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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY
OF POST-WAR IMMIGRATION

BY JOHN COLLINS

One of the special features of imperialism...is the decline in
emigration from the imperialist countries and the increase in im-
migration to these countries from the more backward countries
where lower wages are paid.

V. L. Lenin.!

FROM THE BEGINNINGS of settlement, Australian capitalism has been
tied inextricably to colonialism and imperialism. Throughout its history
it has experienced frequent labour shortages and has relied on immigra-
tion to replenish the labour supply and boost the population. In the
period since the Second World War alone, more than three million
migrants have come to Australia. Despite the plethora of material
written,? no-one has approached Australian immigration from a Marxist
perspective, analysing its place within the framework of world imperial-
ism. Yet an understanding of this question is fundamentally important
for the class struggle to-day.

Central to such an understanding arc the Marxist concepts of the
‘industrial reserve army’ and the ‘labour aristocracy’. Marx viewed the
creation of an ‘industrial reserve army’ of the unemployed or semi-
employed workers as a pre-condition for capital accumulation. The
Constant recreation and absorption of this army regulated wages, and,
In turn, the rate of profit and of capital accumulation (investment).® In
,-’r_.‘ne twentieth century, however, the maintenance of such a reserve army
has become more difficult, especially because of the political tensions
Which arise out of unemployment and economic crises. Capitalist
Countries have increasingly relied on immigrant labour to perform this
?fllnction, and at the same time cushion and displace the social tensions
10 which it gives rise.*

.worzarlie_r version_czf this essay first appeared under the title of ‘Immigrant
3 ers in Australia’, in Intervention 4 (May 1974).

+1¥ thanks to Ken Buckley, Ted Wheelwright, Kelvin Rowley and Grant Evans
their helpful comments.
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The term ‘labour aristocracy’ was coined by Engels, and the concep
was developed by Lenin to explain the development of opportun
in the working class movement.® The growth of trade unionism
not only won higher average level of wages for the working class, it
also created particular groups of privileged workers, whose emplo
were willing to pay higher wages out of their monopoly profits. Intent g
securing and defending their privileged position, this upper stratum of
the working class was set off from the impoverished multitude, Chic
split in the working class undermined class consciousness and clas
solidarity, securing thereby the basis for the domination by oppor_'
non-revolutionary leaders.® ).

In Australia the two processes, the constitution of an industrial
reserve army through immigration and the transformation of the %
digenous’ workforce into a labour aristocracy, have been closely linke

tenression of the 1930s. Correspondingly, immigration levels were very
Jow or negative in the depressions of the 1890s and 1930s, although
there was a considerable influx of immigrants in the 1920s.
~ McQueen has argued that the history of this period of Australian
eapitalism is, in part, the history of racism and xenophobia. Xenophobia
pationalism arose out of Australia’s geographic isolation as the
utpost of British colonialism and imperialism, and working class racism
| strong roots in the ‘fear of an unarmed conquest of Australia by
heap Asia7r1 labourers who would destroy the labourers’ prosperity and
ts’.
Asian labour first appeared in Australia in the 1830s, lured to supple-
ment the labour force. With the gold rush of the 1850s, thousands of
inese emigrated to Australia, such that by the mid-1850s one adult
le in five in Victoria was Chinese.® However, the use of Chinese as
e breakers, the hostility of the indigenous working class at Chinese
our during periods of recession and unemployment, and the anti-
hinese riots during the gold rush period, resulted in strong racist out-
ursts by the working class, particularly the radical labour leaders.
Subsequently, Chinese immigration restriction acts were passed in
and Victoria, amidst blatant racism from the press at that time.
e working class was thus subjected to racist propaganda from the
and its own labour leaders,® not only against Chinese immigrants,
Iso at Kanaka and Indian labour hired for Queensland’s plantations.
important was this racist aspect that Hughes, the Labor Party’s
der in 1901, considered that ‘our chief plank is, of course, a White
ralia. There is no compromise about that! The industrious coloured
ther has to go—and remain away’.’
§ laid the basis for the establishment of the 1901 Restrictive
gration Bill, the so-called ‘White Australia Policy’ which ensured
irtual exclusion of non-Europeans from Australia. Initially it was
d solely as a means of racial exclusion, but from 1920 the Common-
h Government accepted the responsibility for overall regulation
grant flow in accordance with economic conditions. The White
ralia Policy remained, with slight alterations, as the basis of
fllta's immigration policy until the election of the Labor govern-
n 1972,
_Ullm_ber of significant points emerge from this brief survey. At the
basic leyel, Australian capitalism has always shown considerable
: ivﬂhlmported.labour. But importation of labour was fairly
i ence the important role of the government in promoting it.
quence, Australian workers have sought employment in a
'l market which has been relatively protected. Labour shortages
Sted over sufficiently long periods in the 19th century to allow the
ment of relatively high wages and living standards. Racism
- *enophobia held strong roots among the working class.

