact, most of them also have 

very little education and very few marketable skills. Also, most of them come from non-

democratic countries, and have no experience and familiarity with democratic institutions.  

 

 

Granting all the immigrants access to all the social services of its welfare state would not 

only cause the quality and level of these services to plummet; it would actually cause the 

system itself to collapse. So the citizens of A introduce a two-tier welfare system, with only 

rights to minimal material benefits – essential medication, shelter, adequate nutrition – for 

immigrants. Similarly, access to the normal education institutions of A is denied to young 

immigrants. Since most immigrants possess neither the linguistic competence to 
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participate in democratic politics nor a minimal understanding of the working of democratic 

institutions, citizens of A also deny them equal voting rights, and merely introduce a 

system of consultation with “heads of immigrant groups”, and not on all political matters on 

which citizens of A vote, but only on those that are deemed “of particular importance” to 

immigrants. It is important to note that xenophobia plays no role in the decision of the 

citizens of A. In particular, let us assume that there is no danger that those citizens that 

are opposed to the immigration policy would, enraged by the prospect of suddenly having 

to regard many foreigners as their equals, start to sabotage social services, or try to bring 

down A’s democratic institutions. Let us stipulate that the citizens of A correctly believe 

that introducing these measures is necessitated solely by the number of immigrants, and 

their characteristics.  

 

So what is happening here? As noted above, such treatment of immigrants is now 

generally regarded as completely unjustifiable. But A only introduced it in order to deal 

with the vast number of immigrants it is taking in. A seems to be faced with a dilemma: it 

acts in the name of what the majority of its citizens think are their obligations of global 

justice, but the attempt to fulfill these might lead to falling foul of another obligation, that of 

a state to treat all those that are subject to its power with equal concern (welfare services, 

etc.), and also that of granting all those subject to such power a fair opportunity to 

influence political decisions, such as equal voting rights. Overall, the measures introduced 

by A lead to the establishment of a society characterized by a comprehensive two-tier 

system with profound inequality of status; indeed the differences between citizens and 

immigrants seem to amount to a difference of caste.1  

 

It seems that citizens of A can respond to someone who challenges these measures as 

follows: “We agree that these measures are unpalatable – we wouldn’t dream of imposing 

them if they were not necessary. If you invoke the obligations of the principle of extending 

citizenship against them, you are, in effect, telling us that we should rather accept fewer 

refugees than treat them unequally. But they are better off here than they would be where 

they come from: surely inequality is worse than death by hunger or at the hands of violent 

paramilitary groups. You seem to be invoking equality in their name; but what could justify 

giving equality only to a few if, by instituting inequality, we could make a lot more people 
                                                           

 

1 For the best known defense of both a political community’s right to close its borders and its strict duty to 
grant full citizenship equality to all those within its borders, see Walzer (1983), ch. 2.  
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better off than they would otherwise be? It seems that treating people equally here 

becomes something that we do not owe other people, but an absolute principle of moral 

conduct that we are simply not allowed to violate, for the sake of our moral integrity. But 

even if our moral integrity should indeed demand that, why is it more important than their 

suffering?” 

 

So what is there in this response? Accepting the principles of domestic equality mentioned 

above, here are some possible lines of defense for letting in only those to whom equality 

can indeed be granted, after a reasonably short period of time.  

 

First, we might think that the measures simply cannot work, because the immigrants 

themselves would not tolerate them, with the result of violence and open conflict. What 

could count as evidence for such a claim?  

 

Second, we might think the pervasive inequality of status introduced by these measures 

introduces evils for the immigrants that equal, or outweigh, those suffered in their 

countries of origin. How plausible is this as a response? Especially if what the immigrants 

otherwise face is hunger and/or violent death? We can also tinker with the example, and 

stipulate that the two-tier system will be so conscientiously administered that the 

immigrants will at least generally be spared from gross abuses of power at the hands of 

citizens.  

 

Thirdly, we might respond that, if such a two-tier system is all that can be given to 

immigrants, what’s the rationale for letting them enter in the first place? Why not try to 

deliver the same services and goods to them in their countries of origin, establishing 

protectorates, etc.? At least they (and we?) would then be less exposed to permanent and 

clearly socially visible inequality, the claim might go.  

 

 

The fourth proposal goes further: we might contend that access to welfare benefits, and 

rights to participation in democratic procedures on an egalitarian basis, are conditional 

upon contribution, along the lines of the third liberal argument against open borders 

mentioned in the chapter. Does that amount to claiming that the citizens of A were simply 

wrong when they thought that they had obligations of global justice (which is different from 

the question of whether letting immigrants in is the right way of discharging them, denied 
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by the third response)? Not necessarily: one could also think that the equal set of rights 

that citizens of A enjoy are indeed so conditional, but that conditional obligations of 

domestic social justice are to be supplemented by unconditional duties of global justice to 

assist everybody who lacks access to functioning states guaranteeing human rights in 

building them, as well as, of course, abstaining from any action that might impede such 

access. [On human rights, see Chapter 13] 
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