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Asylum should

efuge and asylum are the hardest parts of the
Rigmmigmtjon policy question. One wants to be
enerous, but not be taken advantage of.

In theory, refugees have the most pressing cases
and are the most in need of relief. I once proposed
that they have first claim on immigration slots. An
older and wiser colleague opined, “If only refugees can
come, then everyone will be a refugee.” He proved
more right than I care to admit, for refugee and
asylum claims have become another door to migration.
If one door is closed, try another!

There are something like 20 million persons
registered as refugees with the U.N. High Commis-
sioner for Refugees. These are (by definition) people
living outside of their country of origin, and hoping
for admission to a third country (not the one they are
currently in). The U.N. says another 40 million
persons are internally displaced within their own
countries, technically not refugees. Finally, there are
asylees: persons who have made it (often illegally)
from their own country into another where they are
applying for residence. Obviously there are limits to
how many our — or any —country can take.

When, in 1979, Senator Ted Kennedy introduced
what became the Refugee Act of 1980, the
immigration reform movement was still just a-borning.
The Federation for American Immigration Reform
had just been organized and had neither the strength
nor resources to play a significant role in the debate.
None of today’s other reform groups existed.

In this vacuum, Congress proceeded to adopt the
U.N. definition of a refugee as someone fleeing
because of “persecution or a wellfounded fear of
persecution on account of race, religion, nationality,
membership in a particular social group, or political
opinion.” There was no concept in the legislation that
the social, political, economic or environmental dis-
ruptions that made people flee might be temporary,
after which they could return home; no notion that in
returning home they might help to address the
disruptive conditions there; nor was there any concern
about those left behind to live with the conditions that
the refugee might have helped to change.

be Temporary

Another essential concept is that our policy of high
legalimmigration is one of the major causes of growing
claims for asylum and refuge. With high numbers of
green-card holders there is a huge flow back to the
country of origin — away from us, and hence not easily
visible — of remittances, photos of the new clothes or
car, offers of housing while seeking a job, etc. All of
these encourage others to come — legally if there is a
spot, but if not, illegally — or under the “third
pathway” which we highlight in this issue of our
journal: via a claim for asylum or refuge.

Our immigration policies have led us to the corrupt
system that several authors describe in our opening
section on the abuse of asylum and refugee status. A
number of reforms are possible, but one of the most
effective would be to make all grants of asylum and
refuge temporary, and not convertible to permanent
status. The understanding from the outset would be
that when things settle down sufficiently for a safe
return, individuals would go home to help their own
countries and societies make progress. The State
Department could make these status determinations.
This, in fact, would be consistent with the U.N. policy
on refugees: that the main feasible solution, given the
numbers involved, is repatriation.

Under this concept, instead of admitting asylees
and refugees and all of their offspring onto the
thousandth generation, we wvould help for the short
term, and then free up the spot for someone else who
needs temporary succor. This would help more people
in the long run and at the same time discourage the
illegitimate use of this “third pathway” to migration.

In the bigger picture and in the longer run, we
need to think of Lech Walesa and Vaclav Havel as
examples. Either of them would have been readily
accepted as an asylee or refugee, and perhaps even
feted with a tickertape parade to congratulate
ourselves on our magnanimity. But they chose to stay
and fight for what they believed in, and made a better
life for themselves and their countrymen in this and
future generations. They should be our role models.

JoHN H. TANTON
Editor and Publisher
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Editor:

I believe wholeheartedly in your point of view.
The projection of population for this country in
fewer than 50 years is 400,000,000. I send letters
and postcards to various officials and committees in
Washington, D.C. and elsewhere. I do not ask, beg
or plead, I demand that this government do its
upmost about immigration and other difficulties
this country is in. If the government and others in
power cannot, or won’t, do what is necessary to save
this country then we are headed for more anarchy
than we have now.

LEATRICE B. PHILLIPS

Philadelphia, PA

Editor:

The excellent article by Diana Hull in the Fall
1996 issue of THE SociAL CONTRACT, “Ethno-
nationalism, Aztlan and ‘Official Spanish’ was, I am
sure, an eye-opener to many readers who had not
realized the lengths to which the “Aztlan” activists
have already gone both in their rhetoric and their
actions to promote a future takeover and separation
of the American Southwest. The continuing massive
legal and illegal immigration flow across our
southern border (and elsewhere) along with the
unwillingness of the Federal government to do
anything effective to slow it bodes ill for the survival
of the United States of America. Two decades ago
America celebrated its bicentennial. Will there even
be a tricentennial? At the rate things are going,
Americans may not have long to wait to find out.

Dr. Hull’s article, like others I have seen on this
topic, does not mention what “Aztlan” actually
means — other than as a rallying cry carrying
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considerable emotional power for those involved in
the movement and those whom they hope to
influence; and as the label for a dreamed-of
Chicano nation or region, either annexed to
Mexico or independent with close ties to Mexico. A
little background on the origin of this rather exotic
term may be instructive.

Aztlan is the name in the Nahuatl language for
the legendary original home of the Aztecs, thought
by some historians to have been located in the
tropical Pacific coastal marshes of the modern
Mexican state of Nayarit (about 22° N. latitude).
After a great nomadic migration, they eventually
settled in the Valley of Mexico where they were
despised as barbarous troublemakers by the peoples
around them and forced to settle on an island
wasteland no one else wanted in Lake Texcoco.
They called themselves “Mexica” — the alternate
term “Aztec” derives from Aztlan — and their
island, expanded by dredging, became their capital
Tenochtitlan (where Mexico City now stands). In a
historically short time they became militarily
dominant and established a powerful and ruthless
empire that in 1521 was brought down by Cortez
and his Indian allies (who were chafing under Aztec
rule or the threat of it, and no doubt tired of being
victims of mass human sacrifices to the Aztec gods).
In many ways the rule of the Spanish conquista-
dores that followed was equally brutal, but that is
another story. For a concise and very readable
account of pre-Columbian civilizations in this valley
by a distinguished Mexican historian, see Ignacio
Bernal, Mexico Before Cortez.

If the American Southwest from Texas to



