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Abstract  

 
Det primära syftet med denna uppsats är att kritisera ett argument med vilket Adam Hosein 

kritiserat Joseph Carens argument för öppna gränser. Carens argument för öppna gränser jämför 

rörelse mellan länder med rörelse inom länder. Han fastslår att rörelse mellan delar av ett land 

skall vara fri (ett tämligen okontroversiellt påstående). Han menar vidare att då ingen moralisk 

relevant skillnad mellan rörelse inom ett land och mellan länder existerar, bör dessa typer av 

rörelse behandlas på samma sätt. Således bör rörelse mellan länder vara fri - länder bör ha öppna 

gränser. Hosein kritiserar Carens argument, och pekar på två skillnader mellan fri rörlighet inom ett 

land och fri rörlighet mellan länder. Den ena skillnaden består i att vissa demokratiska värden står 

på spel i fallet med rörlighet inom ett land. Exempelvis måste politiker kunna träffa väljare runt om i 

landet. Det är också viktigt för den demokratiska processens legitimitet att människor kan besöka 

olika landsändar. Utan denna möjlighet kommer människor sakna den information som krävs för 

att kunna ta hänsyn till landet som helhet vid politiska val. Då demokrati, i avsaknad av en global 

sådan, bara existerar inom nationer, är detta värde bara relevant när det gäller inom-statlig 

rörlighet. Det andra värde som är relevant för rörlighet inom ett land handlar om kravet på alla 

människors lika möjligheter. Detta förutsätter fri rörlighet. Dock är detta värde begränsat till den 

nationella sfären; lika möjligheter behöver inte råda globalt, enligt de flesta politiska filosofer. 

Således kan fri rörlighet inom ett land, men inte mellan länder, även motiveras med att detta krävs 

för allas lika möjligheter.  
 
Jag argumenterar mot Hoseins position genom ett tankeexperiment. I detta tankeexperiment är 

den fria rörligheten inom ett visst land frikopplat från demokratiska värden (på grund av att 

demokratin i landet är satt ur spel), och rörlighet kopplad till lika möjligheter garanterad. Den fråga 

jag ställer i anslutning till detta tankeexperiment, är huruvida det skulle vara moraliskt berättigat att 

begränsa rörlighet mellan regionerna i detta land (dvs. rörlighet som inte är motiverad av lika 

möjligheter). Jag hävdar att svaret på den frågan är nekande. Utifrån detta drar jag slutsatsen att 

det, i motsats till vad Hosein hävdar, inte är berättigat att begränsa mellanstatlig rörelse med 

motiveringen att denna typ av rörelse inte befrämjar demokratiska värden, samt med påståendet 

att människors lika möjligheter inte är ett globalt krav. Snarare bör vi betrakta rörlighet mellan 

stater på samma sätt som vi behandlar rörlighet inom stater där de värden Hosein identifierar som 

unika för inomstatlig rörlighet inte står på spel (som den i mitt tankeexperiment). Således bör 

rörlighet mellan stater vara fri.  
 
Jag relaterar också Carens argument till andra argument för och emot öppna gränser. Jag 

konstaterar att hans argument kan besvara många argument för stängda gränser, samt att det 

utgör ett bra komplement till andra argument för öppna gränser.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Each year hundreds of thousands of refugees embark on risky and costly voyages, 

desperately attempting to reach affluent western countries, where they hope to improve 

their life conditions. In the news we regularly hear about refugees losing their lives in these 

endeavors. According to United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) at 

least 1500 refugees lost their lives while attempting to cross the Mediterranean to reach 

Europe in 2011. (2012). Likewise, hundreds of people die yearly while attempting to reach 

the US from Mexico. (Anderson 2013, p.1) In addition it is estimated that around 30 million 

people are smuggled across international borders every year, in a trade worth between 

$12 and $30 billion annually to the criminal enterprises and small-scale black market 

entrepreneurs (Stelzer 2001, pp. 6-7). 

 

 

The above facts point to the moral importance of the issue of immigration, and explain to a 

large extent the recent attention that the issue has gained in both public and philosophical 

debate.  

 

1.1 The Philosophical Debate 

 

There are many philosophical questions connected to the issue of immigration. Is a state 

allowed to treat one kind of immigrants, guest workers, as second class citizens?1 What 

criteria is a state allowed to use when selecting whom, among many potential immigrants, 

to admit into its borders? For instance, might a state rightfully select new members on the 

basis of their race, culture or religion?2 Who is to be regarded as a refugee3, whether 

states have the right to reject refugees seeking to immigrate4, and under what conditions 

1 Walzer (1983) famously argues that they are not. 
2 Walzer (1983) argues that it may, while Blake (2005), Miller (2005) & (2008) and Carens (2003) 
argue that it may not.  
3 Cf. Schacknove (1985).  
4 Cf. Dummett (2001, pp. 22-45). 
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immigrants should be granted citizenship5 are other questions that are debated within the 

framework of philosophy of immigration. 

  

The most central issue in the philosophical debate regarding immigration is the general 

question of whether a state has a moral right to exclude potential migrants. Michael Blake 

writes that  

 
[t]he question of exclusion is the first question to be asked about the morality of immigration. [...] 

It has the same relationship to questions of immigration as the justification of punishment does 

to a host of more specific questions about criminal law; it sets the scope of acceptable solutions, 

as it were, by specifying what sorts of practices and policies have a hope of being justifiable. 

(And, in both cases, if one is an abolitionist, it sets the stage for the rejection of all such 

practices and policies) (2014, p. 1). 

 

Most philosophers writing within the field of immigration do so without explicitly defining the 

term. One exception is Laegaard, who defines immigration as "movement of people into a 

state (the central case being people who move with a view to indefinite residence on its 

territory)" (2013, p. 648). I believe that this definition is too wide, since it would include 

tourists and people merely passing by a country on their way to some other destination. It 

would also include people returning to their home country after leaving it, regardless of the 

duration and reason for their absence. I will not propose any new definition of the term in 

this paper6, but rather follow Laegaard, with the modifications implied by my above critique 

of it. Excluded from the definition are hence tourists, people returning to their home 

country (without specification of exactly who is to be regarded as "returning", since that 

issue is quite complex and beyond the scope of this paper) and people merely passing 

through a state as a means of reaching some other destination. Accordingly, temporary 

contract workers are included in the current discussion, even though their residence is not 

"indefinite" (Seglow 2005). Hence what is discussed in this paper is, unless otherwise 

specified, resettlement rights, and not mere visiting rights. Traditionally, almost all 

philosophers have affirmed a state's right to exclude potential migrants. Recently, 

however, this position has been subject to increased critique by philosophers advocating 

5 For a discussion of this issue, see Walzer (1983). 
6 For two reasons: Partly because a satisfactory definition would be demanding to produce, due to 
the complex nature of boarder line cases, secondly because we seem to have an intuitive 
understanding of the term that, in combination with the clarifying points made above, is sufficient 
for the purpose of this paper. 
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open borders, claiming that a state has no right to limit immigration except, perhaps, in 

cases where limits on immigration are necessary to prevent some very serious harm 

(Wilcox 2009). Some recent writers even claim that the open borders view has become 

dominant in the current academic debate (Pevnick 2011, p. 79). One proponent of open 

borders is Joseph Carens, who argues for this position in his famous paper "Aliens and 

Citizens: The Case for Open Borders" (1987). Hosein (2013) criticizes Carens' argument, 

and the main aim of my paper is to criticize Hosein's counterargument. My paper is hence 

a defense of Carens' position. In addition to defending Carens argument, I will also 

investigate how his argument relates to some other popular arguments, both for and 

against open borders.  

 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: I will, in order to provide the reader 

with some background information regarding the issue at hand, start off by presenting 

some popular arguments both in support of, and against, the claim that a state has a right 

to limit immigration. The arguments that will be introduced in support of a state's right to 

limit immigration are the following: The right to limit immigration on the basis of an interest 

in preserving culture (Section 2.1), the right to limit immigration based on the right to 

freedom of association (Section 2.2) and finally, the brain drain argument (Section 2.3). 

