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The book in brief

For most decades since 1820, American employers have used surpluses of foreign labor to avoid recruiting and
advancing former slaves, and then their descendants, on the nation's job ladders. The effect, Roy Beck argues, has
been to steal Black wealth before it could be earned. Back of the Hiring Line traces that pattern across two
centuries: the broken emancipation ladder of the 19th century, the Great Migration into the middle class after
immigration was curtailed, the reversal that began in 1965, and a path back. Its central historical finding is that
the moderating of annual immigration in the mid-1900s was, in the author's words, the greatest federal action in
U.S. history in advancing the economic interests of the descendants of American slavery.

Across nearly a century and a half, Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, A. Philip
Randolph, and Barbara Jordan all delivered the same warning: an oversupplied labor market hits hardest the
workers with the least leverage.
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The history carries a lesson well beyond Black America. In the four decades after Congress cut immigration in
1924, tight labor markets helped make the United States a middle-class country: workers saw the fastest income
growth in the nation's history, and inequality shrank among classes as well as races. The descendants of slavery
gained the most because they had been held back the longest, but the book finds that the negative effects of mass
immigration have fallen on American workers of every race, ethnicity, and background — and that the policy that
reversed them “worked for everyone in America.”

Praise for Back of the Hiring Line

“Artful story-telling in an extensive, well-documented, and powerful indictment of our
governmental and societal failure to protect fundamental national interests involving Black
Americans.”
JERRY KAMMER, Pulitzer Prize–winning investigative journalist, author of Losing Control

“A robust and startling two-hundred-year account.”
AMERICAN AFFAIRS

What is new in the Second Edition
● Approximately one-third of the Second Edition is new material, including a new introduction, nearly double

the footnote sourcing, and photographs of historic Black leaders.

● A far broader treatment of Frederick Douglass's five-decade struggle with immigration and labor-market
questions, including his separate handling of the “who” and “how many” of immigration policy.

● The largest block of new material: eyewitness accounts, drawn from government investigations and
newspapers of the era, of what the beginning of the Great Migration looked like on the ground in the South.

● The lost intent of the Statue of Liberty, and how mass immigration in its first decades helped keep most
Freedmen trapped under sharecropping and Jim Crow.

● A. Philip Randolph's evolution from socialist champion of open international labor movement to one of the
strongest voices for moderated immigration.

● A half-decade update of labor, income, and wealth data, plus an expanded ethical framework.

FACT SHEET AND KEY STATISTICS

Page citations refer to the Second Edition. Sources for every figure appear in the book's endnotes (pp. 345–380).

THE GAP TODAY
● The median Black household in the 2020s holds net assets of roughly one-tenth those of the median White

household. (p. 1)

● In 1960, all but 12% of U.S.-born Black men without college were in the labor force. By 2024, that left-out
share had nearly tripled: 35% of those aged 18–64 were outside the labor force altogether. (p. 13)

● 25% of Black children under 18 lived in poverty in 2024, three times the rate for White children. (p. 13)
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THE HISTORICAL PATTERN
● 1876: Decades of mass immigration had swollen the anti-Reconstruction party in the North, ending political

support for enforcing the post-Civil War amendments. Reconstruction ends. (Ch. 3)

● 1880–1914: Shipping companies contract with U.S. industry to carry millions of European workers to
American jobs while Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois plead with employers to recruit Freedmen
instead. Some 90% of emancipated slaves and their descendants remain trapped in the former Confederacy.
(Ch. 4)

● 1915–1918: German submarines and the conversion of passenger liners to military use cut off the foreign
labor supply. Northern industry turns south, and the Great Migration begins. Federal investigators recorded
southern authorities tearing up migrants' train tickets and arresting Black travelers at depots to stop the
exodus. (Ch. 5, pp. 104–105)

● 1924: Congress passes the first permanent reduction in annual immigration — House 308–62 and Senate 69–9
on May 15; signed May 24. Four decades of tighter labor markets follow. (p. 127)

● 1965: Congress restarts mass immigration. Progress for average Black wage earners stalls and reverses over
the following decades. (Chs. 9–11)

● 1990: A federal study projects slow-to-no growth in White male workers and suggests employers will need to
recruit and train underemployed Black and Hispanic Americans. Congress instead expands immigration to a
historic surge. (Chs. 12–13)

GREEN CARDS ISSUED, AVERAGE PER YEAR BY DECADE

1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2001–2020

411,000 53,000 104,000 252,000 332,000 449,000 739,000 908,000 1,040,000

Source: Back of the Hiring Line, p. 243.

