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The Liberal Script on State Sovereignty and the

Admission of Immigrants

Do Citizens Distinguish between Voluntary and Forced

Immigrants?

Jurgen Gerhards, Lukas Antoine, and Rasmus Ollroge

ABSTRACT

Whether states should be allowed to reject immi-
grants and refugees is controversially discussed in
politics and political philosophy. Nationalists be-
lieve the state has the right to control its borders
and decide on admitting immigrants and refugees.
Cosmopolitans argue that everyone has the right
to immigrate. Cosmo-Nationalists take a middle
position as they believe that states have the right
to decide whether to admit voluntary immigrants
but believe that they must admit refugees. Based
on a comparative survey conducted in 26 coun-
tries, we show that Nationalists are the strongest
group, with 44%, followed by Cosmopolitans, with
31%. Cosmo-Nationalists only account for about
15%. We use multinominal regression analysis to
describe the different groups by means of struc-
tural and cultural characteristics (of the coun-
tries and the individuals). While the Cosmo-Na-
tionalists have no clear profile, Cosmopolitans
are overrepresented by women, younger people,
post-materialists, and show a weak identification
with their nation-state, and support human rights.
In addition, Cosmopolitans come from countries
that have often signed international treaties and
whose existence has been less threatened in the
past. Nearly all opposite characteristics apply to
Nationalists.

1 This paper was written in the context of the Cluster of Excel-
lence “Contestations of the Liberal Script” (EXC 2055, Project-ID:
390715649), which is funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) under Germany's
Excellence Strategy — EXC 2055. We are grateful to Claudia Diehl,
Daniel Drewski, Heiko Giebler, Thomas Soehl, and Michael Ziirn,
who commented on a first version of the paper.

1 INTRODUCTION

The number of international immigrants has
steadily increased since the 1960s, which is espe-
cially true for one particular group of immigrants,
namely refugees.? This development has led to
controversial debates about whether and to what
extent countries are justified in rejecting immi-
grants in general and refugees in particular. De-
bates on the admission of immigrants take place
not only in politics but also in political philosophy.
At the core of these debates lies the tension be-
tween two principles, both of which are constitu-
tive of the liberal script (Drewski/Gerhards 2020):
The right to individual self-determination, which
includes the right to freedom of movement, on the
one hand, and the right to collective self-determi-
nation of nation-states, which includes the right
of the state to control its borders, and to decide
on the admission of immigrants.

Four ideal-typical positions can be distinguished
in this respect. (1) Nationalists believe that the
state has the right to control its borders and is
authorised to decide on the access of all groups
of immigrants, including refugees. (2) Cosmopoli-
tans take the opposite position by arguing that ev-
ery person, regardless of citizenship, is entitled to

2 In this paper, we use the term immigrants instead of migrants
because the term migrants refers to people who change residence
both within a country and across borders, while the term immi-
grants refers to the second group alone.
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the right of individual self-determination, which
includes the right to move across borders and im-
migrate to another country. (3) Cosmo-National-
ists take a middle position. In their view, the state
has the right to decide whether to admit so-called
“voluntary” immigrants. At the same time, states
are obliged to take in those immigrants whose
lives are threatened. We also refer to the Cos-
mo-Nationalists as Legalists because they rep-
resent the very position codified in international
law, which in principle, gives sovereign states the
right to decide on the admission of immigrants.
However, the law makes a crucial distinction be-
tween two groups of immigrants. While voluntary
immigrants can be rejected, refugees seeking asy-
lum for persecution in their home country must
be granted access to a neighbouring state. (4) In
our empirical analyses, we will consider a fourth
position, a theoretically non-derived residual cat-
egory that we call Inconsistents. Advocates of this
position think that the state should have the right
to reject refugees, but not voluntary immigrants.

We will outline the four positions in more detail
in the next section. The focus of this paper lies
in analysing citizen attitudes toward the state’s
right to control borders. Based on a new data-
set, the Public Attitudes Towards the Liberal Script
(PALS) survey conducted in 26 countries, we first
examine which of the four positions is supported
by citizens around the world. We pay particular
attention to those whom we call Cosmo-Nation-
alists. The sparse existing literature comparing
attitudes towards refugees and voluntary immi-
grants is inconclusive regarding whether peo-
ple distinguish between the two groups of im-
migrants (Abdelaaty/Steele 2022; Coenders et al.
2004; O'Rourke/Sinnott 2006). Second, based on a
multinomial regression analysis, we try to deter-
mine the social profile of the different attitudinal
groups in terms of structural and cultural charac-
teristics at the individual and country levels. We
derive the potential characteristics determining

the four groups from the literature on attitudes
toward the admission of immigrants.

Results of our analysis demonstrate that Nation-
alists are the strongest group with 44%, followed
by Cosmopolitans with 31 %. Hence, three-quar-
ters of respondents fall into these two categories,
neither of which makes a distinction between vol-
untary immigrants and refugees as they are either
in favour of the state having the right to decide
on immigrants’ access to their country (National-
ists) or oppose their state having the right to re-
ject immigrants (Cosmopolitans). Only about 15%
of citizens belong to the group of Cosmo-Nation-
alists and thus support the idea codified in inter-
national law.

