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Abstract 

In this thesis I will elaborate the ethics of free movement, including its instrumental values 

and intrinsic value in the context of economic immigrants. I argue that there is a moral justification 

for states to accept immigrants who live in countries with poor economic situations and struggle 

for survival. Since we live in an extremely unbalanced economic world where birth citizenship 

almost determines the resources we are able to get in our lives, free movement is a means to alter 

the situation and to achieve distributive justice. However, to emphasize the values of free 

movement does not mean other values such as sovereignty, culture or national identity which may 

be undermined because of the “open borders” policy should not be embraced. Under the condition 

that the potential immigrants have no difficulty acquiring basic needs, states should still hold the 

sovereign power to prevent them from entering their borders based on proper justifications. I call 

this position “closed borders”. The hidden perspectives of the “open borders” and “closed borders” 

are libertarianism and communitarianism respectively. The fundamental difference between “open 

borders” and “closed borders” policy lies in how much weight they give to different values. 

Advocates for open borders value distributive justice and freedom over sovereignty, and therefore, 

they argue that even one is not under immediate threat to survival, as long as the accepting country 

is conspicuously wealthier than the sending country, then the accepting country cannot reject the 

potential immigrant unless there are valid reasons for them to do so. In contrast, from a 

communitarian perspective of view, the value of keeping a community integrated is higher than 

distributive justice, and therefore, even a state is much wealthier than a potential immigrant’s 

original state, there is no moral requirement for a state to accept him.    

I will analyze the two positions and the different values stressed by them respectively. The 

“open borders” position emphasizes that equality and freedom are the most fundamental values in 

human lives. Therefore, to open borders is to allow those who do not own birth citizenship of 

certain states to also enjoy the resources as those who do. It exemplifies equality and freedom of 

movement. In contrast, the “closed borders” position emphasizes the features of a community, and 

the values embedded in it. Since a nation-state is a political community, it involves values that are 

vital to human lives, and to open borders will very likely undermine these values. Therefore, it is 

argued that a nation-state, in order to preserve these values, has the right to close its borders. Both 

lines of thoughts reflect issues of fundamental importance to human beings; however, when 
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making moral judgements, contexts should be taken into consideration. Therefore, I use the 

European integration (particularly the foundation of the EU) and Brexit as illustrations to see what 

may happen as a result of the ideas from the two positions being implemented in reality. The EU 

represents the idea of open borders so that people within the region enjoy free movement and the 

values brought by it. However, Brexit reveals the counter force that wants to retain the integrity of 

the state, rejecting the sacrifice of a certain level of sovereignty in exchange for potential prosperity 

since the values of a self-determined community can outweigh other values. The purpose of adding 

the real cases to the analysis is not to say that reality triumphs over normativity but that 

understanding the real situation helps us evaluate values in concrete contexts. 

To conclude, I argue that whether states should accept economic immigrants or not should 

be based on both the levels of how economically disadvantaged the immigrants are and how 

economically and socially strong the accepting states are. 

 

Keyword: free movement, libertarianism, communitarianism, nationalism, European Union, 

Brexit  
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Research background 

Since the Syrian civil war broke out in 2011, it has led to severe humane crisis. A huge 

influx of migrants attempted to cross borders to Europe. It is said that people who attempted to 

emigrate to the European countries (especially Germany or the Scandinavian countries) are not all 

refugees. Some of them are those whose lives were not threatened; therefore, they could simply be 

called economic immigrants who seek for better life quality. However, if we take a closer look, 

these classifications of immigrants apparently reveal the fact that we think there are different levels 

of urgency and different standards may be applied when it comes to accepting immigrants. It is 

not a surprise that the huge influx of immigrants and various political positions with regard to 

immigration issues have caused political turmoil to some of the European countries. Many right-

wing parties have sprung up and taken part in the decision-making process. In 2016, British people 

even voted to leave the EU, hoping to detach from the European immigration chaos. Nevertheless, 

according to the result of the referendum, people who voted for Brexit only won by a very small 

margin.1 It indicates the extreme political positions are very likely to generate even more cracks 

to the society.    

Across from the Atlantic Ocean, a similar situation also took place in the United States. 

During the 2016 presidential campaign, the immigration issue was obviously a battlefield. One of 

the most sensational manifestos among the candidates was proposed by Donald Trump. He made 

his anti-immigration position clear, argued that he would build a wall at the borders between the 

United States and Mexico, and Mexican government would pay for it. This has obviously caught 

so much attention from media and people worldwide. Plenty of people were shocked at the result 

of the election that he became the president of the United States; however, it was also the result 

that motivated people to deeply reflect the genuine reasons behind the phenomenon. He 

successfully appealed to people’s resentments or worries that immigrants took over their jobs and 

brought insecurity to the country. These thoughts are probably similar to the British people who 

																																																													
1	“The	remain	side”	got	48.1	percent	while	“the	leave	side”	got	51.9	percent.	The	gap	is	only	less	than	3.8	percent.	
(The	Electoral	Commission	2019)	
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were voting for Brexit in terms of hoping to separate the immigration policies from the European 

Union. What is interesting is that people who voted for Brexit and Donald Trump share similar 

backgrounds. Most of them are politically conservative and male with lower education degree from 

rural areas (Dos-Santos and Henrique 2017, 541). Just as Brexit, Donald Trump also won the 

presidential election by a small margin.2   

Both incidents have piqued my curiosity about the immigration issues although there are 

still differences between the cases. People who have risked their lives to cross the Mediterranean 

Sea to seek shelter and people who cross the borders to look for jobs with higher salary 

undoubtedly cannot be weighed the same. It also means that states have to give different 

considerations to the different cases. However, what I would like to focus on this thesis is the case 

of economic immigrants instead of refugees since the latter are usually covered by asylum 

regulations. I do not mean that all the asylum regulations are flawless. As what I have mentioned 

above, people hold different standards toward refugees and economic immigrants. Refugees, by 

definition, are people whose lives are under threat while the economic immigrants leave their 

countries in hope to enjoy higher standard of living with the current basic needs being satisfied. 

Therefore, to be willing to accept refugees does not necessarily mean to be willing to accept 

economic immigrants, for it may be out of humanitarian concern to accept people whose lives are 

being threatened while people find no moral obligation to help those who want to enjoy better 

living quality especially when it implies that their own living quality will possibly be downgraded. 

The question that I outlined also revealed clearly in the refugee crisis in Europe. People who 

refused refugees from Syria to enter their borders usually stated that they were actually economic 

immigrants who pretended to be refugees; therefore, they should be kept outside of the borders. 

My aim of this thesis, as a result, would be to examine the ethical aspect regarding the relationship 

between free movement of economic immigrants and open borders. I wonder if the citizens of a 

state can decide to open their borders and to choose what kind of immigrants they want. If this is 

the case, then what are the justifications for them to do so? I will analyze both sides of the 

arguments of open borders and closed borders using the EU and Brexit as illustrations. I shall 

present my research questions in detail in the next section. 

																																																													
2	The	candidate	of	Democratic	Party,	Hillary	Clinton	actually	won	48.2	percent	which	is	higher	than	the	46.1	
percent	Donald	Trump	got.	However,	Trump	won	304	electoral	votes	which	is	higher	than	227	votes	that	Clinton	
got.	(State	Elections	Offices	2017)		
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1.2 Research questions 

The main purpose of this thesis is to apply the existing literatures with regard to open and 

closed borders to the cases of the integration of the European Union and Brexit, and to see what 

reveals in these cases through different perceptions of morality. In this way, we will be able to see 

the immigration issue in a more concrete manner, and to see what problems arise when applying 

the theoretical foundation to the status quo. The EU represents the belief that open borders will 

bring peace and prosperity to the region while Brexit is the opposite power indicating that to be a 

sovereign state and independent from the external regulations would bring more good. It is through 

the analysis of real cases can we fully grasp the comprehensive understanding of the relation 

between abstract concepts and the concrete situations. The foundation of the EU was to fulfill the 

ideal that a diverse region can unite as an integrated organization so that it enjoys the economic 

prosperity, lasting peace and justice. In order to achieve these goals, one of the most crucial values 

is free movement. With it, people who were born in a relatively worse off area can have accesses 

to more resources and opportunities. Countries in need of labors will also be able to acquire labor 

force required for economic growth. As Joseph Carens argues, the western birth citizenship is like 

a privilege (Carens, Aliens and Citizens 1987). People who were born in a better off country will 

be highly likely to enjoy more economic advantages than those who were born in poorer countries. 

From the standard that every human being should be given the equal moral worth, freedom of 

movement will assist to resolve the issue of unequal distribution of resources globally, and thus 

give those people who are in relatively disadvantaged positions more chances to achieve self-

fulfillment. What is more, freedom of movement also facilitates to break geographical barriers so 

that people from different regions will have a better chance to understand one another, and to break 

stereotypes which often lead to discrimination and conflicts. I will explore in full in my thesis the 

concept of freedom of movement including its instrumental and intrinsic values. I will also argue 

that the free movement within the EU has truly led to its original goals such as the economic 

prosperity and the long-term peace.   

Since the foundation of the EU, it has gone through many crisis; nonetheless, it is 

undoubted that Brexit has brought profound influences to the EU. It not only affects the world 

economy but also shows that the values promoted by the EU had been challenged. According to a 

survey done after a week of the Brexit referendum, people who voted to leave the EU suggested 
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that ‘sovereignty’ was the top concern, and the ‘immigration control’ was the second reason they 

decided to vote for ‘Brexit’.3 It has come to a sharp comparison that at the beginning, people 

thought that free movement would contribute to more goods but the belief apparently were 

severely questioned before and after the referendum. Although the propaganda might have biased 

people, it still implied that for some people, there are some values, at least for the status quo, 

outweighed the value of freedom of movement. Scholars have also argued that as a political 

community, it is of the essence for its members to own the authority to decide who can be its future 

members (Walzer 1983, 32). It is an approach to secure the safety and benefits of its citizens. 

Therefore, it lies in a state's sovereignty to choose to keep its borders closed. Brexit reflects the 

concern that as a sovereign state, the UK cannot make its own decision since being a member state 

of the EU, the EU laws are superior to the national laws. One of the policies that concerns the 

Britons the most is free movement, for it means the UK has no other choice but to accept the 

immigrants from the EU. As a result, I will also explore the concept of sovereignty and other values 

that may triumph freedom of movement to examine if these values can justify to keep the 

immigrants outside of their borders. 

The motto of the EU is “united in diversity”. Besides the economic integration (the EU was 

once the biggest economic entity and will be the second after the withdrawal of the UK), the EU 

is also integrated in the political and judicial fields. There are several institutions such as The 

European Parliament, The European Council, and The Court of Justice of the European Union 

which guarantee the function and realization of its ideals. From this perspective, it is united as a 

whole; however, there are counter force internally which doubts the European integration. The 

Euroscepticism has played a significant role in the Brexit campaign. With the rising of nationalism, 

people regard border control and limit of immigration as the solutions for a more promising future. 

Nevertheless, after Brexit, the economy and society have turned into a more chaotic situation. 

Many people want a second referendum and show regrets toward their decisions. After Brexit, 

how will the rest of the EU face the right-wing force and deal with Brexit are certainly influential 

to the world politics. However, what I would like to figure out is how different values reveal in the 

real world and how they can be	reevaluated and demonstrated in public. Appealing to referendums 

to find a solution for considerable problems is certainly a demonstration of democracy. 

																																																													
3	"New	Polling	Reveals	Shift	from	Immigration	to	Sovereignty	as	the	Priority,"		http://ukandeu.ac.uk/new-polling-
reveals-shift-from-immigration-to-sovereignty-as-the-priority/.	
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Nevertheless, the core spirit of democracy does not lie in the outcome but the process of how 

public issues can be fully discussed and how people reach consensus based on sufficient 

understandings of the possible consequences. Even the referendum was delivered, on one hand, 

the British society has still struggled with different forces competing against one another, and it is 

predicted that the total withdrawal from the EU and the time for negotiation will still take a long 

period of time. On the other hand, for the EU, Brexit may be a blessing in disguise since people 

realize that leaving the EU does not seem as appealing as what the right-wing parties have argued. 

Restricting immigrants and enforcing border control apparently will not be a panacea for the 

problems they face now. I argue that in the future, given the objectives of the EU, it is unlikely to 

reduce the openness of the free movement within the EU. 

  Eventually, I argue that Brexit is a counterattack to the advocacy of the European 

integration. But Brexit also acts as a reminder for people to think over the different values brought 

by open and closed borders. In addition, people realize more after Brexit that to close borders 

certainly brings values to them whereas the sacrifice is a lot higher than what they imagined. 

Freedom of international movement, from the perspective of European integration, reflects mostly 

its economic value, which means that people are better off in the European Single Market rather 

than in a single member state. However, when facing recessions, those who suffer from the 

disproportion of the wealth distribution are more likely to vote for the conservative political parties 

to defend for border control. The problem, in my opinion, is not that people support border control 

but do not realize the values they want to defend cannot necessarily be preserved through border 

control.   

 

1.3 Research aims 

The immigration issue has been one of my most interested topics in the field of political 

and ethical theories, and these are also the fields that I find most interesting in philosophy. Most 

of the existing literatures have been focusing completely on the theoretical perspective, and 

therefore overlook the fact that the real impact is far greater and more complicated than the 

theorists have imagined. The aim of this research is to shed light on the real world problems using 

the principles provided by the existing literatures. By demonstrating the most-discussed discourses 

along with the analysis of the current global incidents, I hope the thesis will bring a more 
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comprehensive understanding toward the immigration issue, and find a solution for political states 

to accommodate as many crucial values as possible. 
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2. Literature Review 

  

2.1 Open borders arguments 

 (1) Joseph Carens 

In Joseph Carens’s work “The Ethics of Immigration”, he has proposed the values of 

freedom of movement as of vital interest to human beings. First of all, he suggested that the 

freedom of being able to move in accordance with one’s will is itself an important value. He makes 

an example that if a person wants to move from New York to Los Angeles, the point is not what 

it is so important for that person to move from New York to Los Angeles but being able to do as 

long as it does not violate other people’s rights. Moving from New York to Los Angeles, 

apparently, is different from immigrating given it is a domestic relocation. However, what Carens 

tries to clarify is that international free movement can be extended from the domestic free 

movement. In other words, what grounds the right to freedom of movement within a country can 

be exactly the reasons to support the freedom of movement across borders.  Carens argues that the 

nature of freedom is the same. As he puts it: 

 

“The vital interest that is at stake here is not the specific move to Los Angeles but 

freedom itself. You have a vital interest in being free, and being free to move where 

you want is an important aspect of being free. ……You have a vital interest in being 

able to go where you want to go and do what you want to do, so long as you do not 

violate anyone else’s rights. Having your will matter is one important aspect of 

modern freedom. One of the classic ways of conceiving of freedom is in terms of 

not being subject to the will of another. From this perspective, it matters a lot that 

no political authority gets to decide whether or not it is important for you to go to 

Los Angeles.” (Carens 2013, 249)  

  

 Besides the intrinsic value, Carens suggests that freedom of movement is of great 

instrumental values as well especially on mitigating the global poverty and achieving distributive 
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justice. The most well-known metaphor given by Carens is the feudalism analogy. He argues that 

under feudalism, one’s destiny is usually determined when he was born. There is very little chance 

for him to change his class. Opportunities are seriously limited to those who are disadvantaged. 

