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Immigration is the great topic of globalization, and has become
even more relevant during the current pandemic. If on one hand it
is true that history has always been marked by massive human
movements from one continent to another and from one nation to
another – “migration is natural” as the author suggests – on the
other hand recent globalization processes have significantly
boosted migratory flows, highlighting some aspects that appear
disruptive to public opinion around the world. Most notably seri-
ous economic inequalities between different world regions, the con-
ditions of those who move out of their country and the basic
reasons that push them to do so, travel difficulties, problems asso-
ciated with hospitality and integration, the restructuring of eco-
nomic, social and cultural assets that arrival societies have to face.
In short, in today’s society as never before we could say that we
have a large amount of data, information, images, opinions and po-
sitions taken on the migration issue. The real question, however, is
how much the narrative on this very relevant topic is based on facts
and how much it is exploited in order to outline a distorted picture
aimed at feeding fears and conflicts. Overall, the fact that migra-
tions are unstoppable is an incontrovertible element. And this is the

1 P. Legrain, Them and us. How immigrants and locals can thrive together, Oneworld, Lon-
don, 2020, 308 pp.
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key interpretative line on which Philippe Legrain’s book is based. A
long-established scholar in the international debate on immigration,
he shows particular sensitivity and competence on this topic as he
himself, while being born in London, comes from a refugee family.
Thus “I feel connected to many other places in the world while also
feeling a very strong sense of belonging to my home city.”2

His analysis focuses on host societies in order to clear the ground
from superficial and alarmist reactions. Indeed, since the very first
pages of the book he tackles the theme of the populist threat (The
Populist Peril), which tries to drive fears by dividing societies be-
tween “Them (bad immigrants) and Us (good locals).” The question
that arises is whether diversity is an enrichment or an overwhelming
wave, a question that runs through the entire book. Of course, one
aspect of the analysis is essential here: “While violence remains rare,
the international debate about immigration is also increasingly in-
flamed.”3 In this context, immigration becomes the main theme with
which to attack liberalism-based Western societies: ’In short, the
ferred debate about immigration is no longer just about whether ad-
mitting newcomers is a good thing.”4 And the current pandemic in-
disputably shows how Western societies need to resort to migrants.
In recent days for example, Italy has decided to almost triple the an-
nual quota of migrants allowed to enter the country compared to
the pre-covid era. There can also be personal implications, as Legrain
recalls, as in the case of Boris Johnson, one of the strongest support-
ers of the “Them and Us” theory, who once recovered from his se-
vere coronavirus infection, publicly paid homage to the immigrant
nurses who assisted him while he was in intensive care. At the same
time, the very same people who deny others the opportunity to mi-
grate from one country to another are among the staunchest sup-
porters of the idea that “when migration is national, it is typically
considered normal and beneficial.”5 This is because in analyzing mi-

FRANCESCO DANDOLO

152 THE JOURNAL OF EUROPEAN ECONOMIC HISTORY

2 Ibid, p. 14.
3 Ibid, p. 5.
4 Ibid, p. 7.
5 Ibid., p. 15.

05-dandolo_149_160.qxp_05-dandolo (II)_149_160  07/07/22  09:33  Pagina 152



grations in an international scenario narratives without foundation
immediately take over, built to instill concern in the public opinion
in order to gain electoral consent. This distortion of the debate, there-
fore, occurs because migrations are discussed abstractly, without
considering that millions of people are involved with their choices,
lifestyles and values that often integrate well into the target societies.
So – according to Legrain – the main question to ask in this case is
another: “How do immigrants benefit our societies today?”6

Indeed, the whole book is crossed by migrant men and women
with their own names and stories, who make this reading very in-
teresting because constantly in contact with reality. So, to describe
briefly the architecture of the volume, in the first chapter Philippe
Legrain highlights that negative perceptions of immigration are
often not based on personal experience, while “ignorance, misinfor-
mation, misinterpretation or prejudice” are often very relevant.7

Therefore, it is not so much racism or even xenophobia that make
immigrants unpopular but above all a mixture of ignorance and prej-
udice. In the second chapter – quite expectably – Legrain draws a
brief history of immigration from which it emerges that Western so-
cieties are the result of a long-lasting hybridization. On the other
hand, as Umberto Eco, a great twentieth-century Italian humanist,
asserted Europe is the result of a successful crossbreeding. It was
above all at the start of the twentieth century that the idea that “an
open world seemed normal and enduring” became stronger in West-
ern societies.8

The end of this season, however, came with the First World War,
when severe restrictive measures were imposed against immigration
while in Europe totalitarian regimes were emerging.