Immigration before World War li

Until the 1820s New South Wales was no more than a remote p
settlement and military outpost for British colonialism. The rapid ex
sion of the pastoral industry after this date soon created a dema;
labour beyond that supplied by the transportation and assignmen
convicts. Local authorities accordingly resolved to embark on a 12
scale immigration program: emigrants were recruited in Britain by
the government and private agencies for employers. Because the
importing this labour was quite large, the Wakefield scheme
adopted, whereby Crown land was sold off at high prices. The 1
from sales was used to finance immigration, while the high prices
vented immigrants from acquiring land quickly or easily, t
compelling them to work for established landowners. 3
The gold rushes of the 1850s temporarily upset the pastoral equilt
rium. While population, trade and capital flowed in new patterns,
British migrants (from Germany, Poland, China, America, Scandina
and Hungary) for the first time came to Australia in large numbers.
The period 1860-90 was a time of high employment, labour shorta
and rising wages. A renewcd call for increases in both assisted ¢
unassisted immigration arose. But the most acute labour shortages
in the country areas, while newly arrived emigrants generalljf
in the cities, where it was not always easy to absorb them. .]—[ence_,
did not solve the labour problem, and at the same time it geAe
strong opposition to the immigration programme. As a result, t
migration schemes were abandoned in the 1890s even while
formation continued at a high rate.
Per capita and per worker growth rates fell, and real wages stagpa
until 1939. Apart from a short period around 1910, unemployment
remained high, averaging around 6 per cent and shooting up 12
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Post-war Immigration

The Second World War opened a new phase in the history of Aust
capitalism. Wartime conditions strengthened local capitalists and pe
the way for another long boom. Once again immigration playe___d acr
role. The basic statistical data for this period is presented in Table I
In 1945, under the late Arthur Calwell, the Department of Im
tion was set up to initiate °...the longest phase in Austra
planned migration since the convict settlement’** This was larg
response to an awareness of the unreliability of unplanned imm
and natural population growth for sustained capitalist developmen
period of post-war reconstruction and expansion was hindered b
labour shortages. Not only were the losses, injuries and interr
training and carcers during the war an important factor, but this
also coincided with the impact of the low birth rates during the
sion years. Moreover, the relaxation of wartime restrictions led to str
demand pressures. As a result of insufficient labour supplies:

Australia faced a back log of about a quarter of a million I
and flats, as well as a shortage of schools and hospitals. T
services were run down and blackouts covering whole citi
common. Coal and steel production which had risen ap,
during the war years, had declined and steel production in fact
by one third. Industries which had been established during
faced the prospect of closing down. Primary industries found
in obtaining essential supplies.!?

The task of convincing the war-wearied and xenophobic
class to accept and support proposals for the mass influx of in
fell to Calwell. Stressing the need to strengthen the country
future attack he ‘adopted the policy of playing subtly on the i
decent citizens for the future of their children: “we must fill our €
or lose it” was his theme’.® So successful was he that his propo
supported and accepted by industry, trade unions and ='
sections of Australian society, especially given his emphatic
that ‘for every foreign migrant there will be ten people from
Kingdom’.™* The arbitrary target figure—to be the unchalleng
Australian post-war immigration till the late sixties—was a
population growth. Given 2 natural population increase of 1
that time, it meant that Australia should aim for annual 1
1 per cent from immigration.

Calwell’s master plan for ethnic purity failed from the start,
was insufficient allocation of British shipping to carry the :10,
willing to migrate at that time. He turned then to the million
persons in western Europe, and after a trial shipment of 12
immigrants to test the reaction to ‘foreigners’, 170,000 displ
were brought into Australia within four years.'s In 1951,
ment signed immigration agreements with the German,
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TABLE I: NET MIGRATION TO AUSTRALIA 1947-70
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A Bivliography and Digest, No, 2 (1970), Table 3, p. AB2-83.

Adapted from Charles A. Price (ed.), Australian Immigration:

Source :
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Italian governments under the condition ‘that only skilled wor
willing to live in camps and be directed to work for two years, woul
considered’.*

Together with the contracted Baltic refugees, this migrant inj
provided an easily directed, mobile reserve army to overcome the b
neck areas of building and construction, heavy industry and
utilities. These migrants made up more than 70 per cent of the
workers needed in the steel industry and over half the workforce on
Snowy Mountains.'” Non-British immigration was from the outset ‘pi
forked into manual labour, dumped in outback concentration ca
and regarded as foreigners and cheap labour’.*® Moreover, because
were working at manual jobs which Australians did not want,
reserve army of immigrant workers was seen as separate from,
part of, the Australian working class.

Not only was immigration important as a source of labour,
quite important as the basis of a growing domestic market. Th
crucial for Australia’s industrial expansion, since ‘high labour costs
technological backwardness meant that Australian capitalists we:
able to turn to an export markct for expansion’'® By 1953-54, {
production exceeded the output of primary industry for the first ti