Since free movement enables these people to move to somewhere with more resources, restricting 

freedom of movement is to limit opportunities of those disadvantaged people. When people don’t 

have equal accesses to opportunities, it leads to the consequence that people are socially and 

economically unequal. However, equality is considered as a very fundamental value in morality. 

People have the same moral worth and therefore their interests should be equally considered. Now 

imagine there are one Swede and one Chadian. What does the Swede do to make him have a better 

life? The Swede does not make anything but simply because he was luckier that he was born in 

Sweden instead of Chad. The birth citizenship in western states results in their inequalities in 

wealth, education and so forth. According to Carens: 

 

“Birth citizenship is equivalent to feudal privilege—an inherited status that greatly 

enhances one's life chances. Like feudal birthrights privileges, restrictive 

citizenship is hard to justify when one thinks about it closely” (Carens, Aliens and 

Citizens 1987, 252) 

           

Therefore, to fulfill justice is to eliminate the inequality, to take every person’s interests 

into consideration, and thus, to redistribute the resources. To reach the demand of redistributive 

justice, one important criterion is to admit that people have the right to freedom of movement. If a 

Chadian now moves to Sweden and has an opportunity to realize his talent, then what justifies 

Sweden to exclude the Chadian? 

Caren’s arguments about open borders were positioned from the freedom and equality, 

stating that the freedom itself is of vital importance, and it also helps facilitate the global 

distributive justice. Given the intrinsic and instrumental values of freedom of movement, states 

should be more liberal and support the open borders policy. However, this is just one respect to 

see the immigration issue. To argue that every human being should be entitled with freedom and 

equality is a very abstract concept. Even everyone agrees that human beings should have the right 
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to freedom but the question is how it is implemented in real cases? When different rights contradict 

one another, how should it be resolved and what are the grounds? This is also another reason I do 

not scrutinize the question if the right to freedom of movement should extend to the right to 

immigration. Although this topic has been argued by many scholars4, I think the point is not 

whether it is a right or not, since in the end, even it is a right, it should be weighed with other sets 

of values. Saying that immigration is a right does not really help the situation because other values 

may still triumph under different circumstances. 

Carens puts his emphasis mainly on the importance of freedom of movement instead of 

figuring out why the closed borders advocates think, for example, sovereignty is an important 

value. He simply doubts the presupposition and posits that the we should not take sovereignty for 

granted. This is also another reason his viewpoints have been regarded as too idealistic since in 

reality, it is difficult to imagine how to keep everything function and be in order.   

     

 (2) Chandran Kukathas 

 In Kukathas’s work “Why Open Borders?”  he raises several crucial issues regarding open 

borders. First of all, he posits that we should presuppose the position in favor of free movement. 

He argues that “in ethical matters generally, it is intervention or interference in the activities of 

others that require a justification, for we take it that we need good reasons to deny anyone his or 

her freedom, and very strong reasons to exercise force to prevent a person from acting.” (Kukathas 

2012, 654). To restrict foreigners from entering borders is to limit the freedom of those foreigners 

to have a wider range of opportunities such as working, studying, or just traveling to another 

country. Restriction of entering borders as well limits the freedom of citizens since it prevents 

them from engaging with foreigners and the opportunities to associate freely with other people. 

Therefore, the restrictions require reasonable arguments to be justified.  

Second, he proposes the advantage of open borders. According to Kukathas, the most 

obvious one is the reduction of global poverty. As he puts it: 

																																																													
4	See	David	Miller	“Is	there	a	Human	Right	to	Immigrate?”;	Kieran	Oberman	“Immigration	as	a	Human	Right”;	Anna	
Stilz	“Is	There	an	Unqualified	Right	to	Leave?”	and	Christopher	Heath	Wellman	“Freedom	of	Movement	and	the	
Rights	to	Enter	and	Exit”	
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“…gains from trade would create greater wealth, from which the poorest would 

benefit most either because they could move to societies that paid them more for 

their labour or because local wages would rise if many workers moved to take 

advantage of opportunities abroad. Locals would also benefit from the remittances 

from relatives abroad that even now form a substantial portion of the income of 

many poor communities. Rich and poor alike would gain from an increase in 

general prosperity, but in these circumstances most of the gains would be captured 

by the poor rather than by elites.” (Kukathas 2012, 655) 

 

The instinct objection to this argument would be that although it benefits the economically 

disadvantaged people in the world, at the same time, it harms the local workers tremendously since 

they will lose the competitiveness to the foreign workers because of their relatively much lower 

wages. Kukathas refutes this idea. He thinks that if this is a valid reason to close borders, it cannot 

be said it is justified for the sake of justice. If this is a valid reason, one can only say that national 

loyalty outweighs distributive justice or freedom. 

Following his arguments that we should be in favor of the free movement and that there 

should be valid justification to restrict it, Kukathas rejects the arguments proposed to limit the 

freedom of movement based on the national identity, the security of social trust, and the value of 

cultural authenticity. (Kukathas 2012, 657) 

He refutes the idea that national identity is a valid reason to limit free movement by raising 

the dilemma. If states set immigration control due to the concern that they want to protect the 

national identity which they see as a thin conception that is ‘little more than a shared language and 

commitment to democratic institutions’, then the fact that most of the immigrants are able to 

assimilate to societies suggests that the thin conception of the national identity is difficult to 

undermine. If the national identity is a thick or robust conception, then it is difficult not to execute 

any policy without taking races, religions, or ethnics into consideration, and it would be difficult 

for most of the countries, for most of them already consist of complex composition of their 

members. 
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The second argument is with regard to the social trust. It is argued that social institutions 

or social welfare system require social trust to sustain. However, if people see benefits go to 

outsiders rather than their compatriots, the social trust is unlikely to be maintained and thus the 

social institutions or welfare system is likely to crash. Kukathas refutes the idea by giving two 

reasons. First, he argues that the evidence is unclear, and that the negative effects of the diversity 

of the society tend to be eliminated over time. Second, he argues that the fact even some people 

withdraw from the social welfare systems or social institutions on the basis of increased 

immigrants would not justify the control of immigration. The problem does not lie in the 

participation of the immigrants but the social welfare systems or social institutions themselves. 

The way to rectify this problem is not to control immigration but to put more efforts to secure the 

soundness of the system so that it would still function well regardless of the identity of the 

participants. 

As for the value of cultural authenticity, it is not written as a section in Kukathas’s literature; 

however, from how he refuted the national identity and how he articulates the relation between 

open borders and political communities or the idea of states, we can presume he would probably 

argue that first, the value of cultural authenticity does not outweigh the value of the free movement. 

Second, immigrants do assimilate; therefore, the value of cultural authenticity is likely to be kept 

even there are people from different backgrounds joining. Third, he may argue that the very idea 

of cultural authenticity was also created from the fact that people interacted with one another. It is 

the result of people’s interaction. Needless to say, there are many countries with a wide range of 

ethnics, religions, can one argue that they do not have the cultural “authenticity”? If not, then isn’t 

it the proof that even countries with a variety of cultural identities can form so-called cultural 

authenticity? In this case, even with more immigrants living within countries, the cultural 

authenticity may be changing but not diminishing.                    

To conclude Kukathas’s position, he regards freedom of movement as an instrumental good 

that it would contribute to some positive results especially the economic benefits to the global poor. 

He refutes the possible arguments to limit freedom of movement and he thinks that eventually, the 

outcome or main reason to keep border control is to secure benefits of particular groups and to 

sacrifice the welfare of the real underprivileged. 

Basically, I agree with what Kukathas states with regard to the immigration issue. However, 
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I think his attitudes about controlled borders are somewhat biased. He argues in the conclusion 

that “There is no ethical foundation for the idea of controlled borders, nor any general benefit that 

comes with the development of institutions for controlling movement. The costs of control, 

however, are substantial.” (Kukathas 2012, 670) I agree that free movement is a significant value 

but I do not think that there is no ethical foundation to control borders. Freedom is a relative 

concept, and it is impossible to have no restriction to any kind of freedom. For example, freedom 

of speech is important but it does not mean that one can insult the other as he wishes. A freedom 

without limitation cannot be real freedom. 

From literatures of Joseph Carens and Chandran Kukathas, we can grasp the idea of how 

advocates for open borders justify it. They have emphasized the value of freedom to move, and 

argued that it is the way to achieve distributive justice. With free movement, those underprivileged 

will have more chances to reach higher standard of living. Besides stating the importance of free 

movement to achieve distributive justice, they also refute the negative consequences that free 

movement may lead to. 

 

2.2 Closed borders arguments 

 (1) Michael Walzer 

 In Walzer’s view, a political community which shares the collective language, history, and 

culture, is the closet term that can be depicted as the way it works for our public life. Although 

within a state, different groups may not exactly share the same tradition, there must be shared 

understandings, culture and values. When it comes to a public sphere, a state must appeal to these 

common values to determine the public affairs, for these values include not only those happened 

facts but also how the members perceive morality, justice, and so forth. As Walzer states: 

 

“……, the political community is probably the closet we can come to a world of 

common meaning. Language, history, and culture come together (come more 

closely together here than anywhere else) to produce a collective 

consciousness…….; but the sharing of sensibilities and intuitions among the 

members of a historical community is a fact of life……. It is to those 
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understandings that we must appeal when we make our arguments─ all of us, not 

philosophers alone; for in matters of morality, argument simply is the appeal to 

common meaning.” (Walzer 1983, 28-29) 

 

Therefore, the formation of a political community also shapes the values of its own. The 

values comprise who can be taken into this political community. In other words, there are 

qualifications to be met to become a member of the political community, and the qualifications are 

set by the existing members. Only those who are recognized to be able to meet the requirements 

and share the values of the political community will be granted the membership. As Walzer puts 

it: 

       

“We who are already members do the choosing, in accordance with our own 

understanding of what membership means in our community and of what sort of 

community we want to have. Membership as a social good is constituted by our 

understanding; its value is fixed by our work and conversation; and then we are in 

charge (who else could be in charge?) of its distribution. But we don’t distribute it 

among ourselves; it’s already ours. We give it out to strangers.” (Walzer 1983, 32) 

 

Another reason that Walzer considers as a necessary condition to form a political 

community is that it has the right to close its borders, for this is the only way that a political 

community can preserve its shared values and put them into practice. As Walzer states:  

 

“It must vindicate at one and the same time the (limited) right of closure, without 

which there could be no communities at all, and the political inclusiveness of the 

existing communities. For it is only as members somewhere that men and women 

can hope to share in all the other social goods- security, wealth, honor, office, and 

power-that communal life makes possible.” (Walzer 1983, 63) 
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To conclude Walzer’s position, he thinks that a state is constituted by a group of people 

who share the same culture, values and tradition. These elements frame the moral judgments, 

standards of justice; as a result, as long as the way it functions accords with these elements, it is 

considered to be just (within the group of people). What is more, to make a community possible, 

it has to have certain right to closure. Therefore, the recognition of a membership must not be 

distributed arbitrarily; instead, it must be in accordance with the normativity given by the members 

of the community. 

Walzer has outlined the nature of a political community which is that it is a formation of a 

group of people, and they are supposed to possess the power to grant membership to strangers. 

The reason is that these people basically build the community and set the rules for themselves 

including the customs, traditions, and the values they embrace. However, a state is a much more 

complicated political community, and the rules influence in a much profounder way. For example, 

if a super state decides that they only accept immigrants with a specific religion and they will 

exclude immigrants from certain ethnics, it will very likely cause large-scale discrimination to 

those ethnics that have been excluded. The more powerful a state is in global politics, the more 

impact it will cause based on the decisions they make. Therefore, in terms of immigration problems, 

it is not just the issue as simple as granting membership to strangers.  

 

 (2) David Miller 

 Miller has developed the theory to a more detailed extent. Miller concludes that nationality 

comprises three interconnected propositions. They are personal identity, ethical and political 

propositions. According to Miller, personal identity means how people recognize themselves, and 

part of the recognition is linked to their nationality. For example, when a person is asked “Who 

are you?” She answers “I’m a Taiwanese.” It does not mean a person cannot have multiple 

identities such as being both Taiwanese and American, nor does it mean national identity is 

required to be a constitutive part of personal identity. As Miller states, “It says simply that 

identifying with a nation, feeling yourself inextricably part of it, is a legitimate way of 

understanding your place in the world.” (Miller, On Nationality 1997, 11) 
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 The second proposition of nationality is ethical, which means that the people owe more 

moral obligation to their compatriots. This concept presupposes that human beings owes moral 

obligations to other human beings; however, in accordance with the relationship between them, 

the extent of the moral obligation that one owes vary. Therefore, since a nation is formed by a 

group of people, people within the same group owe more moral obligation to those people outside 

of the group.  This is not to say that people owe the most moral obligation to their compatriots. 

There are other groups that generate even closer relationship than being within the same nation, 

such as families. As the relationship between one and her family is closer than her with other 

people, she owes special obligation to her family in terms of moral responsibility. Now with the 

concept, Miller argues that people owe more extensive moral obligation to their compatriots.      

 The third proposition is political. This proposition is very similar to Walzer’s view, which 

means that people within the same nationality in a particular territory have the power to decide 

their own public matters. This power can also be deemed as self-determination.  There is usually 

an institutional structure that enables a nation to execute the decisions they collectively make. 

However, Miller specifically states that the institutional structure does not necessarily to be a 

sovereign state, although historically, a sovereign state is considered to be the main instrument to 

realize self-determination.  

 Besides the three propositions of nationality, Miller also states five features of nationality. 

They are: belief, historical identity, active, geographical place, and shared traits. National 

communities are constituted by belief, as Miller points out. It means that a nationality exists when 

its members believe that it does. The belief can be subjective, which means it does not depend on 

the actual belief of other people.  