Findings from the regression analysis show that
the strongest differences can be found between
Nationalists and Cosmopolitans. Women, young-
er respondents, and citizens who do not feel
economically disadvantaged, live in urban ar-
eas, show a low identification with their country,
hold post-materialistic values, or support human
rights, are particularly strongly represented in the
Cosmopolitan group. In addition, Cosmopolitans
come from richer countries, have few immigrants
already living in the country, have often signed
international human rights treaties, and whose
existence has been less threatened in the past.
The opposite characteristics apply to National-
ists, except that they also come from richer coun-
tries. But we also find distinctive features for the
Cosmo-Nationalists. These features are having a
strong national identity while at the same time
supporting universal human rights, two character-
istics that are negatively correlated with all other
attitudinal groups. Overall, however, our analyses
suggest that advocates committed to defending
international refugee law find themselves in a dif-
ficult position. The political space is spanned by
the two camps of Nationalists and Cosmopolitans,
where each group is characterised by opposite
features. In this polarised field, there seems to



be little room for the group of Cosmo-National-
ists with their nuanced position.

This paper speaks to the many other studies that
have analysed citizen attitudes toward admit-
ting immigrants, but specifically to the few stud-
ies that have compared citizen attitudes toward
voluntary immigrants and refugees (Abdelaaty/
Steele 2022; Coenders et al. 2004; O'Rourke/Sin-
nott 2006). We use this literature to investigate
the characteristics of the four groups. At the same
time, this paper goes beyond the existing litera-
ture in several respects. First, and most impor-
tantly, the conceptual framework is different since
we relate citizen attitudes to the various posi-
tions taken in public debates, philosophical dis-
cussions, and international law. On this basis, we
develop the typology of four groups. Related to
the conceptional framework and in contrast to
other studies, the empirical approach is different
in that we proceed in an explorative-descriptive
and less hypothesis-testing way by characterising
the four attitudinal groups with the help of struc-
tural and cultural markers. Third, using a new in-
ternational comparative survey of 26 countries al-
lows us to expand the research focus by including
not only countries from the Global North but al-
so from the Global South. This expansion allows
us to conclude that the patterns we find could re-
veal a universal theme.

2 THE LIBERAL SCRIPT ON STATE
SOVEREIGNTY AND THE ADMISSION OF
VOLUNTARY AND FORCED IMMIGRANTS

There is a lively debate in political philosophy on
the legitimacy of national borders and the right of
the state to decide who can cross its borders ver-
sus the right of individuals to move and migrate
where they wish (overviews, e.g. in Hosein 2019;
Wellman 2022). We have outlined the debate in
more detail elsewhere (Drewski/Gerhards 2020)
and will refer to those considerations only briefly.
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One of the core elements of liberal thought is the
principle of individual self-determination, fre-
quently referred to as individual autonomy, free-
dom, or liberty (Courtland et al. 2022; Fisch 2015).
Individual self-determination means that the in-
dividual is conceived as an autonomous actor en-
dowed with the volitional capacity to decide on
one’s own life and destiny. The freedom to move
is an essential element of individual self-determi-
nation. It implies the freedom to leave a particu-
lar country and go somewhere else without arbi-
trary interference (Carens 2013). This freedom to
move is particularly important if risks to bodily
integrity and fundamental freedoms force people
to leave their country, as is the case for refugees.

However, individual self-determination also in-
cludes the freedom to associate with others and
to constitute a community. The community earns
the right to collective self-determination deriving
from the right to individual self-determination.
Its members are free to determine the character
of that community, including the right to refuse
to associate with others and decide who can be-
come a member and who cannot. This thought can
be applied to nation-states as well. Consequent-
ly, the principle of collective self-determination
suggests that the state has the right to deny peo-
ple access to its territory.

What follows from the preceding remarks is that
from the perspective of liberalism, there is an
inherent tension between the sovereignty and
self-determination of nation-states and the rights
of immigrants. Whereas the principle of individ-
ual self-determination supports open borders,
the principles of collective self-determination
and national sovereignty imply that nation-states
have the right to close their borders. Depending
on how one weighs the two principles, one comes
to different conclusions. We distinguish between
three ideal-typical positions, which can be found
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in political debates and philosophical justifica-
tions for opening or closing state borders.3

(1) Nationalists regard the state’s right to
self-determination as sacred and want their coun-
try to have the final say on access for all groups
of immigrants. Different arguments support this
position, ranging from ethnic-racist to religious
ideas to economic conceptions of the distinc-
tiveness of one’s nation. However, we focus pri-
marily on ideas that can be derived from liberal
thought. In this respect, one argument is particu-
larly interesting, as it refers to the idea of individ-
ual self-determination. If an association of people
is based on the free will of those who come to-
gether to form a community, then this communi-
ty has the right to decide in the next step whether
it wants to accept new members or not. As Chris-
topher Wellman (2008: 110-111) puts it, “[jlust as
an individual has a right to determine whom (if
anyone) he or she would like to marry, a group
of fellow citizens has a right to determine whom
(if anyone) it would like to invite into its politi-
cal community. And just as an individual's free-
dom of association entitles one to remain single,
a state’s freedom of association entitles it to ex-
clude all foreigners from its political communi-
ty”* Wellman argues that the right to collective

3 We derive the positions from arguments in the philosophical
debate on the admission of immigrants. However, at least two
positions — Nationalists and Cosmopolitans - also play a role in
empirical research. Scholars have suggested that government
and political party positions on immigration are structured by an
ideological divide between “cosmopolitanism” and “nationalism
or communitarianism” (for many others: de Wilde 2019; see also
Bornschier 2010; Hooghe/Marks 2018; Kriesi et al. 2008). Cos-
mopolitans adhere to universalist principles of justice and thus
support open borders, multicultural societies, and supranational
institutions, while nationalists and communitarians emphasise
the importance of bounded communities of solidarity and thus
support closed borders, culturally homogenous societies, and
national sovereignty.

4 Asimilar argument is put forward by Michael Walzer (1983),
who compares nation-states to clubs that can define who can
become a member. However, it should be pointed out that the
argument that the right to collective self-determination auto-
matically implies the right to exclude nonmembers of a collective
is questioned by some scholars. The counterargument reads

as follows (Abizadeh 2008; Benhabib 2004): The core idea of

self-determination and to close state borders al-
so applies to the case of refugees because there
are other ways to help refugees than giving them
shelter.