-ounter-balance the general decline. This induced a ‘relaxation’ of the
smmigration restrictions—treating Turks as entirely European, and
relaxing the conditions of entry for people such as Lebanese, and those
of mixed European and non-European descent. Changes also allowed
sermanent settlement for highly skilled non-Europeans.
* The Employer Nomination Scheme has played an increasingly signifi-
t role in immigration recruitment. Over the last decade, more than
0,000 migrants have entered Australia under this scheme, whereby a
"pany approaches the Government with a detailed demand for
pmigrant labour, specifying the country from which it wants the
migrants to be drawn.
hus, over the post-war period Australia’s immigration targets have
tyated with domestic economic conditions. The extent to which
were filled was determined in part by the economic conditions
verseas, particularly the expansion of the European Economic Com-
unity. Further, racial restrictions had to be gradually relaxed to fill
take quotas.
e ethnic structure of Australia’s population had undergone sub-
ial change. In 1947, 78 per cent of residents born outside Australia
come from the U.K. or Ireland.?! By 1966 this had fallen to 44 per -
The second phase of post-war immigration from 1951 to the ree t. This was largely the result of an inability to fill immigration targets
of 1961, coincided with the expansion and recovery of Europe more desirable British and northern Europeans, rather than a
formation of the European Economic Community (EEC). R scious policy for a more cosmopolitan society. Nevertheless, by the
migration fell off and net migration of southern Europeans (ge of March 1973, immigration had contributed 60 per cent of the
Italians, Greeks and Yugoslavs) exceeded net British migration. _\'ﬂ_ation increase since 1945. More important perhaf)s, migrants had
Despite the recession of 1961, the immigration targets wert ontributed more than 50 per cent of the increase in the workforce
reduced nor were agreements rescinded, because of the strong co nce 1947,22 and enabled Australia to have the highest rate of popula-
tion of intra-European migration within the EEC. Rather, the pre growth and growth of the workforce of all OECD countries.2?
policy of encouraging only working male immigrants was amenc ver, the contribution and significance of immigration is much
encourage a greater proportion of dependents in the immigration ¢ rer when the occupational and industrial distribution of migrants
thus reducing the number seeking jobs.2° nsidered.
The period 1961-66 saw immigration targets raised progressive
a level of 145,000 in 1966. These targets were mostly achieved,
character of immigration changed. Northern European (German,
migration fell with the increased prosperity of the EEC,. from °'-
cent of the net intake in 1951-61 to 0.8 per cent of the intake 1
66. U.K. migrants did not increase with the increasing targets. H :
these sharp declines were counter-balanced by a rise in the numt
southern European workers, particularly Greeks and Yugoslavs, €
the large movements of Greck workers to north-western E_L'ITOPGJ
From 1966 to 1971 immigration targets were greatly inc
expanded efforts were made to attract and hold migran.l&- "
increasing competition for migrant labour from the EEC, it was:
sary to ease southern European sponsorship restrictions and to
with passage costs. Increases in the intake of Greek and Italian I
along with migrants from Spain and Portugal, were not

dustrial and Occupational Distribution of Immigrant Labour

ugh it is difficult to evaluate precisely, the general contribution of
Dts to the workforce over the post-war period can be seen from
"es II and III. Immigrant labour has provided a significant and
Mg proportion of the workforce in almost all Australian industrics.
' Particularly important for the manufacturing industries generally,
_ntfﬂg for more than 30 per cent of the workforce in these indust-
hile of much less significance for the primary industries. Migrants
uted only 11.4 per cent of the agricultural workforce, and 13.9
L of the forestry and fishing industries in 1966. On the other
_-'-hs‘:y provided nearly a quarter of the workforce for the mining
- Within manufacturing, migrant labour has been crucial. It
“d 49.48 per cent of the workforce for the clothing industries,
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44.7 per cent in the textile industries, 40.6 per cent in the petroleur
products industries and 40.3 per cent in ‘other manufacturing’ r
in 1966.

A better indication of the significance of migrant labour to post-war
Australian capitalism is shown in Table III which demonstrates the
contribution of immigration to the increase in the workforce of the
yarious industries for the intercensal years. The most significant feature
of this table is that, although immigration has contributed less than half
f_-of the annual population growth in post-war years, it provided 69.3 per
cent of the increase in the workforce in the manufacturing industry

TapLE 1I: MIGRANT WORKERS AS PROPORTION OF TOTAL WORKFORCE IN AUST
BY SELECTED INDUSTRY, 1954-1966

Migrant workers as % of workfy

Industry 1954 1961 _petween 1947 and 1961, the vital period of reconstruction and establish-
. 12.3 13.2 ment of the Australian industrial bourgeoisie. For the years 1961 to
Agriculture { Fishi 14.45 155 1966, migrant labour was an incredible 122.1 per cent of the intercensal
];Zfi;t:y and Tishing 20.0 24.5 increase in the _manufacturing workforce, indicating a movement out of
Textiles 30.5 38.7 the manufacturing workforce by indigenous labour (a point relevant to
Clothing N 267 41.6 the later section on'lab(?ur aristocracy). This data shows clearly the
Footwear 18.1 182 importance of immigration to manufacturing compared with other
Wood, Wood Products and Furniture 17.6 22.7 sectors. Appleyard notes that while 41 per cent of post-1947 ‘overseas-
Paper and Paper Products 16.7 21.8 orn’ are employed in the manufacturing industry, only 25 per cent of
Chemicals 222 28.2 the Australian born were.?*
Petroleum Products 34.4 42.7 The continuing tendency for migrants to seek manufacturing employ-
Glass, Clay, Non-Metallic Mineral 294 35.5 nent can be shown in Table IV which shows the occupational distri-
Products tion of migrants in Australia in 1966. This shows that almost one
Basis Metals 28.8 371 f (48.8 per cent) of working migrants are in the category craftsmen,
Fabricated Metal Products 23.6 32'(1) ourers and process workers, while only 29.9 per cent of them are
Transport Equipment ) 37'0 32'0 professional, technical, administrative, clerical or sales workers.
Other Machinery and Equipment E?i 340 1e distribution of migrant workers between different types of
Leather and Leather Goods 8.4 353 loyment within the manufacturing sector can be seen from Table V,
Other Industries - :

lich shows the concentration of immigrants in activities such as motor-
y building, tcol-making and the clothing industry. Between them
> categories account for a third of all migrant employment. The

ong concentration of migrant women in the clothing industry should
be noted.

Scurce: Derived from Census Reports, 1954, 1961 and 1966.

