Philipson column for 22 August 2000

Last time I looked, all of the human race lived on one planet. That planet is arbitrarily divided into artificial constructs known as “countries” or “nation states” that enact and enforce laws, with or without the consent of their inhabitants.

These laws invariably include the right for that country to decide who enters and leaves, and who may live there. This right, expressed through immigration laws, is regarded as inalienable by most countries. They see such a power as a natural condition, much as they regard all their powers.

There is no doubt that nationalism is one of the most dominant of human emotions, or at least that it has become so in recent centuries. Before that, it was usually manifested as simple xenophobia. Governments today use this xenophobia to maintain and justify their restrictions on people’s movements, though they usually cloak it in more acceptable terms. But even then, immigration restrictions are “for the good of the country”, never “for the good of the world.”

There are moves in certain parts of the world to lessen the effects of national boundaries. This is most noticeable in Europe, the continent that has suffered most in the last century from the ravages of nationalism. It is now possible to travel from one end of Europe to another without a passport. We think of this as progress, but it is simply a return to the situation before the nineteenth century saw the rise of the nation state.

But temporary travel is one thing, permanent immigration another. All European countries are locked in debate over who should be allowed to live there, and violence and intimidation against immigrants is everywhere. Even countries around the world that were largely built by immigration, such as Australia, are becoming more and more selfish as to who they will admit.

Immigration will be one of the biggest issues of the 21st century. The poor and huddled masses in North Africa are yearning to enter Europe, the southern border of the USA is one long immigration counter, and the Asian continent is awash with political and economic refugees. This will not stop. There are few desires stronger than the desire to better our lives and the lives of our children.

There are a host of moral and practical reasons why immigration restrictions are a bad thing. Arguments in favour always come back to one or more of selfishness, stupidity or emotion. Yet you rarely hear anyone back the view that anybody in the world should be allowed to travel to and live anywhere in the world, whenever they want.

Well, I happen to hold this unfashionable view. I see how we all share this small piece of intergalactic debris. I see how movements of people, often on a vast scale, have changed and ultimately benefited this planet. I see people’s incessant desire to improve their lot, and how such people have brought prosperity and vigour to the countries they have moved to.

And I see the arguments against such movements. The petty restrictions, the refugee camps (even in this country!) and even the apparition of border guards shooting people who wish to enter or leave a country against the government’s wishes. “If we let down the barriers, we would be flooded with people.” So what? Humanity as a whole would benefit, and ultimately so would we all.

I have been drawn to these issues more strongly in recent months by the petty but typical example of the Australian government’s treatment of skilled immigration. In this column a couple of weeks ago I quoted a letter I had received giving an example of how the Australian Department of Immmigration had not allowed a resident’s fiancée to join him here because she was from a “doubtful” country and how that attitude cost Australia two talented people and their descendants.

That small example sparked many others. Try this:

“My son has just finished a computer degree at Sydney University. I am a business migrant. We thought it would be easy for my son to get a job with such a high demand for IT skills. But Immigration said he can work only if he applies for permanent residence.

We have done so, but now Immigration says he cannot apply for his permanent residence from Australia, but he has to apply in his country of birth (India). He must lodge his application there, despite not having lived there since he was six. He has been continuously resident either in Singapore or Sydney ever since.

“He was given a merit scholarship by Sydney University. He is employed by a well-known multinational. To comply with Immigration’s requirements will cost us more than $6000 and take who knows how long. What is the rationale for this treatment for people who have graduated in Australia? This is not how the USA or Singapore treat their graduates.”

And it went on, with some bitterness, as did many others I received. But of course, my correspondents were always Australian residents for tax purposes, The government will have its cake, and eat it.

Compare the Australian government’s attitudes to the sweep of history and the vision of those who made this country great. Compare it even to its own rhetoric. Clever country, indeed. But too many stupid leaders, ignorant bureaucrats, and selfish people.
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