(2) In contrast, Cosmopolitans advocate for
open borders and contest the right of the state
to control and close its borders. This position is
supported mainly by three arguments. First, at the
heart of liberal thought is the idea of individual
self-determination. A core component of this idea
is freedom of movement. While freedom of move-
ment within the nation-state is widely accepted
and codified in law, this does not hold true for
movement across borders, which is seen as a vi-
olation of the principle of individual self-deter-
mination.> The second argument refers to ideas
of social justice and equal opportunities. Advo-
cates of global freedom of movement claim that
the way the world is organised is fundamentally
unjust (for many others, see Carens 2013; Shachar
2009). Citizens born in a poor country in the Glob-
al South have significantly fewer life opportuni-
ties than citizens born in a rich country in the
Global North; the former group will most likely
have a lower income, less education, less health
care, and a higher mortality rate. One’s country
of birth, however, is determined by chance, not
by choice, personal effort, or achievements. This

democratic self-determination means that all persons affected

by political decisions must have the opportunity to participate

in the decision-making process, e.g. by electing those who make
the decisions. If members of a community, like citizens of a state,
decide democratically to close the borders, then this decision will
affect not only members but also nonmembers of a community,
like immigrants and refugees, as they are no longer allowed to
enter the specific country. This argument, however, contradicts the
idea that everyone affected by a decision should also have a say
in it, which in turn leads to the conclusion that “according to dem-
ocratic theory, the democratic justification for a regime of border
control is ultimately owed to both members and nonmembers”
(Abizadeh 2008: 44).

5 AsJoseph H. Carens (2013: 239) argues: “Every reason why

one might want to move within a state may also be a reason for
moving between states. One might want a job; one might fall in
love with someone from another country; one might belong to a
religion that has few adherents in one’s native state and many in
another; one might wish to pursue cultural opportunities that are
only available in another land".



fact, in turn, violates the principle that all hu-
man beings are born equal and should enjoy the
same opportunities. Hence, the right to migrate
to another country should be guaranteed to re-
alise the idea of equal opportunities.® A third ar-
gument relates to the distinction between volun-
tary and forced immigrants made in international
law. Cosmopolitans consider the legal separation
of forced and voluntary immigrants to be artifi-
cial and unjustified because international law in-
cludes only those defined as refugees who flee
from political persecution but excludes those
whose life is threatened by other circumstanc-
es, such as famine, extreme poverty, or natural
disasters (Abdelaaty/Hamlin 2022; Hamlin 2021).

(3) Cosmo-Nationalists take a middle posi-
tion. From their point of view, it makes a differ-
ence whether we are looking at forced migrants,
i.e. those fleeing from persecution and serious
human rights violations, or “voluntary” migrants,
i.e. those moving in search of better opportuni-
ties or for other reasons. David Miller (2007; 2016)
is among the most prominent scholars for whom
the distinction between the two groups of immi-
grants is key. In principle, Miller defends a state’s
right to control its borders. He argues that a state
whose government is the result of the decisions
of its citizens has the right to determine the future
of its society, including controlling the borders.
In addition, a nation-state constitutes a commu-
nity based on dense interaction and cooperation
between citizens, which legitimises giving prior-
ity to the claims of its own citizens over those
of foreigners (Miller 2016). But other principles
apply for refugees who are forced to flee from
their homes because of persecution, war, or other

6 There is also an economic argument in favour of opening bor-
ders for immigrants. Closed borders lead to suboptimal use of hu-
man capital, whereas introducing individual freedom of movement
rights encourages labour mobility that benefits every country.
Correspondingly, economic free movement regimes, particularly
for workers, have been introduced at the regional level around the
world, with varying degrees of openness (Chetail 2019: 97-119). The
most advanced is certainly the free movement regime of the EU.
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causes. In this case, the individual right to be pro-
tected from persecution and bodily harm trumps
any state’s right to control access to its territory.
The normative point of reference for this position
is the individual’s right to life and human dignity.
The right to survival, to which every human being
is entitled, is seen as a basic prerequisite for all
other rights. This right also trumps the right of a
group to decide on new members.”

The position of Cosmo-Nationalists that forced
immigrants are entitled to different rights than
voluntary immigrants is also codified in interna-
tional law since the end of World War Il. Based
on the catastrophic experiences of the two world
wars, the associated expulsion and displacement
of millions of people, the experience of mass ex-
termination of Jews, and the refusal of many
countries to grant asylum to Jewish refugees, the
right to seek asylum was declared a fundamental
human right by the United Nations (UN) Human
Rights Declaration (1948, art. 14). By signing the
1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, na-
tion-states committed themselves to the principle
of non-refoulement (UN High Commissioner for
Refugees 1951), which means that states are not
allowed to return or “refouler” refugees and asy-
lum seekers “to the frontiers of territories where

7 There are different opinions on how exactly to define a refugee,
which countries should take in how many refugees, and above

all, which conditions must be met for the principle to be applied
(Carens 2013; Gibney 2018; Miller 2016; Singer/Singer 2010). Miller
takes a rather restrictive position on these issues by defining the
following criteria: (1) The lives and fundamental rights of persons
requesting admission must be threatened in their country of
origin. (2) The state of the country of origin is the originator of the
threat or is not able to protect its citizens. (3) There is no other
way to protect those seeking refuge (e.g. international aid or safe
zones within the country of origin). (4) The host state is capable of
accepting refugees in the first place (Miller 2016: 76-93). Of course,
the four conditions are not easy to determine empirically. Above
all, there is a debate in the literature about what exactly threat
and persecution mean and whether, for example, fleeing hunger or
a natural disaster is a plausible reason for obtaining refugee sta-
tus. Those who support a more restrictive definition of the reasons
for admitting refugees argue that, in cases of hunger and natural
disasters, people can be helped by international aid, even within
their own countries. And because of that, states are not obligated
to take in refugees in cases of hunger or natural disaster.
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Table 1 -Typology of four attitudinal groups

States have to admit refugees

No Yes
States have to admit voluntary No Nationalists Cosmo-Nationalists
immigrants Yes Inconsistents Cosmopolitans

his life or freedom would be threatened” (UN High
Commissioner for Refugees 1951, art. 33(1)).

