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Liberal Nationalism on 
Immigration1

Sune Lægaard

1

I: Introduction

Liberal nationalists such as David Miller and Will Kymlicka have 
claimed that liberal principles have implausible implications with 
regard to the issue of immigration. They hold that nationality should 
play a normative role in this regard, and that this is necessary in order 
to justify restrictions on immigration. The present chapter discusses the 
envisaged role for considerations of nationality with regard to admis-
sion and residence, and examines the actual implications of arguments 
advanced by liberal nationalists as to why nationality should play this 
role. It is argued that the connection between nationality and immi-
gration on liberal nationalist premises is not as straightforward as one 
might expect, and that the addition of considerations of nationality to 
liberal principles makes no practical difference with regard to reasons 
for restricting immigration or criteria of selection among applicants for 
entry, as assumed by liberal nationalists.

In ordinary political debate in Europe, immigration is currently the 
most important impetus for articulation of nationalist views and legis-
lation regulating the various stages of immigration, that is, entry and 
residence (‘first admission’), naturalization and integration, provide an 
institutional avenue for expressions of nationalism. Conversely, some 
of the most obvious implications of nationalism as a normative position 
seem to concern these ‘membership practices’. Nationalism is, in the 
most general formulation, the view that nationality should have posi-
tive political significance; that is, that it is a normatively relevant factor. 
One of the most basic nationalist claims is that the borders and member-
ship of states should be determined with reference to nationality. This 
claim presupposes that ‘state’ and ‘nation’ are not equivalent.2 For the 
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2 Sune Lægaard

purpose of the present discussion of immigration, in which territorial 
borders are not the issue, nationalism is the view that all members of 
the state should also be members of the nation, where ‘membership of 
the state’ is understood as the legal right to residence, whereas ‘member-
ship of the nation’ is understood as a social, rather than legal or polit-
ical, identity.

Different kinds of nationalism understand nationality in different 
ways, and different conceptions of the nation have different implica-
tions regarding the possibility of becoming a member of the nation. 
In this chapter, ‘liberal nationalism’ will be taken to denote versions of 
nationalism that seek to be compatible with liberal values and require-
ments, and which attempt to justify nationalist claims with appeal to 
liberal concerns or principles. In order to secure compatibility, liberal 
nationalism places constraints on the conception of the nation, as well 
as on permissible ways of furthering the nationalist aim.3 One conse-
quence of the constrained conception of the nation is that immigrants 
can become members of the nation, which implies that immigration 
of people who are not already members of the nation might be permis-
sible on liberal nationalist grounds.4 Simultaneously, liberal national-
ism argues that the flow of immigrants must nevertheless be restricted 
out of concern for the time and resources required for securing the inte-
gration of immigrants into the nation.5

The present chapter concerns the implications of liberal national-
ism for immigration. After considering one justification for according 
nationality normative significance, which appeals to its function as 
determinative of the scope of the institutional implementation of lib-
eral principles, focus is shifted to instrumental arguments based on lib-
eral concerns for individual autonomy and social justice. The strategy 
of argument is not to assess these arguments for liberal nationalism 
but, rather, to discuss what they establish, if taken for granted.6 It is 
argued that, although the instrumental arguments do provide reasons 
for restrictions, similar – and normally stronger – reasons are already 
available based on the liberal concerns on which the arguments are 
premised. Even though this claim is formulated in comparative terms, 
it is not argued for on the basis of a comparison between the implica-
tions of liberal nationalism and a ‘pure’ form of liberalism considered as 
independent positions. One reason for this is that there is considerable 
disagreement as to what liberalism implies with regard to immigration. 
The main reason, however, is that the discussion concerns the structure 
of arguments for liberal nationalism that seek to justify the importance 
of considerations of nationality with some reference to liberal values. 
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Liberal Nationalism on Immigration 3

This means that whatever the respective implications of liberalism and 
liberal nationalism might be, there is an intrinsic relationship between 
the two positions due to the role of the former in the justification of the 
latter. The main claims of the chapter are based on considerations of 
the character of this intrinsic relation and of the liberal constraints that 
liberal nationalists accept.