In the aftermath of the Second World War, migratory flows
gained strength again even if with significant changes. Among these
the most important was that Europe was no longer a continent of
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emigration but rather it became a land of immigration, although in
public opinion there was little awareness of these changes in migra-
tion flows. This transformation of the old continent was linked to
the decolonization process which led to the birth of new states, often
affected by severe underdevelopment. Migrants departures were
then economically motivated, while their final destinations were in
line with the history of imperialism that had marked the previous
centuries: “Indians moved to Britain, Indonesians to the Nether-
lands, Algerians to France.”9 In this scenario, international flows
often intertwined with inter-European ones, with a growing role of
the German Federal Republic, in particular in attracting many im-
migrants as “guest workers.” This phase continued until 1973, when
due to the first oil shock there was a new blocking, although while
in this case migrants’ returns to their places of origin were encour-
aged, the results were largely unsuccessful. As one Swiss writer com-
mented, “We imported workers and got men (people actually)
instead.”10 A new acceleration of flows occurred with the collapse
of the Berlin wall and the fall of the Soviet Union between the late
1980s and the first 90s: in this situation, destination countries grew
in number in Europe, as in the case of Italy and Spain, and East-West
flows intensified in the old continent. Finally, in recent years there
has been the arrival, once again in Europe, of African and Middle
Eastern refugees, also due to interminable wars such as the Syrian
one. This process has often been described in alarming terms such
as “invasion”, a misnomer if only one thinks that “five in six
refugees and asylum seekers are in developing countries.”11 We
reach the fourth chapter where we have a photograph of our current
reality: the overall picture that in any case, still today, on a global
level migrants are just a small minority. They represent between
2.8% and 3.5% of the world population. Two thirds of them are in
rich countries and about three quarters come from developing re-
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gions. There are areas where migrants are highly concentrate, such
as in the Gulf region, and in general these flows are highly mobile,
which also includes the opportunity of returning, after a certain
number of years, to the home country: “Many people intend to move
for only a while – to study, do a specific job, experience a different
country or earn enough to buy a house or start a business back
home.”12 This brings us to the fifth chapter dedicated to the future
development of migratory flows. Legrain highlights the growing
need for immigrants that immigration-dense societies show today:
a belief based on demographic reasons but also on the impossibility
that some humble but indispensable jobs could ever be performed
by machines. At the same time, powerful economic inequalities,
multiple war zones and climate changes will push an increasing
number of people to leave their own country. Hence the need to en-
force public policies aimed at defining legal entry channels in order
to harmonize the two needs just outlined: the need for migrants in
Western societies and an escape route for many men and women
from the war and poverty-stricken zones of the world.

At the end of the part dedicated to the time frame of migration
flows – past, present and future – from the sixth to the fourteenth
chapter Legrain analyzes the economic effects caused by immigra-
tion. These account for nine chapters out of the twenty-one that
make up the book and therefore this is the most consistent part, nor
could it be otherwise if we think that the pro/anti immigration de-
bate focuses on these very aspects. According to some researches, it
is estimated that in 2015 migrants, who make up 3.4% of the world
population, contributed to almost 10% of world economic produc-
tion. This significant contribution is made possible by the fact that
“newcomers have diverse attributes, skills, perspectives and expe-
rience that tend to complement ever-changing local resources, needs
and circumstances.”13 Indeed, according to some recent studies by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the presence of immigrants
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raises living standards in advanced societies. This is made possible
by the high dynamism that migrants often show, as they are often
much more inclined than the local population to undertake en-
trepreneurial activities: a dynamism that characterizes migrants
from their first arrival in their destination country and that motivates
them to undertake all the possible ways to try to be successful. At
the same time it is also true that students who specialize in institu-
tions outside their home country have a beneficial effect and as
Legrain points out “Everybody wins: the students, our universities,
the towns and cities which benefit from investment and the firms
who want to employ talented graduates.”14 This experience is now
very common in Western societies: “Foreign brains can make a huge
contribution.”15 More than half of the scientists working in Switzer-
land are immigrants, as well as more than a quarter of US residents
with PHDs were born abroad. Thanks to immigrants’ contributions
it is possible to create a virtuous circle, in which a clear complemen-
tarity with the activities promoted by local people can be seen. This
cooperation does not only have economic effects, but also social and
cultural repercussions. Nor should we always resort in our mind to
the group of highly qualified foreign talent: “They are often the key
workers who have provided essential services to societies in the
coronavirus lockdown.”16 More generally, immigrants’ presence
makes it clear how diversity is a wealth: quoting Alberto Alesina’s
studies Legrain shows how immigration can have a very positive
impact on host societies. “The diversity dividend” however can
bring benefits, but it does not produce benefits automatically. In this
regard, communication is fundamental because it enhances the di-
versity of perspectives in teamwork. Overall, it is above all in work
contexts that immigrants stand out in taking on very physically de-
manding skills: “They are willing to do dull, dirty and difficult jobs
that locals dislike.”17 This aspect is even more evident when immi-
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grants take on “nursing care”, a profession that is highly required
due to the rapid aging of Western societies. But help for the elderly
is also necessary due to the increase in the employment rate caused
by immigrants: without their presence, retirement age should be
much further away in time: “In short – Legrain states – immigration
is not an antidote to population aging, but it can alleviate the symp-
toms.”18 When we focus on a strictly financial dimension, it imme-
diately emerges that immigrants pay more taxes than what they use
in terms of public services. They are thus net contributors to public
finances, helping to ease tax burdens for the populations with whom
they cohabit. But it is above all in the “development dividend” that
the author sees the positive contribution of immigrants. In this con-
text, remittances – “the power of remittances” – play a key role as a
privileged way to redistribute income globally: “Remittances were
more than three times official government aid.”19 At the same time,
emigration “is a key spur for people in poor countries to invest in
acquiring skills in the first place.”20 And furthermore, “returnees”
and “diasporas” can enhance development: these two conditions
produce great benefits in terms of trade, investments and business
networks in the areas of origin.