  

“[I]ts existence depends on a shared belief that its members belong together, and a 

shared wish to continue their life in common. So in asserting a national identity, I 

assume that my beliefs and commitments are mirrored by those whom I take to 

share that identity, and of course I might be wrong about this. In itself this does not 

distinguish nationality from other kinds of human relationship that depend on 

reciprocal belief.” (Miller, On Nationality 1997, 28) 
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 The second feature of nationality is the historical continuity. It means that there is time 

extension within the nation. People within the same nation can recall the historical events such as 

military victories (or defeats), and identify the actual people who participated in the events. People 

take deeds of their ancestors as part of their background. Descendants of these people are also 

responsible to continue the values that their ancestors fought for. The inherited obligation to defend 

for the tradition which was passed on from the ancestors makes the nation an ethical community. 

It also reveals that the historical continuity not only stretches backward but also forward. As Miller 

puts it: 

 

“This then means that when we speak of the nation as an ethical community, we 

have in mind not merely the kind of community that exists between a group of 

contemporaries who practice mutual aid among themselves and which would 

dissolve at the point at which that practice ceased; but a community which, because 

it stretches back and forward across the generations, is not one that the present 

generation can renounce.” (Miller, On Nationality 1997, 23-24) 

 

 The third feature of national identity is that it is an active identity. People within the same 

nation can decide their own public affairs, achieve certain goals. Usually it requires institutions 

such as legislative, executive departments to realize. However, these institutions reveal or act in 

accordance with the collective will of the people. Miller thinks this marks out a nation from other 

communities such as churches where they do not actively make their own decisions but passively 

act with regard to commandments from the bible.  

 The fourth feature of national identity is that it has a certain geographical boundary. This 

contrasts with other communities since other communities do not require a specific location to 

justify them as a group. For example, a religious group does not necessarily have to own a sacred 

territory to be considered as a religion. In other words, occupying a specific land on earth is not a 

necessary condition for most of the communities. However, as a state, as Miller puts it “…since a 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901054
	 24	

state by definition must exercise its authority over a geographical area.” (Miller, Citizenship and 

National Identity 2000, 30) 

 The fifth feature of national identity is that people must share some characteristics which 

distinguish them from people from other nations. According to Miller, people who are from the 

same nation are different from people who just randomly gather together, say, people who were 

thrown on the same lifeboat. In other words, people who form a nation must not be coincidentally 

congregated. There must be some traits which lead them to build the national community. What is 

more, the traits are natural but not necessarily biological. The traits can be resulted from culture 

so that people own similar values, enjoy similar tastes or sensibilities. For example, people who 

were born during the colonization period may share the cultural traits with the people in the mother 

country, but they do not necessarily have biological bonds. Members from the same nation must 

believe there is something different between them and the outsiders and the distinct traits are 

something that contour the nation among all the groups. 

 From Miller’s point of view, the constitution of a state is a group of people that each of 

them has a clear identity of belongingness to the group. The reason these people gather was not 

coincidental; there is historical continuity and certain traits that mark these people off from 

outsiders. There is also geographical boundary that practically set the group of people at a certain 

location. It is also because of these elements that make a state an ethical and political community. 

It means that people owe more moral obligation to one another than the outsiders, and that people 

gather to decide their public affairs. 

 The emphasis of the values of a community is to take the view that human life is collective. 

A collective life forms unique cultures, and these cultures make human behaviors understandable. 

Even the values such as freedom and equality needed to be realized under a concrete context or 

they are just written principles. The reason to have border control is to secure the specific social 

orders of a community since they provide a fundamental framework of collective human life. A 

nation-state, owing the supreme authority as sovereignty, provides its citizens security and norms 

to lead a meaningful and ordered life. Closed borders arguments focus on the values of a 

community, stating it offers what the money cannot offer. If the borders are not being controlled, 

then the immigrants with different cultural backgrounds will alter the traditions which have been 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901054
	 25	

built for centuries by the locals. Miller’s analysis has provided a solid foundation for the legitimacy 

of border control. 

 

2.3 Summary 

Having seen the literatures from both sides, we can have a grasp of the idea how they justify 

their arguments. Advocates for open borders usually take the position that all human beings are 

entitled with the rights to freedom and equality, and are of the same moral worth. This shares the 

perspective of libertarianism in which people believe that equality and freedom are the most 

fundamental elements of justice. The reality in this world is that some people were born in 

impoverished environments and this is something that people cannot control. As what Carens 

points out, the birth citizenship is just like the feudal privilege and it determines high proportion 

of what the life of a person will be. Even though the free movement does not resolve the injustice 

completely, at least it is an approach to alleviate the distributive injustice. This conception of 

justice is to see every person with no difference and that justice is to distribute the resources equally 

to every human being. The viewpoint is refuted by the advocates for closed borders. Both Walzer 

and Miller stress the properties of a community especially a political community. Since in a public 

life, political communities are the fundamental units for a group of people to have a collective life 

on the basis of the social norms that they agree upon. In a political community, the social norms, 

whether implicit or explicit, are what have been built for centuries. These social norms are, for 

people who live within the community, the guidance of their lives, and thus are of essential 

importance for them. What is more, these social norms may not be understood or recognized by 

outsiders. These views are also embraced by the communitarians. Compared to libertarianism, 

communitarianism argues that the importance of contexts since people face moral dilemma in real 

and specific situations. To remove contexts to make moral judgments is dangerous and ignores 

humanity as well.   

 This is what the conflicts between the closed borders and open borders positions. The 

former argue that even equality and freedom can be implemented in different ways given different 

social norms, and to distribute resources is a complex issue under concrete situations. To open 

borders does not necessarily mean the resources will be distributed in a just way. Besides, the 

members within a community are different from outsiders, and this is also what Miller has been 
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stating in the literature that the formation of the people in a nation was not coincidental. As a result, 

members hold special moral obligation toward their companions than outsiders. Although how to 

fulfill the moral obligation is another topic, based on this principle, it is out of moral obligation to 

prioritize the benefits of one’s companions. 

The fundamental difference of the two perceptions of morality has led to distinct attitudes 

towards immigration issue. The two positions have also revealed in the discussion of whether the 

integration of the European countries was the right move. People who are in favor of the integration 

think the free movement will bring economic benefits as well as achieving distributive justice. 

People who are against the integration take the view that the supranational organization will 

undermine sovereignty, and immigrants will bring social instability by influencing the local 

cultures. Through the analysis of examining the background of the foundation of the EU and the 

result of Brexit, we will be able to capture a more comprehensive picture of the two positions and 

how the arguments are like in the concrete circumstances. 
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3. The European Union and free movement 

 

 This chapter aims to explain the background of the foundation of the European Union, and 

why freedom of movement is crucial to the primary goals of the EU. I will also analyze the concept 

of the freedom of movement including its instrumental and intrinsic values. In the end, I will argue 

that the freedom of movement as a means indeed serves its value to achieve the ends proposed by 

the EU.   

 The European Union has been the first organization in human history which achieved 

supranational economic and political integration. It was after the two bloody world wars for people 

to realize that the only way to avoid costly conflicts and enjoy the lasting peace were to effectively 

integrate the resources and deepen the interdependence of the countries within Europe. 

Economically speaking, the core notion of the European Union is to create a single market so that 

it not only generates more economic benefits to all of the member states but also increases the 

reliance among one another. As a result, chances are lower for any single state to become a 

hegemony. 

 Politically speaking, the European Union as a political entity strengthens the cooperation 

among states by formulating policies with regard to the economy, energy policies, security, and 

etc. It not only facilitates the economic development but also more effectively resolves external 

challenges by implementing the same directional strategy. Being a politically integrated entity also 

enables the EU members to establish the pan-European identity and weaken the national identity 

which often results in conflicts with other countries. 

  Freedom of movement plays a crucial role in the economic and political integration of the 

EU. First, in markets, labor force is one of the elements of production, and the division of labor 

facilitates the productivity. Now, if the workers can move freely in the European Single Market, it 

indicates that the labor force would be efficiently distributed by the demand of the market, so it 

increases the overall productivity. What is more, besides the overall economic benefits to the union 

as a whole, it is also beneficial to the individual level given that it enables people to have a wider 

range of opportunities, and these opportunities can have profound impacts on individuals’ lives. 

One can pursue his dream job, go to a prestigious school, or even fulfill his ideal retire life by 
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enjoying the freedom of movement. In contrast, the options would be severely limited if without 

the free movement. 

 Politically speaking, freedom is one of the traditions valued in the European history of 

political thought. Freedom has been seen as with intrinsic value. It means that the freedom of 

movement is in itself valuable, and to be able to enjoy freedom of movement is something that 

people find good. For people who live in a democratic country, it is perhaps difficult to imagine to 

live without the freedom of movement. Try to imagine now if you want to go to a place, say another 

city, for a visit or just travel. However, the point is not why you want to go there. You just want 

to go, without any particular reasons. If you do not violate someone else’s right, but you still need 

permission to do so, you will probably wonder what grounds the authority to do so? Another more 

extreme case is those who serve penalty in the prison. If deprivation of one’s freedom of movement 

can be a penalty, it implies that it is of great value; otherwise, the country wouldn’t take it away 

under the circumstances when one commits severe crime. As a result, the freedom of movement 

in the EU is considered to be a right, rather than a privilege. 

 To sum up, I argue that the achievements of the EU have exemplified the instrumental and 

intrinsic values of the freedom of movement. Hence, my goal in this chapter is to illustrate the 

correlation between the EU and the concept of the freedom of movement. 

  

3.1 The background of the establishment of the EU 

 The purpose of explaining the background of the establishment of the EU is not to tell 

historical stories but to dig out the reasons of the idea of integrating European countries and to see 

how freedom of movement can serve as a means to the end, which are the goals of the EU. 

 The first step of the integration was the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). The 

first reason to found ECSC was to bind Germany’s power to prevent it from again being a threat 

to the Europe. At that time, arms were made of coal and steel; therefore, to control the production 

of these materials means to prevent the war from happening. Germany as the target to be restricted, 

responded positively to the plan since it would remove the restriction on Germany of its production 

of steel and coal for industrial purpose, and therefore was of economic value. (Eilstrup-

Sangiovanni and Verdier 2005, 106) What is more, it was a chance for Germany to show its 
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peaceful intention to its neighbors. To remove the doubts of French people and to merge production 

of coal, iron and steel represents the basis for the re-armament. (ibid) 

 The ECSC was a milestone in the European history since it was the first supranational 

organization to manage the resources in Europe. The policy to remove tariffs lowers the cost of 

the production and also makes it more effective. Having achieved the success of the expansion of 

the economy, in 1957, the European Economic Community (EEC) was founded. The EEC held 

similar goals as the ECSC did. The EEC aimed to bind Germany by reorienting German economic 

interests toward the community and by securing balanced economic growth. During 1954-55, the 

West German trade and national income grew quicker than other countries; as a result, pulling 

Germany into a European community and granting other states influence over its economic were 

the measures required to take. The proposal immediately gained recognition in France. The 

spokesman of the French government on Europe urged the parliament to accept the proposal by 

arguing that “the EEC would bind Germany to the West with a ‘thousand small linkages’ thereby 

minimizing the possibility of Franco-German conflict or German-Soviet rapprochement.” 

(Eilstrup-Sangiovanni and Verdier 2005, 109) 

 Another reason to found the EEC according to the scholars was that the US and Japan were 

growing to be the leading economic powers globally. To make sure that Europe could maintain its 

role in the global market, it was urgent for Europe to deepen the integration so it would prevent 

Europe to decline in terms of its role in the global economics. Having expanded to broader aspects, 

the EEC focused on not only the coal and steel production, but the whole trade policies. It removed 

the tariffs of all goods within the member states and further aimed to have a common tax rate to 

the external trading partners. Therefore, it was not only just a customs union but required common 

regulations for commodity, services, finance, and so on, which guarantees the fair market 

mechanism. Besides, the initial member states including the Benelux, Germany, France, and Italy 

set the schedule to further resolve issues regarding the single market such as the freedom of 

workers, services and capital. 

 Although the EEC had achieved the milestone of the European economic integration, as 

what mentioned above, it was not until 1992 when the treaty of Maastricht was signed and the EU 

was formed so that the physical and technical barriers were removed from the European Single 

Market. Under the framework of the European Single Market, member states enjoy not only the 
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benefits of removal of the tariffs but also the full free movement of the workers, capital, goods, 

and the services. The free movement of the goods was the first to be implemented. The border 

control on goods was eliminated at an early stage. However, the free movement of the workers 

were implemented much later when the Schengen Agreement came to be effective in 1995. 

(Fontaine 2014, 21) 

 The Schengen Agreement aims to provide a borderless area where people can move freely 

without being checked their travel credentials. It also indicates that workers within the member 

states can decide where they want to work in the Schengen area. It removes all the assessment 

procedures, application of the working permits and so on. The purpose is to make the most of the 

market mechanism. Without the restrictions, demand and supply will reach the balance to create 

the greatest revenue. During the post-war period, Europe was desperate in need of workers to 

rebuild the industry. At that time, the lack of skilled industrial workers was seen as a threat to the 

economic development; therefore, labor mobility was encouraged and freedom of skilled workers 

was granted in the EEU. In addition to the six founding members of the EEU, workers were also 

recruited outside of the Europe through bilateral agreements. The most well-known examples were 

the Turkish people who migrated to Germany, Algeria to France and the British Commonwealth 

countries to the UK. (Koikkalainen 2011) 

 These guest workers have proved to contribute to the economic growth of these accepting 

countries. Now with the European Single Market, the goals are not only to compensate labor force 

for some of the countries facing the shortage of industrial workers but also to encourage the 

professionals such as lawyers, doctors to practice in the EU as they wish. 

The history of the European integration is a complicated process accompanied with 

economic, political, and diplomatic concerns. The goals are to ensure the lasting peace, economic 

and political stability to its people. To serve this goal, the freedom of movement has been played 

a significant role. So far, I have demonstrated the background of the European integration and 

introduced the contour of the relationship between the EU and the freedom of movement. In the 

next chapter, I aim to further analyze the concepts of the freedom of movement and how it serves 

its values to achieve the objectives of the EU.     
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3.2 Free movement as one of the most important values in the EU  

 To fully exert the market economy, freedom of movement is certainly required to serve the 

goal of increasing economic growth. However, this perspective is based on the theory that the 

larger scale the trade is, the more revenue it can create. Since the labor force is one of the elements 

of the market economy, it is assumed that the freedom of movement which allows the labor force 

to quickly adapt to the demand of the market (when the demand is higher than the supply) and thus 

stimulates the economy. It is nevertheless debatable if states as a whole can really benefit from the 

immigration economically given there are many factors affecting it. For example, especially 

people from the welfare states often posit that the immigrants will very likely exploit the system, 

making the tax payers cover the expenditures of the unemployed outsiders. Therefore, in this 

chapter, I will try to analyze if states really acquire economic prosperity by accepting immigrants. 