II: The scope argument for liberal nationalism

Liberal nationalists advance a number of reasons for their endorsement 
of the basic nationalist claim that all members of the state should be 
members of the same nation, but one is especially interesting and per-
tinent in relation to the immigration issue. According to many liberal 
nationalists,7 nationality must be invoked in order to justify the borders 
and membership practices of liberal states; that is, the scope of the main 
institutional implementation of liberal and democratic principles. This 
‘scope argument‘ is interesting because it promises to deliver a justifica-
tion for liberal nationalism without assuming the value of nationality – 
whether instrumental or non-instrumental – beforehand, but solely by 
reference to shortcomings internal to liberalism. If the scope argument 
holds, it would establish a version of the basic nationalist claim regard-
ing borders and membership and, as such, settle the immigration issue 
directly.

There are two formulations of the scope argument. In one formula-
tion, the claim is that liberal principles are indeterminate with regard 
to the specification of boundaries and membership.8 According to the 
other, liberal principles imply that borders should be completely open 
or even abolished.9 According to the indeterminacy formulation, add-
itional principles are needed in order for liberalism to address the scope 
issue at all, which is reasonably assumed to be a central task of polit-
ical principles, and a principle of nationality is then proposed for this 
purpose. The second formulation takes the fact that liberal arguments 
are concerned with persons conceived of as equals to be sharply at odds 
with any restrictive membership practices in a way that furthermore 
threatens to make liberalism practically irrelevant.10 Either way, liberal 
nationalists conclude that nationality must be a relevant factor in rela-
tion to scope. According to the first formulation, a principle of nation-
ality supplements liberal principles, whereas, in the second formulation, 
it must have priority over liberal principles, at least in this regard.11

In response to the indeterminacy formulation, one might claim that 
liberal principles are not supposed to ‘determine’ borders or, more 
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generally, to directly imply specific institutions or policies. Liberalism, 
rather, provides standards for assessing institutions and policies.12 But 
even on such a modest interpretation of liberalism, liberal principles 
at least have negative implications due to various constraints and 
requirements of justifiability. If these negative implications extend 
to issues of boundaries and membership, the indeterminacy claim 
is false. So, the question is whether liberal principles have implica-
tions in these regards and, if so, whether they require open borders, as 
claimed in the second formulation of the scope argument.

The second version of the scope argument is based on the claim that, 
since liberalism considers all persons as morally equal and requires institu-
tions to treat them according to this status, any form of restrictive mem-
bership practices, and perhaps any borders at all,13 are unjust because they 
institutionalize differences in treatment.14 Liberals disagree, however, as 
to whether equal respect for all persons irrespective of nationality or citi-
zenship implies equal concern; for instance, with respect to ascription of 
rights.15 For present purposes, it will therefore be useful to distinguish 
between two conceptions of liberalism. Both agree that all persons, qua 
persons, are morally equal and have a claim to have this status respected 
by others, irrespective of nationality or citizenship. But they disagree as 
to what such respect requires and, in particular, as to the nature of the 
normatively relevant properties that ground the extension of the rights 
normally defended by liberals to particular individuals. This difference 
leads to different implications for the issue of immigration.

Global forms of liberalism ground ascription of the standard set of lib-
eral rights, including social rights of distributive justice, solely on features 
of persons that are independent of membership of states and nations and, 
accordingly, argue that the reasons for defending the standard liberal 
rights and principles of equality within states also hold across borders.16

Statist forms of liberalism, most of which are elaborations of Rawls’s 
theory of justice understood as only applicable to closed societies,17 
include features that are peculiar – at least, to a significant degree – to 
membership of states among the grounds for ascription of the full set of 
liberal rights, especially social rights of distributive justice and, accord-
ingly, limit the scope of full liberal justice, especially egalitarian dis-
tributive justice, to states. The point – and burden – of statist liberalism 
is to identify features of state membership that are:

Clearly normatively relevant, and1. 
Not present (to a comparable degree) across borders or in the absence 2. 
of states, and to argue that
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These features are a necessary part of the justification for the stand-3. 
ard set of liberal rights.18

A prominent candidate for this role as a special feature of state mem-
bership is the subjection to a coercively imposed system of law of which 
citizens are expected to consider themselves as part-authors;19 another 
is the special cooperation among citizens that constitutes social pri-
mary goods through participation in social institutions.20

The distinction between the two positions is not exhaustive or system-
atic in other regards than the ones noted, but will do for the purposes 
of the present discussion. What is at issue here is not the correctness 
or plausibility of either of the two positions, only their respective sig-
nificance in relation to liberal nationalism and immigration. The first 
position has been termed ‘global’ liberalism rather than ‘cosmopolitan’ 
liberalism for two reasons: Firstly, Both positions are versions of so-called 
moral cosmopolitanism, in the sense that all that matters is the interests 
of individuals, who are to be respected as equals within a global scope.21

Secondly, there is another distinction between ‘cosmopolitan’ and 
‘social’ liberalism that concerns whether principles for international 
relations should be based on considerations of the fundamental inter-
ests of persons or of those societies to which the principles apply, respect-
ively.22 Cosmopolitan liberalism in this sense might be what has here 
been termed ‘ “global liberalism” applied to the issue of international 
relations’, but it is also compatible with statist liberalism. As under-
stood here, the latter is not committed to the view that societies are 
what matter in international relations; only that state membership is 
normatively relevant for the ascription of rights to individuals. Statist 
liberalism accepts that principles for international relations should be 
based on considerations of the fundamental interests of persons, but 
merely limits the relevant interests; for instance, to basic conditions 
for developing autonomy,23 the moral powers characterizing the polit-
ical conception of the person,24 or basic needs and human rights.25 So, 
the difference, according to statist liberalism, between domestic (social) 
justice and international relations is not that individuals matter in the 
first regard whereas societies matter in the second, but that the claims 
of individuals depend on the political context.26

Even though statist liberalism implies the existence of special, polit-
ical or associative, duties, it is not ‘particularist’ in any useful sense and 
does not endorse ‘partiality’ at the level of fundamental principles.27 It 
is not based on the assignment of special value to the relationship in 
which citizens stand to their states, neither is it based on a fundamental 
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claim that this licenses differential treatment, but, rather, on the claim 
that certain rights and duties only arise, in certain contexts.

The purpose of the present chapter is not to discuss the plausibil-
ity of global versus statist liberalism or specific versions of either. For 
present purposes, it is sufficient to note that statist liberalism requires 
differential treatment and can accordingly justify restrictions on immi-
gration in an apparently liberal way.28 The second version of the scope 
argument was premised on a global liberalism according to which equal 
respect for all persons is incompatible with any restrictions on immigra-
tion, together with a claim that open borders are implausible.29 Statist 
liberalism simply denies the incompatibility claim, as well as the inde-
terminacy claim, thereby undermining the case for liberal nationalism 
based on the scope argument. This leaves liberal nationalists with two 
options: either to take on the argumentative burden of refuting all pos-
sible forms of statist liberalism, or to offer positive arguments for the 
normative relevance of nationality in relation to borders and member-
ship. The former strategy is difficult, to say the least, and, in any case, 
liberal nationalists have opted for the latter, which is the subject of the 
following sections.30

