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SUMMARY: Temporary labour migration was one of the characteristic phenomena of
human mobility in Europe during the twentieth century. The predominant answer in
several European countries to the growing economic demand for an external labour
supply on the one hand, and political demands to limit the numbers of foreign workers
and to protect the native workforce from the competition of ‘‘cheap’’ migrant labour
on the other, was a growing direct and active involvement of the nation state in
regulatory efforts and recruitment operations abroad. Besides bureaucratic organiza-
tions on a national level, bilateral recruitment agreements – starting in their modern
form in 1919 – became the most important tool to regulate labour migration between
two countries. This article takes a look at the evolving system of bilaterally fixed
migration relations in Europe and its implications for sending and receiving countries
as well as for the labour migrants involved. It argues that the network of bilateral
recruitment agreements provided controlled and selective migration channels in
Europe between the 1950s and 1970s. These agreements installed and protected
certain minimum standards to migrants and led to a general improvement of the
rights and conditions offered to temporary labour migrants in Europe.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

International labour migration and mobility became one of the striking
characteristics of the ‘‘Trente Glorieuses’’, the period of unprecedented
economic growth and prosperity experienced by most of western Europe
during the early decades after World War II. Between 1960 and 1973
alone, labour migration involved more than 30 million people, as foreign
workers moved from southern and south-eastern Europe, as well as north
African countries, into the core economies of north-western Europe.1

1. Anthony Fielding, ‘‘Mass Migration and Economic Restructuring’’, in Russell King (ed.),
Mass Migration in Europe: The Legacy and the Future (Chichester, 1993), pp. 7–18, 10.
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Such an enormous movement of population resulted not only in the tem-
porary presence of an extra labour force but also in large-scale immigration
into those countries; it also constitutes one of the largest voluntary, peaceful,
economically driven migration movements in modern history.2

Quite apart from the scale, scope, and consequences of the European
migration system of that time and its migration movements, two of its
features call for further research. First, after World War I, European states
began to assume an unusual role as they not only controlled migration
movements across borders but also acted as mediators in the international
labour market, which was made up of a growing number of countries
bound together by flows of labour migration. In some cases, states
restricted themselves to setting up the political and bureaucratic frame-
works, while others began to structure those flows more actively. At
times, that involved not only the creation of government-run emigration
services but also recruitment commissions being sent abroad by government
agencies of receiving countries.

The growing involvement of the state in the regulation of migration is
in fact a much debated question in migration research,3 especially con-
sidering the advent of the Westphalian system in the mid-seventeenth
century, the conception of the nation state in the nineteenth century, and
the dawn of the welfare state during the twentieth century. However, the
growing importance of the state as a mediator on international labour
markets has not yet received adequate attention.

Second, the role of the state in shaping labour migration also changed at
another level. Between World War I and the oil-price shock of the mid-
1970s, bilateral agreements between countries became the institutional
backbone of labour migration in Europe as people moved from its per-
ipheries to its economic centres. That turned labour migration policies

The term ‘‘core economies of north-western Europe’’ refers to Belgium, West Germany, France,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Austria, Sweden, and Switzerland during this period. Denmark
and Norway, which also fall into this category, will not be discussed, given their marginal role in
the international labour market. Britain too has been excluded from this analysis as labour
migration to the UK was structured rather differently. As this text discusses western Europe,
the GDR will also not be taken into account. See further John and Rueben Ford, ‘‘The United
Kingdom’’, in William J. Serow et al. (eds), Handbook on International Migration (Westport,
CT, 1990), pp. 325–340; Kim Christian Priemel (ed.), Transit – Transfer: Politik und Praxis der
Einwanderung in der DDR 1945–1990 (Berlin, 2011).
2. Philip L. Martin, Guestworker Programs: Lessons from Europe (Washington DC, 1980),
p. 91; Mark James Miller and Philip L. Martin, Administering Foreign-Worker Programs:
Lessons from Europe (Lexington, MA, 1982), p. 2.
3. Dietrich Thränhardt, ‘‘Der Nationalstaat als migrationspolitischer Akteur’’, in idem and Uwe
Hunger (eds), Migration im Spannungsfeld von Globalisierung und Nationalstaat (Wiesbaden,
2003), pp. 8–32; Michael Bommes, ‘‘Der Mythos des transnationalen Raumes: Oder: Worin besteht
die Herausforderung des Transnationalismus für die Migrationsforschung?’’, in ibid, pp. 90–116;
Martin Geiger, Europäische Migrationspolitik und Raumproduktion (Baden-Baden, 2011).
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into matters of international politics and international law. Although
treaties to regulate migration had spread throughout the world during the
nineteenth century, they were concerned mostly with processes of immi-
gration and settlement.4 It was only after World War I that governments
started to draw up agreements jointly to organize and regulate the temporary
transfer of labour between their territories.

Moreover, attempts dating back to the late nineteenth century by a wide
circle of actors, including trade unions, internationalists and their socie-
ties, socialist movements, and even some governments, to establish
internationally recognized social rights and labour standards for workers,
including migrants, bore fruit when the International Labour Organization
(ILO) was founded in 1919. The new agency immediately began to for-
mulate standards for temporary labour migration. The dissemination of a set
of norms to be observed in the regulation of migration combined with an
instrument binding governments to those standards through international
law – bilateral migration agreements – fundamentally changed the relation of
the state towards temporary labour migration. That, therefore, raises ques-
tions about the internationalization of migration politics and challenges the
so far little-disputed predominance of the nation state and national politics in
migration matters throughout the twentieth century.5

Bilateral labour agreements, also known as recruitment as well as
migration agreements or treaties, have themselves long played only a
marginal role in historical migration research.6 Lately, however, interest in
them has been growing and they have been discussed from a variety of
different angles.7 Some authors argue, somewhat strangely, that their

4. Madeleine Herren, Internationale Sozialpolitik vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg: Die Anfänge
europäischer Kooperation aus der Sicht Frankreichs (Berlin, 1993).
5. Paul-André Rosental, ‘‘Gibt es nationale Migrationspolitik? Über einige Lehren aus den
zwanziger Jahren’’, in Steffen Kaudelka, Thomas Serrier, and Rudolf von Thadden (eds), Europa
der Zugehörigkeiten: Integrationswege zwischen Ein- und Auswanderung (Göttingen, 2007),
pp. 69–78, 74; Christoph Rass, ‘‘Private und staatliche Anwerbung: Frankreich und Deutsch-
land zwischen den Weltkriegen’’, in Dittmar Dahlmann (ed.), Perspektiven in der Fremde?
Arbeitsmarkt und Migration von der Frühen Neuzeit bis in die Gegenwart (Essen, 2011),
pp. 259–287.
6. See for instance Maurice Flory, ‘‘Accords de main-d’oeuvre et modèle de développement’’, in
Centre de recherches et d’études sur les soc. Méditerranéennes (ed.), Rapports de dépendance au
Maghreb (Paris, 1976), pp. 263–277; Michel Vincineau, Les traités bilatéraux relatifs à l’emploi
et au séjour en Belgique des travailleurs immigrés (Brussels, 1984); Erich Noher, Die inter-
nationalen Verträge über die Aus- und Einwanderung (Affoltern am Albis, 1937); OECD (ed.),
Migration for Employment: Bilateral Agreements at a Crossroads (Paris, 2004).
7. Janine Ponty, Polonais méconnus: Histoire des travailleurs immigrés en France dans l’entre-
deux-guerre (Paris, 1988); Karin Hunn, ‘‘Nächstes Jahr kehren wir zurück ...’’: Die Geschichte der
türkischen ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’ in der Bundesrepublik (Göttingen, 2005); Barbara Sonnenberger,
Nationale Migrationspolitik und regionale Erfahrung: Die Anfänge der Arbeitsmigration in Süd-
hessen (1955–1967) (Darmstadt, 2003); Carlos Sanz Dı́az, ‘‘Illegale’’, ‘‘Halblegale’’, ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’.
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application was motivated exclusively by foreign policy and diplomatic
strategies.8 Other researchers, while acknowledging their importance in
defending claims of state sovereignty over migration processes,9 make a
case for their limited economic and political effect in comparison with the
significance of migration itself as a potent social and political factor.10 In
contrast, the function of such agreements as stepping stones on the road to
internationalization and multinational institutions has been under-
scored,11 as has the significant contribution, if not pivotal role, of bilateral
agreements in the establishment of transnational social rights and the
protection of labour migrants.12 Finally, the importance has been pointed
out of analysing such institutions from above the national or bilateral
level in order to appreciate network effects within multipolar structures
made up of bilateral links, to unearth their full impact.13 That approach
draws on the belief that networks play a significant role at a meso level
between traditional approaches in international relations research, which
conceptualize links between sovereign nation states in hierarchical or
anarchical models, and suggests reassessing the state as an actor within
that frame of reference.14