 What is more, it is also argued that the freedom of movement helps eliminate 

discrimination of the minorities and break stereotypes of certain groups. Being able to move freely 

means that people have more chances to interact with others from different races, cultures, or 

religions. From historical experiences, if a certain group was isolated, it would deepen the existed 

discrimination and cause ethnic cleavage. For instance, the apartheid in South Africa or the 

desegregation policies in the US had both led to negative social development. In Europe, many 

wars were also due to the ethnic conflicts. Some scholars argue that the freedom of movement 

helps foster the pan European identity and thus decreases the possible rivalry between groups, 

leading to a more peaceful path. 

 Besides the fact that freedom of movement may bring the economic benefits, it also enables 

individuals to have access to more opportunities. These may not just stay at the level of being 

better off but also range to their live choices such as being able to reunite with their families, 

practice their religions, enter the universities which they dream of, and so on. These situations, to 

many people, exceed the significance of merely getting more money.  

 People may argue that even without freedom of movement, these benefits can still be 

possible through the treaties among countries. However, when the states own the power to make 

decisions, it implied that these crucial values for almost every human being cannot be fulfilled 

without the permission of the governments. Advocates for open borders therefore argue that the 

freedom of movement is of great intrinsic and instrumental values that it should be granted to every 
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human being, and only in special cases can the government restrict it. In this chapter, I will examine 

these arguments, mainly focusing on the conceptual analysis of the values of freedom of movement. 

 

3.2.1 The instrumental values of free movement  

 The first instrumental value of free movement I want to discuss is that if it brings economic 

growth. The assumption is that in the market economy, the basic three factors of production are 

land, labor, and capital. In other words, these three factors control the productivity. (Samuelson 

and Nordhaus 2010, 228) Since labor is one of the three factors, the corollary goes like this: the 

freedom of movement enables workers (whether they are low-skilled or high-skilled workers) to 

move to where lacks of labor force. These people fill up the demand of labor and thus raise the 

productivity to create economic growth. In addition, more people means higher demand; therefore, 

it may also be another factor stimulating the economy. Furthermore, the remittance from workers 

to their home countries helps the emigrating countries to enjoy the economic benefits as well. The 

impact brought by the freedom of movement may cause far more positive effects than people 

thought. It may not only facilitate the redistributive justice but also help alleviate global poverty. 

 This argument can be separated into different aspects. First, the freedom of movement here 

does not restrict its objects which means that people who are not productive can also enjoy the 

freedom, and thus may not bring the economic value to the accepting countries. If this is the case, 

why not just guarantee workers the freedom, and restrict other people who do not contribute to the 

economy so the accepting countries will enjoy the most benefit? Given the current situation, this 

is also the strategy that most countries adopt. So why bother grant people in general instead of 

those who are more favorable to the accepting countries the freedom of movement? 

 Second, limiting the freedom of movement also prevents immigrants from exploiting the 

welfare system. People who are in favor of restricting immigration often argue that the immigrants 

are usually worse off than the native citizens and therefore will cause fiscal burden to the natives 

by taking advantages of, say, medical resources, and overall causing negative effects to the welfare 

system. 

 Third, opposition against immigration often suggests that the input of labor force will lead 

to even lower wages of the native workers. As a result, the seemingly economic growth as a whole 
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actually sacrifices the benefits of those who are originally relatively disadvantaged in the accepting 

countries. Those who benefit the most from the immigrants as cheap labor force are the 

entrepreneurs, and they are originally better off than the labors. So why do we help those who are, 

at the beginning, better off than those who are worse off? 

 Let me first demonstrate how free movement will possibly create the economic values and 

then respond to the questions raised by the position of restricting the free movement. 

 The change of the mode of production brought by the Industrial Revolution has shown the 

characteristic of concentration of capitals. The concentration of capitals requires workers’ mobility. 

In the 19th century, industrialization in Europe had led to both international and rural-urban 

migration. The system of recruiting temporary workers had been introduced from then on. The 

advantage of the guest-worker system is that these people are highly flexible, and the unfamiliarity 

of the local environment usually drives them to work in the dirty industries that no natives want to 

do such as mining, iron and steel industries. (Castles 1986, 773)  

 During the post-war period, Europe was desperate to reconstruct its infrastructure. The 

manpower loss during the war and the urge to speed up the reconstruction plus the rapid expansion 

of the global market due to the acquisition of the cheap raw materials and effective integration of 

the production from US corporations in the Western Europe made the European countries recruit 

the guest workers. During this time, guest workers from Southern Europe to the Western Europe 

such as the Netherlands, Belgium and France, and the Turks to Germany have filled the shortage 

of labors in the labor-intensive industries. (Castles 1986, 772) 

 Besides the low-skilled workers, immigrants also brought innovation. According to 

statistic, in the United States, over 40 percent of all Fortune 500 companies in 2010 were founded 

by immigrants or by the children of immigrants. Three-quarters of patents from top universities in 

2011 had a foreign-born inventor. Immigrants also account for a large share of the Nobel Prizes: 

33 percent in chemistry; 26 percent in economics; and 34 percent in physics and medicine. The 

DREAMer program (the immigrants who moved to the United States) would also contribute $330 

billion to the US GDP if they were legalized, and that is the amount of 2 million persons (a gain 

of $165,000 per DREAMer). (Borjas 2016, 153-154) 
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Whether low-skilled or high-skilled immigrants, they can bring considerable economic 

benefits to the accepting countries. Therefore, many countries have welcomed guest workers or 

those who are qualified to contribute to the technology-intensive industries. If most of the countries 

have the standard to filter potential immigrants to guarantee they can benefit from the productive 

immigrants, then why should countries still keep borders open? Keeping borders open indicates 

that non-productive people may also join, causing fiscal burdens and may as well undermine the 

welfare systems. 

 Economically speaking, to make the most of the market mechanism requires as the least 

intervention as possible since intervention implies inefficiency and caused decrease of the total 

surplus. Imagine you want to move to another country but before that you need to go through the 

endless paperwork procedure, prove that you do not have other intention, and spend time and 

money going through all of this. Above all, you may still get rejected. From governments’ sides, 

the cost of the administrative work, and the personnel who verifies applicants is an invisible 

expenditure lowering the overall benefits. 

  Another rejection to the open borders position is the fear that immigrants will exploit the 

welfare system, causing heavier financial burden to the natives. People who argue this forget the 

point that immigrants migrate because they want to have a better life. Usually they are driven by 

the higher wages of the accepting countries, which means that they want to work and therefore 

they pay taxes. The welfare systems are supported by the taxes, and since immigrants pay taxes, 

the concern that immigrants will drag the welfare system cannot be justified. 

  In terms of the economics, people who are against open borders also argue that the 

seemingly economic benefit brought by the immigrants actually sacrifices the local workers since 

the higher supply of the labor force lowers wages so the local workers may suffer from the decrease 

of the wages. This argument is refuted by many scholars such as Carens and Kukathas. The core 

counterargument is that citizenship is morally arbitrary but this arbitrary factor plays a decisive 

role in an individual’s welfare. As Caren’s feudalism analogy: 

 

“Birth citizenship is equivalent to feudal privilege—an inherited status that greatly 

enhances one's life chances. Like feudal birthrights privileges, restrictive 
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citizenship is hard to justify when one thinks about it closely” (Carens, Aliens and 

Citizens 1987, 252) 

 

 However, through free movement, those who were born in relatively impoverished 

countries have chances to access to higher paid jobs. In other words, one of the instrumental values 

of the freedom of movement helps achieve redistributive justice globally. The argument that local 

workers will suffer from the lower wages because of the immigrants reflect the fallacy that the 

those who enjoy vest interests think they deserve it because of the location they were born. 

Nevertheless, it is obvious that if this argument makes sense, it implies that the perceptive of the 

justice is partial. It is limited justice only to those who are already at a better position but not to 

those who come from disadvantaged backgrounds. Kukathas also rejects this viewpoint by 

suggesting that if local workers faces decrease of the wages is a valid reason to restrict immigrants, 

it indicates that to favor their compatriots outweighs the distributive justice. (Kukathas 2012, 655) 

This assumption has always been the most-discussed issue about immigration. However, based on 

the results of the EU, the wages of the natives do not show the sign of decreasing. I will 

demonstrate the case of the EU to show what influences does free movement cause. 

 Although the concept of free movement was mentioned already during the EEC era, it only 

focused on the mobility of the guest workers who were to fill out the labor shortage in the more 

industrialized areas. It was not until in 1985 when the Schengen Agreement was signed by 

Germany, France and the Benelux that the European countries had first set the schedule to carry 

out the plan of eliminating border control. However, at the beginning, it was relatively a small-

scale, more like an experimental move compared to the enlargements of the EU in 2004 and 2007. 

(Koikkalainen 2011) 

 The two enlargements of the EU had let to concerns that there might bring huge influx of 

immigrants from the new member states. Given the fact that the wage gap and the living standard 

between the newly-joined member states and the EU-15 5  are large, it is assumed that the 

economically-driven workers from the east to the west would cause social instability. In terms of 

																																																													
5	EU-15	represents	the	15	countries	joined	the	EU	prior	to	the	enlargement	of	2004.	It	includes	Austria,	Belgium,	
Denmark,	Finland,	France,	Germany,	Greece,	Ireland,	Italy,	Luxembourg,	Netherlands,	Portugal,	Spain,	Sweden,	
United	Kingdom.	
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the economy of the accepting countries, worries such as increasing burden of the welfare systems 

and decrease of the wages were being taken into account. However, the statistics have shown that:  

 

“…the impact on GDP per capita, both in the UK and the EU15 as a whole, has 

been small, +0.2% (i.e. the rise in population has been matched by a proportional 

rise in GDP). For the EU15, the effect is +0.1%. … The fiscal impact is small but 

positive, since the average EU mover (i.e. EU citizens living in another EU country 

than their home country) is working and has few children. The overall message 

from the study is that the effects of the enlargement have been modest. The 

employment rate of the UK-born working-age population has remained unchanged.” 

(Kommerskollegium 2015, 32) 

 

It is maybe worth mentioning that some of the EU countries were afraid of the enlargement 

will bring severe impact on the domestic economy so the “2+3+2 model” was introduced. It meant 

that where the restrictions on labor market entry of new citizens had to be reviewed after two years, 

and again three years later. A final two-year phase of restrictions was permitted only in cases of 

serious disturbances within the individual labor markets of the EU-15. (The restrictions did not 

apply to the citizens of Cyprus and Malta.) (Koikkalainen 2011). Except for UK and Ireland which 

were the receiving countries without adopting the model, country such as Germany and Austria 

had adopted the policy. Therefore, the truth is that even when free movement was fully 

implemented in the UK, and there was no border control and no travel credential needed, the 

emigration rate was much lower than what people expected to be. The wage has also remained 

moderate and the unemployment rate also remained unchanged. 

The key factor of influencing the local wages is to see if the newly-joining labors are 

complementary or substitutive to the original labor market. If they simply substitute the jobs of 

local labors, then the wages will definitely go up since there are more choices on the market. 

However, if the new members do something that the locals are unwilling to do, then the local 

wages will not be effected. In fact, immigrants usually take work in the low-skilled, minimum paid 
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jobs such as in agriculture or manufacturing which the locals do not want to do. The fill of the 

labor force in low-skilled intensive industries actually helps the overall economy in a country. 

It is also argued that more immigrants will cause housing price to rise, building heavier 

burden to the local citizens. However, if we take UK as an example, statistics have shown that the 

housing price actually drops due to the outflow of the natives (Fillipa 2015, 1422). Undoubtedly, 

this is another interesting topic that we can explore. For what reason that the natives do not want 

to live with immigrants? Here what I want to clarify is that the housing price does not increase 

with the increasing number of immigrants. Rather the opposite, since the wages of the natives are 

usually higher than the wages of the immigrants so when natives move out and the immigrants 

move in, affordability of the housing of the neighborhoods actually decreases. 

People who reject this idea will probably take another set of examples like California or 

some cities in Germany such as Munich. The housing prices are growing rapidly and they happen 

to be popular destinations for immigrants. The two facts have made people to associate the housing 

price with immigrants. However, the rise of the housing prices has much more complicated reasons 

in terms of the overall economy and policies. In California, more and more rich Asians are buying 

up the houses there because of the educational resources. Being able to get into the prestigious 

high schools for even better universities later on has become the strong incentive for buying real 

estates. In Germany, due to the low-interest rate financial policy after the 2008 recession, investors 

have plunged into the housing market. They have massively purchased houses and raise the rental 

fees. (Jackson 2019) The reasons behind the overpriced housing in both California and Germany 

are due to the inflow of hot money. To resolve the issue, the solution does not lie in limiting 

immigration but set the reasonable and feasible regulations to guarantee people’s right to reside.  

As far as the welfare system, statistics have also suggested that EU movers are more likely 

to be employed than the citizens though they are mostly in the low-skilled industries. Nevertheless, 

these people pay taxes, and usually EU movers are net contributors to public finances. 

(Kommerskollegium 2015, 35) The fact is that people who leave home to another place are usually 

those who are in the hope of getting a better life and making more money. These people accept the 

minimum pay and do the jobs that no natives want to do. If there is a transparent regulation, it will 

lower the rate that people being undocumented immigrants and risk themselves to get deported. 
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Instead of the macroeconomic aspect, the instrumental value of the freedom of movement 

in the microeconomics is also evaluated. Immigrants from the East Europe on average, according 

to the statistics, earn 2.5 times as much in the UK than in Eastern Europe. (Elsner 2011, 32) Among 

all the newly-joined member states of the EU, Latvia was the poorest. In 2003, the average wage 

in Latvia was just one-eighth of the average in the EU-15. Besides the individuals’ economic 

benefits, the freedom of movement also enables people to enjoy other welfare such as to live with 

partners or family, enjoying a better environment after retirement, and even studying in a 

prestigious university. According to the European Internal Movers Social Survey (EIMSS) in 2004, 

unlike the traditional migration theories which see the economic incentive as the pull from the 

immigrating countries, it showed that the most common reason was related to love and family. 