III: Instrumental liberal nationalism

The positive arguments provided by liberal nationalists for why 
nationality should determine borders and membership are primar-
ily instrumental.31 They appeal to common nationality as a source 
of social trust and solidarity, and to national culture as a context of 
choice.32 As such, common nationality facilitates democratic delib-
eration and the provision of social justice, and a secure national cul-
ture is claimed to be a precondition for meaningful choices.33 These 
arguments take liberal political ideals or concerns – democracy, dis-
tributive justice and individual autonomy – that do not themselves 
involve nationality34 as goals the state is obliged to secure or pro-
mote, and argue that a sense of common nationality or participation 
in a common national culture is nevertheless of instrumental value 
in this regard. The arguments are normally worked out in relation 
to national self-determination and territorial borders, in relation to 
which it is claimed that ‘it is valuable for the boundaries of political 
units (paradigmatically, states) to coincide with national boundar-
ies’35 and that states ‘are likely to function most effectively when they 
embrace just a single national community’.36 With regard to immigra-
tion, liberal nationalists have taken the instrumental arguments to 
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Liberal Nationalism on Immigration 7

justify restrictions on the numbers of immigrants37 as well as criteria 
of selection informed by considerations of nationality.38

There is a sizeable debate on the plausibility of the empirical prem-
ises on which the arguments rely that primarily concerns whether it is 
correct to consider nationality a necessary condition for the attainment 
of the liberal ideals.39 But even if nationality is not a necessary con-
dition, it might still be a facilitating condition of some sort – at least, 
in some contexts and under some circumstances – and the arguments 
might therefore still provide some weaker support for the nationalist 
conclusion. For present purposes, however, the instrumental arguments 
will simply be taken for granted in order to discuss the non-empirical 
question of what an instrumentally justified concern with nationality 
might add to a liberal view of immigration. This also means that, for 
the sake of the present argument, any non-instrumental liberal ideals to 
which the instrumental arguments for liberal nationalism appeal will 
also be taken as given, since these ideals are not nationalist, and the 
purpose of the discussion is to consider what difference the specifically 
nationalist components of instrumentally justified liberal nationalism 
might make with respect to the immigration issue.

The instrumental justification for why nationality should play a role 
in relation to membership further undermines the version of the scope 
argument claiming that nationality has to take priority over liberal 
principles with regard to the determination of borders and member-
ship. Because the positive reasons provided by liberal nationalists as to 
why nationality should matter concern its instrumental functions in 
relation to more basic liberal ideals, nationality cannot have priority 
over the liberal principles in relation to which it is invoked as a means. 
Nationality can only be instrumentally justified as an additional polit-
ical concern to the extent that common nationality is compatible with 
these liberal principles, and any policies justified with reference to the 
nationalist aim must respect whatever liberal constraints flow from 
these concerns. An instrumentally justified liberal nationalism must 
therefore prioritize liberal concerns over concerns of nationality, which 
is to say that nationality can only be allowed to play a role in justifying 
restrictions on immigration and to determine the selection of immi-
grants within relevant liberal constraints.40

This claim squares well with the fact that prominent liberal nation-
alists endorse a number of clearly liberal constraints on permissible 
conceptions of the nation and on nationalist membership policies: a 
common nationality promoted by the state cannot legitimately be based 
on common ethnicity.41 Even though liberal nationalists accordingly 

PROOF
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conceive of the nation in cultural terms, the national culture and iden-
tity must be compatible with cultural pluralism.42 It must therefore be 
‘thin’ and limited to ‘public’ matters such as a shared language, history 
and public culture.43 A common national identity must furthermore be 
the subject of continual public debate, re-evaluation and redefinition in 
democratic processes that include immigrants and allow them to influ-
ence and contribute to its reformulation.44

With respect to membership practices, liberal nationalists accept obli-
gations to receive refugees45 and a requirement of non-discrimination 
with regard to selection among applicants for admission,46 as well as the 
importance of admitting long-term residents to full citizenship.47 With 
respect to cultural integration, liberal nationalists accept that this can-
not be pursued by means of coercion.48 Although the state can encour-
age, support and provide reasonable incentives to facilitate it, cultural 
integration cannot be a requirement backed by sanctions.49