This article therefore examines modern labour migration to continental
western Europe from the time of World War I until the 1970s, and will
consider the position of the state as an actor in an international labour

Die irreguläre Migration aus Spanien in die Bundesrepublik Deutschland im Kontext der deutsch-
spanischen Beziehungen 1960–1973 (Berlin, 2010); Stefanie Mayer and Mikael Spång (eds),
Debating Migration: Political Discourses on Labor Immigration in Historical Perspective (Vienna,
2009); Paul-André Rosental, ‘‘Migrations, souveraineté, droits sociaux. Protéger et expulser les
étrangers en Europe du XIXe siècle á nos jours’’, Annales, 66 (2011), pp. 375–412; Christoph Rass,
Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt: Bilaterale Wande-
rungsverträge in Europa 1919–1974 (Paderborn, 2010).
8. Heike Knortz, Diplomatische Tauschgeschäfte. ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’ in der westdeutschen Diplo-
matie und Beschäftigungspolitik 1953–1973 (Cologne, 2008).
9. Hélène Thiollet, ‘‘Migrations et relations internationales: Les apories de la gestion multi-
latérale des migrations internationales?’’, Transcontinentales, 8/9 (2010), available at http://
transcontinentales.revues.org/787; last accessed 20 March 2012.
10. Idem, ‘‘Migration as Diplomacy: Labor Migrants, Refugees and Arab Regional Politics in
the Oil-Rich Countries’’, International Labor and Working-Class History, 79 (2011),
pp. 103–121.
11. Herren, Internationale Sozialpolitik vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg.
12. Rosental, ‘‘Migrations, souveraineté, droits sociaux’’.
13. Christoph Rass, ‘‘Bilaterale Wanderungsabkommen und die Entwicklung eines inter-
nationalen Arbeitsmarktes in Europa 1919-1974’’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 35 (2009),
pp. 98–134.
14. Barry Buzan and Richard Little, International Systems in World History: Remaking the
Study of International Relations (Oxford, 2000); Thomas Cayet, Paul-André Rosental, and
Marie Thébaud-Sorger, ‘‘How International Organisations Compete: Occupational Safety and
Health at the ILO, a Diplomacy of Expertise’’, Journal of Modern European History, 7 (2009),
pp. 174–194, 192.
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market. We shall examine the attempt by European states to extricate
themselves from a complex dilemma: faced with their demographic
situations, changes in economic as well as social structure, and the advent
of what has been called the Fordist system of production and organized
labour, none of the leading economies of western Europe was able to
sustain economic growth without the inward migration of labour during
most of the twentieth century.15

While labour mobility between European economies tended to shrink,
continental western Europe had had to accept labour immigration from
its southern and eastern periphery from the late nineteenth century
onward, while trying to exclude labour immigration from territories
outside Europe and from colonial possessions before they had been
decolonized. When France departed from that model during and after
World War I, it set up strict mechanisms to regulate migration flows from
its possessions in north Africa to control the presence of north African
labour migrants in the metropolis.16 That introduced practices for
regulating labour movements which had developed in a colonial context
to continental Europe, and crudely shaped a model which, although
modified, would be widely adopted to regulate international labour
migration during the interwar period.

The increase in state involvement in the management of migration was
driven as well by protectionist policies towards wages, working condi-
tions, and the social rights of the domestic workforce, and by the conflict
between national social security policies and highly mobile foreign
workers. The European answer – brewed from those ingredients – took
up the idea of state-regulated temporary labour migration based on
bilateral agreements inspired not least by various colonial examples and
French practice during World War I.17 Selective recruitment, the tem-
porary character of labour migration, and the principle of equal treatment
of foreign and domestic workers emerged as key elements in correspon-
dence with the ideas of the International Labour Organization, which
stated an improvement in the situation of international labour migrants as
one of its central aims. The result was an internationally rooted and
commonly practised European model of regulated temporary labour
migration which promised to solve the key problem of combining pro-
tectionism with labour migration while avoiding permanent settlement
and immigration. The migration regime to govern the system gained

15. Russell King, ‘‘From Guestworkers to Immigrants: Labour Migration From the Mediterranean
Periphery’’, in David Pinder (ed.), The New Europe: Economy, Society & Environment (Chichester,
1998), pp. 263–280.
16. Gary S. Cross, Immigrant Workers in Industrial France: The Making of a New Laboring
Class (Philadelphia, PA, 1983), pp. 35ff.
17. Rass, ‘‘Bilaterale Wanderungsabkommen’’, pp. 82ff. and 348–352.
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firmer shape during the interwar years and achieved its greatest
momentum between the late 1940s and early 1970s.

While its links to colonial experience are obvious, the European model,
which introduced state regulation and control while embracing the ILO’s
attempts to establish improved conditions for migrant workers through
equal treatment and assisted migration, was not intended to be general-
ized beyond the European context. Though a good deal of regulated and
temporary extra-European labour migration before World War II took
place within the colonial context,18 none of the European colonial powers
was in the least interested in disseminating the practices developed in
Europe to their colonial labour markets. The ILO consequently achieved
little in that respect during the interwar years, and it took that organi-
zation until well into the 1960s to trigger changes in standards for labour
migration beyond Europe.19

To analyse how and why the states of Europe became involved in
labour migration at an international level during the twentieth century,
this article employs a dual model: it will discuss the development of
bilateral recruitment agreements as an institution, and their spread as an
instrument. Governments acting at a multilateral level in international
migration politics will be observed as they created a framework for the
governance of labour migration. A look at specific exemplary migration
relations based on bilateral recruitment treaties will show what practices
ensued between states and how they shaped migration processes. Also,
variations in the direct involvement of the state in the international labour
market need to be discussed. Finally, interdependencies in the evolution
of internationally recognized standards, a system of bilateral treaties, and
the state will all be traced in search of their influence on the shape of
international labour migration between the 1920s and the 1970s.