The arguments for open borders that will be introduced are the democracy argument 

(section 3.1), the utilitarian argument (3.2) and finally, the argument from moral 

arbitrariness (Section 3.3). I will return to these arguments at the end of the paper and see 

how they relate to Carens' argument. In Section 4, I will present Carens’ argument for 

open borders, which compares international movement with intranational movement 7 . 

Section 5 is dedicated to David Miller's argument against the argument of Carens and 

Hosein's objection to Miller's argument. The purpose of this section is to give the reader an 

idea of the context in which Hosein's argument is put forth. In Section 6, Hosein's first 

argument will be explained, as well as my objections to it. In Section 7 Hosein's second 

argument will be introduced. I argue against Hosein in the thought experiment of "The 

Good Willed Puppet Ruler", which will be presented in Section 8, along with my 

conclusions from the thought experiment, and replies to possible objections to it. In 

Section 9 I conclude that Carens' argument withstands Hosein's reply, and also relate 

7 When the term "intranational movement" is used in this paper, it refers to movement between 
sub-units or regions of a country, and not just any kind of movement within the country (since that 
would include, for instance, entering other people's houses without their permission). 
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Carens argument to the arguments for and against open borders presented in Sections 3 

and 4. 

 

2. Arguments for Closed Borders 
  

In the immigration debate, the burden of proof is on those who claim that states have a 

right to exclude immigrants. A reason for this is the fact that immigrants are excluded by 

force. As Carens put it, "the borders have guards, and the guards have weapons" (1987, 

p. 251). Using force is prima facie objectionable, and hence in need of justification (Blake 

2013, p.103). Another reason for why the burden of proof in this issue is upon those who 

argue for the permissibility to restrict immigration, is that restrictions on immigration 

restricts people's freedom of movement, and restrictions on people's freedoms are prima 

facie objectionable and therefore in need of justification (Oberman 2013, p. 428). 

 

Worth noting is that not all adherents of the view that in this paper referred to as the closed 

borders view8 accept the kind of regulations on immigration currently in place in western 

societies. Rather, most of them deny, for instance, that states have the right to exclude 

those potential immigrants who are refugees. (Wellman 2013) 

 

Most arguments for closed borders belong to one of two general categories. One kind of 

argument for closed borders takes as its starting point facts of cultural or national identity. 

The basic idea behind this kind of argument is that the state is a kind of community that 

produces certain important goods, and that the production of these goods presupposes 

control over who can join the community producing these goods. The second category of 

arguments for closed borders is based on the moral rights of individuals. Pevnick (2011) 

focuses on the rights of individuals to acquire property, while Wellman, whose position will 

be discussed in more detail further down, focuses on the right of association that 

individuals have. The kind of argument that is based on facts regarding cultural or national 

identity include both communitarians, like Walzer (1983), and liberal egalitarians, like 

Kymlicka (1996), and is more popular than the rights based arguments for closed borders. 

8  Given what I just said, this naming may seem misleading. However, considering that the 
contrasting view is referred to as the open borders view in the literature (Blake 2014, p. 2) I think 
the naming is appropriate.  
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Worth noting is that many proponents of open borders appeal to arguments from both 

categories. (Blake 2014, p. 7). In this paper I will present one argument from each 

category, in addition to one argument for closed borders that belongs to neither category.   

  

In the remainder of this section, I will present three arguments that are put forth as support 

of closed borders. The first of these arguments is based on the idea that members of a 

state have an interest in controlling the public culture of the state. This argument belongs 

to the first of the above mentioned categories. The second argument belongs to the 

second category, and states that the right to freedom of association implies a right to 

restrict immigration. The third argument states that considering the negative effect the 

phenomenon known as brain drain has on poor countries, immigration ought to be 

restricted. This argument belongs to neither of the categories listed above 

  

2.1 Preserving Culture 
  

In his article Immigration: The Case for Closed Borders (2005), David Miller argues for 

closed borders by referring to the interest that people have in controlling the public culture 

of their country. According to Miller people 

 

 ...want to be able to shape the way that their nation develops, including the values that 

are contained in the public culture. They may not of course succeed: valued cultural 

features can be eroded by economic and other forces that evade political control. But 

they may certainly have good reason to try, and in particular to try to maintain cultural 

continuity over time, so that they can see themselves as the bearers of an identifiable 

cultural tradition that stretches backward historically (p. 200). 
 

Miller states that people have this interest in controlling the public culture of their society 

partly because important social values, such as democratic ones, depend on it (ibid. p. 

199). Miller holds that control over the public culture of a country presupposes control over 

who settles in it. Hence, from the interest to control public culture he deduces an interest in 

controlling immigration. This interest people have in controlling public culture, and the 

indirect interest they thereby have in controlling immigration, is according to Miller 

sufficient a moral justification for a country to restrict immigration. 

  

Both the empirical and normative premises of this argument have been questioned. The 

argument assumes that the immigrants who would arrive to countries with open borders 
  5 



would be numerous, with very distinct cultures and resisting assimilation. These empirical 

premises, it has been claimed, are all questionable. The normative premise of the 

argument, namely that the interest citizens of a country have to preserve the culture of 

their country is of such moral weight that closed borders can be morally justified, is also 

questioned by critics of the argument. Huemer (2010) points to the harmful coercion 

involved in immigration restrictions, denying that the interests people have in preserving 

their culture can justify such harmful coercion (pp. 448-450).  

 

2.2 The Argument from Freedom of Association 
  

As opposed to most arguments in favor of closed borders, the argument from freedom of 

association is deontic, i.e. based on rights, rather than interests (Blake 2013). The 

argument is put forward by Wellman (2008), who according to Blake is "[t]he most 

prominent recent thinkers to develop a deontic account of the right to exclude..." (ibid.). His 

argument can be described as follows. Firstly, the argument stresses the importance of 

freedom of association, which is a component of the right to self-determination. The 

importance of freedom of association can be appreciated by considering the way we view 

marriage and religion. Most people agree that no one should be forced to marry someone 

he or she does not want to marry. Likewise, most people also agree that no one should be 

forced in his or her choice of religion. Secondly, not only individuals, but also groups of 

people have this right to freedom of association. A legitimate state is a group of people 

with this right to freedom of association. To show that legitimate states have this right, 

Wellman asks us to consider  

 
...the moral dynamics of regional associations like the North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA) or the European Union (EU). If legitimate states did not enjoy a right to 

freedom of association—a right which entitles them to decline invitations to associate with 

others—then they would not be in a position to neither accept nor reject the terms of these 

regional associations. Think of Canada’s choice to join NAFTA, or Slovenia’s decision to 

enter the EU, for instance. No one believes that it would be permissible to force Canada into 

NAFTA or to coerce Slovenia to join the EU (Wellman 2008, p.112). 

 

Thirdly, Wellman states that the right to exclude outsiders from one's association is part of 

freedom of association. Again he exemplifies with a person's right to freedom of 

association in the context of matrimony, which includes a right not to marry someone one 
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does not want to. Since the freedom of association entails a right to exclude potential new 

members, legitimate states may rightfully exclude potential immigrants. 

  

Fine (2010) argues against Wellman's position9. One of her arguments points to the fact 

that a country's exclusion of potential immigrants oftentimes constitutes a substantial harm 

to these excluded potential immigrants. This is relevant according to her since "...when the 

acts of a self-determining group are accompanied by potential harm to others, there does 

not appear to be a clear presumption on the group's side—the potential for harm 

represents a parallel reason to interfere with the group's actions" (p. 348). The choice to 

exclude immigrants is also different from the choice to decline a marriage proposal, since 

allowing new people into one's society has much smaller effects on the lives of present 

individual citizens of that society, than agreeing to marry someone has on the individual 

who does so. Therefore, the two cases cannot be compared, according to Fine. (Ibid. p. 

