
















































































187, a reactionary measure to deprive 
"illegal" immigrants of public health and 
their children of public education. 

This is a clear example of a basic con­
tradiction in all capitalist societies and 
especially this American capitalist soci­
ety. The structure and operation of the 
capitalist system at times impel workers 
to overcome racial, national and relig­
ious divisions and engage in common 
struggle against their exploiters. But, of 
course, the exploiters don't want that 
to happen. So the ruling class-through 
the educational system, the media, the 
churches, their political parties, Demo­
cratic and Republican, as well as the 
labor bureaucracy-foments divisions 
within the working class along racial, 
national and religious lines. 

White and also black working people 
are told that there will be more and better 
jobs available for them if "illegal" immi­
gration is halted and immigrants who are 
here illegally deported. White working 
people are told that their taxes can be cut 
10, 20, 30 percent if the government 
ends welfare for the black poor. 

In many labor strikes you will see 
black, white and Hispanic workers walk­
ing the picket lines together. In some 
cases, they'll stand shoulder to shoulder 
confronting the cops who are trying to 
bring scabs through the picket lines. 
They'll go out to a bar together and get 
drunk and curse the bosses, curse the cops, 
curse the local government officials. 

Yet six months later some of these 
same white workers will vote for capital­
ist politicians-Republican or Demo­
crat-who openly appeal to anti-black 
racism, who run on a platform of "welfare 
reform" and "getting tough on crime." 
"Welfare reform" is a code word for kick­
ing poor black women and their children 
into the streets. "Getting tough on crime" 
means putting ever larger numbers of 
young black men behind bars. And many 
black workers will support black Demo­
crats who call for "getting tough" on 
"illegal" immigration. 

Which tendency-that toward working­
class unity in the struggle against capital­
ist exploitation or toward antagonistic 
divisions along racial and ethnic lines­
will prevail in the historic long run? For 
class unity to prevail it is necessary 
to build a revolutionary vanguard party 
modeled on the .Bolshevik Party which 
Lenin built in the Russian tsarist empire 
at the beginning of this century. 
, Liberals tend to condemn the concept 

of a vanguard party as elitism. But we are 
not alien to the working class, seeking to 
impose our goals from the outside. Rather 
we represent in a. conscious and consis­
tent way the powerful inner tendency of 
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WV Photos 
Protests against California anti-Immigrant Prop. 187 in Los Angeles, 
November 1994. Sign at head of convoy of Latino truckers at Port of L.A. 
reads: "Long Live the Immigrant Workers' Struggle-United Against Racism 
and Discrimination." 

the working class toward united struggle 
against capitalist exploitation, ultimately 
for socialist revolution. For this to suc­
ceed, we have to fight the powerful forces 
seeking to divide the working class along 
racial and national lines. 

Here is how Marx defined the differ­
ence between communists and other ten­
dencies in the workers movement in the 
Communist Manifesto: 

"The Communists are distinguished from 
other working-class parties by this only: 
1. In the national struggles of the prole­
tarians of the different countries, they 
point out and bring to the front the com­
mon interests of the entire proletariat, 
independently of all nationality. 2. In the 
various stages of development which 
the struggle of the working class against 
the bourgeoisie has to pass through, they 
always and everywhere represent the in­
terests of the movement as a whole." 

These Marxist principles are reflected in 
the slogan "Full Citizenship Rights for 
All Immigrants!" on one of the Sparta­
cist League signs in this room. 

Debsian Socialism and 
Black Oppression 

In the United States today, it is gener­
ally held that race, not class, is the most 
fundamental division in American soci­
ety. This view is expressed on the left by 
the term "people of color," which has 
become fashionable among left-liberals 
and radicals over the past decade or so. 
This is not simply a neutral description 
of those ethnic groups which are or are 
deemed to, be nonwhite. 

Behind the term "people of color" is a 
political outlook and implicit program. 
First, it says something about the people 

of no color, namely, whites. It says that 
no significant section of the white popu­
lation, including white workers, can be 
expected to fight the racist oppression of 
people of color. Secondly, it holds that 
all people in the U.S. considered to be 
nonwhite have or should have common 
interests and a strong sense of solidarity 
with one another-to put it crudely, that a 
black auto worker or a Mexican agricul­
tural laborer has fundamentally more in 
common with a Chinese American real 
estate mogul or Indian immigrant doctor 
than with a construction worker of Irish 
or Italian lineage. 