IV: National culture and immigration

According to the instrumental argument based on the liberal value of 
personal autonomy and free choice, a shared national culture is import-
ant as a ‘context of choice’.50 Given this, a liberal state is not required 
to be culturally neutral but is permitted to be partial with respect to 
the national culture;51 it can, for instance, base public institutions on a 
national language, support cultural institutions and education and, in 
general, promote a particular national culture.52 This concern for the 
national culture as a context of choice is among the reasons adduced 
by liberal nationalists for why liberal states might restrict immigra-
tion.53 At the same time, however, some also claim that the right to 
restrict immigration is conditional on fulfilment of obligations of inter-
national distributive justice.54 The reason for the latter claim is that 
these liberal nationalists are also cosmopolitans about distributive just-
ice, and think that, in restricting immigration without sharing their 
wealth with poorer countries, rich states are ‘hoarding an unfair share 
of resources’.55

Whether or not this response is otherwise plausible, it is not clear 
that it is one that liberal nationalists can make if they also base restric-
tions on the context of choice argument. To make the right to restrict 
immigration in order to secure the national culture as a context of 
choice conditional on the fulfilment of obligations of distributive just-
ice conflates two different kinds of normative considerations that lib-
eral nationalists themselves are at pains to distinguish; namely, issues 
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Liberal Nationalism on Immigration 9

of cultural and distributive justice. Those liberal nationalists, who are 
cosmopolitans about the latter, are emphatically anti-cosmopolitans 
about the former,56 since they precisely argue for partiality with respect 
to national culture. But if states may restrict immigration to protect 
their national culture, such restrictions are not properly conceived of 
as ‘hoarding an unfair share of resources’ – they might be this as well, 
of course, but this should not, on the liberal nationalist view, affect 
the prima facie right of states to restrict immigration. The concern for 
the national culture might, of course, be outweighed by the concern for 
international distributive justice. But there are still problems with this: 
a secure cultural context of choice and material resources are different 
kinds of goods, and it is not clear how they should be weighed against 
each other.57 And, even if the latter outweighs the former, open borders 
might not be an effective means for rectifying the distributive injustice, 
if the poorest people cannot migrate anyway.58 So, the conditional pos-
ition responds to distributive injustice by taking away a right unrelated 
to distribution, thereby allowing cultural injustice to arise, even though 
this is neither an effective nor a logical way of rectifying the initial dis-
tributive injustice.59

Irrespective of this possible incoherence, there is a more fundamen-
tal question as to whether the concern with the national culture as a 
context of choice can justify restrictions on immigration at all. The rele-
vant context of choice is defined as the public institutions of the society 
operating in the national language and according to cultural norms and 
expectations.60 Immigration only becomes relevant to the context of 
choice thus conceived if it undermines either (a) this way of operating of 
the public institutions, or (b) the institutions as such. My claim is that 
the kind of immigration that would undermine the ability of the public 
institutions to operate in the national language and according to cul-
tural norms and expectations (a) would probably have to be so massive 
that it would entirely undermine the ability of the society in question 
to uphold the public institutions as well (b). The reason for this factual 
conjecture is that in order for the relevant kind of context of choice to 
break down, it is not sufficient that public institutions might be forced 
to change in significant ways by the fact of immigration, for instance to 
become bilingual in order to cater for large groups of immigrants that 
do not understand the national language, such as Spanish speaking 
immigrants to southern California. Such possibly quite drastic changes 
do not undermine the relevant context of choice for the national major-
ity, if the institutions in question still operate in the national language 
and, therefore, still provide options that are meaningful to members of 
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the nation in the relevant sense. So, what is needed for the context of 
choice argument to yield restrictions on immigration is that immigra-
tion not only changes institutions in ways such as these, but also makes 
it impossible for them to continue to operate in the national language. 
It simply seems difficult to think of a situation where this is the case 
that is not a situation in which immigration completely disrupts the 
ability of the society to uphold the public institutions at all. If, indeed, 
this is the case, then the context of choice argument for restrictions on 
immigration only applies to situations like this.61