29.7% of the interviewees stated that to live with their partners, spouses or children was the reason 

to move. (Koikkalainen 2011) In fact, to enable European citizens to stay with their families is part 

of the legal basis to enact free movement as a right to all the European citizens. (Koikkalainen 

2011) 

Last but not least, another instrumental value of the freedom of movement is to prevent 

discrimination to certain groups. The anti-discrimination argument has been used as a counter 

argument to refute open borders.  (Miller, Is There a Human Right to Immigrate? 2016, 25) The 

logic is that the right to freedom of movement is granted and secured by the constitution 

domestically to prevent discrimination to certain groups within a country. Since the responsibility 

of preventing discrimination lies in the emigrating countries, the immigrating countries do not 

need to grant the right to freedom of movement to non-citizens. In my opinion, I think this 

argument not only fails to justify closed borders but also indirectly justifies open borders. 

I do not agree that the responsibility to eliminate discrimination lies only in the sending 

countries. Imagine that some countries accept only certain groups of people to immigrate and keep 

certain groups of people outside their borders. It is very clearly that it is biased to choose 

immigrants out of their backgrounds such as his nationality, skin color, race and religion. These 

are morally arbitrary factors and if a country rejects one from immigrating based on these factors, 

it is discrimination. Try to imagine if the powerful countries in the world only accept the 

immigrants from certain countries and always deny immigrants from another set of countries, it 

surely deepens the discrimination, and it is not only just a domestic issue. 
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Certainly, to reject some people from immigrating does not necessarily mean to 

discriminate them; however, to accept immigrants brings positive impact on the elimination of 

discrimination. Free movement enables people to interact and thus break stereotypes of different 

groups. Separating people or restricting freedom of movement will lead to negative results. For 

example, during Nazi period, Jewish ghettos were established in specific areas and segregation 

was forced, it had deepened the ethnic division and discrimination to the Jewish people. 

 Peace has been one of the most crucial objectives of the EU, and through establishing an 

EU citizenship, it hopes every citizen of the EU to recognize that they belong to the same group 

despite of the different nationalities just as the EU motto to “united in diversity”. Division between 

races or nationalities usually causes conflicts. It is the sense of belonging to a group that makes 

people unite together and prevent wars from happening again. To construct a European identity 

requires freedom of movement. Without it, people have no chance to live together, interact with 

one another, and to understand different customs and cultures. The freedom of movement as a 

result plays a significant role to bring people together, get to know one another and thus live in 

harmony together. 

 To sum up, I have demonstrated the instrumental values of the freedom of movement. It 

brings economic benefits to both the countries as a whole and individuals and facilitates 

redistributive justice. It also allows people to live with people whom they love, and have wider 

ranges of opportunities whether it means to pursue careers or to live in a better environment.  

Furthermore, it contributes to eliminating discrimination and enhancing peace.  

 

3.2.2 The intrinsic value of free movement 

 In the previous section, I have argued that the free movement involves instrumental value. 

It implies that the free movement is a means to an end, and the end can be those values that we 

desire such as economic growth or distributive justice. However, when we argue that the freedom 

of movement is of intrinsic value, it entails that the freedom of movement is in itself a value that 

we desire. I find it difficult to explain the intrinsic value of the freedom of movement since by 

definition, it has to be something that is valuable without the possible results that it may bring 

about. It seems like besides happiness, beauty or good which people would normally agree that 
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they are with intrinsic values in themselves, to prove other concepts that are of intrinsic value is a 

formidable task. 

 I would like to start with the concept of the freedom of movement first. Perhaps here I 

should be clearer that the freedom of movement goes hand in hand with the concept of immigration. 

The freedom of movement here means you are allowed to move and stay in another country and 

no external restrictions are posed under normal circumstances. Without a doubt, it does not imply 

that with the freedom of movement can anyone move abroad since it still requires other extra 

conditions, for example, a means of transportation. Nevertheless, being able to move to another 

place is in itself a good thing even we don’t fulfill it. 

 I will take Hurka’s example to try to elaborate the idea. Hurka proposes the thought 

experiment, and it goes like this: In a situation S1, you are given two choices, and situation S2, 

you have the same two choices in S1 with eight more other choices. Imagine that the best option 

is in both S1 and S2, which means that in S1 and S2, you would choose the same option, and the 

result from S1 and S2 would be the same. If you could choose to be in S1 or S2, which one would 

you choose to be in? Hurka argues that probably more people would still prefer S2 simply because 

it gives more choices. Although in both situations there is no difference in terms of the outcome; 

compared with S1, in S2 what you have is more than the best option but the chances to say no to 

the other eight more choices. It entails that you have the capability to say no, know why you say 

no, and be responsible to the other nine options which you say no to. (Hurka 1987) For example, 

now you’re considering going to travel. The ideal place is to go to Germany. In S1, you can go to 

Germany and Spain. In S2, you can go to Germany, Spain, Italy, France, and so on. Though it does 

not really affect your choice in both of the situations, knowing that you have more choices makes 

you realize that there are many choices out there. You may plan another trip to another places 

which are not in the S1. 

 Another example is given by Carens. He states that if someone wants to move from New 

York to San Francisco. Without freedom of movement, one needs to deal with complicated 

procedures. There will be officials inspecting your motives, financial capability, and the 

administrative paperwork. There may be reasons for you to move from New York to San Francisco, 

but there can be no reason as well. You just want to move, and since moving from New York to 

San Francisco does not harm anyone else’s right, why does the government have the right to 
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inspect your motives, financial capability or force you to give a valid reason? (Carens, The Ethics 

of Immigration 2013, 248-249) In this case, Carens depicts the scenario under the context of the 

domestic freedom of movement; however, it is still worth thinking what makes the domestic and 

international free movement different. But what I want rephrase here is the point that owning the 

freedom to move does not mean you have to exercise it. For example, people have the right to vote 

but not everyone votes. People have the right to fair trial but probably many people have never 

been to a court in their entire life. Nevertheless, it is still of intrinsic value to have the choice to 

move to where you want. In Caren’s case, it does not have to be from New York to San Francisco, 

the point is not the destination but the freedom itself to move to where you want. But it does not 

mean that it is an unconditional freedom. For example, having the freedom to vote does not mean 

everyone can vote. Deprivation of one’s civil rights is a possibility that one may be not able to 

vote. However, the difference is that with right to vote, once you’re qualified, no one can deprive 

your right unless you commit certain crime or lose the qualification. But with freedom to move, 

the decision power is held by the authority, and even if they do not have valid reasons to reject 

your application, you do not have negotiation power. It almost depends on the mercy of the 

authority. 

Perhaps we already take it for granted to be able to move freely so it is difficult to 

understand why moving freely itself is of intrinsic value. Try to imagine that one day you are no 

longer able to move freely from your home to your school or office. Every day there will be people 

checking and asking you why you want to go there and maybe even asking you to show your 

identification. Not only the cost and the time which may cause your loss; you simply dislike the 

restriction. Or try to imagine people who stay in prison. Though people may argue that losing 

freedom of movement is painful because freedom of movement is a means to the ends that these 

people may enjoy. Simply not being restricted itself is of great value. It is also argued that there is 

no correlation between options and happiness. It means that the more options people get does not 

necessarily bring the more happiness. However, when the freedom of movement is granted to 

people, although theoretically speaking, one can go anywhere he wants to, the fact is that people 

usually choose to go to places where the cultures they are more familiar with, the economic 

development is stable, and geographically accessible. In this case, even people are given the free 

movement, it does not entail that they will have plenty of choices that in the end they cannot make 

decisions due to having too many options.  
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To sum up, freedom of movement is intrinsically valuable because it entails that you have 

more choices. I do not mean that it is intrinsically valuable because what the choices may bring to 

you but simply the fact that you have more choices itself is valuable. When one has more choices, 

it implies the more impact one will have on the world when he chooses, and therefore, the more 

value is in the situation.  (Carter 1995, 831) What is more, one can try to imagine without freedom 

of movement, the feeling of being restricted is simply a disvalue. As a result, to enjoy freedom of 

movement indeed itself is an intrinsic good. 

  

3.3 The hidden perception 

 After introducing the background of the foundation of the EU, the correlation between its 

objectives and what can be brought by the values of the freedom of movement, what is worth 

illustrating is the perception behind these arguments. Economically speaking, advocates who argue 

that the freedom of movement will generate economic growth have the idea that free market and 

less restriction from governments will create a more efficient market and thus bring prosperity. 

From this perspective, to hire a labor from a relatively poorer country is a personal contract 

between the employer and the employee. As long as they both agree with the price, governments 

should not intervene their contract even the labor is not a citizen. 

The open borders position reveals the conception that every person regardless of his 

backgrounds should be treated of equal moral worth. Thus, it is of importance to open borders so 

that those people who were born in relatively less resourceful countries can also have more 

opportunities. It focuses on the perception that to reach justice is to treat people equally and thus 

every individual is seen as an atomic existence. It neglects the fact that human beings are social 

animals. People create communities and with each community, there may be other values that 

outweigh the importance of distributing resources to people who are not within your community. 

In addition, it is also argued that freedom of movement is one of the most fundamental values 

and should not be restricted as long as it does not harm other people’s rights. This viewpoint 

apparently overlooks the fact that freedom along with economic values are important but they may 

not be the most important values under all circumstances.  
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However, distributive justice should still be taken as a serious issue since there are many 

people living under poverty line every day and we do not need to make much sacrifice in order to 

rectify the situation. For instance, by donating a small portion of our income, it makes a great 

difference to those people who struggle with survival. It would be out of moral concern for any 

person to do so especially it is involuntary for those people to suffer from poverty. In addition, if 

the poverty is resulted from a structural issue such as colonization, then there is moral requirement 

for the colonial power to accept immigrants from the previous colonized countries since the 

poverty is highly related to the exploitation of the colonial power. The difference between donating 

and opening borders is that there are circumstances when people have no way but leaving their 

countries to get rid of threats or to be employed. Most countries do have asylum policies to accept 

refugees; however, there are also situations when people encounter the situation that their 

environment simply cannot provide them with enough opportunities while they are perfect labor 

force. With the instrumental values of the freedom of movement, people are able to break the 

geographical barriers and have a wider range of opportunities. 

To sum up, I argue that advocates for open borders take the viewpoints that justice is to treat 

everyone equally. By treating equally, it means to remove all the social contexts and regard every 

individual as no difference. From this perception, it may very likely lose the sensitivity to the 

practical situation and can only be fulfilled in a utopian world.  

 

3.4 Summary 

 So far, I have suggested the background of the foundation of the EU. I have also argued 

the correlation between the reasons of granting free movement within the EU and the objectives 

that the EU wishes to achieve through the free movement. I have stated the instrumental values of 

the freedom of movement and the ends it has achieved within the EU. Besides, I also presented 

the arguments about the intrinsic values of the freedom of movement. Last but not least, I argue 

that people who are in favor of open borders usually perceive being moral is to make the moral 

judgment without thinking the social contexts. And this perception is fundamentally different with 

the perception of those who argue for closed borders which I will analyze in the next chapter. 
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4. Brexit: why British people are against free movement? 

 

 On June 23, 2016, the British people made a significant decision. They have decided to 

withdraw from the EU. This marks a historical moment since it was not only the first member state 

to leave the EU but also implies that the era urging for integration and globalization has faced a 

serious counterattack. Undoubtedly, there were complex factors resulting Brexit; however, what I 

want to analyze here in this chapter is the causation between the concepts of free movement and 

Brexit. Propaganda of the “leaving” league used the slogan “Take back control” and “Breaking 

point” with a picture showing immigrants waiting in a long line to enter borders to indicate that if 

staying in the EU, UK will face a huge influx of immigrants. It is argued that the propaganda was 

biased so people who got asymmetric information voted for leaving. Even though the information 

delivered to people might be controversial, the emotions of those people who wanted to leave the 

EU were real. According to a survey, sovereignty and immigration have been the issues which 

concern people the most and the characteristics of the leave voters are male, old, white, with no 

education degree and low income (Dos-Santos and Henrique 2017, 541). So the question is: why 

could politicians use sovereignty and border control to appeal to these people’s emotions? What 

can we infer from the correlation? 

 The starting point to think about this question is to trace back to the reason to join the EU. 

People believed that joining the EU will bring a better off life and the increasing economic 

interdependence will foster the regional peace. However, as a supranational organization, the EU 

requires each member state to compromise in order to formulate policies that are beneficial to the 

overall region. Deeper economic integration and open borders indicate that enterprises are able to 

sell products in a bigger market and get cheaper labors. Although it will bring economic growth, 

natives who work for skill-intensive industries are less likely to enjoy the same economic result as 

the capitalists. It is not surprising that people who are not equally benefited hold a grudge and 

eager to find a solution. From this perspective, it is clearer why leave voters share those 

characteristics and why the sovereignty and immigration control are the top two reasons for leaving 

the EU. First, the sovereignty indicates a state is capable of deciding its own affairs. Since people 

who get lower income do not feel their lives are better off after joining the EU. On the contrary, 

those who were richer get even richer, based on the mentality of unfairness, to get sovereign power 
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back thus becomes the hope for these people. For them, it implies that the UK does not need to 

accept deals from the EU and the British people may decide the policies that favor British people. 

 As well as the sovereignty concern, the free movement within the EU though brought 

labors from the Eastern Europe to fuel the economy, some natives believe that immigrants have 

taken over their jobs or they just want to enjoy the welfare. Besides, they may feel that the 

environment is slowly changing. Immigrants bring new cultures to the country. Things like diets, 

languages or customs may reshape the society. Although economists can demonstrate the statistics 

to show the economic benefits, they are unlikely to prove that more people with more different 

cultures joining the society will bring benefits to the people. 

 In this chapter, my goal is to find out what are the values sovereignty can bring, and what 

role does it play in the EU and Brexit? In other words, why British people thought that sovereignty 

is so important that leaving the EU is the right trade off? The other issue is that besides economy, 

what other values may be influenced when granting people from other countries free movement? 

As what I have demonstrated in the previous chapter, free movement has its instrumental and 

intrinsic values; nevertheless, there are also many other values that may be more important than 

free movement. Therefore, using Brexit as an illustration, I attempt to argue what other values that 

have been revealed in this incident. 

         

4.1 Sovereignty 

 The word ‘sovereignty’ was firstly discussed systematically by Jean Bodin, also regarded 

as the father of the theory of sovereignty. In his work, “Les Six livres de la République, later 

translated into the English as The Six Bookes of a Common-weale, he suggested that the definition 

of sovereignty is “The absolute and perpetual power of a commonwealth, or in the later Latin 

edition, “The supreme power over citizens and subjects, unrestrained by law.” (Merriam 2001: 7) 

Even though it sounded as if the sovereignty was the absolute source of power, it does not mean 

the possessor of the sovereignty can make any decision at his own will. Jacques Maritain have 

made a contextual explanation of Bodin’s idea of sovereignty in the article “The concept of 

sovereignty”  
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“For Bodin the king did not possess supra-mundane Sovereignty, a Sovereignty 

which has absolutely nothing above itself; God was above the king, and the 

supreme power of the king over his subjects was itself submitted to “the law of God 

and nature,” to the requirements of the moral order. But the king was the possessor 

of human Sovereignty.” (Maritain 1950:344) 

 

To be more specific, when Bodin posited the concept sovereignty, it implied that there was 

higher authority governing the governor of a state, and that was God, or His law, the divine law. 