Interestingly, there was a time when 
exactly the opposite view was prevalent 
on the American left. In the early years of 
this century, before World War I and the 
1917 Bolshevik Revolution, most Ameri­
can leftists held that the working class 
should have a colorblind proletarian 
sociiilist consciousness. The best-known 
exponent of this view was Eugene V. 
Debs, the most prominent and widely 
respected socialist leader of the day. 

I'm going to discuss Debs' position on 
race and class in the U.S. not because I 
think any of you subscribe to a similar 
view. I'm sure you don't. But because the 
old Debsian position was the polar oppo­
site of the current "people of color" notion, 
it illuminates the basic fallacy of the latter. 

Unlike many of the right-wing Social­
ist leaders of his time, Debs was in no 
way a racist. In fact, he fought against 
the exclusion of black workers from the 
trade unions, which was then a common 
practice. Debs believed the racist oppres­
sion of black people could be eliminated 
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only after the socialist transformation of 
American society. And if black workers 
were to contribute to that transformation, 
they had to think and act solely in their 
role as workers, disregarding that they 
were also members of an oppressed 
racial caste. 

In 1903, Debs put forward a motion 
to a Socialist Party convention, which 
stated: 

"We declare to the Negro worker the 
identity of his interests and struggles with 
the interests and struggles of the workers 
of all lands, without regard to race or 
color or sectional lines; that the causes 
which have made him the victim of social 
and political inequality are the effects of 
the long exploitation of his labor power; 
that all social and race prejudices spring 
from the ancient economic causes which 
still endure, to the misery of the whole 
human family, that the only line of divi­
sion which exists in fact is that between 
the producers and the owners of the 
world-between capitalism and labor." 

In explaining and motivating this posi­
tion, he used the following argument: 

"What social distinction is there between 
a white and a black deckhand on a Mis­
sissippi steamboat? Is it visible even 
with the aid of a microscope? They are 
both slaves, work side by side, some­
times a bunch of black slaves under a 
white 'boss' and at other times a herd of 
white slaves under a black 'boss'." 

-Jean Y. Tussey, ed., Debs Speaks 
(1970) 

, The kindest thing one can say about 
this was that Debs was abysmally ignor­
ant of the social and racial realities of the 
American South. There were no black 
bosses in the South at that time, or in the 
North for that matter, ordering white 
workers about. But Debsian socialists and 
other leftists were blinded to social real­
ity by their dogmatic belief that the work­
ers could not unite to overthrow capital­
ism unless they had an identical political 
consciousness, unless they thought of 
themselves only as workers. So they 
viewed what would today be called ethnic 
or race consciousness as a purely negative 

factor, as something that had to be over­
come and transcended on the road to a 
socialist transformation. 

There was no understanding that black 
workers or Mexican workers had fewer 
illusions in and ties to the existing bour­
geois order. For example, many Irish 
workers had brothers, uncles or cousins 
who were cops. But this was not true of 
black or Mexican workers at the time. 
More generally, there was no under­
standing that workers of an oppressed 
people were more likely to support the 
overthrow of the existing social system 
not only to end their exploitation as 
workers but also to end their oppression 
as a distinct people. 

Leninism on the Black Question 
Underlying the Debsian concept of a 

colorblind socialist consciousness was an 
idealization of working-class conscious­
ness in a more general sense. The basic 
aim of a socialist party was seen as imbu­
ing the large majority of the working 
class with a high level of socialist con­
sciousness, a level which in reality is only 

, possible in a socialist society, in fact, sev­
eral generations into a socialist society. 

This is a central difference between 
Debsian socialism and Leninism. Lenin­
ists understand that the very structure of 
capitalism produces different levels of 
social and political consciousness within 
the working class, ranging from commu­
nist consciousness to the most reaction­
ary forms of racist and chauvinist bigotry 
and religious obscurantism, with all gra· 
dations and variations in between. And 
one of the most important factors deter­
mining more advanced or more back­
ward consciousness is whether a worker 
is a member of an oppressed nationality 
or people or of an oppressor nationality. 
(For more on the difference between 
Debsian socialism and Leninism in this 
regard, you can read American Trotskyist 
leader James P. Cannon's "The Russian 
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Revolution and the American Negro 
Movement" in his The First Ten Years of 
American Communism.) 

