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Introduction 
This chapter examines the transformation of global migration flows around the long 1970s, 
shedding light on the forces that reshaped migration patterns and the resulting tensions that 
emerged. While existing scholarship has explored aspects of this shift, such as changing 
immigration policies in Western nations, this study transcends the current literature by 
connecting global demographic and economic trends to various national policy developments 
across multiple world regions.1 By tracing both structural factors and government responses, 
this chapter provides a novel, integrated perspective on the complex dynamics of the “global 
migration turn.” The analysis explains how unprecedented inequality between industrialized 
and developing nations, surging demography in the Global South, and declining transportation 
costs drove a surge of migration from the Third World to Europe and North America. As 
migrants filled low-wage jobs, their large-scale economic integration soon gave way to social 
conflicts and increasingly restrictive immigration policies in the 1970s. With legal entry 
limited, illegal immigration rose, further straining inter-state relations. Ultimately, the 
contentious divide between migrant-receiving and migrant-sending states culminated in the 
protracted negotiation of UN Migrant Worker Convention, which starkly revealed a fractured 
world order. Thus, by connecting global transformations to national policies and experiences, 
this analysis provides an integrated perspective on a pivotal era in global history. 
 
I. Turning Tides: Global Inequality, Demography, and Transportation 
During the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, the income differential 
between Europe and regions like Asia or Africa had expanded, moving from a ratio of 1:3 in 
1820 to 1:9 in 1950.2 The latter half of the twentieth century unveiled a concerning picture of 
diverging paths among these regions, marked by pronounced disparities in growth, income, 
and development. Sub-Saharan Africa’s growth rates were strikingly stagnant, even 
characterized by a negative annualized per capita growth rate.3 In stark contrast, Western 
Europe and North America benefited from capital concentration and superior economic 
infrastructure.4 Regions such as the Middle East, Latin America, and particularly Africa found 
themselves ensnared in a spiral of poverty, their development lagging behind.5 This widening 
gap was evident in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, where European figures were 
at least 4 to 12 times higher than those of Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, and North 
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Africa.6 The global inequality meant that migrant workers from Turkey and other areas, seeking 
employment in Western Europe, could escape dire conditions and earn four times as much as 
they could in their home countries.7 These disparities, particularly between the European 
North-West and Mediterranean countries, stoked migration pressures. Thus, inequality among 
nations created powerful incentives to bridge the gaps separating the different parts of the 
world, especially toward Europe. 

In parallel, the Global South experienced a dramatic and unprecedented surge in 
population. The case of North Africa provides a particularly vivid illustration of this 
phenomenon. Since antiquity, the population of North Africa had remained relatively stable, 
with an increase of only about one-third between the year 1 and 1820. But the years between 
1820 and 2001 witnessed a demographic explosion, with the population of North Africa 
multiplying over 13.5 times, reaching a staggering 149,229,000 from a modest 10,985,000.8 
Unprecedented demographic growth in the Global South, coupled with economic and social 
changes, was a powerful factor shifting migration patterns. Concurrently, lower transport costs 
enabled increased mobility from the Global South. A dramatic shift took place as air travel 
supplanted sea routes, further lowering costs beginning in the 1970s.9 The 1970s then saw Third 
World nations replacing Europe as the major sending regions to the United States.10 Thus, the 
surge in population was a transformative force, reshaping migration patterns and influencing 
economic and social dynamics globally. 