However, immigration is not just an economic issue. The next
part of the book – Cultural Challenges – consisting of five chapters
is of great interest as well. The assumption is that “immigrants en-
rich our lives culturally as well as economically.”21 The result is that
Western countries cultures are “an amalgam of immigrant contribu-
tions.” In short, once again we can recognize the physiognomy of a
successful hybridization, which begins when immigrants without a
residence permit come into contact with Western societies: “Even
when they remain undocumented, immigrants still contribute to the
economy and society and tend to be good people.”22 It is a process
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of human relations that can be seen in everyday life but which is on
the sidelines in the public debate on immigration. “Illegal” is instead
the label with which migrants are often demonized in a generic
sense. However, as Legrain states “Yet irregular migrants are a di-
verse group who don’t conform to the negative stereotypes about
them.”23 Indeed this category includes “visa overstayers”, “dream-
ers”, “border crossers”, or even people who are detained, deported
or sentenced to death during “hope journeys”: in this last case what
happens for example in the Mediterranean – “the most murderous
barrier of all” – where between 2014 and 2019 an estimated 19,000
migrants died. If these are the reception conditions, there is no other
possibility than “the undocumented continue to live in the shadow
of fear.” This shameful condition is opposed to the civilization values
of Western societies. For this reason, Legrain argues that it would be
necessary to promote a general regularization in Western countries
or “an amnesty if you like,”24 the only realistic measure that would
allow governments to manage the migration phenomenon at the
moment. It could be argued that such a measure could lead to a loss
of identity in Western societies: Brexit is indeed the consequence of
this logic. What opposes this logic is an element that can be noticed
as soon as one has personal relationships with immigrants: “typi-
cally they feel a strong attachment to the country that has welcomed
them and of which they have chosen to become citizens.”25 More-
over, all individuals often have “multiple identites”: no one belongs
to a single place on the planet. Indeed, in many cases migrants help
local people rediscover their true identity, because of the esteem and
respect they show towards the host countries in a process of “learn-
ing to live together” based on “respect for liberal laws and institu-
tions.”26 This is a path to follow, in which integration is central, a
term that as we all know “means different things to different peo-
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ple.”27 Although it is a complex process, some elements can be easily
spotted: to help this “growing together” it is essential for immigrants
to learn the language, act as active subjects, adapt to new lifestyles,
establish personal relationships with natives of the place.28 In this
way it is possible to strengthen social cohesion, a trend that is al-
ready taking place in many Western societies where “a sense of com-
munity does not need an ethnic homogeneity.”

This leads us to the last part of the volume, whose significant
title is “seeking solutions”, a title that indicates that strategies in this
area are still to be developed. The basic consideration is that in a sci-
entific perspective “immigration is an overwhelmingly good
thing.”29 And yet at the same time “many people remain uncon-
vinced.”30 It is therefore essential to construct a narrative full of facts,
presented in a simple way that can favourably impress public opin-
ion. In this communication style it is important to “speak up for so-
ciety as a whole.”31 It is therefore crucial to emphasize connections
rather than fractures: “We may come from different places, but we
have a shared present and a common future.”32 In this perspective
it must also be emphasized that open societies are the prerequisite
for making a country great, with a strong patriotic pride. In this sce-
nario “immigration ought be presented as a sign of a society’s suc-
cess.”33 Communication is once again crucial for these issues: it can
contribute significantly to changing public opinion. In the end, how-
ever, above all “personal contact tends to overcome fear, prejudice
and conflict.”34 Only by creating a “mix” of relationships is it possi-
ble to understand how the benefits are in great number for everyone.
And it is precisely in this field that a substantial change in public
policies is required: “As the coronavirus crisis has highlighted, gov-
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ernments can make decisive change quickly – for good or ill – when
the need seems pressing enough.”35 The problem that arises here is
more general: how do Western societies imagine their future, “open
or closed?” In his conclusions, Legrain tends towards a positive vi-
sion: “But looking to the future, there are grounds for cautious op-
timism.”36 The challenge is to overcome the logic of the division
between “them and us” and build societies in which the “all of us”
perspective is dominant. From this point of view, the book is an im-
portant reference in the current immigration debate, with the merit
of addressing complex issues in an accessible way for the general
public, with an agile, incisive and engaging language. In short, it is
a significant contribution to a new narrative on immigration, free
from stereotypes or prejudices. Of this contribution there is today,
and increasingly in the future, a great need in Western societies. The
hope is that this kind of studies can grow in numbers in order to be
able to reason on these issues in a calm and documented way. Indeed
as Legrain points out at the end of his book, “The future is open.
Let’s make the best of it, together.”37
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