T H E S Y S T E M O F L A B O U R M I G R AT I O N I N T W E N T I E T H -

C E N T U RY E U R O P E

To limit the scope of the migration currents and interconnections to be
taken into account, currents of labour migration will be considered which
meet four criteria. Firstly, migration movements have to be sparked by

18. Dirk Hoerder, Cultures in Contact: World Migrations in the Second Millennium (Durham,
NC, 2002), chs 15–17.
19. See Roger Böhning, ‘‘A Brief Account of the ILO and Policies on International Migration’’,
in ILO Century Project (Geneva, 2008), p. 3, available at: http://www.ilo.org/public/english/
century/information_resources/download/bohning.pdf (last accessed 8 December 2011); Oksana
Wolfson, Lisa Tortell, and Catarina Pimenta, ‘‘Colonialism, Forced Labour and the International
Labour Organization: Portugal and the First ILO Commission of Inquiry’’, in ibid., pp. 6ff.,
available at: http://www.ilo.org/public/english/century/information_resources/download/wolfson.pdf
(last accessed 20 March 2012).
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industrialization or demand originating directly or indirectly in the sec-
ondary or tertiary sectors of an economy. In turn, the supply of migrant
labour has to stem from backwardness in such a process. Secondly,
population movements between peripheral and central zones must
predominantly be intended as temporary migration. Thirdly, migration
patterns have to be increasingly regulated by an institutional framework, and
the fourth criterion will be that the overall migration process has a profound
effect on the economies and societies of both the sending and the receiving
countries. Given all that, an appropriate point of departure will be a
chronological look at the migration system constituted by qualified currents
of labour migration starting in the late nineteenth century.20

Following that compass, five major movements of transnational labour
migration can be identified within western Europe prior to World War I.
Emigrants from Italy started to gravitate towards some of the major
economies of continental Europe, namely France, Belgium, Switzerland,
Luxembourg, and Germany.21 In addition, Germany saw a steady influx of
labour migrants also from those parts of Poland which had been annexed by
Russia and Austria.22 The north African territories of France – Algeria,
Morocco, and Tunisia – were attached to the system during World War I,23

and Spain and Portugal developed ties to the labour markets of central
Europe at the same time.24 The interwar years saw the restoration of the
Polish state and its incorporation into the international labour market, while
newly founded countries and those which gained independence at the time,
such as Hungary, Yugoslavia, Romania, and Czechoslovakia, became
significant sources of labour for various European economies, before the
Cold War excised them from the system after 1945. Among the countries of
eastern Europe, Yugoslavia alone managed to revive its labour-market
relations with the West in the postwar era.25

20. Rass, ‘‘Bilaterale Wanderungsabkommen’’, p. 13. For the purpose of this study, Belgium,
Germany, France, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Austria, Sweden, and Switzerland will be
discussed as countries of immigration; Algeria, Greece, Italy, Yugoslavia, Morocco, Poland,
Portugal, Spain, Turkey, and Tunisia will be discussed as countries of emigration.
21. Antonio Golini and Anna Maria Birindelli, ‘‘Italy’’, in Serow et al., Handbook on Inter-
national Migration, pp. 143–165.
22. Klaus J. Bade, Migration in European History (Oxford, 2003), passim.
23. Labri Talha (ed.), Maghrébins en France: Emigrés ou immigrés (Paris, 1983).
24. Joao Antonio Alpalhao and Victor Pereira Da Rosa, ‘‘L’émigration portugaise: Réflexion
sur les causes et les consequences’’, International Migration, 17 (1979), pp. 290–296.
25. Georges Als, ‘‘Le Luxembourg et ses étrangers’’, in Pierre Werner (ed.), Innovation – Inté-
gration (Luxembourg, 1993), pp. 485–492; Hans-Joachim Hoffmann-Nowotny, ‘‘Switzerland’’, in
Tomas Hammar (ed.), European Immigration Policy: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, 1985), pp.
206–238; Gérard Noiriel, The French Melting Pot: Immigration, Citizenship, and National Identity
(Minneapolis, MN, 1996); Jochen Oltmer, Migration und Politik in der Weimarer Republik
(Göttingen, 2005); Jean Stengers, Emigration et immigration en Belgique au XIXe et au XXe siècle
(Brussels, 1978); Ivan Cizmic, ‘‘Emigration from Yugoslavia Prior to World War II’’, in Ira A.
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The international labour market was disrupted by Germany through
the occupation of many European countries and their incorporation into
the German system of slave, forced, or otherwise recruited labour as part
of the German war economy between 1939 and 1945, but the market’s
reconstruction started as soon as World War II ended.26 Traditional
migration patterns, such as those between France and Italy, or Belgium
and Italy, were the first to thrive again, but in subsequent decades Sweden,
Austria, and the Netherlands joined the system on the demand side,
although their intra-European labour market relations have earlier roots,
namely in the interwar period.27 On the other hand, Greece and Turkey
were newly integrated as fresh suppliers of labour migrants only during
the 1950s and 1960s.28 The western European system of labour migration
reached its highest density and largest size during the late 1960s, with
migration currents peaking between 1967 and 1972.29

T H E S TAT E A N D B I L AT E R A L L A B O U R A G R E E M E N T S

Bilateral agreements regulating temporary labour migration

While the number of countries interconnected by currents of labour
migration expanded steadily, a specific form of bilateral agreement gained
growing importance as a means to regulate the flow of labour between
countries within the system.30 The idea of bilaterally fixing terms to frame

Glazier and Luigi De Rosa (eds), Migration Across Time and Nations: Population Mobility in
Historical Contexts (New York, 1986), pp. 255–270; Idesbald Goddeeris, De Poolse migratie in
België, 1945–1950: Politieke mobilisatie en sociale differentiatie (Amsterdam, 2005); Carl-Ulrik
Schierup, Migration, Socialism, and the International Division of Labour: The Yugoslavian
Experience (Aldershot, 1990).
26. Mark Spoerer, Zwangsarbeit unter dem Hakenkreuz: Ausländische Zivilarbeiter, Kriegs-
gefangene und Häftlinge im Deutschen Reich und im besetzten Europa 1939–1945 (Stuttgart,
2001); Ulrich Herbert, Fremdarbeiter: Politik und Praxis des ‘‘Ausländer-Einsatzes’’ in der
Kriegswirtschaft des Dritten Reiches (Bonn, 1999).
27. H. ter Heide, ‘‘Labour Migration from the Mediterranean Area to the Benelux Countries’’,
in Hein G. Moors (ed.), Population and Family in the Low Countries (Leiden, 1976), pp.
132–148; B. Cornelis, ‘‘Migratie naar Nederland’’, in Han B. Entzinger and P.J.J. Stijnen (eds),
Etnische minderheden in Nederland (Heerlen, 1990), pp. 9–30; Heinz Fassmann and Rainer
Münz, Einwanderungsland Österreich? Historische Migrationsmuster, aktuelle Trends und
politische Maßnahmen (Vienna, 1995); Tomas Hammar, ‘‘Sweden’’, in idem, European Immi-
gration Policy, pp. 17–49.
28. Demetrios Papademetriou, ‘‘Greece’’, in Ronald E. Krane (ed.), International Labor
Migration in Europe (New York, 1979), pp. 187–200; Ayfur Barıs-ı Ayda Eraydin, and Ayse
Gedik, ‘‘Turkey’’, in Serow et al., Handbook on International Migration, pp. 301–323.
29. Fielding, ‘‘Mass Migration and Economic Restructuring’’, pp. 7–18, 10; Klaus J. Bade et al.
(eds), Enzyklopädie Migration in Europa (Paderborn, 2007), passim.
30. Frank Caestecker, ‘‘The Changing Modalities of Regulation in International Migration within
Continental Europe’’, in Anita Böcker et al. (eds), Regulation of Migration: International
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settlement migration between states by using conventions or treaties had
proliferated throughout the nineteenth century. In 1904, France and Italy
concluded the first of a series of agreements aimed at establishing certain
standards, procedures, and protocols in the context of modern labour
migration and its consequences for the transfer of funds or claims against
national social security systems.31 This treaty heralded a new era of
bilateral migration agreements, although its form and coverage were not
as far-reaching as the agreements that would follow during the interwar
years. Nonetheless, it clearly reflected the ideas of social reformers who
were trying to protect both migrant workers from exploitation, and
domestic workers from the erosion of their social rights which would
tend to be the result of the availability of a cheaper and less well protected
labour force of foreign, immigrant, workers.32 The treaty and its suc-
cessors must be seen also as early attempts by the emerging welfare state
to factor international migration into national social security schemes.
To arrive at what would finally become the modern bilateral agreement
on labour migration after World War I, two more ingredients were
required: the regulation of labour transfer between colonial empires
through bilateral agreements,33 and the experience of organizing an
external labour supply under conditions of total war, which arose between
1914 and 1918.34