TasLE 111 INTERCENSAL INCREASE IN THE AUSTRALIAN WORKFORCE, 1947

Increase in the Labourforce (000)

1947-61 1ookey - Immigrants, then, provide an increasingly important source of labour
Industry Group Immigra- . Other Immigra- o4 Australian industry, and particularly for manufacturing industry.
tion Sources tion So

:"fding to Norman, there would have been ‘a decline in the numbers

Mining 6.2 0.8 28 .in’g in manu‘facturing by some 20 per cent in the absence of immi-
Manufacturing 158.1 70.1 135.5 on’? The vital contribution of migrant labour can be seen more
Electricity, Gas and Water 9.2 18.4 7.4 ly after considering the socio-cconomic distribution of migrant
Building and Construction 50.3 59.6 36.5 €rs.

Transport and Communication 31.9 8.4 17.4 Ppleyard noted that the occupational distribution of immigrants
Finance and Property 4.1 20.8 8.9 0 t.he categories skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled labourers is nearly
Commerce 37.3 134.6 47.3 “Ntical to that of Australian born.26 It may be thought that this contra-
Public Administration and Defence 12.3 1.7 ;13 'S the industrial distribution of migrants indicated above.

Community Services 23.4 622 2;'6 QWever, the problem is resolved by recognising that ethnic
gg;ii 3?;'_3 372.4 3225 1 fences among immigrants correspond to socio-economic distribu-

as shown in Table VI. From this it can be seen that the early
es of the 1949-51 period were predominantly unskilled; the im-
ce of using this group of workers directly as a mobile labour

Source: Neville R. Norman, Manufacturing Industry in Australia (Austit
Industries Development Association, Sydney, 1971), p. 19.
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TABLE IV: OCCUPATIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF MIGRANT WORKERS IN AUSTRALIA
1966 CENSUS
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TABLE V: EMPLOYMENT OF MIGRANT WORKERS IN AUSTRALIAN MANUFACTURING
AND CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRIES, 1966 CENSUS

Males Females Total* Males Femuales Total U.K. Estimated*
% of 1966
Professional and technical workers worlff oree
(incl. architects, doctors, teachers, A n i
entertainers) 63,405 34,076 97,481 ustralia
(7.9%)
Administrative, executive and man- ers, Weavers,
agerial workers 57 462 8,647 66,109 ters and dyers 8,247 11,133 19,380 3,753 20.0%
(5.4%) Tailors, cutters and
Clerical workers (incl.  book- urriers 8,169 37,907 46,076 6,381 n.c
keepers, stenographers) 49,022 74,684 123,706 eather workers and
(10.1%) 1 rs 4,215 4,353 8,568 1,409 26.1%
Sales workers (incl. real estate nacemen, rollers and
agents, travellers) 42,962 36,550 79,512 metal makers 7,631 0 7,631 2,524 n.c.
(6.5%) ers of watches and
Farmers, fishermen, hunters, timber ion instruments 4,825 328 5,153 2,146 28.9%
getters 49,548 8727 58275 <, plumibers,
(4.7%) ers and platers incl.
Miners and quarrymen 8,478 19 8,497 hanics and motor
(0.7%) ' builders 123,721 1,630 125,342 48,938 n.c
Transport and communications tricians and elec-
(hands, officers and inspectors) 50,905 4,454 55,359 workers 29,088 620 29,708 13,955 n.c
(4.5%) and electrical
Craftsmen, labourers and process workers 26,618 17,196 43,814 14,030 n.c
workers 494,789 104,936 599,720 ] arpenters and other
(48.8% ) dworkers 38,951 804 39,755 13,437 49.7%
Miscellaneous service workers 45,140 62,054 107,194 and decorators 20.157 277 20.434 7.601 n.c
(8.7%) ’ ’ ’ o
layers, plast 5
TOTAL 881,676 346,025 1,227,701 B o
(100%) . s 33,131 58 33,189 11,376 8.0%
j Ositors, engravers
* Bracketed figures show the percentage of workers in that class to total 1mmij okbinders 7,463 2,151 9,614 4 628 9.1%
workers. and car ’
pottery workers 4,462 9 5,44 .
Source: Neville R. Norman, Manufacturing Industry in Australia ( ke s z 78 440 1,408 10.1%
Industrics Development Association, Sydney, 1971), p. 20. her faxi'anrswb:/sex—
. rkers 17,599 7.466 25,065 6,315 14.2%
force for reconstruction purposes has been pointed out. It is the | _Ldrll(d related
for the later period 1967-68, which indicate the most important . pasers 7,340 1,476 8,816 3,937 15.5%
economic differences, for migrants from northern Europe, 494,789 104,936 599,720 185,797  34.65%

Canada, the USA and New Zealand tend to come from a pro
skilled or at least semi-skilled background. In general, they are
have few language difficulties, and are quickly assimilated into a
not too different from their indigenous ones. In addition, many
were among the ‘first wave’ of post-war immigrants. On the oth
two-thirds of the immigrants from Malta, Italy, Greece and Yu
have been unskilled or semi-skilled on arrival. These immigrant

ds for ‘not computed”.
Horman, op. cit., p. 22.