We often describe ourselves as the 
party of the Russian Revolution, the first 
and to date only successful proletarian 
revolution in history. While this revolu­
tion was made in Russia, it was not made 
solely for Russia nor solely by Russians. 
Non-Russians, members of the many 
oppressed peoples of the tsarist empire 
-Jews, Georgians, Poles, Latvians­
played an exceptional role in the leader­
ship of the largely ethnically Russian 
working class and other toilers., Leon 
Trotsky, who with Lenin was co-leader 
of the Bolshevik Revolution, addressed 
this question in his History of the Rus­
sian Revolution: 

"Since the intelligentsia of the oppressed 
nationalities---concentrated as they were 
for the most part in cities-had flowed 
copiously into the revolutionary ranks, it 
is not surprising that among the old gen­
eration of revolutionaries the number of 
non-Russians was especially large. Their 
experience, although not always of a 
high quality, made them irreplaceable 
when it came to inaugurating new social 
forms .... At a moment of deep historic 
change, the bulk of a nation always 
presses into its service those elements 
which were yesterday most oppressed, 
and therefore most ready to give expres­
sion to the new tasks. It is not that aliens 
lead the revolution, but that the revolu­
tion makes use of the aliens." 

In working, from his, enforced exile in 
Mexico in the 1930s, with his American 
supporters to build a revolutionary van­
guard party in the U.S. as part of the 
struggle for a new Fourth International, 
Trotsky applied the same conceptual 
approach to blacks in the U.S. as the 
Bolsheviks had to non-Russian peoples 
in the tsarist empire. He recognized that 
blacks were slated to play an exceptional 
role in an American proletarian revolu­
tion. Thus in 1939 he stated in discus­
sions with his American comrades: 

"If the workers' aristocracy is the basis of 
opportunism, one of the sources of adap­
tation to capitalist society, then the most 
oppressed and discriminated are the most 
dynamic milieu of the working class. 
"We must say to the conscious elements 
of the Negroes that they are convoked by 
the historic development to become a 
vanguard of the working class." 

The Notion of 
"People of Color" 

The mass black struggles beginning 
with the Southern civil rights movement 
in the late 1950s and culminating in the 
ghetto rebellions in the Northern cities 
in the 1960s in one sense vindicated 
Trotsky'S view that blacks were the most 
dynamic, the most radicalized section of 
American society, the most hostile to the 
existing bourgeois order. However, these 
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struggles were led not by communists 
but by petty-bourgeois elements espous­
ing either liberal or nationalist politics. 
And they took place outside of, and in 
some cases were counterposed to, the 
organized labor movement. 

These struggles led to a significant 
change in the prevalent ideology of 
American liberalism and also of much of 
the American left, which tends to mirror 
in a more radical form liberal ideology 
and politics. Liberals could not, of 
course, recognize that the oppression 
and impoverishment of the black masses 
was. fundamentally rooted in the struc­
ture of American capitalism. Instead they 
blamed it on the racism of the white 
population of all social classes and main­
tained that this racism reflected the 
economically privileged position of the 
white population. 

This view. received official sanction 
from the National Advisory Commission 
on Civil Disorders, headed by the liberal 
Republican .governor of Illinois, Otto 
Kerner, which was set up in the late 1960s 
to study the underlying causes of the 
ghetto rebellions. Its basic conclusion 
was: "Our nation is moving toward two 
societies, one black, one white-separate 
and unequal." This view of American 
society was restated in the early 1990s by 
white liberal intellectual Andrew Hacker 
in Two Nations: Black and White, Sepa­
rate, Hostile, Unequal. 

In one sense, such a "two nations" 
view of American society logically leads 
to quite pessimistic conclusions as far as. 
blacks are concerned. After all, black 
people make up only IO or 12 percent of 
the population. If the dominant white 
"nation" supports racist oppression and, 
moreover, economically benefits from it, 
then what hope is there for blacks? They 
can either emigrate or they can accept 
and adapt to a society that is separate. 
hostile to them and unequal. The right­
wing nationalism of Louis Farrakhan is 
a logical conclusion of a "two nations" 
view of American society. In practice, 
Farrakhan's program consists in driving 
Asian shopkeepers out of the ghettos and 
replacing them with blacks. This is 
called "black capitalism" or "black eco­
nomic empowerment." 