It also implies that although sovereignty is the absolute power, it is only supreme on the ground, 

and as long as it violates the divine law, the sovereignty has no legitimacy. 

As human history progressed, there has been different theories explaining the content of 

sovereignty. Followed by the movement of the Reformation, enthusiasts refusing the concept of 

the absolute power of sovereignty owned by the kings were found mostly overlapping the Jesuits 

and Reformers. The core aims they urged according to Merriam were: 

 

“…… the original and inalienable sovereignty of the people, the contractual origin 

of government, the fiduciary character of all political authority, and the consequent 

right of the people to resist and destroy the existing rulers whenever found guilty 

of a breach of trust.” (Merriam 1950:9) 

  

 The above-mentioned concept later on developed to be a more thorough and mature idea 

in Johannes Althusius’s work “Politics Systematically considered (Politica methodice digesta, 

1609)” The main idea of his theory is contract. He posited that, whether tacit or express, it is a 

series of contracts made between the ruler and the ruled that formed the government, and the state 

is the final form of the contracts. He defined sovereignty as “The highest and most general power 

of administering the affairs which generally concern the safety and welfare of the soul and body 

of the members of the State” (ibid). Althusius’s main point was to justify that the sovereignty was 

originally an attribute of the entire body of people instead of individuals, and therefore, the 
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sovereignty must lie in the whole body of the people, not in the individuals. Since it is the whole 

body of people form the sovereignty, it is essentially and originally inalienable to any of the 

members. (Merriam 1950:10) 

To Althusius, the ruler is just a temporary bearer of the power while the people are the 

permanent owner; therefore, the authority of the governors is derived from the people, and if the 

governors cannot prioritize people’s welfare and follow the people’s will, it is people’s right to 

overrule the governors when their benefits impaired by the governors. 

However persuasive it might be, the school of Althusius could not explain what this 

sovereignty was, and who the “people” are. In Althusius’s theory, the concept of sovereignty does 

not separate the ruler and the ruled, but simply attributes it to the mass of the subjects, excluding 

the governor. The idea of popular sovereignty could not locate the position of the government, 

since it was purely a fictional character, and had been eliminated from the core of the theory. 

Holding the opposing flag against the popular sovereignty while still keeping the ideas of 

contract, Thomas Hobbes, in one of the most influential works for the modern political philosophy, 

Leviathan, argues that the sovereignty is resulted from the surrender of each individual’s right. 

Before the sovereignty has formed, every man is a “natural man” living under the “natural status”, 

meaning that everyone can reach one’s right as far as his will, without any laws regulating. 

However, the fear of violence and death has made people decide to surrender their rights to the 

bearer, the state. The state, therefore, acquiring the common power from all the contracting 

individuals. In other words, the sovereign is an aggregate of people’s will. It is the person who 

reflects people’s will; as a result, the sovereign and the surrender of people’s rights take place at 

the same time. Since the sovereign, the state, is the congregation of people’s will, there is by all 

means no way to refute the sovereign. At the same time, the sovereign must make decisions 

according to people’s will. (Merriam 1950:12-14)    

       The origin and the evolution of the concept of sovereignty have revealed its value. No 

matter how theorists defined sovereignty, its core objectives were to secure the functionality of a 

political community and guarantee the welfare of its people. How to use sovereignty to achieve 

the objectives or what exactly is welfare is another topic. However, the main point here is to show 

why sovereignty is valuable. A political community without its sovereignty may end up with what 

Jewish people faced before the Second World War, or what Kurdish people are struggling with 
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right now. To state sovereignty is valuable does not mean that sovereignty is the most important 

value, and it should also be based on the principle of bringing people welfare.   

 As a member of the EU, the UK in many ways has to follow the EU laws since the European 

laws take precedence over national laws. To pass the European laws, both the European Parliament 

and the European Council have to agree on the drafts that the European Commission proposes, 

which means that by taking roughly 12.7 percent of the seats in the European Parliament, the UK 

can easily form a blocking minority with the support of three other states providing that together 

they represent 35 percent of the EU’s population. However, once the laws are passed, it will be 

extremely difficult to change them since the representatives of the EU parliament involves 500 

million EU citizens instead of 65 million Britons. The national laws, in contrast, can be repealed 

at the next term of legislation when the new representatives are elected, and only the 65 million 

British people are involved. The phenomenon is as what Niblett states in his paper:    

  

“Many people in the UK support this arrangement, given the benefits they perceive 

the country receives in return. Others believe that it has crossed a tipping point in 

undermining the principle of parliamentary sovereignty within the British tradition. 

In their view, the fact that a substantial proportion of UK law comes from the EU 

creates an unacceptable democratic deficit between the British people and the 

members of parliament in Westminister who are meant to represent them.” (Niblett 

2016, 3) 

 

 Despite the fact that the UK owns sovereign power to determine, for example, its domestic 

welfare and educational policies, guidelines with regard to European Single Market still remain 

inflexible. In other words, the sovereignty that the UK government loses is mainly about trade and 

free movement. Unlike libertarians’ position, I do not deny the importance of sovereignty, and 

claim that freedom necessarily outweighs sovereignty; however, I do think that it is very important 

to clarify what sovereignty represents. In the Brexit case, sovereignty represents that the UK 

government has to accept the free movement policy within the EU (even though there are more 

deals that the UK has to accept, this is the main point of the debate), and it all boils down to if the 
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sacrifice of sovereignty can be exchanged for an overall better life for British people. Undoubtedly, 

the standard of “a better life” can vary. However, economically speaking, as what I have mentioned 

in the previous chapter, the EU does generate economic growth to the whole region including the 

UK. But besides economy, there are other values in human lives, and the sacrifice of sovereignty 

may cause impact on these values. Other than sovereignty, cultures and national identity are the 

values mostly-discussed in the debate of immigration. 

 

 

4.2 Culture and national identity 

 In 2016, two of the most shocking incidents in the world politics are Brexit and the U.S. 

presidential election. Both incidents had revealed the ideology of nationalism. Whether it was 

“Take back control” or “Make America great again” proposed by the “vote to leave” side and 

Donald Trump respectively have won. In the history, nationalism also went hand in hand with the 

anti-immigration since the concept of nationalism is to prioritize the welfare of citizens of a nation 

instead of outsiders and to emphasize the value of the national identity. Nationalism has been 

associated with totalitarianism and regarded as an ideology that caused wars or conflicts in the 

history, and thus was criticized to be a very dangerous power. According to a German historian 

Peter Alter, nationalism is “both an ideology and a political movement which holds the nation and 

sovereign nation-state to be crucial indwelling values, and which manages to mobilize the political 

will of a people or a large section of the population.” (Alter 1994, 4) The concept of the nationalism 

cannot be separated from the concept of national identity since the latter is the necessary element 

for the former. Without people recognizing their national identities, the sense of belonging to a 

nation or nation-state, there can be no foundation in the name of a nation for politicians to call for 

political movements.  According to Miller, national identity “says simply that identifying with a 

nation, feeling yourself inextricably part of it, is a legitimate way of understanding your place in 

the world.” (Miller, On Nationality 1997, 11) National identity thus plays an important role in a 

person’s life, for it is the belief of who you are and how you perceive the world. What national 

identity embeds, the customs, traditions and overall the culture of a nation are inseparable to a 

person’s understanding of himself and others. It is also often argued that moral values such as 

freedom and equality are only “thin” concepts. The “rich”, “thick” values are discernible only 
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within particular traditions, to those who have wholeheartedly endorsed the norms and standards 

of the given tradition (Miscevic 2018). Emphasis of the values of communities is also shared by 

nationalists who regard nations as the preferred community. Therefore, for people who are with 

the same national identity and cherish the values provided by their nation as a community, they 

may proactively take measurements to preserve it or prevent it from being damaged. Now the 

question is: what is the correlation between free movement and preserving national identities? 

 Supporters of closed borders argue that immigrants bring their own cultures, customs and 

traditions to the new countries, and therefore may endanger the culture of the accepting country. 

For example, the large amount of Hispanic immigrants in the US have influenced the local diet 

habits, social life, and so on. What is more, when the immigrants join the political community, 

their values will penetrate a state’s decision-making process through voting or other systems. In 

this case, the political life including the national identity will be tremendously affected. As Miller 

states: 

 

“the public culture of their country is something that people have an interest in 

controlling: they 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”  (Miller, Immigration: The Case for Limits 2005) 

 

As a result, to limit immigrants becomes an approach to prevent the culture and national 

identity from vanishing. Persuasive as it may sound, the causation needs to be further examined. 

First, even though the culture and national identity do take an important part in individual as well 

as public life, they are difficult to be concretely defined. Being difficult to be concretely defined 

does not mean they do not exist; however, it entails that there can be no standard in terms of “how” 

the culture or national identity has been reshaped or influenced by other cultures. For example, 
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new immigrants from Latin America bring their food to the US, so there are stands selling burritos. 

But how exactly the new habits from immigrants change the original culture to the extent that it 

may be undermined? Since the content of culture is flowing, even without immigrants, as long as 

there are different elements, the culture will no longer be the same. The truth is that, by its broad 

definition, our culture is constantly changing. If the purpose is to preserve the culture along with 

national identity, limiting immigration may not be the best approach. The government can restrict 

foreign products, foreign TV shows and so forth, and they will be even more efficient. What is 

more, owning citizenship is not a necessary condition for a national identity. In other words, a 

Mexican may be deeply absorbed with American culture and hoping to be an American while an 

American may not truly recognize himself to belong to the nation. In this case, to limit immigration 

is not a way to prevent the national identity being altered but reject people who have the national 

identity to join the community. 

Second, countries like the US and Canada have long immigration history, and it means that 

multi-cultures have been a crucial part in the societies. Besides aborigines, all of the citizens are 

immigrants or descents of immigrants. The cultures brought by these immigrants are partly rooted 

in the national identity which is to say that these cultures are involved with national identities of 

the immigration countries. What is more, countries like the US are strong because immigrants have 

brought not only the propulsion for economic growth but also talents for developing cutting-edge 

technology. The innovation is what makes a country competitive, and the value of welcoming 

talented, industrious people is also considered as a key factor to success. People with the 

“American dream” believe that as long as they work hard enough, their efforts will be reflected to 

their standard of living. What it reveals is that no matter what kind of backgrounds you have, which 

language you speak, what religions you follow, everyone is entitled with equality and freedom. 

They allow each person in this state to pursue their dreams on the same basis so that their identities 

do not become barriers that stop them from getting the life they want. The belief has deeply rooted 

in the American culture and also known by the rest of the world. Such diverse cultural constitution 

in the American society has made it difficult to distinguish what the unique or original cultural 

traits are. It is referred as a “melting pot” or a “salad bowl”. (Advani and Reich 2015, 3-4) The 

former indicates that people from different cultures assimilate but the latter puts emphasis on the 

integration. The difference lies in that assimilation is to make what is different the same while 

integration stresses people can remain their differences without being treated unequally, and the 
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government should create an environment to secure people from different cultural backgrounds 

not being forced to surrender to the domination of the mainstream culture. Whether it is 

assimilation or integration, both concepts have revealed the fact that in a multi-cultural society, 

different cultures more or less shape the country as it is. Different elements of those cultures 

broadly penetrate to every aspect of life, and to concretely articulate what the national identity is 

would be the principled values recognized by the people instead of those trivial preferences such 

as diet habits or certain types of music. From this perspective, those countries which welcome 

immigrants and have immigration history embrace the value that differences can be respected. In 

this case, to say that immigrants will change the culture or undermine the national identity is 

contradictory to the value shared by the people. For monoethnic countries, welcoming people from 

different cultural backgrounds may not be the value shared by the majority. However, if most 

people in a country are from the same ethnicity, it is nearly impossible for the culture to disappear 

because of immigrants. In contrast, in hoping to quickly adapt to the new environment, immigrants 

will proactively to learn the language and culture; therefore, it will be more likely for the 

immigrants to be assimilated to the accepting country. What is more, people from the accepting 

countries will not likely to change their national identity; instead, after settling in a new country 

for some time, immigrants may feel they belong to this place, and share the national identity of the 

accepting country. 

Undoubtedly, there can be extreme cases that severely damage these values. For instance, 

if without border control, there are not only economically disadvantaged people hoping to 

immigrate to a better off state, rich people may also take advantages of the market. Under these 

circumstances, the immigration is not under the context to alleviate distributive injustice but to 

generate more social issues that are not just. However, if we take examples such as Syrian civil 

war, or the crisis happening in Venezuela, it is obvious that people in these countries have no other 

options but to flee. Whether they are under direct life threat or not, situations simply do not allow 

them to maintain their original lives. If the neighboring states or states that have historical 

connections with these countries, it is out of the moral requirement to accept these people. The 

first reason is that it was not due to their wrong-doings for them to suffer from the crisis. Second, 

the negative effects of accepting these people should be minor compared with not accepting them 

since these people encounter severe situations. What is more, it may be economically beneficial 

for the accepting states since immigrants can serve as great labor force as what I have mentioned 
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in the previous chapter. The sovereignty is a means to guaranteeing people’s welfare and achieving 

justice. To prevent the social disorder or exploit of the free movement, the EU has set up certain 

regulations. For example, I have mentioned the “2+3+2” model in the previous chapter which is 

to gradually open borders so the impact on the accepting country will be lessened. Therefore, under 

the context of the EU, free movement is carried out in a moderate way, and the issues advocates 

for closed borders concern are not likely to happen.  

To conclude my position, I argue that culture itself indeed is a crucial value to human 

beings; however, it is also a flowing concept, and it changes over time through different media. 

The power of internet can be even more influential than immigrants, therefore; if we do not limit 

TV, newspaper, and social media based on the argument to preserve cultures, why do we limit free 

movement? Second, if a country is a multi-cultural society, it has a long history of people with 

different ethnicities living together, and the national identity inevitably comprises the 

characteristic which even people with different ethnical background can share, and if the ethnical 

constitution is relatively homogenous in a country, then the culture or national identity is even 

more unlikely to be undermined since the foundation of national identity is robust. It would be 

more likely that immigrants will assimilate to the new environment and over time share the 

national identity of the country. As a result, even though culture and national identity are important 

values, only through these arguments cannot justify a total “closed border” policy. 