But this conclusion threatens to make the context of choice argu-
ment for restrictions redundant, as such. This is so because there 
already are reasons – for instance, deriving from a ‘concern’ with 
public order and institutional stability – for restricting this kind of 
massively disruptive immigration.62 This concern is not specifically 
nationalist and it is, furthermore, both practically and logically more 
fundamental than the nationalist concern, since the prescription 
that public institutions operate in the national language and along 
the lines of the national culture presupposes that there are functioning 
public institutions. So, in the kinds of situations where the context of 
choice argument provides reasons for restricting immigration – that 
is, where immigration threatens the public institutions that provide 
the context of choice – there are already non-nationalist reasons for 
restrictions that are prior to the nationalist concern with a context 
of choice; in other words, the concern with public order and institu-
tional stability. These reasons only justify restrictions on immigration 
that are necessary in order to protect the ability of the state to uphold 
its public institutions, but this is sufficient to rule out as irrelevant the 
only scenario in relation to which the context of choice argument has 
any implications for immigration. Note that this conclusion follows 
independently of any assessment of the actual plausibility or strength 
of the reasons provided by either the context of choice argument or 
arguments based on a concern with institutional stability or public 
order, since the former presupposes that there are functioning pub-
lic institutions and, hence, that any kind of immigration that would 
undermine this is ruled out.

So, even if one grants the context of choice argument, it does not carry 
any relevant implications for immigration. This is so irrespective of how 
costly immigration might otherwise be to members of the nation, since 
the argument only permits partiality with regard to national culture, 
not with regard to the material interests of the members of the nation 
as such.63
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V: National solidarity and immigration

Unlike the context of choice argument, the instrumental argument 
linking common nationality to social justice might seem to ground an 
obvious case for restrictions. This argument relies on the claim that 
institutions of social justice do not ‘secure their own support’64 but 
depend on an external sense of solidarity motivating people to comply 
with their distributive duties to each other, and invokes the sense of 
common nationality as a source of such solidarity.65

Given the noted priority of liberal constraints over nationalist con-
cerns, instrumentally justified liberal nationalism only grounds restric-
tions on immigration if the liberal ideals on which the instrumental 
arguments are based permit such restrictions. This suggests that the lib-
eral account of distributive justice must be of the statist variety, since 
global liberalism has problems with accepting such restrictions. Some 
proponents of global liberalism, who are cosmopolitans about distribu-
tive justice, have argued, however, that states have the right to restrict 
immigration on the condition that they fulfil duties of global distribu-
tive justice.66 But even if this is accepted, global liberalism and the 
resulting cosmopolitan view of distributive justice sit uneasily with the 
instrumental argument for liberal nationalism with reference to solidar-
ity and social justice.67 The instrumental argument is that the members 
of a state should share a sense of nationality, since this generates the 
solidarity that motivates them to comply with their distributive duties 
to one another. If the relevant distributive duties are global in scope, 
then it is doubtful whether national solidarity will support the require-
ments of justice. In fact, national solidarity might, to the contrary, pre-
sent an obstacle to global justice in the form of illegitimate partiality.68

For these reasons, the distributive duties in question cannot be gen-
eral global duties but must, rather, be special duties holding only among 
members of a state. Otherwise, it would be unclear why it is members 
of a state who should share a sense of nationality, and how national-
ity can provide a relevant kind of motivation to comply with the dis-
tributive duties. And, unless the distributive duties hold only among 
members of a state, the argument would furthermore not provide a rea-
son for restrictions on immigration, which concerns entry into and resi-
dence in states. So, in order for the argument to work, the account of 
distributive justice on which it is based must tie full distributive justice 
to membership of the state; that is, be a statist rather than global liber-
alism. It is, therefore, quite proper that this instrumental argument for 
liberal nationalism is formulated in terms of ‘social justice’, since this 
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is commonly understood as referring to distributive duties that apply 
only within a bounded society.69

But, if the instrumental argument from social justice requires that 
liberal nationalism be based on a statist form of liberalism, the signifi-
cance of the resulting kind of nationalism for the issue of immigration 
is seriously weakened. This is so because statist liberalism not only per-
mits restrictions on immigration; it provides positive reasons for them. 
Statist liberals argue, in various ways, that full distributive justice is tied 
to membership of states, and that the concern for existing members jus-
tifies restrictions on the entry of new members.70 For present purposes 
there is no need to discuss whether statist liberals are correct in mak-
ing these claims; all that matters is that instrumentally justified liberal 
nationalism presupposes a kind of statist liberalism that permits restric-
tions, and that the reasons why such positions supposedly can accept 
restrictions are also reasons requiring them.