THE BARBARA JORDAN BLUEPRINT, AND WHAT CONGRESS DID WITH IT
● The bipartisan U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, chaired by civil rights icon Barbara Jordan and

appointed by President Clinton, recommended an eventual ceiling of 550,000 green cards a year — 40%
below the 912,000 issued in 1996, the year Congress rejected the recommendations. (pp. 242–243)

● Other Jordan Commission recommendations: cut the employment-based green card cap from 140,000 to
100,000, reserved for higher-skilled workers; set permanent refugee resettlement at 50,000 a year, down from
the 113,000–131,000 range of the preceding five years; and create an internet-based verification system —
what became E-Verify — to shut off the jobs magnet. (p. 242)

● Congress rejected the package. It did authorize the creation of E-Verify, but declined to require employers to
use it — a choice three subsequent administrations left in place. (pp. 249–250)

STEM WORKERS
● Just seven years after the 1965 Act, the bipartisan Rockefeller Commission warned that careless levels of

high-skill immigration could remove employer incentives to train and hire minorities whose access to
professional training had been limited. Every Congress since 1990 has issued hundreds of thousands of
higher-skilled work visas a year. (p. 321)
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● A 2014 USA Today analysis found that prestigious research universities were graduating African Americans in
computer science and computer engineering at twice the rate that leading technology companies hired them.
(p. 321)

● A 2017 diversity study found Black and Hispanic Americans together made up 5.3% of tech professionals;
The Washington Post reported the two groups earn nearly 18% of computer science degrees but hold barely
5% of tech jobs. (p. 321)

● Leaders of historically Black colleges and universities carried the same warning to Congress and federal
agencies. (Ch. 15, Ch. 18)

WHAT THE PUBLIC HAS SAID
● June 1980 (Roper): 91% of Americans supported an all-out effort to stop illegal immigration; 80% wanted

fewer legal immigrants and refugees. (p. 178)

● 1995 (Gallup): 65% of Americans wanted immigration numbers cut. (p. 236)

● Early 1996 (Roper): 72% of African Americans wanted annual immigration cut at least to 300,000, near the
level before the 1965 Act. Nearly eight in ten Americans wanted rates scaled back dramatically. (pp. 238, 241)

● 2023 (Rasmussen): In a survey of 2,514 Black likely voters — 72% Democrats, 8% Republicans, 20% other
— respondents preferred by 58% to 26% that businesses raise pay and try harder to recruit non-working
Americans, even at the cost of higher prices, over bringing in new foreign workers to hold costs down. A 2025
survey of 1,000 likely voters of all races found similar margins. (endnote 455, p. 379)

THE VIRTUOUS CIRCLE

Drawing on economist Harry T. Oshima, the book traces how the 1924 immigration reduction set off a
self-reinforcing “virtuous circle”: a tighter labor market raised wages; employers responded with mechanization
and efficiencies; new technology moved workers out of unskilled hand work into skilled jobs; output per
worker-hour rose, allowing wages to rise again; parents invested more in their children's education to qualify for
the better jobs; a better-educated workforce raised productivity further — and the cycle repeated for four decades.
(pp. 147–148)

The gains were political as well as economic. By the 1963 March on Washington, almost half of Black workers
were under union protection, almost half no longer lived in the South under the Black codes, defense industries
were legally bound to hire Black workers, and the military was integrated. The benefits were also shared by
earlier immigrants: the book finds that recent immigrants and African Americans tend to benefit first and most
when foreign labor flows are reduced. (pp. 148–150)

WHAT IT MEANT FOR ALL AMERICAN WORKERS
● In the four decades after the 1924 Act, economists and historians agree, the United States became a

middle-class country; sustained tight labor markets drove the fastest income growth for workers in U.S.
history; and inequality among classes and races shrank. (p. 132)

● Between 1940 and 1980, real incomes of White men rose two-and-a-half-fold; those of Black men rose
four-fold. (p. 133)

● By the 1960s, sweatshops had virtually disappeared, and Americans of all backgrounds and immigration
histories had reached middle-class status. (p. 137)
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● Mass immigration in the North also blocked opportunity for poor White southerners. When labor tightened,
southern employers had to mechanize and raise wages for Black and White workers alike, and large numbers
of underemployed White southerners joined the migration north. (pp. 62, 145)