Despite the fact that I think in order to preserve culture or national identity so a country 

has to limit immigration cannot be justified, there is psychological evidence why people find 

themselves so deeply entangled with their nations and in this psychological status, they inevitably 

distinguish themselves from others. Through the comparison between the groups they belong to 

and outsiders, they acquire the sense of satisfaction. As Druckman puts it: 

 

“Studies suggest that people see groups as providing them with security and safety 

as well as status and prestige in return for their loyalty and commitment. Nations, 

in particular, achieve personal relevance for individuals when they become 

sentimentally attached to the homeland (affectively involved), motivated to help 

their country (goal-oriented), and gain a sense of identity and self-esteem through 

their national identification (ego involved).”  (Druckman 1994, 63)    
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To understand the psychological perspective of nationalism does not mean to justify it, but 

simply to understand the reason behind behaviors. The psychological theories provide explanation 

to the tendency why people are prone to see their nation as a source of values for their lives. 

However, nationalism can be a dangerous power when people follow what is provided by the 

nation without reflecting upon if the decisions made in the name of nationalism really bring welfare 

to the people. In other words, policies which lack of sufficient evaluation but argue simply by 

implementing them can benefit the nation should be questioned. I do not mean that to feel proud 

of your nation or value the traditions is wrong. Nevertheless, how you show your pride or what do 

you do to benefit the nation is another story. There has been a long history in the UK to attempt to 

withdraw from the EU.6 The opposite power of urging the EU integration, the Euroscepticism, has 

been developing since the 90s, and the UKIP (UK Independent Party) has been one of the most 

influential powers. Having gained success in the mid 2010s, followed by the immigration crisis in 

Europe, it began to use immigration as the main appeal. In 2015, the UKIP even won 12.6% of the 

total votes in the general election, replacing the Liberal Democrats as the third most party.7 It was 

also for the 2015 general election that the prime minister David Cameron promised to hold an in-

or-out referendum if the Conservative Party won the election.  It turned out that the Conservative 

Party did win the election, so the referendum was arranged to take place in June 23, 2016. 

 During the campaign, UKIP as the initiative of the referendum, put emphasis on the annual 

budget that the UK government paid to the EU as well as the open borders policy. After the 

financial crisis in 2008, the economy fell into tremendous recession, and the UK was no exception. 

Facing the downturn, some of the Britons believe that the immigrants were the reason to be blamed 

because they took over the natives’ job opportunities. What is more, the money paid to the EU 

could have been used in the national purposes. Being a member of the EU only causes the UK to 

spend the money on something that was not for the Briton’s benefit. It brings immigrants who get 

their jobs and occupy their resources, and yield the national laws to the EU laws. It was under such 

social atmosphere that the Britons voted for the leave side. It was the strong emotion to protect 

what is “ours” and the integrity of the United Kingdom, and to cut off the relationship with those 

																																																													
6	In	1975,	“the	United	Kingdom	European	Communities	member	referendum”	was	held.	The	results	of	“Yes”	and	
“No”	were	67.23	percent	and	32.70	percent	respectively.	
7	See	BBC	News	for	statistics	of	the	2015	election	results.	https://www.bbc.com/news/election/2015/results	
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who do not belong to the United Kingdom, that is, the people who do not share the same ethnicity. 

In fact, we can see many of the similar examples throughout the history. After the Second World 

War, right-wing parties quickly sprang up in Germany and Japan when the domestic economy 

were simply in crisis. To strengthen solidarity and promote national identity have always been the 

solution for the government to survive the adversity. However, in the meanwhile, in order to appeal 

to the patriotic feelings, politicians do not bother to hold sufficient reasonable public discussion. 

It was also due to the insufficient understandings of the consequences of Brexit, many Britons had 

shown regret of their decision.8 

Whether it is a national culture or national identity, it comprises fundamental elements of 

human social life. They can be the languages people speak, the belief people hold, or the customs 

people follow. All of these are of great importance. However, what I want to state here is if these 

values are in conflict with open borders. Whether in a multicultural or monoethnic society, 

according to the above-mentioned arguments, immigrants do not pose threats to what the natives 

fear of. What the natives concern about usually stems from the economic aspect. When the country 

is suffering from the economic depression, the nationalistic ideology is more likely to win people’s 

support. In this case, it is not the culture or national identity that people should be discussing; 

instead, the public debate should be concentrated on the correlation between open borders and the 

economy. To over emphasize the national identity simply obscure the real focus and mislead the 

crowd instead of thinking over the consequences of the public policies.  

 

4.3 The hidden perception 

 Closed borders defenders usually take the view shared by communitarianism that the 

meaning of an individual’s action can only be sufficiently understood by putting it into a social 

context. The concepts which libertarians stress on, such as equality or freedom also have to be 

comprehended in a given social life. What a community provides not only enriches people’s lives 

but also profoundly shapes their perceptions to the world. A nation-state, which possesses the 

supreme authority to secure people’s safety from being threatened by the external force, provides 

crucial sense of security in terms of human lives. In addition, a nation-state also acts as an 

																																																													
8	A	petition	“EU	Referendum	Rules	triggering	a	2nd	EU	Referendum”	was	held	in	hope	to	launch	a	second	Brexit	
referendum.	Please	refer	to	the	UK	parliament	website:	https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions/131215	
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important source to assist a person to recognize his identity. The self-awareness of a person 

regarding to where he belongs to, the beliefs, and the value system he owns are deeply intertwined 

with the history, territory, and culture of a nation-state. Thus, when people show affirmation to 

their countries, it as well represents the affirmation to part of their self-identity. From this 

perspective, the closed borders arguments usually highlight the values given by a nation-state, and 

to suggest that open borders will jeopardize these values, for immigrants will bring another set of 

values to their country. What is more, immigrants also take advantage of their welfare systems, 

and take over job opportunities by offering lower salaries. The strong desire to prioritize the 

national benefits stems from the attachment of oneself with the nation. I do not attempt to deny the 

values a nation-state gives to a person, and the idea that a person sees the national benefits as 

priority. However, there are different values that are of great importance to human beings, and the 

question is how we weigh them? Whether it is the national identity or the economic development, 

there is simply no rule to define which one is always and how much more important than the other 

one needless to say there are even more values that have not been covered in this thesis. What I 

argue is that, economically speaking, accepting immigrants will be a more persuasive way, and 

especially when the immigrants are in need of assistance from other states. Nevertheless, if there 

are a huge influx of immigrants who do not have justifiable reasons but simply find another state 

attractive, it will pose a great threat to the specific state, and therefore requires to reject these 

people from entering through sovereignty.  

 

4.4 Summary 

 In this chapter, I have presented the arguments about closed borders. The values of 

sovereignty, culture and national identity, are usually embraced by the advocates for border control. 

They usually take the view that human beings are social animals. To make a person’s life 

meaningful, sources in a community such as the culture is indispensable. A nation-state, as a 

political community, provides people with senses of security and safety. Therefore, national 

identity plays a role in how people recognize themselves and understand people around them as 

well as this world. And sovereignty is what protects a nation-state from being threatened by 

external forces.  However, I refute that these values are undermined by the immigrants under the 

context of the EU. In the Brexit case, what the real concern is the economy. When facing the 
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economic downturn, people’s psychological status and the overall social atmosphere will lead to 

a more protective attitude. The rise of the nationalism tends to see immigrants as a cause for the 

poor economy even though the statistics have proved many social problems such as the housing 

price, inability to afford social welfare system, are not originated from the immigration. The Brexit 

case acts as a reflective material for the whole world to see if border control and total sovereignty 

can in exchange for a better off future for the Britons. I shall leave the post Brexit era regarding 

immigration issues in the following chapter. 
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5. Free movement after Brexit 

 

 Not long before writing this paragraph, the Prime Minister of the UK, Theresa May, 

announced to resign. In her resignation speech, she said that she had tried her best to negotiate 

terms for Brexit; sadly, she had not been able to make agreements with the EU, and deliver Brexit 

in her term of office. In fact, to withdraw from the EU with settled agreements is indeed a 

formidable task. According to Article 50 and 218 TEU, first, the President of the European Council 

had to convene an extraordinary European Council, and it will adopt by consensus a set of 

guidelines on the orderly withdrawal of the UK from the EU. The guidelines define the overall 

principles the EU will pursue during the negotiations based on the common interests of the EU 

and its member states. Second, the European Commission will very quickly present 

recommendation to the guidelines. Afterwards, to authorize the start of the negotiation based on 

the guidelines, the European Council has to vote, and it passes only by a vote of strong quailed 

majority. The negotiators will then be designated by the Council to start the negotiations, and the 

estimated negotiation period will last for 18 months.  Finally, after the terms have been set, both 

the European Parliament and the Council must give consents, by a vote of simple majority, and a 

vote of strong qualified majority respectively. The UK parliament also has to vote to pass the deals 

by simple majority. (The European Commission 2017) 

According to Lisbon Treaty Article 50, the withdrawal procedure takes two years and the 

extension is permitted only through the consent between the Member State concerned and the 

European Council. The Article 50 was triggered in March 29, 2017 which means the deadline of 

the Brexit would be March 29, 2019. However, the UK MPs (Member of the Parliament) did not 

vote for the Brexit deal, and therefore, after March 29, 2019, the first extension was set to April 

12, 2019. Followed by another failure, the second extension was set to Oct 31, 2019.  

It is reported from Financial Times that the UK government lost more than 750 treaties 

after Brexit, excluding the UN and WTO deals. The 750 treaties were found in the EU treaty 

database, and it involves more than 160 countries covering aspects of trade, fisheries, transport, 

nuclear and so forth. Some of the deals are, without a doubt, trivial such as the swordfish 

conservation in Chile; however, others play pivotal roles in a daily basis and govern national 

security. For example, the air service agreements which allow British aircrafts to land in the US, 
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Canada or Israel. (McClean 2017) The bottleneck still lies in the UK versus EU agreements since 

many countries will not make agreements with the UK before it has done deals with the EU. Since 

my thesis focuses on free movement, I will concentrate on the analysis of the impact on both the 

UK and the EU caused by Brexit in terms of free movement. 

 

5.1 Impact on the UK after Brexit 

 The most direct impact followed by Brexit regarding immigration is the labor shortage. 

According to the statistics, the number of immigrants from the EU in the UK has decreased after 

Brexit. (Sturge 2019, 13) In 2018, most of the EU labors work either in the less-skilled industries 

or academic field. (Wadsworth 2018, 638) Although based on the withdrawal agreement made 

between the UK and the EU, the EU citizens who have lived in the UK for 5 consecutive years 

including the transition period can apply for permanent residence, and vice versa; UK being 

removed from the European Single Market will tremendously influence the willingness of the EU 

citizens to emigrate to the UK. The EU citizens will no longer enjoy the benefits the Single Market 

provides. Needless to say that the UK in the future will very likely formulate stricter immigration 

policies. In addition, the anti-immigration atmosphere in the UK society will be another factor 

affecting the EU citizens to choose the UK as their destination. In a short term, due to the policies, 

the workers will not be disappearing overnight; however, industries which have high turnover rates 

like hotel, domestic services may face immediate impulse since the hiring is a quarterly basis, so 

it is more likely that these workers are not eligible for applying permanent residence. The EU 

workers in these fields also takes up high proportion of the total workforce, therefore, it is 

anticipated that without the single market, recruiting will not be as smooth as it used to be. 

Questions following this issue would probably be: is it possible that the nationals can 

substitute the insufficient workforces, or the guest-worker policy will be enough to supplement the 

gap of the possible loss of the EU workers? First of all, according to the statistics, in 2018, the 

unemployment rate in the UK has been the lowest since the financial crisis (Wadsworth 2018, 628), 

which means the balance of supply and demand is relatively saturated. Second, usually these jobs 

are typically low-paid jobs with high uncertainty. Immigrants are more likely to accept these jobs 

than the natives because of the urgency to be employed and the hourly wages are still better than 

their home countries whereas not many Britons will be driven to accept these less stable jobs. 
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The other alternative is to maintain the guest-worker policy which the UK provides to other 

non-EU countries while offering the EU citizens looser regulations to attract more of them to work 

temporarily in the UK. The problem will be, first, when the UK leaves the EU, it loses its 

competiveness to its EU competitors since working in the UK does not grant immigrants the 

benefits as working in the EU. Second, as the capitals moves out from the UK, it indicates that the 

future economic development can be postulated unpromising. Immigrants will be prone to choose 

countries within the EU with a more stable and promising economy such as Germany or other 

Scandinavian countries. The UK, without a doubt, can take the approach of accepting more guest-

workers outside of the EU where people get much lower wages from their home countries. 

However, if the UK adopts this approach, then it will probably cause other social issues that are 

no better than staying in the EU. Even though each policy will result in different give-and-takes, 

it is apparent that in the current situation, the UK is in need of labor force, and it relies on 

immigrants. 

The second and probably the most profound influence of leaving the EU, is, that the trade 

deals UK has with other countries as a member state of the EU will have to be renegotiated, and 

without being a part of the European Single Market, UK loses its bargaining power. Trade, by 

definition, is to exchange goods or services between two parties. Since the EU will be able to 

provide diverse services and goods, EU as a whole has better conditions to negotiate better deals 

with other economic entities. Leaving the EU indicates that UK no longer benefits from advantages 

as part of the group. For example, the US is the largest trading partner with the EU, and the UK 

has been always the gateway to the European Single Market for the US. In 2018, the UK was the 

second largest importing country within the EU to the US. Once the UK is no longer in the 

European Single Market, it loses its position to build competitive trade deals in the global economy. 

In addition, all the goods and services from the EU now will be charged for tariffs. It implies that 

it will cost more for consumers to acquire the same goods. The same theory goes to the products 

exported to the EU from the UK. With higher tariffs, British products will not be as competitive 

as other products imported from other EU member states. Furthermore, one of the advantages for 

foreign investments in the UK is that the capitals can also transfer freely to the European Union. 

Since London has long been a global financial base, and the regulations for foreign investments 

are relatively friendly, it has been an option for foreign companies to invest. As it leaves the EU, 
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many international companies relocate their hubs to Frankfurt from London. (Macbeth 2018) It is 

considered to be another severe economic impact on Brexit. 