343)   

  

2.3 The Brain Drain Argument 
  

Another argument for closed borders is based on the phenomenon known as "brain drain". 

Brain drain can be defined as "the large scale migration of skilled workers from poor to rich 

states" (Oberman 2013, p. 413), which is how the term will be used in this paper10. The 

brain drain argument states that this large scale migration of skilled workers from poor to 

rich countries is harmful, sometimes disastrous, to the (often poor) citizens of the poor 

countries from which the skilled workers migrate (cf. Brock 2009 pp. 198-204). For 

example, Schatz reported that in 2008, out of Zambia's population of twelve million, 1,1 

million people suffered from AIDS/HIV. In addition, the country also wrestled with serious 

problems with malnutrition and other diseases. Zambia had less than 700 doctors, and out 

of the 60-70 doctors who graduated each year in Zambia, around half emigrated not long 

after graduation (Schatz 2008, pp. 638-639). Obviously, this has devastating effects on the 

population of Zambia. Likewise, the HIV/AIDS struck country Malawi has as many 

practicing Malawian doctors as the city of Manchester. Apart from the obvious negative 

health effects connected to the lack of doctors in a country, some people claim that brain 

9 For other counterarguments, see Leagaard 2013 and Blake 2012, pp. 751-2. 
10 Sometimes the concept of brain drain is used more broadly to include the migration of skilled 
workers from rich countries as well as poor countries. (Ibid.) 
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drain also has negative long term effects on the economy of a country due to the resulting 

lack of skilled labor (Teson 2008, pp. 1-2).  

 

The brain drain argument states that the harmful consequences brain drain has on poor 

people are undesirable and ought to be avoided, and further that these harmful effects 

could be avoided if rich countries implemented strict immigration restrictions against skilled 

workers from the poor countries that suffer from brain drain. Hence, the argument goes, 

rich countries ought to implement strict immigration restrictions against skilled workers 

from poor countries suffering from brain drain. A softer version of the argument might state 

that open borders would most probably worsen the effects of brain drain, and that hence, 

borders ought not be fully open. 

  

It should be noted that some of the negative effects of brain drain are compensated for. 

For instance, those skilled workers who migrate often send money back to relatives in their 

country of origin, hence improving that country's economy. Another compensatory factor of 

brain drain is the fact that some of the skilled emigrants from poor countries return to their 

countries of origin after gaining knowledge and experience from their practice in developed 

countries, and hence enrich their countries with knowledge and experience that would 

otherwise be unattainable to these countries (Ibid. p. 5). It seems reasonable to assume 

that these factors in some cases can make the brain drain process a net profit for the poor 

countries from which skilled individuals emigrate. However, it seems equally reasonable to 

assume that even in light of these compensatory factors, brain drain still constitutes a 

serious problem for countries like Zambia and Malawi. 

 

Since the argument of brain drain differs from the previously mentioned arguments against 

open borders in that it is based on the interest of some of the world's worst off individuals, 

it is especially challenging for egalitarian minded proponents of open borders. 

 

Teson (2008) has argued against this argument, writing that, given the moral importance 

of individual freedom, it is not morally defensible to restrict people's freedom of movement 

and relocation in order to promote the welfare of others, even if these others are the 

world's poorest. If his claim is correct, the argument of brain drain would fail.  
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3. Arguments for Open Borders 
  

Arguments for open borders generally belong to one of three categories: i) Those based 

on the rights individuals have to freedom of movement, ii) Those referring to the 

maximization of total utility and iii) Those made with reference to global justice (Pevnick 

2011, p. 78). In this section, I will present three popular arguments in favor of open 

borders, two of which belong to the above made categorization. The first of these 

arguments claims that decisions to regulate immigration are justified only if those excluded 

by these regulations had a say in those decisions. This argument belongs to neither of the 

mentioned categories. The second argument, belonging to the second of the above 

mentioned categories, holds that borders should be open because open borders would 

maximize utility. According to the third argument, which belongs to the third of the above 

categories, the place of one's birth is morally arbitrary and should hence not affect one's 

life prospects. This implies that one should have the opportunity to relocate to countries 

with better life prospects if one wants to. After this section, Carens' argument, which is 

rights-based and hence belonging to the first category, will be introduced. This means that 

in the course of this paper, arguments from all three of the above mentioned categories 

will be dealt with, in addition to one argument outside the categorization.   

 

3.1 The Democracy Argument 
  

Abizadeh (2008) argues for open borders 11  by stating firstly, that a decision is 

democratically legitimate only when it is justified to everyone coerced by it, and secondly, 

that decisions to limit immigration coerce those presumptive immigrants excluded by that 

decision12. He writes that "[t]o be democratically legitimate, any regime of border control 

must either be jointly controlled by citizens and foreigners or, if it is to be under unilateral 

citizen control, its control must be delegated, through cosmopolitan democratic institutions 

giving articulation to a “global demos,” to differentiated polities on the basis of arguments 

11 Even if it is not made explicit by the argument, open borders is a clear implication of it, and within 
the debate of immigration, it is viewed as an open borders argument. 
12 For a similar argument, see Cole (2000). 
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addressed to all" (Abizadeh 2008, p. 54). Hence, all decisions to limit immigration are 

illegitimate, unless they can be justified to those presumptive immigrants who are being 

refused entry into the country due to these decisions. From this, Abizadeh concludes that 

a state may not limit immigration unless those excluded by that limitation were included in 

the democratic process leading to the decision to do so. Hence, closed borders that are 

not consented to by the people excluded by them, are illegitimate. 

  

In a reply to Abizadeh, Miller (2010) distinguishes between coercion and prevention, in 

saying that to coerce someone is to force someone to do a "relatively specific" action, 

while preventing someone is to force someone to abstain from doing something while 

other alternatives of action are still open to the one prevented (pp. 5-6). Setting limits on 

immigration is preventing, rather than coercing potential immigrants, according to Miller. 

Miller further claims that prevention does not comprise a person's autonomy, while 

coercion does, and that prevention therefore does not need the same kind of justification 

as coercion. So while coercion needs to be justified by the involvement of the coerced 

party in the democratic process leading to the decision to coerce, prevention does not 

need this kind of justification. Hence, border restrictions can be legitimate even if outsiders 

excluded by these restrictions are not included in the democratic process in which these 

restrictions are decided upon13. (Miller 2010, pp. 6-7)     

 

3.2 The Utilitarian Argument 
  

A utilitarian argument for open borders states, firstly, that the right action is that action 

which maximizes utility, and secondly that open borders would highly increase global 

utility, since open borders would highly increase global GDP. The claim that open borders 

would increase global GDP is based on both common sense arguments and the 

measurements of economists. Common sense tells us that just like excluding half of a 

nation’s workforce by excluding women from the labor market reduces a country's GDP, 

excluding a large part of the world's inhabitants from working in large parts of the world 

reduces the world's GDP. As for the calculations of economists, a review of the economic 

literature on the subject made by Clemens (2011) concluded that open borders would 

result in an increase in global GDP that would lie somewhere between 50% and 150%. 

13 For Abizadeh's reply to Miller, see Abizadeh (2010). 
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Since it is morally desirable to increase global utility, proponents of the arguments claim, 

borders ought to be open (Wellman 2011). 

 

Both the empirical and normative premises of this argument have been questioned. David 

Miller (2005) has claimed that border controls motivate overpopulated countries, like 

China, to impose birth restrictions, since without these restrictions, overpopulated 

countries could export their surplus population to other countries. Without these birth 

restrictions the problem of the world's overpopulation would be more severe than it is 

presently, and the effects of the world's overpopulation would be potentially catastrophic14. 