The instrumental argument from social justice does justify restric-
tions if based on statist premises but, in that case, there will already be 
non-instrumental reasons for restrictions that are logically prior – due to 
the more fundamental status of the principles of social justice relative 
to the instrumental concern with solidarity and common nationality – 
and less contingent – because they are not based on a merely empirical 
link between social justice, solidarity and nationality. This does not 
show, however, that there are no nationalist reasons for restrictions.71 
The empirical claims on which the instrumental argument is based 
have been taken for granted for the sake of argument, so it is assumed 
that the solidarity needed for effective implementation of distributive 
justice requires common nationality, and this does provide a reason for 
restricting immigration. But this reason is not necessary in order to jus-
tify restrictions,72 since the liberal premises of the instrumental argu-
ment generate prior and stronger reasons that already do this.73

The conclusion that the instrumental arguments make no practical 
difference with regard to the justification of restrictions should be spe-
cified in relation to particular aspects of immigration policy. Restrictions 
on immigration might limit the quantitative number and flow of immi-
grants, on the one hand, and select among immigrants according to 
qualitative criteria, on the other. Given any restriction on numbers, it is 
necessary to select among applicants for entry. Liberal nationalism is not 
the only alternative to open borders. But, even if restrictions on num-
bers of immigrants are justifiable on non-nationalist – for instance, statist 
liberal, grounds – liberal nationalism might still make a difference with 
regard to the criteria of selection. The picture would then be this: although 
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the instrumental arguments for liberal nationalism do not add anything 
to the justification of restrictions on numbers already accepted (for the 
sake of argument) on the basis of statist liberalism, they might affect the 
criteria of selection, so that immigrants are selected on the basis of how 
close their cultural background and values are to those of the national 
culture in which they are expected to integrate.74

VI: Immigration, integration and 
the conception of the nation

The potential problem with immigration, according to liberal nation-
alism, concerns the subsequent integration and acculturation of immi-
grants.75 Immigrants are expected and encouraged to become members 
of the nation after admission76 and, insofar as this happens, immigra-
tion poses no problem from the liberal nationalist point of view. The 
point of liberal nationalism is not to protect the ‘purity’ of the nation or 
to preserve the national culture as it is77 but, rather, to ensure that there 
will continue to be a sense of common nationality providing social trust 
and solidarity among all members of the state. The kind of integration 
relevant to liberal nationalism is, accordingly, that which is required for 
immigrants to become members of the nation.

The liberal conception of nationality is heavily constrained, as already 
noted, in order to secure compatibility with the ethnic, religious and 
cultural pluralism of liberal societies. The result is a ‘thin’ conception of 
national identity focused on a common public language, institutions and 
a ‘public culture’ comprising a set of understandings about how people are 
to conduct their life together, including political principles such as dem-
ocracy or the rule of law and certain social norms.78 This constrained con-
ception of nationality makes the requirements for successful integration 
less demanding, the learning of the national language probably being the 
most exacting. Besides the attainment of basic proficiency in the national 
language and some rudimentary knowledge of the workings of the society 
and political system, integration cannot, for instance, require more than 
compliance with the law and general liberal political principles said to be 
part of the public culture; in a liberal state, what people believe is not a 
legitimate (or a feasible) object of political regulation, and specific beliefs 
are therefore not a legitimate requirement for integration.79