A new model for bilateral labour migration agreements finally began to
appear across Europe in the 1920s. Now, European states began to
intervene thoroughly in regulated labour migration in peacetime, and

Experiences (Amsterdam, 1998), pp. 73–98, 79; Thomas Schindlmayr, ‘‘Sovereignty, Legal
Regimes, and International Migration’’, International Migration, 41 (2003), pp. 109–123.
31. ‘‘Accord relatif aux transferts de fonds entre la Caisse d’épargne française et la Caisse
d’épargne postale italienne, 15 April 1904’’, in Clive Parry (ed.), The Consolidated Treaty Series,
231 vols (Dobbs Ferry, NY, 1980), 195, pp. 229ff.
32. Dick Geary, ‘‘Labour in Western Europe from c.1800’’, in Jan Lucassen (ed.), Global Labour
History: A State of the Art (Berne, 2006), pp. 227–287; Leo Lucassen, ‘‘The Great War and the
Origins of Migration Control in Western Europe and the United States’’, in Böcker et al., Reg-
ulation of Migration, pp. 45–72, 47ff.; Gertrud Gandenberger, Die Internationale Arbeitsorgani-
sation: Wirkungen der Normensetzung und Normenkontrolle am Fallbeispiel der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland (Heidelberg, 1996), p. 6; Ulrich Herbert, Geschichte der Ausländerpolitik in
Deutschland: Saisonarbeiter, Zwangsarbeiter, Gastarbeiter, Flüchtlinge (Munich, 2001), pp. 65ff.;
Eva Senghaas-Knobloch et al., Internationale Arbeitsregulierung in Zeiten der Globalisierung:
Politisch-organisatorisches Lernen in der Internationalen Arbeitsorganisation (IAO) (Münster,
2003), p. 7.
33. International Labour Office, Migration Laws and Treaties, 3 vols (Geneva, 1928–1929), I,
pp. 263, 265.
34. Lucassen, ‘‘Great War and Origins of Migration Control’’, p. 56; Leslie Page Moch, Moving
Europeans: Migration in Western Europe since 1650 (Bloomington, IN, 1992), pp. 165ff.; Cross,
Immigrant Workers in Industrial France, p. 34; Bertrand Nogaro and Lucien Weil, La main-
d’oeuvre étrangère et coloniale pendant la guerre (Paris, 1926), pp. 7ff.
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France again took the lead in developing and propagating the new insti-
tution.35 The labour agreement concluded between France and Poland in
1919 can be rated as the first of this new generation of treaties. It became
an internationally accepted standard and provided the nucleus for the
subsequent spread of the institution, its main innovation being its regulative
range and clear structure. In addition to conditions for the admission as well
as the residence of foreign workers and some basic labour standards, the
treaty created protocols for the administration of the recruitment and
transfer of migrants between labour markets. The agreement in fact set up a
new migration channel36 alongside spontaneous individual migration: the
recruitment of foreign labour, organized or at least regulated by the state,
combined with a dual selection of candidates by the representatives or
authorized agents of both governments involved.37 In fact, access to the new
migration channel was withdrawn from individual choice and put instead
under state control, direct or indirect.

Furthermore, the process of balancing the demand and supply of labour
power was transferred to the labour markets of the countries which were
providing migrant workers, because selection according to demand was now
executed before the actual migration process began. Along with such far-
reaching means of controlling economically motivated migration, the prin-
ciple of equal treatment of foreign and domestic workers was anchored and
codified, so that, at least notionally, Polish migrants could expect the same
labour standards as their French co-workers.38 The increase in control seemed
to work both ways, as stricter rules for immigration meant more reliable –
and at times indeed improved – conditions of work and residence abroad.39

From early treaties to international standards for regulated
labour migration

The formation of this new institution can be traced on two levels. In the
multilateral sphere, the International Labour Organization became an impor-
tant platform on which standards were negotiated, formulated, and promoted
between representatives of member states, trade unions, and employer
associations,40 even if the actual adoption of those standards remained at

35. ‘‘Convention entre la France et la Pologne relative à l’émigration et l’immigration, 7 September
1919’’, Legislative Series, 1 (1920).
36. Allan M. Findlay, ‘‘A Migration Channels Approach to the Study of High Level Manpower
Movements: A Theoretical Perspective’’, International Migration, 28 (1990), pp. 15–23, 15ff.
37. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 298–300.
38. Rosental, ‘‘Migrations, souveraineté, droits sociaux’’.
39. Ponty, Polonais méconnus.
40. Martin Senti, Internationale Regime und nationale Politik: Die Effektivität der Inter-
nationalen Arbeitsorganisation (ILO) im Industrieländervergleich (Berne, 2002), p. 11; George
Foggon, ‘‘The Origin and Development of the ILO and International Labour Organisations’’,
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the discretion of each national government. On the second level, the
diffusion of labour standards for migrant workers through bilateral
agreements can be observed as it actually happened. The core countries of
the European migration system concluded thirteen bilateral labour
agreements between 1919 and 1934, and a further eleven treaties expanded
the system temporarily towards eastern Europe prior to World War II.41

Even Nazi Germany stuck with the common form of labour agreement in
an attempt to create some sort of normality within its sphere of influence
while installing a system of forced and slave labour: between 1937 and
1943 it signed a total of sixteen labour treaties with allied states or ter-
ritories.42 After 1945 about forty primary and subsequent labour treaties
which closely followed the model created by the ILO during the interwar
years can be counted within the system, which therefore established firm
pathways for labour migration.

When the ILO started to become an effective actor on the international
stage in 1919, just weeks after Poland and France had signed their ground-
breaking agreement, an organization had been created which for the first
time united the three major actors in modern labour markets: state, trade
unions, and employer associations.43 Activities of the ILO concerning
international labour migration can be traced right back to the beginning
of its operations.44 To that end a special commission was set up to
investigate the conditions of international migration with respect to
standards for migration processes.

The report it presented in 1921 lists the main areas of maltreatment or
discrimination of migrants in general and labour migrants in particular.
It reads like a plea for a general reform and regulation of migration policies
and procedures.45 Indeed, many of the early ILO recommendations – for

in Paul Taylor and A.J.R. Groom (eds), International Institutions at Work (New York, 1988),
pp. 98–113, 100ff.; Rosental, ‘‘Gibt es nationale Migrationspolitik?’’, p. 77.
41. A register of bilateral labour agreements concluded in Europe between 1919 and 1973 can
be found in Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, p. 492.
42. Idem, ‘‘Staatsverträge und ‘Gastarbeiter’ im Migrationsregime des ‘Dritten Reiches’.
Motive, Intentionen und Kontinuitäten’’, in Jochen Oltmer (ed.), Nationalsozialistisches
Migrationsregime und ‘‘Volksgemeinschaft’’ (Paderborn, 2012), pp. 154–189.
43. Jean-Michel Bonvin, L’Organisation Internationale du Travail. Étude sur une agence productrice
de norms (Paris, 1998); Michael Wollenschläger, ‘‘Die Internationale Arbeitsorganisation (IAO):
Entstehen, Entwicklung und Bedeutung für den Schutz der Wanderarbeitnehmer’’, in Hugo J. Hahn
and Albrecht Weber (eds), Währung und Wirtschaft: Das Geld im Recht (Baden-Baden, 1997),
pp. 573–590; Elspeth Guild, ‘‘Who is Entitled to Work and Who is in Charge: Understanding the
Legal Framework of European Labour Migration’’, in Didier Bigo and Elspeth Guild (eds),
Controlling Frontiers: Free Movement into and within Europe (Aldershot, 2005), pp. 100–139.
44. Böhning, ‘‘Brief Account of the ILO and Policies’’, pp. 6ff.
45. International Labour Office, The International Labour Code: Appendices (Geneva, 1952),
p. 284; Paul Fauchille, ‘‘The International Emigration Commission’’, International Labour
Review, 1 (1921), pp. 527–562.