(Miller 2005, pp. 201-202) 

 

The argument's normative premise, namely that one ought to carry out the action that 

maximizes utility, is also contestable, and one way to criticize the argument is to claim that 

states have a right to act in ways that do not maximize utility. For instance, it can be 

claimed that even if it would maximize utility if a certain country joined the European 

Union, that would not imply a moral duty on part of that country to do so. (Wellman 2013)  

 

3.3 The Argument from Moral Arbitrariness 
  

The argument from moral arbitrariness states that all people, regardless of their nationality, 

are of equal moral standing, deserving equal moral consideration. When this is the case, it 

is morally indefensible to treat people differently on the basis of traits that are morally 

arbitrarily, i.e. traits for which people are not morally responsible. The place one is born, or 

the nationality of one's parents are examples of such morally arbitrary traits. Hence, 

proponents of the argument conclude, it is wrong to exclude people from a country on the 

basis of factors such as a person's place of birth or the nationality of a person's parents. 

To discriminate people on the basis of such traits makes, as Joseph Carens famously put 

it “[c]itizenship in Western liberal democracies ... the modern equivalent to feudal 

privilege—an inherited status that greatly enhances one’s life chances" (Carens 1987, p. 

252). Hence, proponents of the argument claim, to close one's borders on people on the 

basis of their place of birth, or similarly morally arbitrary traits, is in stark contrast with 

liberal notions, such as the idea that "all men are created equal" (Chang 2003, p. 13). 

14 For another argument regarding the possible ill-effects of open borders, see Christiano (2008). 
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Wellman (2008) argues against this position. One of his arguments against the argument 

from moral arbitrariness is that inequality is problematic only in so far as it makes some 

people dependent on others and as such at risk of being oppressed. If the purpose of 

equality is to protect people from oppressive relationships resulting from their dependence 

on others, the scope of equality is not global, since inequalities between distant strangers 

do not put people at risk of ending up in oppressive relations, according to Wellman. 

(Wellman 2008, p. 4) 

  

I will later in this paper return to these arguments and see how they relate to Carens 

argument for open borders, which is the argument I will now turn to. 

 

4. Carens’ Argument for Open Borders 
  

After presenting some common arguments for and against open borders in the previous 

section as a way of setting a broad background to the issue at hand, as well as setting 

Carens' argument within a theoretical framework I will now present Joseph Carens’ 

argument in favor of open borders. This argument is, as shall be explained later, special in 

that it can counter many arguments for closed borders, some of which have been 

described in Section 2.  

  

Joseph Carens' argument for open borders starts with the claim that the right to freedom of 

intranational movement, i.e. the right to visit, or relocate to, any sub-unit within a country, 

is of significant moral weight15. He supports this claim by pointing to the fact that within a 

country, freedom of movement takes precedence over the right to self-determination of 

local communities, even though these communities sometimes have substantial interests 

in exercising their right to self-determination by controlling immigration. Local communities 

have this interest since intranational immigration can have substantial effects on a 

community's culture and economy. He gives as examples the interests Californians had in 

controlling immigration from Oregon during the depression, and the interest people in 

15 The fact that Carens refers to rights, rather than consequences when arguing for open borders 
strongly suggests that his argument is rights-based rather than consequentialist. That Carens' 
argument is rights based is affirmed by Pevnick (2011) (for the reason just pointed to), while 
Higgins (2008, p. 528) denies this. 
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Oregon had in controlling the immigration of Californians in later times. Even though 

intranational migration can have substantial effects on the culture and economy of a local 

community, no liberal state sets restrictions on what subunits within it citizens can move to 

and settle in, and those states that do are criticized for "denying basic human freedoms" 

according to Carens16. If restrictions on intranational movement of this kind cannot be 

morally justified due to the importance of freedom of movement, neither can restrictions on 

international movement, unless some moral difference between the two can be identified. 

Carens thus challenges proponents of closed borders to identify the morally relevant 

difference between intranational and international movement that would justify restrictions 

on the latter but not the former type of movement. Carens holds that no such difference 

exists, from which he concludes that closed borders cannot be justified. (Carens 1987, pp. 

266-268) 

 

What makes this argument especially forceful is that it can counter many arguments for 

closed borders, for instance those that are based on the idea that nations have a right to 

political self-determination (an argument of this kind is presented in section 2.1). According 

to proponents of this kind of arguments, political self-determination presupposes control 

over who settles in a country, and hence this right presupposes a right to control 

immigration. Carens' argument counters these kinds of arguments since a country 

contains distinct political entities, and these entities have a right to political self-

determination. However, this right is not considered weighty enough to override the right to 

free movement that people in the country have. If, as Carens claims, no morally relevant 

difference between  intranational and international movement can be identified, the right 

countries have to self-determination should be considered overridden by the importance of 

freedom of movement, just like the right to self-determination of sub-units within a country 

is overridden by the right to freedom of movement. (Hosein 2013, pp. 26-27) 

 

Another merit of Carens' argument is, as Blake notes, that it "...is rhetorically powerful; it 

forces the liberal to note that the universalism that animates her liberalism has historically 

been applied within only a limited territorial boundary. This should be, at the least, a 

reason to reconsider the easy liberal acceptance of the supposed right to exclude" (2013, 

p. 3). 

16  This claim seems to be uncontroversial. For instance Oberman (2013) writes that "[f]ree 
movement within a state has long been recognized as a human right" (p. 427). 
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5. Miller's Response and Hosein's Response to Miller 
  

Before presenting Hosein's answer to Carens argument, I will present David Miller's reply 

to Carens' argument, and Hosein's argument against Miller's response. I do this introduce 

the reader to the context of Hosein's paper. Miller (2005) argues that rights serve important 

interests and are justified by the interests they serve. According to Miller, the right to 

freedom of movement is justified by the fact that a decent life demands freedom to move 

around in physical space; without a certain degree of this freedom, individuals will not be 

able to able to fulfill important aspects of their lives, like getting married or finding a job. 

According to Miller, a person's right to freedom of movement is not absolute. If the right to 

freedom of movement was absolute, there would be no limits to where a person had a 

right to move. This would imply, for instance, that a person has a right to enter a house 

without the permission of its owner, which Miller finds unreasonable. So according to 

Miller, there is a limit to the right to freedom of movement, and he sets this limit by stating 

that one has a right to move to the extent that one can lead a decent life. Hence, a person 

residing in a country in which she can lead a decent life, does not have a right to immigrate 

to any certain country, at least not with reference to the right to freedom of movement. 

Miller thinks that most nation states satisfy this condition. So the reason that we demand 

freedom of intranational movement is according to Miller that we cannot lead decent lives 

without it. But since we can lead decent lives without free international movement, we 

have no right to it. This is according to Miller the morally relevant difference between 

intranational and international movement. (Miller 2005) 

  

Hosein argues against Millers position by pointing to the fact that people can oftentimes 

lead decent lives even within limited parts of a country. A state within a federation, like 

Texas can satisfy this condition just as well as a smaller country, like Switzerland. This 

being the case, Millers line of reasoning would imply that it would be permissible to limit 

movement between different regions within the some countries. As an example, it would 

according to the condition set by Miller, be justifiable for all other U.S. states to close its 

borders on people from Texas, since one's opportunity to live decently in Texas is at least 

as good as one's opportunity to live decently in, for instance, Switzerland. Since it is wrong 

to limit movement between parts of a country, Hosein concludes that Miller's response to 

Carens fails. (Hosein 2013, pp. 28-29)  
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6. Hosein's First Response to Carens 
  

After arguing against Miller's response, Hosein turns to Carens, formulating two arguments 

against him. The first of these will be presented in this section, while the next section will 

deal with his second argument. The first argument presupposes that autonomy is the only 

value protected by the right to freedom of movement - a presupposition Hosein himself 

rejects. The first reply is hence made merely for the sake of argument. Therefore, I view 

the first reply as less central than the second.  