While the individual right to be protected from
persecution and serious human rights violations
trumps any state’s right to control access to its
territory, the legal situation is quite different for
voluntary immigrants. Here, the state’s right to
control access to its territory trumps the individ-
ual right to be admitted. According to internation-
al law, each state has the right to grant or reject
the admission of voluntary immigrants. Conse-
quently, immigration policy often follows the re-
quirements of the national economy, and im-
migrants are selected based on their skills and
qualifications.? On the grounds of these consider-
ations, we distinguish three theoretically derived
attitudinal positions concerning the question of
whether the state should be entitled to admit im-
migrants, differentiated between voluntary and
forced immigrants.

(4) In addition, we consider a fourth position hav-
ing the status of a theoretically non-derived resid-
ual category. Those who take this position think

8 Two main limitations require discretion regarding the selec-
tion of voluntary immigrants. The first limitation stems from the
right to respect for family life, enshrined in Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (1948, art. 16(1)). This right generally entails the
right to family reunification across borders when there is no rea-
sonable alternative to do so elsewhere (Chetail 2019: 124-132). The
second limitation on the selection of immigrants derives from the
prohibition of racial discrimination enshrined in the “International
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimina-
tion”, which prohibits any “distinction, exclusion, restriction or
preference based on race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic
origin” (UN 1965, art. 1(1)). However, these two restrictions cannot
disguise the fact that, in principle, states have the right to decide
whether to admit (voluntary) immigrants and which ones to admit.

that the state should have the right to reject ref-
ugees, but not voluntary immigrants. We call this
group Incosistents because there is no position in
the philosophical debate that demands and justi-
fies that a country has the right to turn back refu-
gees but no right to reject voluntary immigrants.
Empirically, however, it might turn out that some
citizens support this view for a variety of reasons
that we cannot determine empirically. For exam-
ple, there may be citizens who believe that the
country’s economy will benefit from voluntary im-
migrants, while they perceive refugees as a finan-
cial burden who are likely to harm the economy.

Until now, we know very little about the extent
to which the various positions are supported by
citizens across the world. One of the aims of our
empirical analysis is to identify how many people
fall into each of the four groups.

3 SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
ATTITUDINAL GROUPS

We are interested not only in whether the differ-
ent groups are empirically reflected in individuals’
attitudes but also in which features the groups
can be characterised. As mentioned above, our
approach is rather explorative. We do not pres-
ent hypotheses in the narrow sense of formulat-
ing causal assumptions about the association be-
tween various independent characteristics and
attitudes toward voluntary and forced immigrants
for two reasons. First, cross-sectional survey da-
ta do not allow testing causal assumptions in the
strict sense. Second, as we distinguish between



four different attitudinal groups, one would have
to formulate specific hypotheses for each of the
four groups. This analysis would go beyond the
scope of an article. More importantly, the data set
lacks information that would enable us to empiri-
cally implement and test the very specific hypoth-
eses tailored to the four groups. What we can of-
fer is more modest: we examine whether the four
groups can be described by certain structural and
cultural characteristics. In selecting the possible
characteristics, we are guided by the many stud-
ies that have analysed attitudes toward the ad-
mission of immigrants. A detailed overview of this
literature is provided by Alin M. Ceobanu and Xavi-
er Escandell (2010), Jens Hainmueller and Daniel .
Hopkins (2014) and, more recently, a meta-study
conducted by Lenka Drazanova et al. (2022). Of
particular interest to us are those studies that
have examined attitudes toward the admission
of refugees and voluntary immigrants together
and comparatively (Abdelaaty/Steele 2022; Co-
enders et al. 2004; O’Rourke/Sinnott 2006).° We
distinguish between individual-level and coun-
try-level features, and within each category, be-
tween structural characteristics, referring to re-
spondents’ social position and characteristics of
the countries in which respondents live, and cul-
tural features, which refer to respondents’ gen-
eralised attitudes and the cultural characteris-
tics of countries.

3.1 INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL CHARACTERISTICS

In regard to structural characteristics, we take in-
to consideration respondents’ gender, age, geo-
graphical region, income, education, and level of
economic deprivation. (1) In most studies, gender
is not derived theoretically but used as a control
variable. Although women’s attitudes toward im-
migrants of different economic and cultural pro-
files differ (Ponce 2017), women have generally