OW paid, low status manual jobs in manufacturing, building and
ton, with little chance of advancement. There is thus a clear
Avision in the character of the work performed by migrants, and



116 PoLITICAL ECONOMY OF AUSTRALIAN CAPITALISM PoLITICAL ECONOMY OF POST-WAR IMMIGRATION 117

TABLE VI: OCCUPATIONAL SKILL OF MALE SETTLERS ARRIVING IN AUSTR

1949-51 anD 1967-68 Northern European migrants tend to be employed in key permanent

itions, their skills matching the structural requirements of Australian
dustry. They thus form a distinctive stratum of the Australian working

- ; ) . ; Sli L7
Origin Numbers mem[ongccgg?lzezznal sg;lxi_( % ) o s, below the bulk of the indigenous workers, but considerably better
admin., etc.  crafts skilled  skilled than the great mass of immigrant workers.
The unskilled southern European immigrants function not only as
1949-51 a permanent addition to the secondary industry workforce, but also as
Baltic States 1,458 7.4 15.1 7.8 69.7 ‘puffer’ group which absorbs disproportionately the unemployment
Czechs 603 7.6 24.9 21.7 45.8 perated in the 'bu'sine‘ss cycle. This was noted by the Council of Social
Hungarians 615 70 29.3 10.7 53.0 ices: _‘In periods of .recession, such as 1972, it is the newly-arrived,
Poles 2,601 43 242 142 573 -Enghsh—speakmg. migrants wh_o are likely to be the first dismissed,
Russians 961 4o 219 171 ol who figure well in any anz}l}{sxs of the unemployed’.?® The analysis
Yugoslavs |94 45 0.0 188 e pported by th.e ofﬁc_xal St?.tlSthS on unemployment during the reces-
, . n of 1972. During this period, the Australian-born rate of unemploy-
ToTAL 7,462 5.5 23.4 14.4 56.7 - - - ploy
. t was 2.1 per cent while the newly arrived migrant rate was 10.9 per
1967-68 nt. Broken down to ethnic groups, the figures show 4.8 per cent of
Canada 554 43.8 18.6 28.2 9.4 Yugoslav immigrants, 3.2 per cent of British and Irish, 3.9 per cent of
US.A. 1,633 51.0 17.2 24.0 78 ek, and 2.3 per cent of Italian immigrants as unemployed, while the
New Zealand 3234 38.0 26.9 26.9 82 all migrant unemployment rate was 3.2 per cent.
UK. and Eire 45,441 19.6 14.4 35.4 10.6 ‘As a ‘buffer gropp’ with insecure jobs, southern European migrant
Germany 3,021 14.0 443 25.0 161 k:ers are a particularly mobile section of the workforce, providing
Netherlands () 1758 18.4 38.6 31.0 12.0 ditional benefits for Australian employers. Appleyard notes:
II\;I;l;a 1 ;,(l)i/:) 1;; izg 3;-(1)1 :;-g ?:muttlhz;% Europeans have acted as a mobile labour force; moving
, an constructions to fruit-packing or new mining developments,
Greece 7,179, 5.9 11.1 7.1 759 or changing jobs in the metropolitan areas as the need has arisen.
Yugoslavia 8,963 1.4 20.9 11.3 64.4 Indeed, the mobility of new migrant labour has been one of its impor-
TOTAL 104,765 16.8 307 25.9 26.6 tant contributions to post-war economic growth, minimising the dis-

location which affects the established workforce as new developments

(incl. others) : x
fequire labour,29

Note: Many Australian employers do not recognize qualifications gran! Im
Southern European countries, so that many skilled and semi-skilled worl ]
these countries are compelled to take unskilled jobs.

Source: Adapted from R. T. Appleyard, Immigration: Policy and Progréss; -
Monograph No. 7 (1971), Table 2, p. 17.

igrant labour has been significant in providing additional labour
€ metropolitan labour markets, accounting for well over half the
L%%p;;latlon increases in Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide between
f _ M(?l!)oumt?, where immigration has had the most impact of all
Zecg;eff] migrants ‘contributed over 70 per cent of the increase in

E o e }abour torc_e, 'and over three quarters of the increase in
Mutacturing and building and construction sectors of the work-

hence in their contribution to the Australian economy, All_
cannot gain a clear picture of this from published statistics, it
necessary to look around almost any factory. For example, one J¢

list recently wrote:

In the Ford factory about 95 per cent of the workers
areas, the body shop and assembly line are non
migrants. The reverse is true in the service departments,
rooms, the areas where work is cleaner, more varied and less |
ous than the assembly line, where about 70 percent of worker®

in the p
-Engﬁsh'-

be English speaking, British migrants or Australian.2

More particularly, overseas males contributed almost 50 per cent
the unskilled workers in the Melbourne metropolitan areas, and
t 27 per cent of the unskilled male workforce in Melbourne were
In Italy, Greece or Malta ?*
_gfatlon is important to Australian capitalism not only in provia-
EC itional workers to be exploited. It is also important because of
eCts on wage levels within Australia. Full employment adds greatly
bargaining power of the working class vis-a-vis the employers
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southern European migrants were particularly high, 15.3 per cent
of Italians and 16.2 per cent of Greek income units were found to be in
overty, whilst the corresponding figures for immigrants from other
countries were 11.1 per cent and 7.3 per cent for Australia as a whole.?”
Further Australian-wide research by the Australian Government
Commission of Inquiry into poverty has found a much higher rate of
poverty in Australia, with 10.2 per cent very poor and 18 per cent of
the population considered ‘poor’.?”
- Corresponding figures for migrant poverty are not yet available. It
reasonable to expect at least an increasc of similar magnitude in
the ‘official’ number of migrants in poverty. However, once the
austere poverly measure is questioned, migrant poverty could be
ected to be much higher, since migrants in general (and southern
uropean migrants in particular) have much lower incomes than Aust-
ian born, and would thercfore be included at a much greater rate for
arginal extensions of the poverty line. According to Henderson et al.,
the main factor responsible for placing southern European migrants in
poverty is their concentration in unskilled, low-paid jobs.
~ Despite their low incomes, migrants face a high cost of living
Because of their industrial concentration in manufacturing and building
ustries, southern European migrants are predominantly located in
tropolitan areas and industrial cities.*” High rental charges are a
ajor cost for migrants. The study by the Australian Council of Social
ces found while the average weckly rental paid by Australian born
imilies was $17.68, that paid by migrants with less than two years-in
stralia was $26.92.4° The Henderson study indicated that after hous-
0g costs had been taken into consideration, the proportion of the
rant population living in poverty increased to 29.3 per cent for
lans and 22.9 per cent for Greeks.*! Many migrants live in inner
burban arcas where competition with students, young professionals
04 developers for the limited supply of (now-fashionable) terrace
sing has boosted rents. But the ACOSS study suggested that high
ts and financial difficulties were also a direct result of discrimination
18t migrants on the part of landlords, money-lenders and govern-
€0t officials. 12
E a"_t(;IOSS study went further than a consideration of the purely
Omic’ aspects of migrant poverty. It reported that migrants were
Srlfh;ect tq discrimination and deprivation in the fields of health,
ton, social services, political participation and legal rights.
Cational discrimination against migrants has been well docu-
. ?2‘3 c?:te :Frr*:lc?y carriec} out ig Victoria in 1962 noted that ‘only
e igrant children in schools receive adequate English
n ani that even these children receive instruction under extremely
X Physical conditions’.*
.g:::ir:; Cﬁ(jé)SS noted that migrants had a higher proportion of
£ nts and infectious diseases. And yet, over 75 per cent