Recruitment of Foreign Workers in Europe, 1919–1975 201

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466


instance cooperation among the national bureaucracies involved,
enhanced control over private agencies, the establishment of fixed protocols
for the exchange and distribution of information, the use of standardized
employment contracts or government-controlled collective recruitment,
and transfer of workers – were eventually to become commonly accepted
features of regulated labour migration. The ILO translated its standards
into several conventions and recommendations which concerned them-
selves with labour migration, hoping that a growing number of states
would accept them and adjust their national legislation, policies, and
administrative practice accordingly.46 It took the ILO until 1949 to
construct a grid of such standards and sum up its efforts in Convention 97
and Recommendation 86. In becoming the blueprint for regulating tem-
porary labour migration, that Convention and Recommendation together
constituted a model bilateral migration treaty which was to be used by
European countries from the end of World War II until the tailing off of
recruitment in the early 1970s.47

Structuring an international labour market

Equally important insights can be gained by reflecting on the interna-
tional labour market itself as an entity in which one group of economies
offered workers, and another group of countries needed additional labour.
The result was a network of supply and demand relations that effectively
created the migration system. In fact, a growing number of countries
entered a transnational labour market either to supply labour or because
they were in need of it. Through migration streams and bilateral treaties
they became entangled in complex market relations: every country of
emigration was connected to several countries of immigration and vice
versa, which made countries in the same class competitors either for
workers or for jobs.

As international standards negotiated by the ILO proliferated after
1945, it can be assumed that a certain collective pressure built up to
include the treatment of labour migrants in the formation of general
labour standards. First, common international standards, especially on
equal treatment, helped to protect advanced national labour standards,
such as sophisticated social security systems or collectively negotiated
wages. Failure to comply in effect led either to a loss of competitiveness
or an erosion of national standards. Second, the amelioration of labour
standards for migrants was important in defining one’s position on the
international labour market as a bidder for labour power. Hence a clear
trend can be observed from before World War II and again after it,

46. Wollenschläger, ‘‘Die Internationale Arbeitsorganisation (IAO)’’, pp. 580ff.
47. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 309–332.

202 Christoph Rass

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466


indicating that countries entering the system of bilateral labour treaties
tended to adopt the ILO’s ideas at least partially, or orientated themselves
towards the French model. Even Germany, which initially used different
forms of bilateral agreement in the 1920s, showed signs of converging
with what was to become the mainstream.48 None of that implies a total
concordance of agreements, rather a convergence of structure and content
but with some room for manoeuvre, which gradually led to a wider
adoption of certain standards, with every new treaty of the kind making
further dissemination more likely.49

France, for instance, used the model treaty worked out with Poland to
regulate many of its other international labour market relations in the
1920s and 1930s. Countries that concluded such agreements with France,
in turn, used the set of conditions put in place by France as the basis for
labour market relations with other countries. That pattern became even
more noticeable after 1945. In composition and range, most European
labour recruitment agreements followed the ILO model more or
less strictly. Treaties became more similar in their overall makeup, but
discrepancies in detail remained. Beside the macro trend of slow
convergence, a third force must be taken into account, which could
generate rapid progress in standards in certain sectors of the migration
system. That force gathered strength whenever rivalry between the most
powerful players became acute: sometimes economies competed for
foreign labour on the international labour market, or more precisely for
labour from a particular labour market within the system of bilateral
migratory links.

Such competitive pressure on a contested labour market where many
recruiting countries looked for labour migrants could induce structural
changes to the migration system, as indicated by its expansion through the
inclusion of Turkey in 1961,50 or the German turn towards recruitment
in Greece in 1960 and its acquisition of a dominant position there.51

Yet most importantly, a third kind of reaction can be identified in the
improved competitiveness brought about by improvements in conditions
for labour migration and in labour standards through new or modified
migration agreements. Each of those decisions had to be made in the
political realm, negotiated at the international level as well as codified by
bilateral agreements and – at least in part – implemented by one key actor:
the state.

48. Jochen Oltmer, Migration und Politik.
49. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt.
50. Ahmet Akgündüz, Labour Migration from Turkey to Western Europe, 1960–1974: A
Multidisciplinary Analysis (Aldershot, 2008).
51. Johannes-Dieter Steinert, Migration und Politik: Westdeutschland – Europa – Übersee
1945–1961 (Osnabrück, 1995).
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T H E S TAT E O N T H E I N T E R N AT I O N A L L A B O U R M A R K E T

On the ground: actors, procedures, and migrant experiences

While we have so far concentrated on the international level and inter-
national law, it is also important to discuss the practices of regulated
migration which resulted from the changing role beginning to be assumed
by governments and their agencies. Though this section will focus on
labour-receiving countries, the state agencies of labour-exporting coun-
tries will be considered as partners, in order to demonstrate how states
with a common macro interest in the transfer of labour but differing
micro interests interacted.

A model of state involvement derived from the study of practices at the
national and international level both before and after the disruption of
1939–1945 reveals government intervention in all phases of regulated
labour migration. In labour-receiving countries the state often collected
employers’ requests for foreign workers centrally in order to try to match
demand first through interregional, but internal, migration. They could
then determine whether the immigration of foreign workers was eco-
nomically feasible and subsequently approve the recruitment of required
contingents of migrant workers.52

Bilateral treaties then obliged governments to carry out recruitment
procedures themselves or authorize private or semi-private agencies to do
so, and to monitor their operations closely. Such procedures, which were
carried out in liaison with partner organizations from the labour-sending
side, included dispatching recruitment commissions, medically examining
potential migrant workers en masse, as well as testing their professional
qualifications to determine their aptitude. Selected candidates were
usually transported together by train from central recruitment centres to
distribution points in the receiving country and from there taken to their
future employers. Once in their place of destination, the conventional
mechanisms to control the presence and mobility of foreigners usually
took over.

That level of involvement fundamentally changed the position of the
state or, in other words, altered its migration regime. To the state,
controlling migration was no longer limited to keeping foreigners out nor
to controlling their movements or even presence, but also about getting
the right ones in, in certain numbers at a certain time and for certain
periods. Moreover, recruiting those migrant workers could become a
competitive business which involved much more than opening or closing
the gates.53

52. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 85ff.
53. Ibid., pp. 295ff.
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Within Europe, the presence of government-run as well as private or
semi-private but government-licensed recruitment agencies on the labour
markets of emigration countries can be traced back to the early twentieth
century. Prussia, for instance, had set up the Deutsche Feldarbeiterzen-
trale, which worked under the auspices of the Chambers of Agriculture
and the Prussian Ministry for Agriculture from 1905 to hire agricultural
workers from eastern Europe.54 A semi-official organization, it managed
labour recruitment throughout World War I and during the interwar years
before the state-run labour administration, which had come into being in

Fig. 1. The Spanish Ambassador Marqués de Bolarque and State Secretary Van Scherpenberg of
the German Foreign Office sign the recruitment agreement between Spain and Germany, Bonn,
29 March 1960.
Photograph: Rolf Unterberg. Bundesarchiv Bildarchiv, Berlin. Used with permission.