● Meatpacking, once a middle-class occupation, paid an average $37 an hour (2026 dollars) in 1977. After the
industry's mass replacement of American workers with foreign labor, the wage fell below $24 by 1987 and
below $20 by 1992. (p. 186)

A NOBEL LAUREATE CHANGES HIS MIND

In a March 2024 essay for the International Monetary Fund, Princeton economist and Nobel laureate Sir Angus
Deaton publicly disavowed his long-held conviction that immigration to the United States was, in his words, “a
good thing” with little or no cost to low-skilled domestic workers. What changed his mind was the actual history
— particularly how African Americans fared in periods of lower immigration. Deaton's summary of the true
story: inequality was high when America was open to nearly unrestricted immigration until 1924; much lower
when the borders were closed from 1924 to 1965; and rose again after Congress restarted mass immigration in
1965 and the foreign-born share climbed back toward Gilded Age levels. Those three points track the first three
parts of this book. (pp. 14–15)

THE ARGUMENT'S PRACTICAL CLAIM

Of the handful of major factors that make it harder for vulnerable Black workers to find jobs and earn a basic
income, the book argues, the volume of immigration is by far the easiest to change for the better. Employer
prejudice should be confronted — and at the same time, a tighter labor market leaves employers little choice but
to recruit and promote the workers already here. That is what happened after the Civil War, again during World
War One, and again for four decades after 1924. (pp. 343–344)

PULL QUOTES AND EXCERPTS

Cleared for direct use in print, broadcast, and digital coverage. Historical quotations appear in the book with full sourcing in the endnotes.

VOICES IN THE BOOK

“Every hour sees the black man elbowed out of employment by some newly arrived emigrant.”
FREDERICK DOUGLASS, 1855 — quoted on the cover and at p. 224

“The nearest approach to justice to the negro for the past is to do him justice in the present.
Throw open to him the doors of the schools, the factories, the workshops, and of all mechanical
industries.”
FREDERICK DOUGLASS, “Self-Made Men,” delivered from 1859 into the 1890s — title page

“Cast down your bucket where you are . . . among the eight millions of Negroes whose habits you
know.”
BOOKER T. WASHINGTON, 1895 — pp. 79, 88

“We are the advanced guard of a massive, moral revolution for jobs and freedom.”
A. PHILIP RANDOLPH, opening the 1963 March on Washington — p. 140
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“The commission finds no national interest in continuing to import lesser-skilled and unskilled
workers to compete in the most vulnerable parts of our labor force. . . . Immigration policy must
protect U.S. workers against unfair competition from foreign workers, with an appropriately
higher level of protection to the most vulnerable in our society.”
BARBARA JORDAN, chair, U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, 1995 — pp. 12–13

“If employers hire from the front of the queue and if Blacks are disproportionately at the back —
behind immigrants and native-born members of other racial groups — then Blacks will suffer the
greatest deterioration in employment when the number of immigrants grows.”
Daedalus: Journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1995 — title page

FROM THE AUTHOR

“The median Black household in the 2020s has net assets that are only around one-tenth that of
the median White household.”
ROY BECK, Preface, p. 1

“Readers will find in these pages that the negative effects of mass immigration have fallen on
American workers of every race, ethnicity, and historical background.”
ROY BECK, Introduction, p. 11

“There have been many causes of delayed economic justice. This is the history of a major one:
how employers for most decades since 1820 have used foreign-labor surpluses to avoid recruiting
and advancing former slaves, and then their descendants, on the nation's job ladders. The effect
has been to steal Black wealth before it could be earned.”
ROY BECK, Preface, p. 1

“The moderating of annual immigration in the mid-1900s was the greatest federal action in U.S.
history in advancing the economic interests of the descendants of American slavery, and perhaps
of all American workers.”
ROY BECK, Introduction, p. 15

“Immigration policies that help Black Americans need not pit them against immigrants already in
this country. Recent immigrants and African Americans tend to benefit first and most when foreign
labor flows are reduced.”
ROY BECK, Chapter 8, p. 148

“It worked for the employers, it worked for Black Americans, and in fact it worked for everyone in
America. It could work again.”
ROY BECK, closing lines, p. 344
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Roy Howard Beck has researched and written about the effects of immigration policy on Black Americans since
the 1992 riots in South Central Los Angeles. A 1970 graduate of the University of Missouri School of Journalism,
he was a daily newspaper chain's Chief Washington Correspondent during the consideration and passage of the
1990 Immigration Act. Encyclopaedia Britannica selected his Atlantic Monthly article on immigration for its
Annals of America series as one of the writings that best represent U.S. social and economic developments of the
1990s. His “gumballs” video presentation on the global ethics of immigration policy has been viewed more than
200 million times through viral postings by others. Beck founded the bipartisan NumbersUSA Education &
Research Foundation after Barbara Jordan's death in 1996, in large part to study and educate on her findings and
recommendations as chair of the U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform. Back of the Hiring Line is his fifth
book; this is a substantially revised Second Edition.