and leads to incrcascd money wages (so-called ‘wage inflation’)
inflow of immigrant labour can offset this, especially if the m
have no tradition of trade union organisation or are generally j
by the Australian trade unions. When one adds to this the point
migrant labour is used as a buffer to cyclical instability, there are

a priori grounds to argue that immigration tends to lower both the
of wages and the rate at which wages increase. There is, howe
need for empirical studies to test this.

It is diffcult to obtain substantial data on the actual earnin
migrants, although it is conventional wisdom that they accept the 1
wages. A recent study revealed that only 21 per cent of non-Brit
foreign-born migrants aged between 25 and 44 had incomes of $4,0
more, compared to 59 per cent of Australian-born and 49 per ce
British-born.%2 More particularly, George Peterson, MLA, has revea
some detailed figures on the wages of migrants in the Wollongong
industry. Over 85 per cent earned less than $86.10, after inclusion
shift allowance, penalty rates and bonuses. This was at a time W
average weekly earnings for adult males was $119.90.%

The recent case of a Sydney clothing factory paying Filipino
$17 for a 60-hour week is perhaps an extreme example,®* but is evi
of the willingness of Australian employers to exploit newly arri
English speaking migrants.

It is difficult to resist the conclusion that immigrant labour pro
industrial reserve army whose labour power is super-exploited i
labour market. This exploitation is reflected in and re-inforced b
adversc living conditions of Australia’s immigrants.

Living Conditions

Two recent works give some detailed information on the de
conditions of Australia’s migrant population. The Australian Co
Social Services (ACOSS) in a recent submission to the Comm:
Poverty Enquiry, argued that all migrants are subject to lack
ledge of Australian culture, institutions and, for many, the
People in Poverty: A Melbourne Study, by Professor Ronald He
and others found that: ‘All groups of recent migrants had 2
proportion of poor people than the population as a whole’.
studies note a discernible ethnic dimension to the social cond
immigrants in Australia. According to ACOSS:

The literature clearly states that among all migrants, British
and Northern European are more likely to be better educa
possess occupational skills. To be more accustomed to the T
a highly industrialised society, and to migrate on government 8
passages with the attendant government supports on arrival, |
the southern Europeans.3¢

Similarly, the Henderson study noted that the poverty &

1
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of Italians and Greeks who had arrived in Australia between 19 0
1966 were uninsured for health benefits. Even more startling js
discovery that 98 per cent of the Greeks who had arrived duri
eighteen months immediately preceding the survey were uninsure

The necessity to work long hours overtime aggravates the
isolation incvitably connected with settlement in a new enviro
where both parents work it breaks down the traditional family st
leaving little time or energy for leisure activitics. It is not surp
that a relatively high incidence of various mental disorders
migrants has been documented.

Oppression and discrimination in these areas both reinforces
reinforced by the economic super-exploitation of migrants, w
viding ‘savings’ for the government in the field of social o
expenditure.

There is a further dimension to the problem of assimilation
adjustment of the southern European immigrant: unlike his ne
European counterpart, he is more likely to have come from a rural
or small country town. A study by Burnley shows that while 75 p
of Dutch and Germans in Australia were born in cities and larg
over 80 per cent of Greeks and Italians, and over 70 per cent of
slavs, were born in small towns or rural villages.*> In many ways
the internationalisation of the movement of labour from rural vi
urban industry that Marx noted over a hundred years ago. It ne
an adjustment (both physically and emotionally) from rural Eus
urban industrial Australia, from farm life in Greece or Yugos!
work in Sydney or Melbourne’s assembly lines.