54. Bade et al., Enzyklopädie Migration in Europa, p. 475.
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1927, took over recruitment operations directly in 1935.55 Labour
recruitment by the state labour administration became an integral part of
the Nazi system of forced labour during World War II.56 In the 1950s
the agency (by then the Bundesanstalt für Arbeitsvermittlung und
Arbeitslosenversicherung) managed to reclaim its monopoly of labour
recruitment abroad when Germany returned to the international labour
market and organized recruitment campaigns in almost every country
with which Germany concluded bilateral labour agreements.57

Other countries went down a similar path. During World War I,
France, for instance, had set up government-run recruitment services as
well as licensing private organizations to attract workers from Spain
as well as other allied countries, and from its overseas territories.58

Nonetheless, when France started to build up a vast network of bilateral
migration agreements in the 1920s to provide an adequate labour supply
for postwar reconstruction, recruitment operations abroad were passed
into the hands of a private company, the Société générale d’immigration,
established by employer associations in 1924. Only those parts of the
migration process which had to be managed within French territory were
kept under direct state control.59

Although the idea of creating a national Office public d’immigration gained
popularity during the 1930s, it took until after World War II before a gov-
ernment agency gained control over the management of all stages of the
migration process, when the Office national d’immigration (ONI) came into
being in 1946.60 The French government insisted on setting up offices in most
of the European countries with which it had concluded bilateral treaties, but
the ONI proved so bureaucratic and inefficient that private recruitment and

55. Christian Westerhoff, Zwangsarbeit im Ersten Weltkrieg. Deutsche Arbeitskräftepolitik im
besetzten Polen und Litauen 1914–1918 (Paderborn, 2012), pp. 87–120; Oltmer, Migration und
Politik, pp. 448ff.
56. Volker Herrmann, Vom Arbeitsmarkt zum Arbeitseinsatz: Zur Geschichte der Reichsanstalt
für Arbeitsvermittlung und Arbeitslosenversicherung 1929 bis 1939 (Frankfurt, 1993), pp. 129ff.
57. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 74ff.
58. Pierre Sicsic, ‘‘Foreign Immigration and the French Labour Force, 1896–1926’’, in Timothy
J. Hatton and Jeffrey G. Williamson (eds), Migration and the International Labor Market,
1850–1939 (London, 1994), pp. 119–138, 136; Cross, Immigrant Workers in Industrial France,
pp. 27ff.; Marie Christine Volovitch-Tavarès, ‘‘Les phases de l’immigration portugaise, des
années vingt aux années soixante-dix’’, Actes de l’histoire de l’immigration, 1 (2001), p. 2,
available at http://barthes.ens.fr/clio/revues/AHI/articles/volumes/volovitch.html (last acces-
sed 20 March 2012); Vincent Viet, La France immigrée: Construction d’une politique, 1914–1997
(Paris, 1998), p. 34.
59. Marianne Amar and Pierre Milza, L’immigration en France au XXe siècle (Paris, 1990), pp.
289ff.; Jeffrey M. Togman, The Ramparts of Nations: Institutions and Immigration Policies in
France and the United States (New York, 2002), p. 83.
60. Don Dignan, ‘‘Europe’s Melting Pot: A Century of Large-Scale Immigration into France’’,
Ethnic and Racial Studies, 4 (1981), pp. 137–152, 145.
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individual immigration soon became commonly accepted. In fact, it was
even promoted by the French government through its liberal practice of
regularizing irregular migrants after they had found jobs.61

In contrast to France and Germany, smaller countries too among the
labour-receiving economies of Europe experienced growing involvement
of the state after World War II, but they relied on private or semi-private
organizations to recruit workers abroad. Belgium, which initially needed
foreign workers predominantly for its mining industries, relied on the
Fédération des Associations Charbonnières, an association of mining
companies, during almost the entire period. The federation had started to
recruit workers privately in Italy in 1922–1923 and soon became the
agency authorized by the Belgian government to conduct recruitment
operations abroad, which it carried on doing until the early 1970s.62

Luxembourg for its part tried to switch recruitment operations from the
private sector to a government agency after World War II, and sent a
recruitment commission from its national labour administration to Italy,
though it soon returned to allowing private-sector recruitment within the
framework of bilateral agreements, because the intended process of state-
run recruitment proved too slow to fulfil employers’ requests for foreign
workers.63 Similarly, the Netherlands used a mixed system of labour
recruitment through official posts and private-sector agencies in various
countries when it built up its network of bilateral agreements during the
1960s.64 Other attempts to increase direct government involvement in the
recruitment process eventually leading to heavy reliance on monitored
private-sector recruitment can be discovered in Austria,65 Sweden,66 and
Switzerland.67

61. Togman, The Ramparts of Nations, p. 93.
62. Anne Morelli, ‘‘L’immigration italienne en Belgique aux XIXe et XXe siècles’’, in idem
(ed.), Histoire des étrangers et de l’immigration en Belgique de la préhistoire à nos jours
(Brussels, 1992), pp. 195–206, 197; Frank Caestecker, Alien Policy in Belgium, 1840–1940: The
Creation of Guest Workers, Refugees and Illegal Aliens (New York, 2000), pp. 60ff.
63. Marcel Barnich, ‘‘Les débuts du Service de l’immigration’’, in Michel Pauly (ed.), Letze-
buerg de Letzebuerger? Le Luxembourg face à l’immigration (Luxembourg-Bonnevoie, 1985),
p. 80; Nadia Piazza, Accueil et intégration des immigrés italiens au Luxembourg de 1945 à la
création du Service de l’Immigration en 1964 (Luxembourg, 2002), p. 33.
64. Frank Bovenkerk, ‘‘The Netherlands’’, in Krane, International Labor Migration in Europe,
pp. 118–132, 126.
65. Christof Parnreiter, Migration und Arbeitsteilung: AusländerInnenbeschäftigung in der
Weltwirtschaftskrise (Vienna, 1994), pp. 117ff.
66. Tommy Bengtsson, C. Lundh, and K. Scott, ‘‘From Boom to Bust: The Economic Inte-
gration of Immigrants in Post War Sweden’’, in Klaus F. Zimmermann (ed.), European
Migration: What Do We Know? (Oxford, 2005), pp. 15–58.
67. Marc Perrenoud, ‘‘La politique de la Suisse face à l’immigration italienne (1943–1953)’’, in
Michel Dumoulin (ed.), Mouvements et politiques migratoires en Europe depuis 1945: Le cas
italien (Brussels, 1989), pp. 113–141, 121ff.
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Such observations can be put into perspective with regard to the stra-
tegic purpose of government-run recruitment and regulation of migration
between two countries. Generally speaking, four types of migration
channels68 can be distinguished, between two labour markets, which
relate to large-scale migration of low-skilled workers in the European
context. The first is direct recruitment of workers specified only by certain
characteristics such as age, sex, health, and qualifications. The second is the
individual recruitment of persons known by name to recruitment agencies or
employers. A third channel encompasses the unassisted individual migration
of workers who have already found a job abroad or are allowed to search for
one during a fixed period. Fourthly, irregular migration with subsequent
illegal presence and employment, or its regularization, constitutes a specific
migration channel as well.69

Most countries tried not only to coordinate migration and/or recruit-
ment from different sources but also to operate migration channels in
parallel to cater to their needs for labour market related immigration.
Governments intending to encourage labour immigration while main-
taining a certain degree of control over it often relied on government-run
or government-assisted recruitment to begin with, in order to initiate the
process. In case of a lasting demand for migrant workers, more liberal
countries often chose to withdraw temporarily from an active role by
granting greater leeway to private recruitment as well as to individual
migration – regular or irregular – once a migration movement had gained
momentum. Countries preferring more restrictive migration policies had
the option of maintaining a higher degree of official involvement but had
to build up an effective recruitment apparatus in order to meet demand
for an external labour supply efficiently. In any case, maintaining an
official recruitment operation preserved the opportunity to close or
restrict alternative channels quickly, and limit labour migration to direct
recruitment as soon as demand began to dwindle. That way, migration
currents could be cut off quickly, as happened in 1967 and 1973 in Germany
as well as in most other countries of continental western Europe.70

