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Brimelow Drops" The Big On¢e"

By IraMehiman

Alien Nation, Peter Brimel ow's new book about the
impact of immigration on the United States, has
frequently beenreferred to asthisyear'sBell Curve. Itis
an apt comparison, in that both books have received an
enormous amount of attention, based primarily on one
or two chaptersthat are viewed as highly controversial.

Brimelow actually makesavery broad case agai nst
current immigration policies, but not surprisingly,
almost everybody has focused on those chapters that
deal with race, ethnicity and culture. The chapters that
deal with those issues do not pull many punches. The
author is quite clear that he believes that the racial and
cultural make-up of today's immigration flow poses a
danger to the country. By bringing up subjects that had
heretof ore been considered taboo, Brimelow has scared
a lot of people who have been observing the
immigration debate from the sidelines into conceding
that our current immigration policies don't make
economic sense. He has aso forced alot of those at the
center of thedebate, who havelong deceived themselves
into believing that the issue could be settled solely on
economic or environmental grounds, out of a
comfortable state of denial.

Francis Fukuyama, who hasvery littleel se positive
to say about Alien Nation, acknowledges that its author
has changed the terms of the debate. "Peter Brimelow
deservespraisefor going to the heart of theimmigration
issue, which isnot about economics but about the nature
of American nationality,” writes Fukuyama in a
National Review essay. Richard Bernstein, who wrote
oneof two reviews of Alien Nation that appeared in The
New York Times, similarly concludesthat Brimelow has
touched a raw nerve. "The strong racial element in
current immigration has made it more than ever before
adelicate subject. It isto Mr. Brimelow's credit that he
attacks it head on, unapologetically."

For all the hard data and logic that economistslike
George Borjas and Vernon Briggs have brought to this
issue over many years, they have never been abletowin
the argument that immigration is a drain on our
economy. Economic arguments from one set of PhDs,
contending that our immigration policies are an
economic disaster, have always been countered by
claims from another group of PhDs, who have data to
show that they are an economic windfall. For those
without a burning passion for one side or the other, the
clash of the PhDs provided the impression that the jury
was still out on thisissue. This gentlemanly argument
among economists could potentially go on forever.

Theaveragepersonisneither equipped norinclined

to make any sense out of the reams of graphs, charts
and formulas which "prove' that immigrants are
either shoveling money into our nationa coffers or
that they are an economic black hole to suck up our
tax dollars. But it doesn't require some ivory tower
academeto tell people how immigration is affecting
the national character. That is purely a subjective
judgment. Either people are happy with the changes
or they are not — and all indications are that most
are not.

Advocatesfor reducing immigration have shied
awvay from making these cultura and racia
arguments precisely because they are so powerful.
Appedls to people's deepest emotions, particularly
their fears, can have devastating consequences. After
OklahomaCity, itisevident that thereare already too
many irrationally angry people running around this
country. Culture and race are to the immigration
debate what nuclear weapons are to conventional
warfare. The immigrant reform proponents have
aways refrained from bringing up culture and race,
cognizant that dropping the "big one" would mean
having to deal with the fallouit.

In Alien Nation, Brimelow seems to have
reminded the Americanintelligentsiaof the powerful
emotionsimmigration hasthe potential to unleash. It
frightensthem, aswell it should. We have reached a
point where the public will not sit still while another
panel of experts examinesthe datayet again, only to
produce another inconclusive report. The American
people seem to be demanding some kind of
resolution to the debate and it isin everybody's best
interest that it be settled on economic grounds rather
than onraceand culture. Suddenly, thejury hascome
infor alot of people on the economic question, and
the verdict isthat we have a serious problem.

A review of Alien Nation in Newsweek is
illustrative of this sudden willingness of many inthe
media (who are a good barometer of the intellectual
elite) to choose a side on the question of whether
immigrationisbeneficial or harmful to the economy.
Toward the end of his review, Tom Morganthau
acknowledges that, "Crucialy, the economists
rationale for immigration — seems less and less
relevant in postindustrial societies... If an educated
work force is the key to prosperity, why should
America continue to import cheap labor? These are
the real questions about U.S. immigration policy —
not race, multiculturalism or even bilingual
education.”
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" Until Brimelow turned up the heat
by stating the case in terms that make
the political and media elite wince,
they seemed destined to ponder the
environmental and economic pros
and cons of immigration
indefinitely.”

In one of the more savage reviews of Alien Nation,
which appeared in the New Yorker, Michael Lind
accuses the author of employing the "rhetoric of an
after-dinner speaker at aKlavern banquet.” But even he
grudgingly concedes, "the questions that Brimelow
raises about the effects of immigration on national
culture are not themselvesillegitimate.” Unfortunately,
Lind never does tell us how these legitimate concerns
about culture might be discussed more politely. Instead,
he changes the subject. Why play with dynamite,
contends Lind, when the "arguments that Brimelow
makes against high levelsof immigration — arguments
based on concern about the economic and
environmental consequences — deserve to be taken
seriously even by people who utterly reject his
reasoning on the subject of race.”