However, the large majority of blacks 
do not support Farrakhanite right-wing 
nationalism, nor do white liberals and 
leftists. They want a progressive solution 
to the oppression of blacks and other 
nonwhites, . but within an ideological 
framework which sees race not class as 
the basic division in American society. 
And here, I think,is the origin of the 
concept of "people of color." 

Even in the 1960s, before the big influx 
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of immigration from Latin America and 
East Asia, the U.S. population did not 
consist solely of European-derived whites 
and African-derived blacks. There were 
also Asians. There were Latinos, most of 
whom were physically distinguishable 
from European-derived whites-in the 
case of Puerto Ricans by African ancestry, 
in the case of Mexicans by American 
Indian ancestry. And there were Native 
Americans. So if the concept of a "black 
nation" is expanded into a "nonwhite 
nation," then the balance of demographic 
and presumably political forces becomes 
more equal. Thus it's become common­
place to say that California has become or 
is. about to become a "majority minority 
state," with the total number of Latinos, 
blacks, 'Asians' and Native Americans 
exceeding non-Hispanic whites. 

Basically, the concept of "people of 
color" is an ideological construct de­
signed to get around the perceived 
ingrained racism of whites. Implicit and 
sometimes explicit in this concept is the 
view that the class differences within ~he 
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white population are not such that white 
workers will oppose the racist oppression 
of nonwhite peoples. But this·concept has 
no more correspondence to American 
social reality than the old Debsian notion 
that there were no significant differences 
between white and black workers in the 
American South. 

I live in the Oakland-Berkeley region 
of the San Francisco Bay Area, an area 
in which all major components of "peo-

I pIe of color" are well represented. I have 
a part-time job as a bookkeeper in a 
methadone clinic in the North Oakland­
South Berkeley ghetto, where most of 
the clients are black people who work at 
marginal, minimum-wage jobs or are 
hustlers, prostitutes, people who are in 
and out of prison. My dentist is a second­
generation Japanese American, and there 
are a lot of Asian Americans and Asian 
immigrants in the medical profession in 
California. 

The clinic where I work and my 
dentist's office are only three or four 
miles apart. But they constitute totally 
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different and separate social worlds. 
There is no sense of common identity 
and solidarity between a Japanese Amer­
ican medical professional and a black 
ghetto youth. Likewise, there is no sense 
of identity between a Puerto Rican wel­
fare mother in the South Bronx and an 
Indian immigrant computer programmer. 

Latinos: Rac.e and Class 
Divisions 

The fallacy of amalgamating blacks, 
Latinos and Asians as "people of color" 
can be seen clearly if we look at rates of 
intermarriage. Intermarriage is both the 
best index of the hardness of racial, 
national and religious divisions at the 
base of society and the principal social 
mechanism for integration across those 
divisions. And here the difference be­
tween blacks 'On the one hand and Lati­
nos and Asians on the other is striking, 
even among the younger generation who 
might be expected to be more liberal 
about marriage. 

In 1990, only 6 percent of black men 
between the ages of 25 and 34 had non­
Hispanic white wives and 2 percent of 
black women had white husbands. By 
contrast, 31 percent of U.S.-born Latinos 
in this age group-both men and women 
-had non-Hispanic white spouses, 36 
percent of Asian American men had white 
wives and 45 percent of Asian American 
women had white husbands. It is true that 
Asians and Latinos are considered not 
white in this society and suffer accord­
ingly. But they are deemed a lot less "not 
white" than blacks. 

Moreover, the difference in intermar­
riage between blacks and Hispanics is not 
only quantitative but also qualitative in its 
economic effects on the children of such 

marriages. In 1990, the average annual 
income of Mexican American men in 
the Los Angeles area was $31,000 com­
pared to $48,000 for non-Hispanic white 
males. Thus a Chicana married to a non­
Hispanic white will have a husband who 
earns 50 percent more on average than a 
Mexican American. Her white in-laws are 
likely to have accumulated three or four 
times more wealth than a Latino family. 
Her children, consequently, are far more 
likely to have the financial means for a 
college education. And in the present-day 
U.S., a college education is the main 
social mechanism for advancement from 
the working class into more affluent petty­
bourgeois strata (professionals, corpo­
rate managers, government burea:ucrats). 
Also, in the large majority of cases such 

, children will not be raised.in Spanish­
speaking or bilingual households and thus 
will not share the main common feature 
of the otherwise highly diverse Hispanic 
population in the U.S. Culturally, they 
will be like non-Hispanic whites. 