 

Hosein holds that the right to freedom of intranational movement protects autonomy as 

well as other values. However, he also states that even if the right to freedom of 

movement protected autonomy only, there would still be a morally relevant difference 

between international and intranational movement that would justify a demand for free 

intranational movement but not free international movement. He claims that the morally 

relevant difference between freedom of intranational and international movement is that 

nation states have responsibilities to enhance the autonomy of their citizens, but a much 

slighter responsibility (if any) to enhance the autonomy of foreigners. A state has this 

responsibility towards its citizens because it exercises authority over them in ways that 

comprises their freedom. For instance, a state taxes its citizens and imposes upon them 

laws that regulates their behavior. When a state has these responsibilities towards its 

citizens, this justifies the state's interference with the affairs of sub-units within it when the 

purpose of this interference is to protect citizen autonomy. Hosein writes that something 

that speaks in favor of his position is the commonly held conviction that it is harder to 

justify a country's intervention in the affairs of another country, than it is to justify a federal 

government's intervention in the affairs of a state within the federation; in the former case, 

interventions are justified only when the country interfered with infringe largely on the 

autonomy of its citizens. In the latter case, interventions are easier to justify, and demand 

less in terms of autonomy infringements in order to be considered just. The best 

explanation for why it is easier to justify domestic interventions than international 

interventions is, according to Hosein, precisely that governments have responsibilities to 

protect their citizens' autonomy. This is according to Hosein’s first answer the morally 

relevant difference between freedom of intranational movement and freedom of 

international movement, which makes us demand the former but not the latter. (Hosein 
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2013, pp. 29-30) I will explain why I do not find this answer to Carens' challenge 

convincing, after which I will introduce Hosein's second answer to Carens challenge, which 

will be followed by my reply to it.   

 

6.1 My Response to Hosein's First Response to Carens 
  

I think Hosein's first answer misses the mark. The reason for this is that what Hosein 

points to is the moral difference between a nation state interfering with the affairs of sub-

units within it, and a nation state interfering with the affairs of other nation states. Even if 

his account of the above mentioned difference is correct, it is not an answer to Carens' 

challenge; the question at hand is whether it is morally justifiable for a country to close 

borders on immigrants, rather than whether a country may be forced to do otherwise. 

Analogously, on the level of sub-units within a state (which Hosein discusses in his first 

answer) the question at hand would be whether the sub-unit is morally justified in 

regulating immigration from other states (within the federation), and not whether they may 

be coerced into abstaining from it. To clarify: The fact that a nation state X cannot be 

forced into a certain course of action A by another nation state Y, whereas Y might force a 

local unit within Y to do A, does not imply that X is morally justified in not doing A. The fact 

that there is no agent that may forcibly implement a certain policy upon a nation state, 

does not imply that the nation state is not morally obliged to implement that policy. The 

difference between the morality of an action, and the permissibility of coercing someone to 

carry it out is easy to appreciate on an individual level; Stanton-Ife (2008) writes that 

"[e]veryone agrees that the immorality of an action is not a sufficient reason for state 

coercion" 17 . For example, many philosophers hold that the state may not coerce an 

individual to help his needy parents financially, even if that person happens to be wealthy. 

It is highly reasonable to believe that that difference exists on a national level as well. 

Hosein's example of the Texas anti-sodomy laws 18  is an illuminative example of the 

difference I am referring to: The US federal government may force the local government to 

17 For further discussion of this issue, see Waldron (1981). 
18 Hosein writes: "we think it was appropriate for the federal government (in this case the federal 
judiciary) to demand that Texas abandon its anti-sodomy laws and thus promote the freedom of 
gay Texans. Similarly, the federal government may insist that individual states accept migrants 
from other states, and not try to deter their entry, because this is a means of enhancing the 
autonomy of those migrants. By contrast, there is no broader entity with a responsibility to promote 
the autonomy of Canadians and Americans and thus no broader entity which can demand that 
Canada and the US allow migration between their territories" (Hosein 2013, p. 30). 
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change its anti-sodomy laws, but (it is possible that it) may not force, for instance, Saudi 

Arabia to do so. This, however, does not mean that the government of Saudi Arabia is any 

more justified in implementing these laws than the Texas government is. The case of anti-

sodomy laws is analogous to open borders in the following sense: If the question at hand 

is whether anti-sodomy laws are morally justifiable, then the answer is not dependent on 

whether the institution responsible for the law belongs to a subunit within a bigger political 

entity or not. The same is true regarding decisions to regulate immigration. If the question 

at hand, however, is whether some institution may coerce another institution to abolish 

anti-sodomy laws, it becomes relevant whether the institution forced is a subunit within a 

larger political entity. The same is true if the question at hand is whether some institution 

may coerce some other political entity to open its borders. Carens (2003) makes a very 

similar point, writing that "[t]here is a distinction between the question of who ought to have 

the power to make a decision and the question if whether the decision is right. It may be 

true that no international body ought to try interfere with a state's immigration policies, but 

it does not follow that those policies cannot be subject to criticism, even external 

criticism..." (p. 96). To conclude: Since Hosein's first argument deals with a question that is 

(even though related) different from the question Carens is dealing with, it fails to answer 

Carens’ challenge. In the following section, I will deal with Hosein's second argument.  

 

7. Hosein's Second Reply to Carens 
  

After presenting and rejecting Hosein's first reply to Carens' challenge, I will now turn to his 

more central reply. This reply states that the right to freedom of intranational movement is 

important not only for the value of autonomy, but also for the protection of democratic 

values and for what he calls political equality. Hosein first gives two arguments for why 

autonomy is not the sole value protected by the right to freedom of movement. He then 

specifies which values that, apart from autonomy, are protected by this right. He gives two 

arguments for why the right to freedom of intranational movement is grounded in 

democratic values, followed by two arguments for why political equality also is an 

important aspect of this freedom. 
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7.1 Not Only Autonomy 
 

Hosein's two arguments for the claim that other values in addition to autonomy are 

protected by the right to freedom of intranational movement are the following. Firstly, he 

writes that a person with a large amount of decent alternatives gains rather little in terms of 

autonomy from the availability of an additional alternative. It is therefore hard to explain the 

emphasis that in the context of intranational movement is put on the availability of all 

possible alternatives, if autonomy is the only value at stake. As an example, if autonomy is 

the sole value at stake, it is strange that we think it of significant moral importance that a 

U.S. citizen who can move freely across all other states, is free to enter Kansas as well 

(since rather little in terms of autonomy is gained by it). Secondly, Hosein writes, 

intranational movement is restricted in many ways, for instance through tolls on highways 

and through the converting of parts of the land of the country into private property not 

accessible to the general public. Regarding these restrictions, Hosein writes that "it is 

implausible to think that in these cases individual interests in autonomy are simply being 

overridden by some very compelling governmental interest. The acceptable justifications 

for these policies include not just, say, averting disasters but also comparatively modest 

justifications, such as preventing eyesores or spurring economic growth" (2013, p. 32). In 

other words, it does not seem like the reason that we accept the restrictions on 

intranational movement mentioned above, but refuse restrictions on movement between 

sub-units of a country is that the value of autonomy is overridden in the former but not the 

latter case. For if it was, we would not accept the former kind of restrictions even for 

relatively futile reasons, which we in fact do. Rather, the fact that we accept some forms of 

restrictions on intranational movement, but demand full freedom to move between subunits 

of a country, suggests that some other value(s), in addition to autonomy, are at stake 

when we consider the subject of freedom of intranational movement). (Ibid. pp. 31-32) 

  

My comment regarding the above argument is the following: We seem to think that the 

availability of all options is important in many areas, including ones where autonomy 

seems to be the only value involved. For instance, we would deem it morally objectionable 

if the government forbade the use of a certain musical instrument, say bagpipe, even if the 

usage of all other musical instruments were allowed. This despite the fact that the option of 

playing bagpipe in addition to all other musical instruments seems to increase our 
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autonomy only to a very negligible extent. Even if some benefit from forbidding bagpipe 

could be identified (assume that playing bagpipe in some cases could lead to some form of 

cancer), a prohibition on bagpipe playing would still be regarded as unjust. Similar 

examples can be made regarding many types of rights; the government allowing all kinds 

of poems except those written in limerick verse, allowing all films except Rambo IV, etc. 