Upward social mobility for immigrants is limited. The Her
study found that migrants who came to unskilled jobs tended to
in them, while housing discrimination did not significantly d
over time. Immigrant workers thus tend to enter Australian so
the lowest rung on the social hierarchy, as a super-exploited secti
the proletariat, and the depressed conditions that result from this
that they remain in this position. )

< superior. A sociologist has recently obscrved that “You only have
waik across the floor of places like the big glass or automobile plants
South Sydney ... In the cantcens and lunchrooms the segregation
be seen. The skilled Australian tradesmen would rarely think of
ving lunch with his Mediterranean brother who might be earning the
qe amount by working a lot of overtime but is not yet socially
gptable’. " By bringing migrant workers into the large plants that have
on regarded as the traditional bastions of working class consciousness,
pourgeoisic has succeeded in cngineering a significant decline in class
ciousness among Australian workers.
. F. Davies has noted that although migrant workers account for
ree sections of the membership of a numbcr of trade unions (par-
arly railways, vehicle buiiders, rubber workers, meat industry
d clothing trades workers, tanners), they have rarely risen to executive
e.#8 This is symptomatic of the negiect at the rank and file level.
e most glaring example of this recently was at the 1973 strike in
nce of their union by migrant workers at Ford’s Broadmcadows
t in Victoria. As one journalist put it: ‘A total misunderstanding by
n leaders of the depth of resentment among workers about their
conditions at the Ford Broadmeadows plant was a major cause of
e renewed strike at Fords, and of last week’s riot—which was the most
ent industrial incident in recent years in Australia’.*® As has been
ted, many southern Europeans have rural backgrounds and are thus
accustomed to trade unionism.
risingly, there has been very little research into the voting
ns of immigrants, and the effect this has had on the electoral fate
Liberal-Country party and the ALP. The question as to whether
P ‘dug its own grave’ by introducing mass migration in 1945
through Calwell’s ‘confidence trick on the workers’ remains un-
red. Indeed, the complex ethnic origins and differences in
ns and culture make generalisations in this area difficult.
at is clear, however, is that many migrants are excluded from the
mentary process. Research by Lancaster Jones in Victoria into
[ lisation (a pre-condition for voting eligibility) suggests that 60.4
' Dt of Dutch; 62.7 per cent of German; 76.8 per cent of Greek
1.2 per cent of Italian immigrants resident in Australia for between
?ﬂurteen years for the period 1952 to 1961 remained
iralised, 50
¥ _alésatmn. has also been a method of excluding politically active
s especially from the left). According to one journalist, some
Plicants for naturalisation have been deferred or rejected on
*Y grounds presumably because they ‘have probably been impolitic
}lr}d preaching left-wing ideas’.5!
vision between indigenous and immigrant workers also brings
| further decline in the political and electoral weight of the
lass, for few non-British migrants are active in, or represented

Labour Aristocracy

According to Nicolaus, ‘a labour aristocracy is a monopoly wit
monopoly. It consists of workers who benefit from structures
exclude the competition of other workers, within a
structured to exclude the competition of other capitals’.*® Such excl
is on the basis of ‘a certain nationality, or race, or sex, cullql'e
other social category’. In Australia, there is a labour arist
indigenous workers over immigrant workers at one level,
aristocracy within indigenous workers at another.

The presence of immigrant labour divides the Australian
class. Instead of indigenous workers sceing themselves as
common class interest with migrant workers, they regard then
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Asia that Australian capitalism will increasingly turn for supplieg
immigrant labour. k
On his recent tour of Asian countries, Prime Minister Whitlam g
President Marcos of the Philippines assurances that Australia
accept entry of the thirty-five Filipino workers sought by the
Motor Company under the Employer Nomination Scheme. Mr ¥
received, in turn, the most favourable response to his plan f
‘Asian Forum’, the success of which would be a major gain in ady
Australia’s influence in Asia. The Filipino migrant worker sche
also an important test case for Australia. It will provide employer
a clear demonstration of the potential of Asia as a source of imn
labour. According to one journalist: ‘It seems clear that if the
tralian car industry . . . remains fragmented and protected by hig
barriers, car companies will follow Leyland’s example and look f
labour sources in Asia to supplement their European workers
will also test Australian public opinion on the question. The
class response has been overwhelmingly favourable, and when
trade unionists expressed doubts they were promptly denou
racists—by those very sources that were whipping up ‘yellow peril’
during Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam war.

italism. Their low paid labour has been of considerable importance
ssmall fry’ manufacturers, particularly in the clothing industry.

‘The ‘New Critics’

ne of Grassby’s first acts as Minister for Immigration was to cut the
migration target for 1972-73 by 30,000. This was largely in response
y criticisms of the immigration program coming from some academic
conomists, the OECD, and Cabinet Ministers such as Tom Uren. These
w critics’ emphasise the high cost of providing the social infra-
cture for a fast-growing population, and point out that migrants
dd to demand as well as to the labour supply, especially as many are
ployed in protected industries with a low level of production. They
e for a detailed ‘cost-benefit’ study, and the cessation of immigration
. cal}M be shown that it contributes negatively to the ‘welfare of the
nation’.
: Capitalism, however, has never been based on consideration of welfare
s these theorists imagine. It is based on the accumulation of capital
gh the exploitation of wage labour. From this perspective, it can
seen that immigrant labour has been of crucial importance for Aust-
alian capitalism in the post-war period—it has provided a much-needed
ply of cheap labour to be exploited in key areas of capitalist produc-
n this country; it has divided the working class, undermined its
8 consciousness and reduced its political impact. Both directly and
ectly, immigration has promoted the accumulation of capital in
Stralia. Rapid population growth is an inevitable consequence of
© scale immigration, but inflation is not. The economic significance
Population growth depends on the basic structure of the economic
M in which this growth takes place—in particular, under modern
italism, it depends on the demand for labour (as determined by the
> Of capital accumulation and the organic composition of capital)
the relationship between private capital and the economic activities
. 1€ state. It is here that the ‘new critics’ should look for the sources
= Hillation, rather than using migrants as scapegoats.