9 We will partially follow a study in which we analysed attitudes
toward the admission of refugees in twelve European countries
(Gerhards/Dilger 2020; Gerhards et al. 2019).
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been found to be more positive than men toward
admitting immigrants (Semyonov et al. 2006). (2)
This is also true for younger people compared to
older people. The influence of age seems to be a
cohort effect and not a life course effect. Due to
different socialisation conditions, young people
are more open-minded toward foreigners (Kus-
tov et al. 2021). (3) Living in urban areas is an-
other aspect that has turned out to be positive-
ly correlated with pro-immigration attitudes. Two
arguments for this can be found in the literature.
People holding positive attitudes towards immi-
grants are more likely to self-select into urban
areas and are more likely to have contact with
immigrants, which makes them more favourable
towards them (DraZanova et al. 2022). In addition,
many studies suppose that attitudes to the ad-
mission of immigrants are correlated with the so-
cio-economic position of an individual, measured
by (&) income or (5) education.’ It is assumed -
although this assumption is often not tested -
that immigrants have lower human capital than
natives and compete primarily with low-income
and less-educated individuals in the labour mar-
ket and for welfare state benefits, which again
leads to feelings of threat and negative attitudes
toward immigrants (Brief et al. 2005: 831; Lucas-
sen 2005; McLaren 2003: 915; Quillian 1995: 590;
Stephan/Stephan 2000: 25)."* (6) In addition to
objective economic circumstances, respondents’
subjective considerations and whether they
see themselves as economically disadvantaged

10 In principle, education stands for two different concepts: a
person'’s structural position and cultural mindset. Jens Hainmuel-
ler and Michael J. Hiscox (2007) show that education measures a
form of cognitive mobilisation (Dalton 1984; Inglehart 1990) rather
than social status. Their study demonstrates that more educated
respondents are significantly less racist and place greater value
on cultural diversity than their counterparts; in addition, they are
more likely to believe that immigration generates benefits for the
host society as a whole.

11 The empirical results are inconsistent, however. While Kenneth
Scheve and Matthew Slaughter (2001) were able to prove a rela-
tionship between a low level of qualification and the approval of
limiting immigration in the US (similar to Mayda 2006), Hainmuel-
ler et al. (2015) do not find any evidence that competition in the
labour market impacts attitudes toward immigration.
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increase the likelihood of being against admit-
ting immigrants (Aleksynska 2011).

In addition to structural attributes, we consider
three cultural characteristics of the respondents,
namely national identification, materialist or post-
materialist values, and support for human rights.
(7) A couple of studies have shown that people
who strongly identify with their nation-state are
more likely to agree that their country has the right
to reject immigrants (lvarsflaten 2005: 23; Nicker-
son/Louis 2008: 798; O'Rourke/Sinnott 2006: 844).
(8) Ronald Inglehart (1971) distinguishes between
materialist and postmaterialist values. Material-
ist values include satisfying economic living con-
ditions, security, and the exclusion of outsiders.
Postmaterialists are characterised by the desire
for self-fulfilment, an emphasis on freedom, par-
ticipation, and the tolerance of diversity. Empiri-
cal evidence shows that openness toward immi-
grants is part of a postmaterialist value syndrome
(Davidov/Meuleman 2012; Schwartz/Sagiv 1995).
(9) We assume that respondents who support hu-
man rights, namely the idea that every human has
the same basic rights, are more likely to reject the
idea that states have the right to decide on the ad-
mission of immigrants.

3.2 COUNTRY-LEVEL CHARACTERISTICS

We consider two structural features at the country
level to describe the four groups. (1) Immigrants,
especially voluntary immigrants, mostly migrate
from poorer countries to richer countries. Their
human capital is often lower than that of the pop-
ulation in the destination country. Hence, citizens
in wealthier countries are assumed to be more
sceptical about admitting immigrants than citi-
zens in poorer countries. (2) Some studies have
shown that the number of immigrants already liv-
ing in a country correlate with anti-admission at-
titudes, as fewer immigrants might lead to less
competition in the labour market and for welfare
benefits (Abdelaaty/Steele 2022; McLaren 2003:
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916; Meuleman et al. 2009: 354; Quillian 1995: 589).
However, there is also a counter-thesis to this as-
sumption, which relates theoretically to the con-
tact hypothesis. It is assumed that past experi-
ence with immigrants reduces prejudice and has
a positive effect on the acceptance of future im-
migrants (Semyonov et al. 2004).

Cultural characteristics of countries can also be
correlated with people’s willingness to admit immi-
grants. (3) A very interesting aspect has been intro-
duced into the debate by Wesley Hiers et al. (2017),
who argue that countries that experienced a na-
tional trauma in the past, such as the loss of na-
tional sovereignty or the loss of a part of the state’s
territory have developed a strong form of national
consciousness, which in turn, increases the likeli-
hood of excluding foreigners (Soehl/Karim 2021).
(4) Finally, countries in our analysis differ in the
extent to which they have signed and ratified var-
ious human rights treaties. One can assume that
the more a country is committed to human rights,
the more citizens are exposed to and familiar with
the principles of human rights (Joppke 1997). And
the more this is the case, the more likely citizens
in the respective countries will oppose their coun-
try turning back immigrants, especially refugees.

4 DATA AND METHODS
41 DATA

We use data from the “Public Attitudes Towards
the Liberal Script” (PALS) survey, a novel com-
parative survey of 53'960 individuals in 26 coun-
tries around the world, including countries of the
Global North and the Global South, between De-
cember 2021 and July 2022.'2 The survey focus-

12 Because the data were only recently collected, the dataset
is not yet publicly available. It will be made publicly available in
an open-access data repository in the near future, along with the
relevant documentation and a background paper describing the
dataset in detail.



es on attitudes toward liberal values and nor-
mative attitudes about how a society should be
organised. Countries were selected with the aim
of covering as much global geographical, polit-
ical, and economic variation as possible, using
country indicators such as the UN geoscheme, the
Human Development Index (HDI), and indicators
from the Varieties of Democracy dataset (V-Dem)
(Coppedge et al. 2021) to classify and select coun-
tries. The target population in all 26 countries was
permanent residents living in private households
aged 18 or older - regardless of nationality. In
19 countries, the data was collected via comput-
er-assisted web interviews (CAWI). Respondents
were recruited from online access panels admin-
istered by a collaborating survey company. The
samples were stratified by gender, age, education,
geographical region, and type of locality (from ru-
ral to urban) to match the distribution of the re-
spective country’s offline population. Respon-
dents received a small incentive for participation
assigned by the survey company. In those seven
countries where online surveys were not feasible
(especially due to too low internet penetration),
data were collected via personal interviews (CAPI)
based on a stratified probability sample via the
random-walk procedure. The survey was conduct-
ed in the most-spoken language(s) in each coun-
try.’3 After excluding respondents with missing
values on the variables of interest, the dataset
contains 41'919 respondents.