The opposite is the case for the chil­
dren of mixed black-white marriages. 
There is no distinction between mulattos 
and blacks in the U.S. as there is in the 
Caribbean and South America. As one 
left-wing Puerto Rican intellectual put it, 
on the mainland unlike the island, "one 
drop of black blood makes you black." 
The children of interracial couples, how­
ever light-skinned, will be viewed and 
treated in this society as black. 

This points to the fallacy of the very 
notion of a cohesive pan-Hispanic minor­
ity, much less of a "people of color," in 
this country. Since many Puerto Ricans 
(and Dominicans) are manifestly of black 
African origin, they directly encounter 
the hard racial divide in American soci-
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ety. Economically, they tend to be far 
worse off than many other Hispanics in 
the U.S. Politically, because all Puerto 
Ricans are U.S. citizens they tend to be 
less concerned with American immigra­
tion policies and more concerned with the 
future of the island colony's relations 
with the U.S. At the other extreme politi­
cally and economically are the Cubans, 
centered on rich and middle-class emi­
gres from the 1959 Cuban Revolution 
who have been welcomed here by the 
anti-Communist U.S. rulers. 

Even among the Mexican-derived Lati­
nos who now make up about 65 percent of 
the Hispanic population in the U.S., there 
is a clear and politically important divi­
sion between third- and fourth-generation 
Mexican Americans (Chieanos) and Mex­
ican immigrants (Mexicanos). Many of 
the descendants of the first wave of Mex­
ican immigrants, who arrived between 
1900 and 1930, do not even speak Span­
ish and have few personal ties to the mil­
lions of post-1965 immigrants. A Mexi­
can immigrant in Southern California or 
Texas is far more likely to encounter a 
Chicano as a sweatshop boss than as a 
protective relative. 

Immigration and Nativist 
Reaction in American History 

Closely related to the concept of 
"people of color" is the idea that large­
scale immigration, especially from Latin 
America, is going to radically alter this 
country's ethnic make-up and conse­
quent political balance of forces. A lib­
eral Latino intellectual, Roberto SUro, 
recently came out with a book, Strangers 
Among Us: How Latino Immigration Is 
Trans/orming America, in which he 
argues that Latino immigrants and their 
children will provide the demographic 
basis for the renewed dominance of lib­
eralism in American political life. Along 
similar lines, the editor of the bilingual 
journal Latina says that while the slogan 
of the civil rights movement was "We 
shall overcome," the slogan of Latinos 
should be "We shall overwhelm." 

This attitude is based on and bolstered 
by projections that over the next few 
generations, the Hispanic population will 
become an ever larger percentage of the 
total population. For example,a study 
by the semi -official National Research 
Council projects that by the middle of 
the next century, 26 percent of the U.S. 
population will be Hispanic, 14 percent 
black, 8 percent Asian and only slightly 
over half white. 

How are these figures arrived at? The 
key assumption is that the present high 
level of immigration, running about 
800,000 annually, will continue. In a 
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,pamphlet in the mid-1990s, Suro pre­
sented immigration from Latin America 
as a kind of unstoppable demographic tide: 

"Immigration to the United States now 
represents a huge and well-established 
demographic force with its own dy­
namic .... Having encouraged the devel­
opment of this human flow over the past 
thirty years, the United States will be 
hard-pressed to change its direction with 
a one-shot overhaul of immigration 
laws." 

-Watching America's Door: The 
Immigration Backlash and the 
New Policy Debate (1996) 

This is radically false. Immigration is 
not a demographic force with its own 
dynamic; it is a matter of government pol­
icy which is changeable and reversible 
and has often been changed and reversed 
over the course of American history. For 
example, in two periods in modern Amer­
ican history-in the early 1930s and 
again in the mid-l 950s-the U.S. govern­
ment effected the massive repatriation of 
Mex;ican immigrants along with their 
American-born children. Immigration 
policy is usually determined by the inter­
play of different factions and interest 
groups within the ruling class. But it can 
also be affected by mass working-class 
struggle against the capitalists and their 
state. 

Immigration poses a basic contradic­
tion for the American ruling class. On the 
one hand, large-scale immigration, by 
expanding the pool of exploitable labor, 
especially at the low end of the wage 
spectrum, enables capitalists to maximize 
their profits. At the same time, large-scale 
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immigration is seen by America's rulers 
as a potential threat-if not in the pres­
ent then in future-to their political and 
ethnic-cultural dominance. 