All labour-sending countries at the European periphery basically shared
similar expectations, namely to export unemployment temporarily, gain
foreign currency by remittances as well as qualified re-migrants, and
factored those into their economic plans.71 Some of them had already

68. Findlay, ‘‘Migration Channels Approach’’, pp. 683ff.
69. Monika Mattes, ‘‘Gastarbeiterinnen’’ in der Bundesrepublik: Anwerbepolitik, Migration
und Geschlecht in den 50er bis 70er Jahren (Frankfurt, 2005), pp. 137ff.
70. Klaus J. Bade and Jochen Oltmer, ‘‘Deutschland’’, in Bade et al., Enzyklopädie Migration in
Europa, pp. 141–170, 160.
71. Robert Miles, Capitalism and Unfree Labour: Anomaly or Necessity? (New York, 1987),
p. 150.
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been countries of emigration long before temporary labour migration to
western Europe became a major current within their emigration move-
ments. Hence, the governments of Italy, Portugal, or Spain could draw on
their experience in the management of migration processes and used their
emigration services – in some cases long established – to put their
migration regimes into action.72 Other countries, such as Turkey, Greece,
and Yugoslavia, which lacked such a background, entrusted their labour
administration with the task of guiding the process according to their
political, economic, and social objectives.73

Given the structure of regulated labour migration set up by bilateral
agreements, agencies of emigration countries largely worked on their own
territory as they participated in mobilizing and selecting potential
migrants. Two main branches of their activities were tied to the international
arena, since many of the bilateral agreements allowed officials from labour-
sending countries to monitor the treatment of their compatriots working
abroad, to set up agencies intended to provide certain social services, and to
monitor the migration process. They were intended not only to protect a
nation’s own citizens but, in many cases, it was hoped that cultural and social
links could be kept alive in order to foster labour migration that would turn
out to be temporary rather than permanent.74

Other than that, the influence of the state became most apparent in the
selective mobilization of migrant workers. In Spain, for instance, the
Instituto Español de Emigración, founded in 1956, tried to force labour-
recruiting countries to concentrate their efforts on Spain’s under-
developed regions. It went so far as to assign certain territories to the
recruitment campaigns of France and Germany, and aimed to restrict all
other forms of labour emigration other than official recruitment con-
trolled by both countries involved.75 The Portuguese Junta da Emigração
strove to implement a similar policy of strict control in an attempt to
allocate migration opportunities in pursuance of Portugal’s own economic
and social policies.76 That certainly implied quite restrictive migration

72. The Spanish case is discussed by Luis M. Calvo Salgado et al., Historia del Instituto Español
de Emigración: La polı́tica migratoria exterior de España y el IEE del Franquismo a la Tran-
sición (Madrid, 2009).
73. Akgündüz, Labour Migration from Turkey to Western Europe; Ulf Brunnbauer (ed.),
Transnational Societies, Transterritorial Politics: Migrations in the (Post-)Yugoslav Region
19th–21st Century (Munich, 2009); Theodore P. Lianos, ‘‘Greece: Waning of Labor Migration’’,
in Daniel Kubat, The Politics of Migration Policies. Settlement and Integration – The First World
into the 1990s (New York, 1993), pp. 249–261.
74. Various countries are discussed by Bade et al., Enzyklopädie Migration in Europa.
75. Calvo Salgado, Historia del Instituto Español de Emigración.
76. Victor Pereira, ‘‘La politique d’émigration de l’Estado Novo entre 1958 et 1974’’, Cahiers de
l’Urmis, 9 (2004), available at http://urmis.revues.org/document.html?id531 (last accessed 20
March 2012); Carminda Cavaco, ‘‘A Place in the Sun: Return Migration and Rural Change in
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regimes and forced willing migrants to accept a rather limited set of
choices once they had decided to participate in the official recruitment
schemes.77 Such attempts to tailor temporary labour migration to fit social
policies and economic planning actually left an imprint on migration
currents which often bore distinct geographical, demographic, and gender
characteristics as far as the origin of migrants was concerned.78

Yugoslavia did not establish a designated migration service when it
integrated itself into the western European migration system, but it did
arrange its labour administration to link up with foreign recruiting services.
Probably mindful of German labour recruitment during World War II, it
successfully managed to hold its foreign partners at bay.79 When a bilateral

Fig. 2. German officials looking down at potential labour migrants gathered in the courtyard of
the German recruitment post in Istanbul, 1972.
Photograph: Jean Mohr. DomiD Archive, Cologne. Used with permission.

Portugal’’, in King, Mass Migration in Europe, pp. 174–194, 176; Michel Poinard, ‘‘L’émigration
portugaise de 1960 à 1969’’, Revue géographique des Pyrénées et du Sud-Ouest, 42 (1971),
pp. 293–304, 294ff.; Pierre Guibentif, ‘‘Le Portugal face à l’immigration’’, Revue européenne de
migrations internationales, 12 (1996), pp. 121–139, 129.
77. Maria José Fernández Vicente and Victor Pereira, ‘‘Les États portugais et espagnols et
I’émigration (1950–1970)’’, Actes de l’histoire de l’immigration, 8 (2008), pp. 21–44.
78. R. Mansell Prothero, ‘‘Labor Recruiting Organizations in the Developing World: Intro-
duction’’, International Migration Review, 24 (1990), pp. 221–228.
79. Anna Maria Grünfelder, Arbeitseinsatz für die Neuordnung Europas: Zivil- und Zwangs-
arbeiterInnen aus Jugoslawien in der ‘‘Ostmark’’ 1938/41–1945 (Vienna, 2010), pp. 234ff.;
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labour agreement came into being in 1968, the German recruitment com-
mission was not allowed to work as an independent body but had to be
integrated into the Yugoslavian labour administration and was required to
transfer control over the recruitment process almost entirely to Yugoslavian
hands.80 Of course, in all three examples many migrants were simply driven
into irregular emigration or tried to gain access to alternative migration
channels. Such stratagems were even implicitly acknowledged by many
labour-sending countries, which recognized that official emigration agencies
often worked with a great lack of efficiency and seldom met the intended
emigration rates, while anyway the by-passing by emigrants of official
recruitment could not be prevented.81

Labour-sending countries were therefore effectively obliged to man-
oeuvre between two extremes. Granting potential migrants liberal access
to all principal migration channels maximized the magnitude of migration
and thus its relieving effect on their own social problems as well as on the
reflux of remittances. The downside of the strategy lay in the uncon-
trolled drain of qualified workers who, of course, were the most sought
after by recruiting agencies from the ‘‘other side’’. In contrast, maintaining
a high degree of control by granting access to the recruitment channel
only to preselected candidates seemed to prevent undesired emigration
but usually drove people into illegal emigration, and could cause countries
wishing to import labour to turn towards more liberal partners on the
international labour market.82

Such observations indicate the significance of relations between state
agencies and other actors in labour-sending and labour-receiving coun-
tries alike. Designated as partners in the regulation of labour migration by
bilateral treaties and charged with monitoring and organizing the process,
they shared an overall interest in the temporary transfer of migrant
workers, although actually they largely disagreed on whom to admit.
As national business cycles in Europe tended to synchronize themselves
after World War II, labour-receiving countries looked for foreign workers
during economic upswings when the internal demand for workers in the
labour-sending countries also began to surge. During downswings,
however, when sending countries strove to rely on emigration to relieve
their domestic labour markets, receiving countries tried to limit the influx
of migrants. By the same token, sending countries were interested in

Holm Sundhaussen, Wirtschaftsgeschichte Kroatiens im nationalsozialistischen Großraum
1941–1945: Das Scheitern einer Ausbeutungsstrategie (Stuttgart, 1983), pp. 179ff.
80. Senad Hadžić, ‘‘Die Geschichte der jugoslawischen Arbeitsmigration’’, in Kölnischer
Kunstverein (ed.), Projekt Migration (Cologne, 2005), pp. 812–815, 813ff.
81. Salustiano del Campo, ‘‘Spain’’, in Krane, International Labor Migration in Europe,
pp. 156–163, 159; Sanz Dı́az, ‘‘Illegale’’, ‘‘Halblegale’’, ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’, pp. 54ff.
82. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 474ff.