4.2 |ITEMS USED TO CREATE THE FOUR
ATTITUDINAL GROUPS

This study focuses on the question of the ex-
tent to which citizens in different countries of
the world differentiate between voluntary mi-
grants and refugees when it comes to the state’s
right to decide on the admission of immigrants.

13 See Appendix | for an overview of the surveyed countries,
sample sizes, modes, and questionnaire languages. See Giebler
et al. (forthcoming) for a detailed description of the survey, its
content, and the underlying methodology.
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Respondents were asked to state their agreement
to the following two statements:“

1) My country should have the right to reject ref-
ugees from other countries, even if they are per-
secuted in their home country.

2) My country should have the right to reject im-
migrants who want to work and live in my country.

The addition to the first item, “even if they are
persecuted in their home country”, should make
it clear that these are truly persecuted people;
and the addition to the second item, “who want
to work and live in my country,” should indicate
that the motive for immigration is economical.
Agreement with the two statements is measured
on a six-point Likert scale. In addition, respon-
dents were given the options “I prefer not to say”
and “Don’t know".

To categorise respondents into the four ideal
types, we dichotomise and cross both items. Cos-
mo-Nationalists are respondents who tend to dis-
agree with statement 1(<3 on the six-point scale)
and tend to agree with statement 2 (>3). Nation-
alists are respondents who tend to agree with
both statements, and Cosmopolitans tend to dis-
agree with both. Inconsistents are respondents
who tend to agree with statement 1 and tend to
disagree with statement 2.

4.3 INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL CHARACTERISTICS'S
To describe the four attitudinal groups, we con-
sider six structural and three cultural characteris-
tics at the individual level. Regarding gender, we
compare females to males.’® Age is measured on

14 These two were part of a larger set of statements measuring
attitudes towards the state’s regulation of cross-border activities.

15 The wording of each item can be found in Appendix Il.

16 We also allowed respondents to select “other” but do not dis-
play the coefficients here due to a very small number of respon-
dents who selected this category.

1



SCRIPTS WORKING PAPER NO. 28

a continuous scale. The type of locality is mea-
sured as the respondents’ subjective assess-
ment of their residential environment, differen-
tiating between rural and urban (including small
and middle-sized towns as well as large towns
or cities) areas. Household income is measured
categorically with income classes relative to the
respective countries’ mean national monthly in-
come. The included variable differentiates be-
tween low (<80% of the mean national monthly
income), medium (>80% and <200%), and high (>
200%) levels of monthly household income. Ed-
ucation is measured as the respondents’ highest
educational attainment, with country-specific but
equivalised answer categories based on the In-
ternational Standard Classification of Education
(ISCED-2011). We cluster the education categories
into three groups: low education (ISCED 0-2, low-
er secondary education or less), medium (ISCED
3-4, upper secondary or post-secondary non-ter-
tiary education), and high (ISCED 5-8, tertiary ed-
ucation or higher). Finally, economic deprivation
is measured as respondents’ agreement with a
statement concerning their anger about the lack
of economic means of people like them on a six-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Fully disagree)
to 6 (Fully agree).

In addition to the structural attributes, we con-
sider three cultural characteristics of the respon-
dent. Support for universal human rights is mea-
sured as agreement with a statement that every
human should have equal rights in all countries.
National identity is measured in terms of respon-
dents’ attachment to their country. Both variables
are measured on six-point Likert scales. Lastly,
postmaterialism is measured using Inglehart’s
(1997) four-item index. The included dichotomous
variable differentiates between postmaterialists
on the one hand and materialists and people in
the mixed category on the other.

12

4.4 COUNTRY-LEVEL CHARACTERISTICS

At the country level, two structural and two cul-
tural characteristics are considered. We measure
a country’s level of wealth using gross domes-
tic product (GDP) per capita obtained from the
World Bank (2023). Migration figures are derived
from the UN (2020a; 2020b) migration stock sta-
tistics. International migrants are equated with
the foreign-born population obtained from pop-
ulation censuses (UN 2020b: 4). The migration
figures are set relative to the country’s popula-
tion size (UN 2022). A country’s level of national
trauma is measured using the Geopolitical Threat
Scale (GTS) developed by Hiers et al. (2017), which
codes countries’ historical experiences with loss
of territory or sovereignty and internal and exter-
nal conflicts into a numeric score ranging from 0
(no national trauma) to 8 (high levels of national
trauma). The GTS was originally developed for Eu-
ropean countries (Soehl/Karim 2021), which cov-
ers 18 of the 26 countries in our data. For the re-
maining eight countries, we constructed the GTS
ourselves, following the coding instructions of the
authors." Finally, the degree of a country’s em-
beddedness into the global human rights regime
as outlined by international law is measured as
the number of ratified UN Human Rights Treaties
(Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human
Rights 2023).

4.5 MODEL

To describe the four attitudinal groups using struc-
tural and cultural characteristics, we calculated a
multinomial logistic regression model; the effect
of each characteristic is displayed by average mar-
ginal effects. Following Andrew Gelman (2008), all
continuous variables are standardised by dividing
by two standard deviations. The models include a
combination of a poststratification weight and a
country weight equalling the sample sizes.