However, Hosein also gives other arguments for why other values than autonomy are at 

stake in the case of intranational movement. We will now turn to these arguments. 

 

7.2 Democratic Values and Political Equality 
  

Hosein mentions two reasons for why the right to freedom of movement is important for 

the protection of democratic values. Firstly, in order for a democracy to be functional and 

legitimate, citizens need to be able to debate, discuss and organize themselves politically. 

To do this they need to be able to meet people from other parts of the country, for which 

they need to be able to move freely within the country. For instance, politicians need to be 

able to visit different parts of the country, and people from different parts of a country need 

to be able to attend national political conferences. Hosein calls this "the information 

argument". Secondly, Hosein writes that when people vote, they have to take into account 

the good of the whole nation, not just the specific region in which they live. This 

prerequisites the ability to travel to all parts of a country, both to acquire a feeling of 

solidarity towards people living in other parts of the country, and to get an understanding of 

their interests. He writes that "...people in Massachusetts will need to be able to appreciate 

the special problems faced by people in border states and people in Kansas will need to 

be able to appreciate the problems of hurricanes and flooding that face gulf states" (Ibid. p. 

33). Hosein names this "the solidarity argument" (Ibid.). 

  

Hosein points out that the two arguments mentioned above establish what he calls a 

"pass-through right", i.e. a right to visit an area for a limited period of time, while they do 

not necessarily establish a resettlement right, i.e. a right to move to another place and 

settle in it permanently. Resettlement rights are established through the third component 

that Hosein thinks is associated with the right to freedom of intranational movement in 

addition to autonomy and democratic values, namely, what he calls political equality. By 

political equality, Hosein means the duty of the central government to favor all citizens 
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equally19. The right to freedom of movement is connected to political equality in two ways 

according to Hosein. Firstly, with freedom of movement within a country, the central 

government has limited possibilities to favorize people living in certain areas of the 

country. For if it did, for instance by spending more on education in a certain part of the 

country than in other parts, with freedom of intranational movement people from other 

parts of the country could move there to take part of the benefits granted by the 

government. Secondly, political equality demands equality of opportunity, according to 

Hosein. He explains that equality of opportunity means that, minimally, equally talented 

and motivated people should have the same opportunity to obtain positions, and that no 

legal obstacles hinder a person from getting a position she is entitled to. Obviously, if a 

person is not free to move to, and settle in, a specific area of a country, she cannot obtain 

positions based there. Hence a country cannot have equality of opportunity without 

granting its citizens freedom of movement within country borders, Hosein says. (Ibid. pp. 

33-34) 

  

After stating that intranational movement protects, apart from autonomy, democratic 

values and the values of political equality, Hosein goes on to explain why these values are 

not, at present, involved when it comes to international movement. Regarding the 

democratic values, Hosein writes that without a world government, there is no global 

democratic process whose legitimacy and functionality would be protected by free global 

movement, and this constitutes a difference between free intranational and free 

international movement. Also, there is no global institution, responsible to treat all humans 

around the world alike and guarantee them equality of opportunity, and hence no 

institution that for reasons connected to equality of opportunity is responsible to guarantee 

all people of the world free movement across the world. This also constitutes a moral 

difference between freedom of international and international movement on Hosein's 

account. From the claims that freedom of movement is important for the protection of 

values other than autonomy, and that these other values are relevant only on a national 

level in the current world, Hosein concludes that there is a moral difference between 

intranational and international movement, the former being more important than the latter, 

since it protects values that the former does not protect. Therefore, we cannot from the 

19 To use this term in this way seems to divert from the way it is normally used.  See for instance 
Beitz (1989). For the sake of convenience, I will in this paper use the term in the same way as 
Hosein has done. 
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fact that we deem restrictions on intranational movement morally wrong, infer that 

restrictions on international movement are likewise wrong. Rather, it is morally justified to 

demand free intranational movement but not free international movement, since the former 

kind of movement is more important than the latter, protecting values that are not 

protected by the latter kind of movement. Hence he attempts to answer Carens' challenge. 

(Ibid. p. 35) 
  

8. My Critique of Hosein's Arguments 
  

After presenting what I refer to as Hosein's most central argument against Carens' 

argument for open borders, I will now turn to my critique of these arguments. I argue 

against Hosein by way of a thought experiment. My aim with this thought experiment is to 

show that we would demand full freedom of intranational movement, even in scenarios in 

which democratic values were not at stake and even if we were free to move to such an 

extent that political equality was guaranteed. I conclude that we would demand full 

freedom of intranational movement, even in the absence of the factors Hosein think 

constitute the difference between intranational and international movement. Hence, I 

conclude, these factors are not weighty enough to explain why we demand freedom of 

intranational movement, and therefore the question why we demand free intranational 

movement but not free international movement remains unanswered. Since I have 

dismissed Hosein's first (and less central) attempt to answer Carens' challenge in the 

earlier part of this paper, I will at the end of this section conclude that Hosein has not 

successfully identified a morally relevant difference between intranational and international 

movement that can justify full freedom of the former but not the latter, and hence does not 

succeed in answering Carens' challenge. 

 

8.1 The Good Willed Puppet Ruler 
  

Now to my thought experiment which I call "The Good Willed Puppet Ruler". Imagine that 

aliens from outer space attack and conquer the USA. The aliens dislike national elections, 

but don't care much about anything else. The sole purpose of the aliens' conquest is 

hence to abolish national elections in the US. The aliens hand over all political authority 

formerly held by people appointed through national elections, to a puppet ruler. The 

puppet ruler hence possess great political authority, and the only restrictions the aliens put 
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on him is forbidding him from arranging national elections of any kind. States within the US 

are allowed to hold elections as usual and they are allowed to keep the limited self-rule 

they possessed before the alien conquest. The puppet ruler is good willed, and strives to 

do as much good as he can, within the limits of his circumstances. The puppet ruler does 

not favor any state within the federation over another. He is also convinced that morality 

demands that he sets up policies resulting in equality of opportunity within the US, such 

that equally talented and motivated people within the federation have equal chances of 

obtaining positions.  

 

Now some states within the federation want to close their borders on people from other 

U.S. states, since they believe that these restrictions would benefit the state's economy 

(an argument for closed borders not presented in this paper), because they think the 

restrictions would be good for preserving the state's culture (like in the argument in Section 

2.1), or with reference to their freedom of association (as in the argument of Section 2.2). 

The good willed puppet ruler can, if he wants to, override the states' decisions to restrict 

immigration from other U.S. states. Since he believes that he ought to promote equality of 

opportunity, he decides that anyone wanting to relocate to another state for reasons 

connected to equality of opportunity, should be allowed to do so. So anyone who seeks to 

enter another state with the intent to study or work, for instance, should be allowed 

entrance (provided that similar opportunities to study or work are not provided in their 

home state). But apart from cases connected to equality of opportunity, should states be 

allowed to restrict immigration from other U.S. states? He ponders on the issue. There are 

no democratic values at stake (at least not of the kinds Hosein points to when identifying 

the difference between intranational and international movement), since no national 

elections are held. Also, he knows that he favors all states equally, so no one has any 

reason to relocate in order to take part of benefits assigned by the federal government to 

some state that are not present in their home state. He decides not to override the states' 

decisions to regulate immigration from other U.S. states. 

 

8.2 Conclusion from the Thought Experiment 
  

The question that arises from this thought experiment is whether the good willed puppet 

ruler has acted correctly. I claim that he has not, and I think most people would agree with 
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me; the absence of mentioned democratic values20 and the presence of political equality 

does not motivate an infringement on people's right to free intranational movement. I here 

remind the reader of what was said in a previous section, namely that freedom of 

movement within a country has since long been viewed as a basic human freedom. Hence 

it is something that is not easily overridden. That the circumstances described in the 

thought experiment should motivate such a serious infringement on people's rights 

therefore seems implausible. This is true even when these regulations are motivated by 

the sub-units' right to freedom of association or by the intent to preserve the culture of 

certain sub-units.  