Lind has been around the issue long enough to
know that those nice arguments against high levels of
immigration — its effects on jobs, wages and loss of
wilderness areas — generally go nowhere, other than
around in circles. Of course, concerns about the
economic and environmental consequences of
immigration deserve to be taken seriously. But until
Brimelow turned up the heat by stating the caseinterms
that make the political and media €lite wince, they
seemed destined to ponder the economic and
environmental pros and cons of immigration
indefinitely.

One getsthe sense in some of the reviews of Alien
Nation that the reviewers are less shocked by what
Brimelow hasto say about race and culturethan they are
upset about being forced to come down off their fences.
Choosing a side in the immigration debate is one of
those unpleasant choicesinlifethat many peoplewould
prefer to put off as long as possible. While the dueling
think tanks could hold in abeyancethe conclusion about
whether immigration policy was an economic good or
evil, no persona reckoning would be demanded.
Likewise, as long as the economic experts could keep
their debate going, no oneinpoliticswould ever haveto
face the messy task of shutting down an immigration
system that Lind admits has "turned...into an
entitlement” program.

Supporters of sharply reduced immigration levels
have obviously been quite pleased by the stir Alien
Nation has created. But just as life will never again be

the same for the comfortable fence-sitters,
immigrationreform proponentswill beforcedto deal
with an aspect of the debate they have consciously
avoided. Each time they have been accused of
racism, immigration restrictionists haveinsisted that
race is not a consideration and that they would be
equally opposed to massimmigration even if al the
immigrants were blond-haired, blue-eyed Nordics.

Race may not be the primary factor in their
opposition to immigration, but since race is afactor
in just about every aspect of American life, anyone
who denies that it matters in immigration policy is
kidding himself. True, most advocates for ending
immigration would still be arguing for restrictions
even if the immigrants were white Europeans. But
the additional element of the immigrants racial and
ethnic composition at a time of racial and ethnic
hyper-sensitivity in our society cannot be completely
disregarded.

In his standard luncheon address that he has
been giving on his book promotion tour, Brimelow
jokes that as an economic journalist, he is really
interested in discussing the economic consequences
of immigration. However, hecomplains, what people
want to talk about is race and culture, or, "more
precisely, they want me to tak about race and
culture.” While that lineis meant to €licit alaugh, it
isusually theuncomfortablelaugh of peoplewho are
forced to confront a truth they have been trying to
avoid. Not toworry, Brimelow assuresthemwith his
British accent, "It is often said that we need
immigrants to do the jobs Americans refuse to do.
WEell, herel am."”

" Congress may have one last chance
to reform immigration policy for
intellectual reasons rather
than emotional ones."

As vehemently as many immigration reform
advocates professthat race and culture should not be
factors in this debate, they are the issues on which
the outcome will likely depend. Immigration
restrictionists have often deceived themselves into
believing that becauseideally something shouldn't be
part of the debate, it wouldn't become part of it.
Race, unfortunately, is a factor in every aspect of
American life, and to pretend otherwise is, at best,
naive.

Even while disagreeing sharply with the book's
conclusions, reviewer Nicholas Lemann, writing in
The New York Times, observes that emotion, not
intellect will probably resolve the immigration
question. Alien Nation "makes it clear why the
immigration issue is so difficult: thereis often alot
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more in the opposition to immigration than
straightforward policy-wonk concernsabout whether we
are letting in the right number of people,” Lemann
writes. Brimel ow seemsdeterminedtoforceeveryoneto
confront thosethingsthat fall under the heading of "alot
more."

Congress may have one last chance to reform
immigration policy for intellectual reasons rather than
emotional ones. Control of the relevant congressional
committeesdealing with immigrationiscurrently inthe
hands of fiscal conservatives, not social conservatives.
Thereis still an opportunity for them to conclude that
immigration, at its current levels and given the existing
selection criteria, isadrain on the economy, a strain on
the environment, a burden on social institutions and
should therefore be dramatically overhauled.

If one pays close attention to the mediareaction to
Alien Nation, it is ailmost a plea for favorable terms of
surrender by the policy wonks to whom Lemann refers
(and of whom he is one). They appear to be
acknowledging, as Nathan Glazer doesin a"Week in
Review" article in The New York Times, that
"Undoubtedly, our immigrationlawswill beundergoing
serious revisions again." The only question is in what
context those revisions will take place. They can occur
because the intellectual elite are finally persuaded that
the current policies do not make economic or
environmental sense, or becausethe general publicrises
up in revolt over policies that they percelve are
irreparably altering the racial, ethnic and cultura
balance of their country.

The choice should be rather easy. u

[Editor's Note: Alien Nation: Common Sense About
Immigration and the American Future by Peter
Brimelow is published by Random House, 1995, 291
pages, $23.00 hardcover. Copiesareavailablefrom THE
SociAL CONTRACT PRESS, 1-800-352-4843.]
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