17 See Appendix II.
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Figure 1: The size of the four attitudinal groups across all countries (%)

Nationalists 44.1

Cosmopolitans 31.4

Cosmo-Nationalists 14.7

Inconsistents 9.8

0 25 50
in percent

5 RESULTS

We first analyse to what extent the four theoret-
ically derived attitudinal groups are reflected in
citizen attitudes. Next, we conduct a multivari-
ate analysis that attempts to describe the four
groups with the help of individual- and coun-
try-level characteristics. Figure 1 shows the per-
centages of the four groups across all countries.
It turns out that Nationalists are the strongest
group, with 44%, followed by Cosmopolitans, with
31%. Neither group distinguishes between refu-
gees on the one hand and voluntary immigrants
on the other. Most respondents have a more gen-
eral opinion on whether the state should have the
last say on the admission of immigrants regard-
less of whether they are persecuted in their home
country or looking for better jobs. This assump-
tion is confirmed by the fact that the correlation
between the two is rather high (.57).'8

Only about 15% of citizens belong to the group
of Cosmo-Nationalists and thus support the
idea codified in international law, namely that

18 In Appendix I, we present the cross-tabulation of the two
items, allowing for several alternative constructions of the four
groups, showing that our findings are relatively robust as Nation-
alists and Cosmopolitans always prevail.

75 100

refugees must be admitted but that the accep-
tance of voluntary immigrants should be decided
by the countries. This finding is relatively consis-
tent across countries. In none of the 26 countries
do Cosmo-Nationalists (or Inconsistents) form the
strongest group. Only in two countries are they
among the two largest groups. Hence, the idea of
distinguishing between two groups of immigrants,
developed and codified in international law af-
ter World War I, is supported by only a relatively
small minority of people worldwide.

Figure 2 shows the results of a multinomial logis-
tic regression model, including all individual-level
and country-level variables. The effects of differ-
ent characteristics on the likelihood of member-
ship in one of the four groups are expressed as av-
erage marginal effects. The categorical variables
show - for each of the four groups - the change
in the likelihood of belonging to that group when
changing from one category of the “explanatory”
variable to another. Continuous variables show
the increase in the likelihood when the variable
rises by two standard deviations.

Figure 2 shows that Cosmopolitans and National-

ists have a much clearer social profile than Cos-
mo-Nationalists and Inconsistents. Furthermore,
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Figure 2: Individual and country specific characteristics of the four attitudinal groups
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we find that both groups are characterised by
opposite social markers. Nationalists are more
likely to be male, older, and live in rural areas.
Surprisingly and contrary to other findings, Na-
tionalists are more likely to have a higher income
than members of the other groups. However, al-
though they are better off, they are more likely to
feel economically deprived, which shows that it
is not so much their real economic situation that
marks nationalists, but their perception of their
economic position. While structural characteris-
tics at the individual level play a relatively minor
role in determining the profile of Nationalists, this
is not true for cultural characteristics. National-
ists are characterised by a syndrome of values
insofar as they are less likely to favour universal
rights, are more likely to have a strong national
identity, and hold materialist values. Looking at
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the country characteristics, we see that National-
ists are more likely to live in economically more
prosperous countries already home to many im-
migrants. This finding suggests that individuals
who favour strong governmental control of bor-
ders over both voluntary and forced immigrants
feel threatened by even more immigrants and
their likely low human capital. Cultural charac-
teristics at the country level play an additional
role in determining the group of Nationalists, as
they are more likely to live in countries less com-
mitted to human rights (measured by the number
of UN Human Rights treaties signed). Finally, they
are more likely to live in a country whose sover-
eignty has been threatened in the past. This expe-
rience is stored in the national collective memory
and results in preferences for strict enforcement
of the country’s borders by the state.



Cosmopolitans can be described by the opposite
features. Women, younger people, and citizens
living in urban areas are overrepresented in this
group. Again, structural characteristics like educa-
tion and income do not help us describe the so-
cial profile of Cosmopolitans, as these character-
istics do not have a significant effect on attitudes
toward immigrants. Similar to the Nationalists, it
is not the objective situation that is significant
but the subjective interpretation of the econom-
ic situation, as Cosmopolitans tend to feel eco-
nomically less deprived. With regard to cultur-
al characteristics, Cosmopolitans are more likely
to be strongly committed to human rights, sup-
port post-materialist values and show a rath-
er weak identification with their nation-state. At
the country level, we again find characteristics
of Cosmopolitans, which are the opposite of Na-
tionalists: Cosmopolitans tend to live in countries
where there are relatively few immigrants so far
and whose countries have often signed interna-
tional treaties and been less threatened in the
past. There is, however, one characteristic that
Cosmopolitans and Nationalists appear to have in
common. Both are more likely to live in wealthier
countries. However, one must note that the effect
of GDP is substantially correlated with the number
of immigrants already living in a country. This ob-
servation intuitively makes sense, as more pros-
perous countries often host more immigrants. In
a model excluding the share of immigrants, the
GDP effect for Cosmopolitans is negative, and the
effect for Nationalists is even stronger.

Cosmo-Nationalists have a less pronounced social
profile. They tend to be less likely to feel economi-
cally deprived, more likely to have higher levels of
education, more likely to favour universal rights,
and have a stronger national identity. Especially
the two latter characteristics seem to be consis-
tent with expectations: having a strong national
identity and, at the same time, being in favour of
universal rights corresponds to Cosmo-National-
ists’ general support for the nation-state being
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able to restrict immigration but not when it comes
to refugees as a group protected by internation-
al law. In this respect, there is also an interesting
difference between them and the Nationalists and
Cosmopolitans, for whom the direction of the ef-
fect of universal human rights and post-materi-
alism runs in both cases opposite to that of na-
tional identity. Lastly, the Inconsistents are even
more weakly profiled than the Cosmo-National-
ists, perhaps justifying their name in retrospect.
They tend to be younger, have a lower level of in-
come, and are less likely to experience econom-
ic deprivation. But all these features have only a
weak effect on determining the group of Incon-
sistents.

