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(Little Brown Book Group, 2006)

REVIEWED BY MATTHEW POLLOCK1

The central premise of this book is that the economic, political and social 
benefits of immigration from developing countries to developed countries 
outweigh the potential costs. The author, Philippe Legrain, makes a timely case 
for immigration in Britain, with the recent terrorist attacks in London a not-too-
distant memory and labour disputes concerning the Lindsey Oil Refinery on the 
front page of the newspapers at the time of publication. 2

If, however, you were expecting a book purely on the economics of immigration 
you would be disappointed, as Legrain is determined to put a human face on 
his argument: ‘Whenever people talk in the abstract about the pros and cons 
of immigration, one should not forget that immigrants are individual human 
beings’ (p.8). This is a refreshing change from the economic norm of referring 
to individuals as either units of consumption or labour-market participants, 
and allows the book to appeal to a wider audience. The idea of humanising 
the issue is systemic and embodied in the text through a series of exampled 
individual personal experiences. These experiences vary dramatically, from 
Lasso Kourouma, a former car salesman from Cote d’Ivoire, who was caught and 
detained trying to enter Spain by boat from North Africa; to Michelle Leboeuf, 
a field agent for the US Border Patrol from El Paso, Texas; to Leonid Dinevich, 
a former Soviet General and specialist in atmospheric physics who immigrated 
to Israel under the guise of Israel’s policy of ‘right to return’ for all of Jewish 
descent.

Legrain is very clear on his assumption that immigrant labour under a free 
migration programme would be in the majority, constituting a complementary 
labour input to the existing domestic labour market. This contention is repeated 
in the text a number of times and is backed up by as many empirical examples 
on the composition of immigrants as complements: ‘Many come to service 
the clusters of global professionals and other residents in places like London 
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2 Editor’s note: In this dispute of 2009 local contractors of the Lindsey Oil Refinery went on strike after the 
employment of several hundred Italian and Portuguese contractors.
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and Silicon Valley: preparing their lunchtime sandwiches, chauffeuring them 
around, cleaning their houses, etc.’ (p.16). The view of immigrants as substitutes 
is raised but not discussed in any detail. Rather, it is brushed aside quite 
conveniently as a non-issue: ‘If immigrants were the same as us, we would have 
little to gain or lose from letting them in’ (p.67). The second assumption put on 
the labour market is that it is self-perpetuating in that ‘each person creates work 
for others, so the more people there are, the more work needs doing’ (p.66). 
These assumptions are implied to be universal.

Current debate on the subject is rather narrow in its conceptualisation, usually 
conceived as a ‘cross-border’ perspective. However, as Legrain rightly points 
out, migration is conducted on a global scale: ‘looking at international migration 
solely from a national perspective gives a distorted and partial view of what 
is happening’ because migration is ‘part and parcel of globalisation’ (p.13). 
Legrain takes this to imply that ‘the case for freer migration follows on logically 
from the case for freer trade’ (p.20), and poses the question ‘Why can computers 
be imported from China duty-free but Chinese people not freely come to make 
computers here?’ (p.18). Further distinction is made in the discrimination 
between the free movement of professional people from developed nations and 
the restrictions placed on the unskilled from developing nations: ‘Why is the 
door open for American managers to run factories in Honduras but the door 
slammed shut for Hondurans who want to work in American factories?’ (p.18)

Once again, however, arguments in opposition are conveniently brushed aside. 
Discussion on free trade almost universally accepts the notion of an optimum 
tariff and the existence of benefits coming from theories of strategic trade. 
Further, practices such as predatory dumping — a process whereby a foreign 
firm prices its product below the market rate to drive out domestic competition 
— are recognised as potentially damaging to the domestic economy. If the 
case for freer migration truly follows on logically from the case for free trade, 
then surely similar theories must apply and affect labour markets in much the 
same way. Legrain does discuss the effect of freer migration on domestic labour 
markets in terms of unemployment (indeed, an entire chapter is dedicated to the 
topic). However, the issue is not just unemployment; it is about wage stability 
and its effect on consumption spending and the promotion of a fair, competitive 
and efficient labour market for the existing citizens of the country. There is a 
case for the benefits of regulation in goods and capital markets, and surely this 
too ‘must follow on logically’ in the case for labour markets.

While the primary audience of the book is British and American, the argument 
is by no means lost crossing our borders. Australia is not ignored in the text. 
Indeed, Australia is identified as having the largest relative immigrant population 
in the developed world: ‘23.6% of the population was born overseas’ (p.56). Our 
points-based immigration programme gets several mentions, almost exclusively 
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in the negative, and is described as ‘not always making sense’ (p.107). This 
is most certainly true if the assumption of immigrant labour as complements 
holds. However, the argument against Australian immigration policy (p.109) 
really falls over when it is vilified in a comparison to the migration programme 
of Israel, almost to imply that a migration programme based exclusively on 
the discrimination of race and religion is freer than that of a points-based 
programme.

What emerges is a comprehensive overview of the contemporary issues in global 
migration that challenge conventional wisdom, and one that reveals a dynamic 
relationship between all variables and participants. The text tells a story of the 
benefits of free migration and finishes with the rallying cry: ‘Let Them In’.