In 1990, the average annual income of 
Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrant 
males in the Los Angeles area was 
$11,000 compared to $48,000 for non­
Hispanic whites, a difference in the rate of 
exploitation of roughly 5 to 1. Through­
out the rest of the U.S. as well, Latino 
immigrants do the hardest, dirtiest, most 
menial jobs for minimum or subminimum 
wages. A town supervisor in Huntington, 
Long Island, a suburb of New York City, 
stated: "If we didn't have this population, 
the dishes and silverware in our diners 
probably wouldn't be clean" (New York 
Times, 21 May). 

But Latino immigrants are not auto­
matic dishwashing machines in human 
form. They can and do fight back against 
their capitalist exploiters. They organize 
unions and battle the cops on picket lines. 
In Southern California, immigrants from 
Mexico and Central America have been in 
the forefront of labor militancy, and they 
also joined with blacks in the 1992 L.A. 
upheaval. So the American ruling class is 
worried, and rightly so, that Latino immi­
grants and especially their American-born 
children can make a lot of trouble for them. 

There's a recurring pattern in American 
history that periods of large-scale immi­
gration are followed by,periods of nativist 
reaction. The beginnings of industrial 
capitalism in this country in the 1840s 
saw mass immigration by Irish Catholics 
and Germans. And this provoked a strong 
nativist reaction the following decade. A 
major party called the American Party, 
generally known as the Know-Nothing 
Party, emerged demanding not only a 
radical reduction in immigration but an 
extension of the residency period re­
quired for immigrants to become citizens 
from five to fourteen years. 

This nativist reaction was politically 
defeated by liberal elements in the ,ruling 
class represented by Abraham Lincoln. 
Significantly, the man who assassinated 
Lincoln, John Wilkes Booth, had .been a 
supporter of the Know-Nothing Party 
before he became a supporter ,of the 
slaveholding Southern Confederacy. Be­
cause' the anti,-immigrant nativism of the 
1850s was politically defeated, there are 
a lot o~ descendants of Irisb, and German 
immigrants in, the U.S. today. 

But the next time around, the outcome 
was very different. After gold was discov­
ered in California in the late 1840s, there 
was a sudden massive ,increase in the 
demand for labor. And California's newly 
wealthy capitalists met that demand by 
importing labor from China. Chinese !m-
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migrants accounted for 80 percent of the 
workers who built the Western branch 
of the transcontinental railroad after the 
Civil War. This was very hard, dangerous 
work in which over 1,200 Chinese labor­
ers were killed. 

However" after the railroad was built 
whites from the rest of the country poured 
into California and other Western states, 
and a massive and violent anti-Chinese 
reaction set in. Mobs attacked Chinese 
communities, wantonly killing men, wom­
en and children. And in 1882 Con­
gress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, 
cutting off further immigration of labor­
ers from China. The same pattern was 
then repeated with regard to immigration 
from Japan. 

Between the 1880s and the outbreak of 
the First World War in 1914, the United 
States, became the strongest industrial 
power in the world, surpassing Britain 
and Germany. This required a huge 
increase in the supply of labor, which was 
met by Southern and East European 
immigrants who were traditionally Cath­
olic. After World War I, a strong nativist 
reaction spearheaded by the Ku Klux 
Klan developed against this new immi­
grant population. Most people think of 
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the Klan as a Southern-based orgltniza­
tion which targets black people. But in 
the 1920s, the Klan grew most rapidly in 
the Midwest, in states like Ohio and Indi­
ana, agitating against South and East 
Europeans as well as blacks. 

In 1924, a new immigration law estab­
lished so-called "national origin" quotas. 
In the following year, the number of im­
migrants fell from slightly over 700,000 
to slightly under 300,000, a 60 percent 
drop, and further immigration from East 
and South Europe was effectively re­
duced to a trickle. 

The onset of the Great Depression in 
the early 1930s saw an intense wave of 
anti-Mexican agitation in the Western 
states. Racist demagogues attacked Mex­
icans for "stealing" jobs. In this period, 
almost half a million Mexicans were 
repatriated by local and state authorities 
and the federal government. For example, 
the county of Los Angeles organized spe­
cial trains to take so-called repatriados 
back to Mexico. And their American-born 
children, who were legally U.S. citizens, 
of course, had to go with them. 