 

If it is true that he has acted incorrectly when not overriding the states' decision to regulate 

intrastate immigration, what conclusions can be drawn from this fact? Firstly, I want to 

clarify that it does not imply that Hosein is wrong when claiming that the factors he points 

to constitute a difference between intranational and international movement. Hosein 

makes a good case for that thesis .However, since we believe that the good willed puppet 

ruler acts wrongly when he allows restrictions on intranational movement even though 

neither the democratic values Hosein identifies as relevant when it comes to the issue of 

intranational movement, nor values connected to political equality are at stake, these 

values are not sufficient to explain why we deem restrictions on intranational movement 

morally objectionable. T ,hisin combination with Hosein's  claim that these values are what 

make intranational movement different from international movement, leads to the following 

conclusion: One cannot justify regulations on international movement by referring to the 

absence of the above mentioned values in that domain. Rather we should treat 

international movement the same way we treat intranational movement that lacks 

mentioned values, and hence demand it to be free from regulations. 

 

Of course, it is in this context interesting to investigate why the good willed puppet ruler 

acts wrongly. The obvious answer is the one just pointed to, namely that constraining 

intranational movement is an act that constrains basic human freedoms, and that this 

remains the case even given the conditions of the thought experiment. But we can also 

push the question further, and ask why restrictions on intranational movement infringes on 

20 If there are other democratic values at stake, unique for the national domain, these have to be 
identified. My counterargument against Hosein is, quite naturally, based on Hosein's own account 
of the democratic values that are at stake in the issue of intranational movement. 
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people's basic freedoms (even in the thought experiment)? Is it due to the autonomy 

infringement involved in the regulations on intranational movement, or is it because it 

affects some other value(s) related to intranational movement? If the latter is the case, are 

these values exclusively connected to intranational movement, or are they at play even 

when it comes to international movement? If the latter is the case, Carens' argument 

remains valid, since these values would be affected by restrictions on international 

movement as well. 

 

In any case, the thought experiment shows that Hosein does not successfully answer 

Carens' challenge. Hence, proponents of closed borders still need to identify the morally 

relevant difference between intranational and international movement that can justify 

closed national borders, but not closed borders of sub-units within a country. Unless, and 

until such a difference can be identified, the argument of Carens remains, namely that the 

demand for free movement within countries implies a duty to allow free movement 

between countries. 

 

To clarify my point, let me present an analogous case. Someone claims that it is wrong to 

kill humans to eat them, and further states that, based on the wrongness of killing humans 

to eat, it is wrong to kill non-human animals to eat them, unless some morally relevant 

difference between humans and non-human animals can be identified. If this position is 

countered with the claim that the difference by which we treat the two cases is due to the 

fact that humans are cognitively superior to animals, the proponents of the 

counterargument can be asked to imagine cases where humans are on the same cognitive 

level as non-humans animals. If proponents of the (first) counterargument hold that it is 

objectionable to eat humans - even if they are on the same cognitive level as non-humans- 

then one can conclude that the cognitive difference between humans and non-human 

animals is not sufficient to explain why we deem killing humans to eat morally 

objectionable, while doing the same with non-human animals is not. Hence, proponents of 

the position that killing and eating non-human animals is morally permissible have to 

identify some other relevant difference between humans and non-human animals, in order 

to justify their position. The structure of the two cases (eating animals21 and allowing free 

international movement) is the same. This structure is the following: A and B are two types 

21 Actually, the question at hand is "killing to eat", but for the sake of convenience, I will refer to the 
eating only. 
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of one class of actions (A being intranational movement or eating humans, B being 

international movement or eating animals, both being types of movement or eating).  

Unless some morally relevant difference between A and B can be identified, they should 

be treated the same (free intranational movement would imply free international 

movement, the wrongness of eating humans would imply the wrongness of eating 

animals). If someone holds that A and B should be treated differently due to some feature 

F present in A but not in B (this feature being democratic values and values connected to 

political equality being at stake in the case of movement, being cognitively superior in the 

case of eating), this claim can be assessed by imagining a case of an A in which F is not 

present (regarding movement, intranational movement where political values and values 

connected to political equality are not at stake, in the case of eating, eating humans with 

the same cognitive capacities as some animals). If one holds that A's without F should be 

treated as other cases of A (intranational movement should be free despite the fact that no 

democratic values, nor values connected to political equality are at stake, and humans 

with cognitive capacities equal to those of some animals should not be eaten), then one 

can conclude that that F was, by itself, not the relevant difference between A and B that 

could motivate different treatment of A and B. This does not mean that no morally relevant 

difference between A and B exists (in the case of eating, one could come up with many 

possibly relevant differences). However, until, and unless one has identified this difference, 

they should be treated the same. What I have done in the thought experiment of the Good 

Willed Puppet Ruler is to test a case of A in which the proposed F of Hosein was excluded. 

The conclusion of this thought experiment was that the A without Hosein's F should be 

treated as other A's. I concluded that Hosein's F could not be the morally relevant 

difference that could motivate us to view A and B differently, and that until some feature 

that could stand the test of being excluded from an A with the result of that A being treated 

as a B can be identified, B should be treated as A (that is, international movement should 

be treated in the same as intranational movement, namely without restrictions).  

 

I note here that there is a possibility that someone might think that the puppet ruler does 

not act incorrectly. In such case, the thought experiment will serve to show the correctness 

of Hosein's argument - if regulations on intranational movement are justified in the 

absence of the factors Hosein claims make intranational movement special, that strongly 

suggests that he is right in his claim. Hosein could then, in the light of the thought 

experiment, be said to have given a satisfactory answer to Carens' challenge. However, as 

stated above, I have a strong intuition to the contrary, and believe that most people will 
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agree with me. For that reason, I will throughout this paper assume that the good willed 

puppet ruler acts wrongly.  I will now turn to other possible objections to my argument. 

 

8.3 Possible Objections and My Replies to Them 
  

Now someone might object to my conclusion from our intuitions regarding the thought 

experiment, and claim that the reason that we demand freedom of intranational movement 

in the scenario just described is that, firstly, it would be desirable to reestablish democracy 

on a national level in the U.S.A, and secondly, that such a reestablishment of democracy 

would be helped by a nationally organized resistance movement. Thirdly, the 

establishment of a national resistance movement would be obstructed by limited freedom 

of intranational movement, which is why we think that the puppet ruler acts wrongly when 

he allows restrictions on intrastate movement. A reply to this objection consists in the 

following addition to the thought experiment: People are satisfied with the puppet ruler, 

and for this reason, there is no popular base for resistance. Hence, the closed state 

borders do not affect the chances of reestablishing democracy. Since I believe that our 

intuition that the puppet ruler acts wrongly not to override restrictions on intranational 

movement would remain, even with this addition to the thought experiment, I believe that 

the objection can be avoided by this addition. This objection concerns one problematic 

aspect of some thought experiments, namely that the intuitions generated by them are not 

due to that which was intended to be tested by them, but come from some other feature of 

it.  

 

Another objection that may be raised against my thought experiment concerns the very 

nature of many philosophical thought experiments, namely that my thought example is so 

unrealistic and outlandish that we cannot form trustworthy intuitions about it. In response 

to this objection, I say the following. Regarding the epistemic status of thought 

experiments three main positions can be identified according to Elster (2011). These are: 

  

1. Conceivabilism: As long as a case is conceivable, it is legitimate to use it to elicit 

intuitions for testing moral principles. 

2. Realism: Only cases which could plausibly occur given the world as it is should be used 

to elicit intuitions. 