As a result of those various forces, global migration flows underwent a transformation, 
with a significant increase in migration from the Third World to Europe and North America. 
Pull factors such as labor demand and inclusive citizenship policies in former colonial 
metropolises attracted migrants from their erstwhile colonies.11 Initially, migrants from the 
Caribbean predominated in Britain, but larger flows from South Asia soon followed. During 
the interwar period, immigration to Britain was modest, but by 1962, over 500,000 people had 
settled from the New Commonwealth.12 In a similar vein, large numbers arrived in Europe from 
Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean.13 Substantial postcolonial immigration occurred in France, 
Belgium, and the Netherlands.14 Major labor migration from Latin America, Africa, and Asia 
reached Europe and the US but also the thriving oil economies of the Middle East and the 
Persian Gulf.15 Thus, in response to vast global inequalities, improvements in communication 
and declining transport costs contributed to a surge in migration from developing to 
industrialized countries.16 
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II. From Integration to Fracture: Labor Integration, Social Tensions, and Immigration 
Policy 
The 1960s marked what can aptly be described as the golden age of labor migrants, a period 
characterized by an unprecedented integration into low-skilled, low-paid positions throughout 
the developed world. During this era, there was an overwhelming influx of migrants, primarily 
from the developing South to the industrialized North, channeled into unskilled manual jobs 
across various sectors including industry, services, and agriculture. In Britain, for example, the 
employment statistics for 1966 showed that 94 percent of Jamaicans, 87 percent of Pakistanis, 
and 61 percent of Indians were engaged in manual positions.17 A similar pattern was observed 
in Germany, where, in 1973, every sixth worker in manufacturing was foreign, and 35.7 percent 
of all guest workers were employed in the iron and metals industry.18 The substantial presence 
of migrants in the labor force during this period was, in part, facilitated by policies that allowed 
for permit renewal and family reunification.19 The Bracero Program in the United States—
specifically focused on enlisting agricultural laborers from Mexico—further exemplified the 
need for migrants for “hard, hot, dirty, backbreaking” farm labor, while attempts to enforce 
controls on the Mexican border were inconsistent at best.20 Such migration patterns resulted in 
a notable increase in remittances to developing countries, with money sent to these nations 
growing from US$2 billion in 1970 to $17.7 billion in 1980.21 In sum, the integration of 
migrants into low-skilled, low-paid positions during the 1960s established new and significant 
connections between the Global South and North. 

During the 1970s, immigrants’ employment opportunities were met with challenges as 
local workers were fearful of the potential consequences of a growing workforce from the Third 
World on their wages and working conditions. The fear was most notably exemplified in 
Britain, where the Trades Union Congress (TUC) and the Left protested Commonwealth 
immigration, claiming that it undermined standards.22 They called for immigration limits based 
on “employment needs.”23 Widespread racism within unions also led to non-whites 
encountering barriers to leadership positions.24 Enoch Powell, a Conservative MP, further 
intensified tensions with his inflammatory “Rivers of Blood” speech in April 1968, which 
denounced immigration and multiculturalism, catalyzing anti-immigrant sentiment.25 Powell’s 
speech resonated with working-class supporters, including London dockworkers who protested 
his removal. This period also saw mounting strikes, which at times reinforced anti-immigrant 
views.26 In other Western countries experiencing immigration too, local workers and 
governments allied to fight against the lower wages that immigrants might accept. These 
restrictions came in the form of statutory minimum wages or in collective agreements.27 In 
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some cases, immigrant workers joined the struggle, but they soon became the primary victims 
of layoffs or reduced hiring when companies faced higher labor costs as a result of new 
regulation.28 Additional costs to employers included not only wages, but also indirect spending 
on workers’ needs, such as housing, which became increasingly mandatory by the early 1970s. 

These various changes culminated in a shift in the pattern of employment that had been 
established in the 1960s. Especially evident in Britain and France, this shift caused immigrants’ 
employment to become increasingly precarious in the 1970s.29 The situation was further 
exacerbated by the so-called “first oil shock” in November 1973, after which immigrants’ 
employment plummeted, even in countries like Germany.30 

Following those developments, many Western nations implemented new policies that 
severely restricted immigration, particularly from non-European countries.31 France and 
Britain progressively imposed tighter immigration controls, especially between 1968 and 
1972.32 The Commonwealth Immigrants Acts of 1962 and 1968 in Britain increasingly 
excluded non-whites from former colonies.33 Meanwhile, Germany banned the recruitment of 
foreign workers in 1973 and required visas for Turks beginning in 1980.34 After the 1965 
Immigration and Nationality-Hart-Celler Act imposed a limit of 120,000 immigrants per year 
from the Western Hemisphere, the United States implemented its first numerical limits per 
country on immigration from the Western hemisphere in 1976, including Mexico.35 Australia, 
too, curtailed immigration levels in the 1970s and introduced a points system that favored 
skilled migrants.36 Even the oil-rich Gulf states reduced migrant worker flows from Arab 
countries during the 1970s, preferring Asians who could more easily be sent home after their 
contracts expired.37 These restrictive policies concerning employment-based immigration had 
the unintended effect of increasing family reunification immigration, which the receiving 
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countries then also sought to limit.38 Housing and education policies were certainly perceived 
as essential for integrating immigrant workers into a new environment, but these policies had 
also the perverse effect of creating a strong pull effect on migrants from the Third World, 
thereby undermining the objectives of government.39 As economic growth stalled during the 
1970s, immigrant workers went from being seen as essential contributors to being viewed as 
burdens on state welfare systems, and governments attempted to close their gates. 