After World War II, the U.S. continued 
to pursue a highly restrictive immigra­
tion policy. The 1952 McCarran-Walter 
Immigration and Nationality Act perpet­
. uated the racist "national origin" quotas. 
The only exception was refugees from 
Communist countries, which is how the 
anti-Castro Cuban,counterrevolutionaries 
got in. 

At the same time, the U.S. government 
was very tough on illegal immigration in 
this period. In the mid-1950s, there was a 
military-style campaigncaHed Operation 
Wetback, headed by a retired army gen­
eral. In two years, 1.3 million Mexicans 
were rounded1up and deported. 

.The New Immigration: 
Causes and Effects 

In the 1960s, the political conditions 
affecting immigration policy changed and, 
more importantly, in the '70s the eco­
nomic conditions changed. The openly 
racist character of American immigration 
law, along with legalized racial segrega­
tion in the South, was an embarrassment 
for U.S. imperialism in its Cold War 
against the Soviet Union, especially in 
the newly independent countries of Asia 
and Africa. The American ambassador 
to India, for example, found it hard to 
explain why Indians could not become 
citizens in the bastion of the "free world" 
while anyone from Britain, India's former 
colonial ruler, could become a naturalized 
American citizen easily. So in the mid-
1960s, around the same time that federal 
civil rights legislation was enacted, immi­
gration law was changed to eliminate the 

~ 
'" -g 

::::l 
oil 

Immigrants '8 
arrive at Ellis . ~ 
Island, 1913. ~ 
As need for :5 

immigrant 
labor dried up, 

capitalists 
stopped flow 

of Immigration 
from East and 
South Europe 
In mld·1920s. 

"national origin" quotas. However, the 
overall quota remained fairly low. 

The liberalization of immigration law 
occurred as American manufacturers 
began to face stiff competition from 
Japan and Germany and U.S. economic 
growth slowed. In the mid-1970s, there 
was a short' but quite sharp world eco­
nomic downturn. Profits fell, the stock 
market fell. 

In response, American capitalists 
launched a concerted effort to intensify 
the rate of exploitation of labor. They 
demanded and got from the union bureau­
crats "giveback" contracts with lower 
wages and benefits. They established 
two-tier wage systems with young work­
ers earning less for doing the same job as 
older workers. They shifted production 
from the unionized' North and Midwest to 
the non-union South and to low-wage 
countries in East Asia and Latin America. 

From the standpoint of the American 
ruling class, these policies were very suc­
cessful. A few weeks ago, the New York 
Times (5 September) ran an article, "Gap 
Between Rich and Poor Found·Substan­
tially Wider." In 1977, the average after­
tax income of the poorest 20 percent of 
American households was about $10,000. 
Today, adjusting for inflation, it's only 
$8,880, a 12 percent decline. The real 
income of the next poorest 20 percent 
of American households has fallen by 
almost 10 percent. By contrast, the in­
come of the top 20 percent has increased 
by almost 40 percent and that of the top 1 
percent by almost 120 percent! 
. One of the factors behind these figures 

has been the massive exploitation of 
immigrant labor, legal and "illegal." In 
the early 1980s, there was a difference on 
immigration policy within the right-wing 
Republican administration' of Ronald 
Reagan. One group' favored large-scale 

, immigration as a means of driving down 
, labor costs. Another group' opposed it on 
racist grounds, for diluting the "white" 

majority of the American nation. At the 
time, the first group had the upper hand. 
Reagan personally shot down a proposal 
for tamper-proof identity cards for all cit­
izens and legal residents-kind I of like 
the old South African "" pass system. He 
also opposed stiff penalties for employ­
erS who knowingly hire undocumented 
immigrants. That's not I surprising since 
the biggest employer of undocumented 
Mexican immigrants is California agri­
business, which was a, major Reagan 
financial backer . 

There's a hackneyed saying that poli­
tics makes strange bedfellows. Well, in 
the 1980s immigration politics really did 
make strange bedfellows. Latino rights 
groups led by leftist radicals, who en­
thused over Castro's Cuba and Sandinista 
Nicaragua, worked hand in hand with 
Reaganite business lobbyists to oppose 
anti-immigrant legislation promoted by 
the AFL-CIO labor bureaucracy and 
black liberal Democrats, like the late 
Texas Congresswoman Barbara Jordan. 