In sum, we find that the majority of citizens
around the world do not follow the Cosmo-Na-
tionalist position as formulated by Miller and
others and as enshrined into international law
but fall either in the Nationalist or Cosmopoli-
tan group. The social profile of these two groups
is much more strongly determined by structural
and cultural characteristics than the Cosmo-Na-
tionalists and Inconsistents.

6 CONCLUSION

The legitimacy of the state in controlling its bor-
ders and turning back immigrants has become
an increasingly contentious political issue as the
number of migrants has grown. The point of ref-
erence of our analyses is the different theoreti-
cal positions from the field of political philoso-
phy that attempt to justify the right of the states
over the access of immigrants in general and refu-
gees in particular. We limit ourselves to consider-
ations that arise from the core principles of liberal
thought and distinguish three different positions.
Nationalists emphasise the right of the state to
collective self-determination and conclude that
every country has the right to decide freely about
the admission of immigrants (including refugees),
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while Cosmopolitans stress, among other things,
the idea of individual self-determination and,
thus, the right to move freely, even across bor-
ders. Cosmo-Nationalists take a middle position
as they argue that states have the right to de-
cide whether to admit voluntary immigrants but
are obliged to take in refugees; this position is
in line with the position codified in international
law, which is why we also call this group Legalists.
In the empirical analysis, we considered a fourth,
theoretically non-derived residual category that
we call Inconsistents. Advocates of this position
think that the state should have the right to reject
refugees, but not voluntary immigrants.

Based on a survey conducted in 26 countries
around the world, we explored the question of
to what extent citizens make the legal distinc-
tion between voluntary and forced immigrants.
We find that only about 15% of citizens belong to
the group of Cosmo-Nationalists, indicating that
the distinction between refugees and voluntary
immigrants made in international law is poorly
anchored in citizen attitudes. Instead, more than
three-quarters of respondents fall into the two
categories of Nationalists and Cosmopolitans,
neither of which distinguishes between refugees
and voluntary immigrants. Nationalists are the
strongest group, with 44%, followed by Cosmo-
politans, with 31 %.

Our attempt to determine the social profile of the
different attitudinal groups by structural and cul-
tural characteristics on the individual and coun-
try level shows that the Cosmo-Nationalists (and
Inconsistents) do not have a clear social profile,
while the Cosmopolitans and Nationalists do.
Men, citizens who are older, feel economically de-
prived, and live in non-urban areas are overrep-
resented in the group of Nationalists. In addition,
Nationalists are less likely to be in favour of uni-
versal rights and post-materialist values, but they
are more likely to have a strong national identity,
live in economically more prosperous countries
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that are already home to many immigrants, and
come from countries whose existence has been
threatened in the past. Cosmopolitans are marked
by the opposite characteristics with respect to al-
most all these features.

What are the implications of our findings? Ac-
tors committed to defending international ref-
ugee law find themselves in a difficult position.
Their stance that the state should decide on the
influx of voluntary immigrants but must accept
refugees is supported by a relatively small num-
ber of citizens. Moreover, unlike Nationalists and
Cosmopolitans, Cosmo-Nationalists do not have
a clear social profile. According to the theory of
political cleavages, the existence of a group de-
termined by structural and cultural characteris-
tics, such as social movements and political par-
ties, is a prerequisite for political entrepreneurs
to take up the concerns of this group and trans-
late them into the political arena (Mair 2006). Our
analysis shows that the political space for the is-
sue of immigration is occupied by the two oppo-
site camps of Nationalists and Cosmopolitans. In
this polarised field, there seems to be little room
for the group of Cosmo-Nationalists with their dif-
ferentiated position. The fact that international
law regarding refugees is very weakly anchored in
the minds of citizens may explain governments’
low adherence to international law in their refu-
gee policies.

We do not want to conclude without pointing out
some methodological limitations of our analyses.
(1) Our approach does not allow us to draw caus-
al conclusions from our analysis. Future research
might use our results as a starting point to inves-
tigate possible causal relationships, for example,
by distinguishing different characteristics of im-
migrants in the form of a conjoint experiment and
asking respondents which immigrants the state
must legitimately accept or can reject. (2) Related
to the first point, the two items we use in our sur-
vey capture citizen attitudes more generally and



do not specify different characteristics of the two
groups of immigrants. Other studies have shown,
however, that citizens’ willingness to admit ref-
ugees or voluntary immigrants depends on im-
migrants’ specific characteristics. For example,
Kirk Bansak et al. (2016) demonstrate that asy-
lum seekers with higher employability, more con-
sistent asylum testimonies and severe vulnerabil-
ities, and who are Christian rather than Muslim
received the greatest public support. A study by
Jiirgen Gerhards et al. (2019) shows that the will-
ingness to admit people who are persecuted be-
cause of their advocacy for human rights is sig-
nificantly higher than those who are persecuted
because of their sexual orientation. Unfortunate-
ly, we are unable to determine to what extent the
two questions asked in the survey triggered dif-
ferent associations and consequently led to dif-
ferent responses. (3) We asked citizens whether
their country should have the right to reject vol-
untary and forced immigrants. Although we be-
lieve that the wording of the two questions is an
exact operationalisation of our research question
derived from international law, respondents may
have understood the questions not as attempting
to measure attitudes about the right of the state
to control its borders but as measuring attitudes
toward immigrants in general.
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