Women and Migrants

Catley and McFarlanc also suggest that one of the ALP’s aim
accordance with the OECD recommendations, is to ‘accelerate
centage of women, rather than migrants, in the workforce".ea H
potential in this direction may be limited in Australia. Alos
immigration, women have been one of the most important SO
workforce growth throughout the post-war period, increasing frol
per cent of the total workforce in 1954 to 25 per cent in 1966‘.
this period, the female workforce grew by 69.7 per cent, and th
been a significant movement into what had been previously hel
‘men only’ employments, These trends will be accelerated by
policies discussed by Catley and McFarlane, but it is doubtful !
women can fully replace migrants as an industrial reserve army
heavy manual industrial jobs. . ) .
‘Women’ and ‘migrants’ are not mutually exclusive catego ; usion
data in Table IV indicates that women accounted for 28.2 pet
total migrant employment in 1966. Furthermore, they acco
35 per cent of migrant professional and technical workers, 60.4
of migrant clerical workers, 40.6 per cent of migrant sales wor
57.9 per cent of migrant miscellaneous workers. Although ©
per cent of migrant craftsmen, labourers and process WoOrI
women, 82.3 per cent of migrants working as tailors, cu
furriers are women, as are 57.4 per cent of migrant spinners and
and 50.8 per cent of migrant leather workers and sewers (sce T:
Migrant women, then, have been quite important to

Igratlon has been of vital importance to Australian post-war capital-

n the most qbvious sense, it has provided an industrial reserve army
Orkers, alleviating labour shortages that have restricted Australian
al_lsm almost continuously since settlement. More importantly, by
dmg_ an easily directed, mobile workforce to accept jobs for wages
cOﬂdl:'.lODS that Australian indigenous workers would reject, it has
Crucial for capital accumulation and growth. It is the immigrant
€rs who are placed at the bottom of the labour market, become the
ry fodder’ for local and imported capital, and are used as a ‘buffer’
€ army to minimise social and economic instability.

b
1Q



126 PoriticAL ECONOMY OF AUSTRALIAN CAPITALISM PoLiTicAL EcONoMY OF POST-WAR IMMIGRATION 127

Social discrimination against migrants, reflected in almost an
indicator, is a direct consequence of the economic role that immige
plays for Australian capitalism. This is especially true for south
Europeans, who are recruited to become the bottom layer of Aust
proletariat; they arc consequentially over-represented amongst
poor and the uncmployed.

Racism and xenophobia, although less overt in recent times, have
important ideological underpinnings for both the economic and
exploitation of migrants, justifying the prejudice and discrimin
against allegedly ‘inferior’ immigrants. The economic and social ¢
crimination react on and reinforce each other to induce the emerges
of a labour aristocracy of indigenous Australian workers who see 1
selves as benefiting from migrant exploitation. This is reflected in
upward social mobility at the expense of immigrant workers.

An artificial split in the working class emerges, and is reinforced |
the political neglect of migrants both at the ballot boxes and or
factory floors. The result is a decline in the political weight of
Australian working-class. This ‘labour aristocracy’ ensures the conl
ance of the economic and social exploitation of migrants, althoug
significance in maintaining Australia’s political stability in the post-w
period has been grossly neglected.

It is & remarkable feature of post-war Australian capitalism thaf
c.ould have absorbed such a large number of immigrants with see 6 Martin Nicotaus, loc. cit,
little strains on the system. Whether or not it will be able to ma 7 Humphrey McQueen, 4 New Britannia (Penguin, 1970), p. 42.
the containment of migrants as a political force largely depends © 3 :gg p- 42
abllity to maintain labour aristocracy and racism within the Austra Sec-fo‘:'.exa:mple, Andrew Markus, ‘White Australia? Socialists and Anarchists’,
working class. . Arena, no. 32-33, 1973. .

Recent European experience is of increasing immigrant m[ll_ 2 Tm}rles Jupp, Arrivals and Departures (Cheshire-Lansdown, Melbourne, 1966),
with ‘the Immigrants finally emerging from their long political p Tmn
and isolation’.%® Similarly, there is evidence that Australia’s immij
are starting to become a political force. Out of the Ford Broadm:
strike—which hinted at the extent of latent militancy among
workers—the first Migrant Workers Conferences were held in Sy
and Melbourne, with the aim of uniting migrant workers t0 D
effective force within (but not separate from) the Australian W
class. _

To sum up, immigration is of decisive importance for the eco
the class structure, and the political life of modern Australian cap
If it were to be stopped, radical changes would have to take pla
of these levels. By the same token, the struggle of the immigrant WO N D, Economic Survey: Australia (December 1972), Table 8, p. 25.
class cannot be restricted to demands for ‘fair’ or ‘decent’ wage i Eﬂﬁgaﬁl’ N cit., 11"'416' facturing Ind in dustralia (A ion Ind
living conditions; it must be a struggle against the whole social hiere trieg Deveioprggrxilta%ssocl;:goilc’g;lgge nlg;tlr)y ”.l 19.umalm (Australion Indus-

oy o . 6 Th ’ ¥s » P
based on the super-exploitation of migrant labour.

at the historical value of their labour power and thus increase very
significantly the level of remuneration of manual workers. For such a
redistribution would be structually unviable in the context of a capitalist
system. It is incompatible with its pattern of consumption, its economic,
social and political equilibrium, and its scale of ideological values.
The absence of immigrant workers would not simply provoke an
increase in wages and in the poljtical weight of the national working
class: it would detonate a general crisis of capitalist society at every
level, by modifying the whole set of historical conditions on the basis
of which the price of labour power and the wage structure are deter-
mined.®®
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