The third major issue for the UK regarding immigration will be the territorial issue between 

the Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. Since the Northern Ireland belongs to the UK, 

and the Republic of Ireland is a member state of the EU, when the UK leaves the EU, the borders 

between the Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland will become borders between the EU 

and non-EU states. The problem is that there have been political disputes in the history. In 1998, 

the Belfast Agreement (also known as the Good Friday Agreement) was made between the British 

and most parties in the Irish government. One of the symbols of the peace between the two 

countries is that there is no hard border check based on the Good Friday agreement. As the UK 

leaves the EU, and one of the crucial factors is the immigration control, there comes a dilemma. If 

the UK wants to take back the border control from the EU, yet agrees that the hard border checks 

between the Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland harm the peace which has been built 

upon with great effort, the British government will inevitably face the contradiction in the near 

future. Another territorial issue is Scotland. In the 2014 Scottish independence referendum, many 

people voted for staying with the UK due to the fact that in this case, the Scotland can stay in the 

EU. Now with Brexit, it is apparent that for Scottish people, the most important incentive to stay 

as part of the UK is already gone; therefore, it is foreseeable the independence of Scotland along 

with the Northern island issues will result in political turmoil for the British government. 

So far I have outlined the major concerns with regard to the border and immigration issues 

on the UK after Brexit. Even though according to researches, Brexit will lead to negative effects 

in both economic and political aspects, cutting off from the EU still grants British people the power 

to restrict the inflow of immigrants in the future. In fact, Brexit, the result of a referendum, is itself 

an evidence of a demonstration of sovereignty. As what we have mentioned earlier, the objective 

of sovereignty is to secure welfare to people. The debates between open borders and closed borders 

often concentrate on the arguments of nationalism and libertarianism. It means that people who 

argue for closed borders often claims that open borders will benefit the outsiders yet sacrifices the 

people within the same political community, and justice does not mean to treat everyone equally. 

Being impartial does not mean to be immoral. During the Brexit referendum, the politicians also 

convey the same idea that immigrants will cause negative impact on economic development and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU201901054
	 62	

staying in the EU makes the UK lose its negotiating power for better trade deals for its people. 

Therefore, those who voted for Brexit believed that the vote would give them a better future. I do 

not concentrate the debates between open borders and closed borders on whether nationalism or 

libertarianism is more reasonable. I argue that from the Brexit case, the EU pattern of open borders 

does make British people better off. It does not mean there will be no other issues followed by; 

however, at least in terms of the economic development, it is more beneficial for the UK to stay 

as a member state of the EU. 

 

5.2 Impact on the EU after Brexit 

Besides causing severe economic impact on the UK’s economy, the EU as well suffers 

from Brexit economically. However, due to the fact that the overall GDP of the EU is higher than 

the UK, the loss of the EU will be lower than the UK in terms of proportion. (Emerson, et al. 2017, 

8) The majority of the loss comes from the increase of the tariffs. Therefore, countries who have 

the higher proportion of exporting goods and services to the UK will more likely be influenced by 

Brexit. Even though Germany remains the biggest exporting country of the EU27, since its 

economic resilience is also considered to be one of the best among the EU member states, it will 

probably suffer less from the charge of the tariffs. Whereas countries like Spain and Italy that are 

relatively fragile in terms of the economy after the financial crisis, will possibly be harmed from 

Brexit more than other countries. Still, what Brexit implies to the EU is both economic and political. 

Over the past few decades, the EU has always been considered as a model for regional 

stability and prosperity. Whether it is economic development, environmental protection, or human 

rights promotion, the EU has set up milestones for the rest of the world to follow. However, the 

financial crisis in 2008 and the following European debt crisis in 2009 have both increased the 

fiscal burden to the whole EU. Since the Eurozone is too big to fall, the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) and the European Central Bank (ECB) had to launch bailouts to rescue Greece from 

the crisis. The reason that other countries had to resolve the issue is that the single monetary has 

increased the interdependence, and the consequence was that even the rest of the member states 

were also suffering from the financial crisis, they held extra burden from the financially weaker 

member states. The economic downturn has formed challenge to the European integration. In 

addition, the immigration crisis caused by the Syrian civil war in 2015 has also accelerated the 
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Euroscepticism. To accept or how many refugees the EU can accept is a humanitarian concern; 

however, the result of highly integrated economy and political structure of the EU is that one 

decision made by a member state will influence heavily to the whole union. Since one of the values 

embraced by the EU is the human right, to grant asylum to people whose lives are under threat and 

who are forced to escape from their home countries is undoubtedly the moral deed the EU needs 

to do. I do not go into details about why people should help those whose lives are threatened when 

doing so does not make huge sacrifices but rather take it as a presupposition that any kind of moral 

theories would agree to do so under such condition. However, what may diverge is to what extent 

a person should do. How many refugees a country can accept depends on various factors, but the 

feature of free movement within the EU makes it difficult to control the amount of refugees for 

each member state. What is more, the terrorist attacks happened within the mainland Europe had 

as well deepened the anxiety and insecurity resulted from the opposition between the Christian 

and Muslim worlds. However, people who launched attacks are mostly those who were born and 

raised in Europe instead of new comers. These special cases have triggered protective reactions 

among member states, and the right-wing parties have gained tremendous support. Brexit can be 

regarded as a climax of the rise of the right-ring power. However, scholars also hold the views that 

Brexit can be an indicator for the EU citizens to realize that anti-immigration and globalization do 

not really serve as solutions to these complex structural issues. 

As the second extension for the Brexit agreements to be made has been set to the end of 

the October, now the deal or “no-deal” Brexit becomes the great uncertainty haunting the whole 

Europe. Besides the possible economic loss from Brexit, what will affect the EU more profoundly 

is the European Parliament election since it plays a decisive role in determining the direction the 

EU will head to. The result showed that the turnout rate was the highest over the past twenty years 

(European Parliament 2019) due to the fact that people were afraid to make the same mistake as 

Brexit that the parliament would be taken up by far right-wing parties. Even though the pro-

European parties still occupy the major seats, the nationalist or populist parties still got much more 

seats than the last election, and for some crucial bills, a united force of them can still hamper the 

decision that the major pro-EU parties make. (Schulz 2019) 

Besides the trade and economic issues, the immigrants who are already in the EU from 

non-EU states and the free movement within the EU will be another concern for the EU citizens. 
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As the Syrian Civil War has come to an end, there are a few possibilities that the refugees may end 

up with. In 2016, the EU had signed an agreement with Turkish government. The deal was that 

any refugee who did not hold asylum permission from the EU and tried to migrate to the EU 

through Turkey will be sent back to Turkey. The purpose is to limit the amount of refugees coming 

to Europe and make sure they are documented. The result is that currently, there are over 3.5 

million Syrian refugees in Turkey, and the neighboring countries such as Lebanon and Jordan are 

also accommodating more than 1.5 million refugees in total. (UNHCR 2019) In the EU, Germany 

accepts way more refugees than any other member state. These people will encounter several 

possibilities in the future. First, they may voluntarily decide to go back to Syria. Second, since the 

asylum status has to be renewed every year, once they no longer can be defined as refugees, they 

will be deported or they have to be employed to be able to stay in Germany. In fact, most of the 

Syrian refugees are between 18 to 59 years old (UNHCR 2019), which means they are perfect 

labor force. Before the civil war broke out in Syria, these people had normal jobs and decent lives. 

Therefore, these educated, skilled labors can act as great impetus needed for economic growth. 

However, for those who will neither be deported nor employed, may become potential conflicts to 

the society. It has resulted from deep conflicts between the Christian and Arab ethnics. Arab people 

in the western world are still facing discrimination and alienation. How the government makes 

policies to foster the integration of different ethnics will be a crucial challenge in the near future. 

It is also predictable that the more power the anti-immigration parties hold, the more difficult 

situations these immigrants will face. 

Brexit has indicated the deep fear of people’s insecurity. The feeling that the country is 

unable to provide a stable and well-controlled system to face the external threat has triggered the 

Britons to take a defensive measure and that is to leave the EU. For the EU citizens, it was also for 

plenty of the events such as the financial crisis, Euro debt crisis, and the immigration crisis that 

have made them doubt the ideas from globalization and free movement. The right-wing parties 

rise because they understand people’s anxiety, and offer them solutions. However, the aftermath 

of Brexit has suggested that economically, it is not an option to make a country better off. 

Even though the important elections in Europe after Brexit, the French presidential election 

and the European Parliament election, candidates of the right-wing party or the right wing parties 

have not acquired the major votes, it still serves as a signal that there is not only economy that 
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matters. Values such as national identity or sovereignty are what people care about. How these 

different values can be properly incorporated and adjusted to a balanced condition in a society is 

the objective that scholars and professionals have been trying to achieve. However, what it requires 

is the sufficient public discussion. During the Brexit campaign, the danger of democracy was 

revealed. The aim of a referendum is to give the decision power to the people, but the more people 

choose not to exercise their rights, the more likely the future will be held in the hands of the 

minority. What is more, the fake news also harms democracy. The leave campaign posited that 

each year the UK contributes 350 million pounds to the EU, and once leaving the EU, this 

contribution can be used to its people. However, the fact is that the EU also subsidizes its member 

states. The leave campaign claimed that the UK would be able to make better trade deals with 

other states, and the economy will be better than staying in the EU. However, the fact is that once 

the UK leaves the EU, it loses the bargaining power and potential economic growth is way lower 

than staying in the EU. (Dhingra, et al. 2016, 9) These unclarified and highly important issues 

regarding staying or leaving the EU needed to be appropriately discussed before people making 

the decisions. In fact, to put such an important issue to referendum is a bold move that the then 

Prime Minister Cameron made. It is a precious lesson not only for the British people, the EU 

citizens but also for the rest of the world. 

We now turn the focus back to the free movement in the EU. The negative effects including 

the economic and social aspects British people were against were not just resulted from free 

movement but from many other factors and incidents that cannot be controlled by a single party. 

In fact, the free movement does not sound so “free”, there are still certain limits. When working 

in another member state, one should follow the rules of the member state which means that one 

has to be documented to work in another country, or will not be able to enjoy the benefits provided 

by the state. What is more, the experimental phase was exercised when the new member states 

(particularly the Eastern Europe such as the Baltic states) joined the EU to guarantee that it will 

not cause too much impact that the original member states could not handle. Another example 

would be that Austria bans Croatian workers from working in Austria without a working visa. 

Since Croatia joined the EU less than six years ago, some EU member states are afraid that the gap 

of the economic development will cause too much impact on their labor markets. As a result, the 

filter has been set to alleviate the possible imbalance and the social problems that may follow. 

Furthermore, people expect to see a huge influx of economic migrants when the borders are open 
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but the fact shows that the migration rate was still relatively low. For instance, the EU citizens 

working in the UK is estimated to be less than 8 percent now (Office for National Statistics 2019) 

but this number is accumulated for the past decades. Therefore, the annual migration rate is not as 

high as people expected. 

 

5.3 Summary 

To summarize, I have argued that although Brexit seemed to happen due to the grudge of 

free movement and globalization, there were complicated economic and political factors 

happening beforehand. We do see that free movement may cause people’s insecurity especially 

when crisis happens. In order to boost security of the public, political parties which back up for 

anti-immigration will very likely gain support from the public, and we can also see it during the 

past few years in the global politics. However, from Brexit, we also see that a wide range of untrue 

statements were wrapped to appeal to people’s insecurity. Without fully unveiling different aspects 

of an event and putting it in the public eye, it is dangerous to hastily call for a referendum.  It is 

also suggested from Brexit that the free trade and free movement, economically speaking, still 

generate more benefits than the protectionism. Therefore, it is very unlikely for the EU to set 

barriers among its member states in the future. Nevertheless, it depends heavily on the future 

political and social conditions for the EU to set its immigration policy to the non-EU states. As the 

history suggests, it usually backfires when exercising a more extreme policy. To achieve open 

borders idea, it can only go gradually under the current circumstances.  
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6. Conclusion 

In this thesis, I have argued for the instrumental and intrinsic values of free movement. 

One of the most important values is the economic benefit. Even though global poverty can be 

resolved through different ways; for some people, there is no other option but to seek for better 

financial opportunities outside of their original states. It may due to different social, political or 

economic crisis that lead to the result. However, it was beyond individuals’ control, and therefore, 

out of moral requirement, states with affluent resources should accept these economic immigrants 

especially that these people can in a way also generate economic benefits to the accepting states. 

However, besides economic values, there are other important values worth being embraced. 

From the communitarian perception, a nation-state is a political community, and there are certain 

values which can be fulfilled in a given community. If there is a huge influx of outsiders entering 

the community, some values such as culture	and national identity can be seriously undermined. 

The significance of them is that they have deep connection to how people regard themselves and 

how they understand the world. What is more, a nation-state provides its people with pivotal 

security. These values can hardly be substituted by economic development. Therefore, the point is 

how we evaluate these values and seek a feasible way to make them fit in a community. To achieve 

this idea, besides investigation on the theoretical aspect, we also need a concrete case to get a full 

grasp of what may happen as a result when implementing these values in real life. Therefore, I use 

the European integration especially the foundation of the EU, and Brexit as illustrations.  

Through the analysis, we see that free movement in the EU does contribute to great 

economic benefits as well as the regional peace. However, when crises happen, deep integration 

leads to difficulty coming up with a united policy that satisfies the interests of all the member 

states. If we take a closer look at the refugee crisis which is one of the most influential incidents 

that led to Brexit, we conclude that economically speaking, accepting these people in the long run 

will fill the gap of the labor shortage and create more profits, and therefore it cannot be justified 

to reject these economic immigrants based on the economic aspect. What is more, the Syrian 

people left their country due to the civil war, and this is beyond their control. The value of these 

people’s basic living quality along with distributive justice should outweigh the possible 

impairment of the national identity or culture. This does not entail to eliminate the border control 

or sovereignty, but simply to suggest that in this specific situation, it is morally required for the 
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European countries to accept the economic immigrants who encounter great difficulty struggling 

for survival. 

 I have presented different values from the perception of libertarianism and 

communitarianism with regard to the immigration issue. The free movement brings specifically 

the economic values whereas a nation-state also provides individuals with security and an 

inseparable part to the self-identity. There is no higher standard to define which side necessarily 

triumphs. However, the aim of conceptual analysis is to help us tackle the real-life moral dilemma, 

but the truth is that a real-life moral dilemma usually comprises of complex issues that cannot be 

simply resolved by presenting arguments from different positions. There are undoubtedly more 

issues that this thesis cannot cover. Nevertheless, one of the aims of this thesis is to demonstrate 

the complexity of real-life cases. To scrutinize the ethics of free movement, the EU and Brexit 

exemplify the values from both positions, and therefore provides theorists with a more 

comprehensive way to examine the issue. I hope this thesis offers another approach to think about 

this topic, and will foster more research in the coming future. 
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