 
III. The Age of Contentions: Rising Conflicts in a Globalized World 
In the 1970s, Western European governments grappled with the challenge of limiting 
immigration through restrictive policies. Legislation in Britain until the 1971 Immigration Act 
effectively reduced yearly net Commonwealth immigration from over 100,000 around 1961 to 
almost 20,000 by the 1980s.40 France, by contrast, encountered more difficulty in curtailing 
immigration from its former colonies in North and Sub-Saharan Africa. The permeability of 
European borders coupled with visa overstays facilitated ongoing entry and settlement.41 
Concurrently, many factories and farms depended on immigrant workers, and some sought to 
circumvent newly established wage standards by hiring undocumented migrants.42  

The early 1980s brought increased government pressures against illicit employment, 
and the ramifications of the so-called “second oil shock” led to a dramatic rise in 
unemployment. This surge exacerbated anti-immigrant sentiment, as this population was 
increasingly excluded from employment and began to drift into criminality. In 1981, riots 
erupted between predominantly Jamaican immigrants and police in south London, mirroring 
broader racial tensions and economic distress.43 A similar occurrence unfolded in France, where 
the riots also served as a call for increased public aid. In contrast to the approach of the French 
socialist government, the Thatcher government in the UK responded with austerity measures, 
slashing social services in immigrant neighborhoods and dismissing pleas for augmented 
public spending.44  

As legal avenues for immigration were progressively restricted, migrants increasingly 
resorted to illegal channels. This shift prompted European governments to call for enhanced 
border enforcement from their neighboring countries.45 

As low-skilled, low-paid work in developed nations became increasingly difficult due 
to the combined effects of new employment standards and increasing immigration restrictions, 
the economic competition from South-East Asian nations marked a profound transformation.46 
The increase in protections against wage pressures facilitated this eastward migration of 
production. East Asian nations were then able to capitalize on their labor-intensive 
manufacturing exports that other countries had either failed to tap into or had abandoned. 
Emerging economies such as Japan, China, India, and other South-East Asian nations, buoyed 
by inexpensive labor and the growing mobility of goods, experienced significant economic 
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growth. The factory floors of East Asian cities bustled, becoming filled with workers laboring 
at machines once operated in the Western world. 

Between Western nations and the countries of origin of their immigrants, the contention 
over migrant workers and their families became a significant fracture. The primary country of 
emigration to the US, Mexico, and a principal country of emigration to Europe, Algeria, joined 
forces. They successfully lobbied in 1979 for the initiation of the drafting process of a 
convention concerning the rights of those migrants under the auspices of the United Nations.47 
The Franco-Algerian situation and the United States-Mexico relationship both operated to 
connect labor migration policies, nationalistic orientations, and diplomatic concerns.48  

The difficult negotiations took more than a decade, culminating in the 1990 adoption 
of the United Nations’ International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of Their Families (CMW). This milestone revealed a fractured 
international landscape. In the following decades, fewer than fifty countries ratified the 
convention, and notably, none of them were major immigration countries.49 These ratifying 
countries were primarily low- or middle-income, migrant-sending nations.50 Migrant-receiving 
nations like the UK and Canada argued that ratification would hinder their ability to regulate 
employment sectors and control access to public funds for migrants.51 Germany’s refusal to 
sign the CMW epitomized the apprehension about perceived financial burdens, a contentious 
point that illustrates the deep divide migration policy created on the global stage.52 This 
division cast a long shadow over global tensions in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has provided an integrated perspective on the global migration turn in the long 
1970s. It traced how structural transformations, including vast inequality between regions, 
unprecedented population growth, and declining transportation costs, drove a surge of 
migration from the developing world to Western nations. Initially welcomed as a vital labor 
source, immigrants soon faced backlash as their large-scale influx raised social concerns over 
wages, housing, and welfare resources. New policies affecting both the labor market and 
immigration restrictions ensued, fueling illegal immigration, irregular employment, 
criminality, and diplomatic conflicts between migrant-sending and migrant-receiving states. 
The fractured adoption of the 1990 UN Migrant Worker Convention revealed a divided world 
order, unable to reconcile policies with the forces of globalization. By connecting global trends 
to national policies and experiences across multiple regions, this analysis sheds new light on 
the complex dynamics of the global migration turn, which shaped migration as a globally 
prominent issue. 
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