Might the ability of immigrants to become members of the nation, 
their ‘integration potential’, ‘assimilability’80 or ‘linguistic and cul-
tural compatibility’81 inform selection criteria?82 It might but, if inte-
gration in the nation as conceived by liberal nationalists only requires 
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familiarity with the public language and political structures and not, 
for instance, sincerely held beliefs in specific political principles or 
substantial cultural assimilation, this concern is practically indistin-
guishable from what can be (and is, in fact) expected of immigrants 
on purely liberal grounds.83 As conceived of in liberal nationalism, a 
concern with integration in the nation would seem to be a merely nom-
inal addition to the selection criteria that are independently justified 
on purely liberal grounds:84 one might say that integration concerns 
‘membership of the nation’ – but this makes no difference for the actual 
integration requirements – and derived criteria of selection.85,86

In summary, the significance of instrumentally justified liberal 
nationalism for immigration, then, is that:

● It does provide reasons for restrictions on the numbers and flow of 
immigrants, but these are secondary to accompanying reasons flowing 
from the more basic concerns on which the instrumental arguments 
are premised, and which make the nationalist reasons irrelevant.

● The only justifiable criterion of selection among immigrants related 
to the cultural aspects of nationality is proficiency in the national 
language; for both principled and practical reasons, immigrants’ ‘cul-
tural values’ cannot normally serve as selection criteria.

● This means that liberal nationalist requirements for integration, and 
the resulting reasons for restrictions, are practically indistinguishable 
from those endorsed on purely liberal grounds.

VII: Conclusion: Liberal nationalism at 
home rather than abroad

The upshot is that, even granted the instrumental arguments for why 
a common national identity and culture are valuable, liberal national-
ism cannot depart significantly from the immigration policies that are 
permitted (and in fact required) on statist liberal grounds. This holds 
no matter the exact the implications of statist liberalism with regard to 
immigration. While acknowledging that the concern with nationality 
cannot take priority over liberal constraints, liberal nationalists do not 
recognize the implications; in other words, that instrumental consid-
erations of nationality are not necessary for justifying restrictions on 
the numbers of immigrants and do not make any significant difference 
with respect to criteria of selection.87

Does this mean that liberal nationalists are wrong in stressing the 
importance of nationality in relation to justifications of the bounded and 
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particularist nature of liberal states? Not necessarily. But it does mean 
that, even if the instrumental arguments succeed in establishing the 
normative importance of nationality, this importance does not primar-
ily concern immigration. Nationality might have normative significance 
as a source of identity and cohesion for the political community with-
out informing immigration policy, and a state can be a nation-state in a 
real sense without enlisting its membership policies among the primary 
means for enforcing or reproducing its national particularity. A state can 
be a nation-state in the sense of embodying a unique history and collect-
ivity, and can uphold this identity through its educational and cultural 
policies, while only limiting its membership in ways permitted by statist 
liberalism. Not only is this a logical possibility; it also seems to be more 
or less what most western liberal states are, in fact, doing.88 If this is so, 
liberal nationalists need not invoke nationality in relation to immigra-
tion to be able to justify the actual membership practices of liberal states. 
At the same time, they can hold on to the claim that a shared sense of 
nationality and a common national culture serves valuable instrumental 
functions that justify internal nation-building policies.

To sum up: an instrumentally justified liberal nationalism has no sig-
nificant implications for the issue of immigration beyond what already 
follows from the statist liberalism on which it must be premised. The 
primary focus for the concern with common nationality must, instead, 
be the less basic areas of policy not involved in the distribution of mem-
bership; for instance, educational and cultural policy. Far from making 
liberal nationalism a practically irrelevant and theoretically uninterest-
ing view, this might, to the contrary, ward off the oft-made charge that 
any kind of nationalism is bound to be illiberal due to its exclusionary 
implications with regard to membership. Instrumentally justified lib-
eral nationalism need not be more exclusionary than any kind of liber-
alism that accepts the distinction between members and non-members, 
and permit restrictions on the access of the latter to the state. But it can 
still be a kind of nationalism due to its concern with securing a com-
mon national identity among members.
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