Suggested on-air identification: Roy Beck, author of Back of the Hiring Line and former Washington correspondent.

STORY ANGLES

HISTORY
● Frederick Douglass, beaten nearly to death on the Baltimore shipbuilding docks as a teenager amid rising

immigrant labor competition. (p. 25)

● Why most Freedmen stayed trapped in the South for a half-century after Appomattox while northern industry
recruited millions of European workers. (Chs. 3–4)

● How German U-boats cut off foreign labor in 1915 and launched the Great Migration. (Ch. 5)

POLICY
● Barbara Jordan's blueprint — and why Congress rejected it in 1996. (Ch. 14)

● Ethnic-network hiring: how word-of-mouth recruitment shuts out Black applicants. (Ch. 13)

● Skilled-visa programs and the gap between HBCU graduates and tech hiring. (p. 321)

TODAY
● After Hurricane Katrina, contractors near Mobile sent a mostly Black cleanup crew home once lower-paid

foreign workers arrived. (Introduction, p. 5)

● Labor-force dropout among U.S.-born Black men without college. (p. 13)

FOR ECONOMICS, LABOR, AND BUSINESS DESKS
● How the 1924–1965 low-immigration era helped build a middle-class America for workers of every

background. (pp. 132–137)

● The virtuous circle: why tight labor markets drive productivity and lift recent immigrants too. (pp. 147–148)

● The meatpacking wage collapse: a middle-class trade cut nearly in half in fifteen years. (p. 186)

● Essential workers: why the jobs society depends on paid middle-class wages in 1950–65 and don't now. (Ch.

17)
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SUGGESTED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Ordered from broad opening to closing question. Any four make a full segment.

● The title comes from a Frederick Douglass complaint in 1855. What did Douglass see happening to Black
workers in the North, and why is it still happening in 2026?

● You argue that the 1924 immigration law did more for the economic interests of the descendants of slavery
than any other federal action. That will strike a lot of people as backwards. Make the case.

● Most Americans learn that the Great Migration was about escaping Jim Crow. You say it was also about a
labor market that finally had room. What changed in 1915?

● Barbara Jordan was a civil rights icon appointed by a Democratic president, and her commission called for
deep immigration cuts and mandatory E-Verify. Why did Congress reject her, and why has almost nobody
heard about it?

● You borrow economist Harry Oshima's idea of a “virtuous circle.” Walk us through how lower immigration
after 1924 set off a chain from higher wages to mechanization to better schools.

● Business groups warn that tighter labor markets mean worker shortages and higher prices. What did
employers actually do after 1924, and what is the lesson for employers today?

● You write that recent immigrants benefit first and most when foreign labor flows are reduced. How does that
square with the charge that this is an anti-immigrant argument?

● This is a book about Black workers. Why should a White factory worker in Ohio or a Hispanic construction
worker in Texas care about this history?

● Meatpackers earned the equivalent of $37 an hour in 1977 and less than $20 by 1992. What happened?

● During Covid we called them essential workers. Why did those kinds of jobs pay middle-class wages in the
1950s but not today?

● Sir Angus Deaton won a Nobel Prize in economics and then publicly changed his mind about immigration in
2024. What persuaded him?

● One-third of this edition is new. What did readers of the first edition ask you that sent you back into the
archives?

● A widely repeated claim is that immigrants take jobs Americans will not do. Your book says 35% of
U.S.-born Black men without college are out of the labor force entirely. How do those two statements coexist?

● Critics say the real problem is employer racism, not immigration numbers. What is your answer to that?

● Tech companies say they must import professionals because Americans are not earning the degrees. What
does the HBCU evidence show?

● You founded NumbersUSA after Barbara Jordan's death to carry her commission's work forward. How does
this history inform that work?

● If Congress did one thing next year, what would move the needle fastest for the workers at the back of the
line?