3. Actualism: Only cases which have actually occurred should be used to elicit intuitions." 

(Ibid. p. 214) 
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To argue for any of the above positions is far beyond the scope of this paper. However, I 

would like to say to two things regarding this issue. Firstly, even though my thought 

experiment may seem outlandish (since it involves aliens), and hence be accepted as part 

of a valid argument only by proponents of the position above referred to as 

concievabalism, I think this is mistaken. Rather I think my thought experiment is what 

Elster calls "superficially outlandish", i.e. a thought experiment that contains outlandish 

components, but where these outlandish components could be replaced by more realistic 

components "at the cost of some imaginary work" (ibid. p. 244). In my thought experiment, 

this means that instead of aliens, we can imagine the USA being invaded by another 

country (I used aliens to avoid the connotations that would come along with a thought 

experiment where Japanese or Russian forces invaded the USA. It would also be more 

complicated to explain why the earthly invaders would dislike national elections and not 

care about any other issues). Hence, my thought experiment cannot be rejected because it 

involves outlandish components, since it can be reformulated in more realistic terms, but 

with the disadvantage of involving irrelevant intuitions. Only adherents of what above is 

referred to as Actualism should reject my thought experiment on the basis of its unrealistic 

features, since they reject any thought experiment involving events that have not actually 

happened.  I do not see their rejection as a serious flaw of my argument, since my thought 

experiment would be in good company in this regard; on their account many influential 

thought experiments in the philosophical literature would be rejected, like "Mary's Room", 

Nozick's Ray Gun and probably all trolley cases. 

9. The Effects on the Debate on Immigration 
 

At the end of section three, after my presentation of arguments both for and against open 

borders, I said that I would return to these arguments and relate them to Carens' 

argument. This is what I will do now, after having defended Carens' argument and 

concluded that it withstands Hosein's answer.  

 

9.1 Effects on Arguments for Closed Borders 
 

Regarding the arguments against open borders of section three, I say the following. I 

believe Carens argument can counter both Miller's argument (Section 2.1) that was based 

on the interest people have in preserving the culture of their country, as well as Wellman’s 
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argument (Section 2.2) that was based on people's right to freedom of association. The 

reason that it does is that both these factors can be reasons for sub-units to regulate 

intranational movement. However, since these factors are overridden in the case of 

intranational movement (and as we saw, even in the case of The Good Willed Puppet 

Ruler), they are also overridden in the case of international movement. This follows from 

Carens' argument which stated that no morally relevant difference between these two 

types of movement that could justify us to treat them differently exists. Since Carens' 

argument withstood Hosein's critique, this point remains.   

 

Regarding the argument from brain drain, it is not clear to me whether Carens' argument 

can counter it or not. We can imagine a scenario where a state within a federation wanted 

to regulate the immigration of skilled labor from very poor states. Would this regulation be 

morally justified, given that there was no way to compensate the poor states for their loss 

of skilled labor (which in itself is hard to imagine)? Let us assume, for the sake of 

argument, that it is. In that case, we could say that the brain drain argument trumps 

Carens' argument, since it would establish that countering brain drain is more important 

than freedom of movement. Let us also assume that there is no way in which the host 

countries could compensate poor countries for the loss of skilled labor (if compensation 

was possible, we could keep borders open and compensate poor countries for their loss of 

skilled workers). In such case, we would, despite the correctness of Carens' argument, 

view one kind of regulations on immigration as justified, namely those regulations whose 

purpose is to avoid brain drain. Considering, as was pointed out in Section 2.3, that there 

are a number of compensatory factors involved in cases where skilled labor leave poor 

countries, the cases where poor countries are actually harmed by the emigration of skilled 

labor, are quite rare. Hence, even given the two questionable assumptions made above 

(that brain drain would trump Carens argument, and that there are no way for host 

countries to compensate for it), regulations on immigration would be justified only in rare 

cases. Borders should hence, based on Carens' argument be open, except for the rare 

cases of brain drain.  

 

9.2 The Relation to Arguments for Open Borders 
 

I will now turn to the arguments for open borders of Section 3, and examine how the fact 

that Carens' argument resists Hosein's critique effects the open borders position more 

generally.  
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In section 3.2, the utilitarian argument for open borders was presented. This argument was 

based on two claims: The first being that the right action is that which maximizes utility, the 

second that open borders would increase global GDP significantly. The argument was 

hence consequence-based (i.e. based on the positive effects open borders would have). 

Carens' argument, on the other hand, was based on the right to freedom of movement (i.e. 

borders should be open not because it produces positive outcomes, but because it 

protects people's rights) and was hence rights-based. This means that since Hosein's 

argument still stands, proponents of open borders can rely on arguments from the two 

major 22  ethical theories, defending their position based on both rights-based (or 

deontological) and consequence based arguments. Since both these ethical theories, by 

themselves, are contested, this is an obvious strength for the position, since the fewer and 

less controversial assumptions one has to make, the better it is for the thesis one is 

arguing for. 

 

Another point worth making is that with Carens' argument standing, open borders can be 

argued for with reference to the values of freedom, equality and democracy - three core 

liberal values (Holtug 2011, p. 5). The value of freedom is the basis for Carens' argument, 

the argument from moral arbitrariness of Section 3.1 is based on equality - that since all 

people are of equal moral standing, morally arbitrary factors such as one's place of birth 

should not affect one's life chances. Finally, according to Abizadeh's argument in Section 

3.3, a proper understanding of the concept of democracy would lead to open borders. I 

believe that it definitely is a virtue of the open borders position that these values, 

committed to by liberal states, can be referred to when it is argued that these liberal states 

should open their borders. 

 

  

10. Conclusion 
  

In this paper, I have discussed the issue of open borders - whether a country has a moral 

right to exclude potential immigrants or not. In my paper I have defended a famous 

argument for open borders put forward by Joseph Carens. His argument is based on two 

22 The third, and less popular being virtue ethics (Hursthouse 2013). 
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claims: Firstly that restrictions on intranational movement is morally impermissible, and 

secondly that there is no morally relevant difference between intranational and 

international movement that can justify closed country borders. I have defended this 

argument by criticizing an argument by which Adam Hosein argues against Carens' 

position. Hosein questions Carens' second claim (that international movement is morally 

on par with intranational movement), by stating that there is a morally relevant difference 

between free intranational and free international movement, and that this difference 

consists in the fact that free intranational movement protects democratic values and values 

connected to political equality, while free international movement does not protect these 

values. My argument against Hosein is a thought example, the conclusion of which is that 

even if democratic values and values connected to political equality were not at stake, we 

would still demand full freedom of intranational movement. If that is the case, it seems 

mistaken to say that international movement should not be free because democratic 

values and values connected to political equality are not connected to it. I conclude from 

this that the values Hosein points to are not of enough moral weight to motivate the 

demand for free intranational movement, but not free international movement. Another 

contribution of this paper is that my thought experiment, or a thought example similar to it, 

can be used as a criterion to assess attempts to answer Carens' argument. If someone 

claims to have identified the morally relevant difference D between intranational and 

international movement that Carens asks for, a thought experiment can be created in 

which D is extracted from intranational movement. If, after D is extracted, one finds 

regulations on intranational movement morally defensible, it can be claimed that Carens' 

challenge has been answered. It is possible that not all answers to Carens' challenge can 

be assessed in this way, depending on the nature of the answer, but I believe that many 

can. After concluding that Carens' argument withstands Hosein's reply to it, I relate 

Carens' argument to other arguments, both for and against open borders that have been 

presented in this paper. Regarding the arguments against open borders mentioned in this 

paper, I argue that Carens' can counter two out of three of these. Regarding the third 

argument, it is somewhat unclear whether it can be countered by Carens' argument, and 

even if it can not, the result would still be a moral demand for open borders globally, with 

only some minor exceptions. In relation to the arguments for open borders that have been 

mentioned in this paper, I claim that Carens' argument constitutes a useful complement to 

them; being rights-based, it is a complement to the utilitarian, consequence based 

argument for open borders that was presented in this paper. Also, along with the other 

open borders argument that were mentioned in the paper, namely the argument from 
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democracy and the argument from moral arbitrariness, proponents of open borders can, 

with Carens argument intact, argue for their position with arguments connected to three 

core liberal values that liberal states commit to, namely freedom, equality and democracy. 
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