However, since the early '90s the pen­
dulum of bourgeois politics has been 
swinging ever more strongly toward anti­
immigrant nativism. Thus in 1996 Con­
gress passed and Clinton signed into law 
the Illegal Immigrant and Immigrant 
Responsibility Act, which beefed up the 
repressive forces of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service (INS) and sig­
naled a new get-tough policy. In the next 
two years, almost 300,000 immigrants 
were deported, more than twice as many 
as in the prior two years, including many 
who had been living and working in the 
U.S. for years. Also subject. to deporta­
tion under the new laws are legal resi­
dents convicted of crimes, even misde­
meanors like driving under the influence 
of alcohol. 

Earlier this year, INS agents in Yakima, 
Washington-a city in the central agri­
cultural region of the state-forced the 
owners of food-processing plants and 



warehouses to fire nearly 600 Mexican 
workers who did not have the proper legal 
documents. These men and women, many 
with small children, suddenly lost their 
livelihoods and face desperate economic 
straits. The INS agent in charge of the 
Yakima operation declared: "We want to 
send a message south to Mexico that 
things are not like they used to be" (U.S. 
News & World Report, 15 March). 

This is happening under economic 
conditions of supposedly unprecedented 
"prosperity." Imagine what will happen 
when the economy turns down, espe­
cially in a deep and prolonged depres­
sion. There will be enormous pressures 
to completely militarize the border with 
Mexico, to deport or otherwise force the 
repatriation of the 5.5 million "illegal" 
immigrants now in the U.S. We're likely 
to see an increase in violent right-wing 
and fascist attacks on Latinos and Asians 
as well as blacks. All of this underlines 
that there is no scientific basis for long­
term or even medium-term projections 
of the Hispanic population, because this 
is critically dependent on the level of 
immigration (or repatriation), which will 
be determined through future political 
struggle. 

For Class Struggle Against 
Anti-Immigrant Racism 

To paraphrase Marx, our task is not 
just to understand the world and predict 

Workers Vanguard 

the course of future development, but to 
change the world and the course of 
developments. The Illegal Immigrant and 
Immigrant Responsibility Act-just like 
anti-union laws such as the Taft-Hartley 

. Act-does not represent the democratic 
will of the American people. These laws 
represent the will of the capitalist class 
and are used against the working people, 
even if most workers in the U.S. do not 
now understand that. 

We seek to mobilize the working 
class, centrally through the trade unions, 
to defend immigrants against both gov­
ernment and fascist attacks. No less 
important is to fight against the super­
exploitation of immigrant labor-both 
legal and "illegal"-through the union­
ization of these increasingly important 
sections of the American proletariat. This 
program obviously means confronting 
the capitalists and their political agents 
in the Democratic and Republican par­
ties, the company goons, the cops, the 
National Guard, the whole repressive 
apparatus of the American state. 

But there is also a powerful force 
opposing working-class struggle within 
the labor movement-i.e., the pro­
capitalist bureaucracy of the AFL-CIO­
especially through its ties to the Demo­
cratic Party. By way of example, a recent 
issue of Workers Vanguard (No. 719, 17 
September) contains an article, "Chinese 
Immigrant Workers in Racist America," 
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which details how the leadership of 
the UNITE textile and clothing workers 
union has connived with the employers to 
perpetuate sweatshop labor in New York 
City and Los Angeles. An effective strug­
gle against the capitalist class and its state 
also requires a political struggle to oust 
the incumbent trade-union bureaucracy 
and replace it with a leadership commit­
ted to fighting for the interests of the 
working class and all sections of the 
oppressed. 

But our program is not limited to 
defending the working class and the 
black and Latino poor against the efforts 
to make their conditions even worse than 
they already are. As long as the capital­
ists have their state, their army, their 
police, their FBI and CIA, these will be 
used against the exploited and oppressed 
at home and abroad-the incineration of 
the Waco Branch Davidians by the FBI, 
the New York cops pumping 41 bullets 
into the young African immigrant Ama­
dou Diallo, the terror bombing of Serbia 
by the U.S. Air Force. 

So we want to take the state and its 
armed forces away from them .. We're 
fighting for a socialist revolution which 
will smash the capitalist state and erect 
in its place a workers state and an Amer­
ican Red Army. That's our long-term goal. 
And if that sounds good to you, you 
should join us. It will be a long, hard fight, 
but I assure you it will be challenging .• 
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