Recruitment of Foreign Workers in Europe, 1919–1975 211

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466


sending abroad those sections of their workforce with low qualifications
as well as unemployed workers and wanted to keep qualified workers to
themselves. Of course qualified migrants enjoyed by far the best chance of
being admitted to the labour market of a recruiting country and then
being allowed to stay there for a prolonged period. In fact, during
recruitment operations, the emigration services of labour-sending coun-
tries tended to offer employment candidates who would fit their own
agenda, while in turn the recruitment agencies of the receiving countries
were in the market for migrants with their preferred profile.

Results were mixed. Germany and Portugal, for instance, shared a
common interest in tightly controlled labour migration and limited family
reunion. Both countries agreed to limit the process largely to state-
controlled recruitment. At the same time, it emerged that a large proportion
of labour migrants from Portugal to France simply went to avoid
official recruitment, because geographical proximity facilitated individual
migration, which was often irregular. Likewise, Spain tried to implement a
controlled recruitment and migration process, while France made no
effort to enforce the ONI’s recruitment scheme in order to maximize its
gain of Spanish workers.83

In other cases, however, organizations entrusted with the management of
labour migration in labour-sending countries never gained proper control of
the process in the first place. In Turkey, the national labour administration
was simply overrun by workers wanting to register for emigration, and only
very few of its programmes designed to create a strategic structure for
migration flows actually succeeded.84 Greece fared even worse, as domestic
political actors neither agreed on an emigration policy nor succeeded in
setting up an organization to manage the process. Consequently Germany,
which turned out to be the most important destination for Greek labour
migration during the 1960s, enjoyed a great deal of leeway in which it
tailored the extraction of migrant workers to its own needs.85

With respect to Greece, Turkey, Spain, and Portugal, as well as Yugoslavia,
labour recruitment also gained a political dimension, because the first four
countries were, at least for a number of years, authoritarian regimes or actual
dictatorships, and the fifth was regarded as a socialist country and almost
part of the Eastern bloc. Framed by the conflict between the West and the
East, political questions seldom appeared to be at issue when bilateral treaties
were negotiated, nor while recruitment operations ran in close cooperation

83. Ibid., pp. 239ff.
84. Akgündüz, Labour Migration from Turkey to Western Europe, pp. 62–64.
85. Christoph Rass, ‘‘Die Anwerbeabkommen der Bundesrepublik Deutschland mit
Griechenland und Spanien im Kontext eines europäischen Migrationssystems’’, in Jochen
Oltmer et al. (eds), Das ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’-System nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg: Westdeutschland
und Europa (Munich, 2012).
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with the institutions of Western dictatorships. In contrast, labour migrants
from Yugoslavia who travelled to Germany were at times seen through the
ideological prism of the Cold War as a fifth column, poised to strike.86 In fact
Yugoslavia – like some other rather authoritarian regimes – tried to imple-
ment a degree of control over its expatriates to ensure their political loyalty
during a migration process which was largely perceived as a temporary
phenomenon.87

How then did the expansion of state interference with labour migration
affect the migrants themselves and shape their experience? Regulated
labour migration as set up by bilateral agreements subjected migrants to
a highly organized and controlled migration regime which possessed a
Janus-faced character. Direct contact with recruitment services or
migration officials often left migrants with degrading experiences. They
were subjected to processes of selection by agencies of their own country
as well as those of potential destination countries. Medical examinations
were organized rather like musterings for military service and were
carried out with little thought for privacy or discretion.

Many receiving and sending countries implemented procedures to
check the political backgrounds of potential migrants. Sending countries
typically tried to prevent evasion of compulsory military service, and the
authoritarian regimes attempted to control or restrict the movements of
political opponents. They faced a more or less permanent dilemma over
whether to allow opponents to leave, thereby making their job of ruling
easier at home, or to keep them at home in a bid to control their activities.
Following that logic, access to regulated labour migration was to be
granted first and foremost to loyal subjects.88

Receiving countries for their part tried to prevent criminals or ‘‘radicals’’
from entering disguised as labour migrants. Such fears mainly had to do with
the ‘‘threat’’ of communist intruders, but in practice many attempts to
monitor migration streams closely were doomed, given their sheer mag-
nitude and the inability of security organizations to keep pace with them.
Nonetheless, the entanglements of politically and economically driven
migration during the recruitment phase as well as the role of oppression,
political conflict, and the Cold War in general remain fields deserving
renewed research efforts.89

86. See for instance Barch [Bundesarchiv] B 199 3026, vol. 2, Exchange of letters between the
German Labour Administration and a board member of Daimler Benz AG in 1962.
87. Pascal Goeke, ‘‘Jugoslawische Arbeitswanderer seit dem Zweiten Weltkrieg’’, in Bade et al.,
Enzyklopädie Migration in Europa, pp. 731–735.
88. Sanz Dı́az, ‘‘Illegale’’, ‘‘Halblegale’’, ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’, pp. 63ff.
89. Georges Prevelakis, ‘‘Greek Diaspora’’, in Matthew J. Gibney and Randal Hansen (eds),
Immigration and Asylum from 1900 to the Present, 3 vols (Santa Barbara, CA, 2005), I,
pp. 272–275.

Recruitment of Foreign Workers in Europe, 1919–1975 213

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466


Finally, organized collective transport – mostly by rail – to host countries,
to say nothing of the bureaucratic procedures required to register for and
then obtain a work permit, often left bitter memories. Moreover, the
experience of being rejected from recruitment, or of undertaking to migrate
through other channels, was shattering for individuals. Even well-intended
efforts to support migrants – for instance through brochures providing
information about the host country – sometimes contributed to the asym-
metries between expectations and the realities of migration. Informing
potential migrants about what they could expect and helping them to cope
with their journey and residence were in fact integral parts of regulated
and assisted migration, and were anchored in almost every bilateral
agreement which followed the ILO model. At the same time, advertising
potential host countries as attractive destinations for well-qualified
migrants was the cornerstone of what recruitment services did, and they
often created expectations which would subsequently be sharply con-
trasted by the harsh realities of living in western Europe as a temporarily
admitted labour migrant.90

The ambiguous character of regulated labour migration also shaped the
experience of female migrants. According to the ILO standards, assisted
migration, the promise of equal treatment, and special initiatives to pro-
tect female migrants should have reduced discrimination.91 However, the
realities of managed migration often proved not to fulfil those promises.
The migration regime installed by bilateral treaties and government-run
recruitment actually implemented a gender bias: while female migrants
became a significant group involved in the recruitment scheme, the system
failed to provide for conditions equal to those offered to male migrants in
many places. Loopholes in the system allowing discrimination against
women rather created incentives which reinforced structural discrimination.

While the emigration of single women often became a contested issue in
the countries of emigration in southern Europe, female migrant workers
quickly became much sought after by recruitment agencies.92 Since it was
easy for employers in the countries receiving immigrants to avoid paying
equal wages to women, the recruitment process was characterized by an
extremely high demand for female migrants, especially after World War II
when collective bargaining and rising wages for domestic male workers
drove up labour costs.93 As a consequence, during the 1960s German

90. Aytac Eryilmaz and Karin Hunn, ‘‘Einwanderer wider Willen. Die Arbeitsmigration aus
der Türkei’’, in Kölnischer Kunstverein, Projekt Migration, pp. 809–811, 809ff.
91. Christiane Harzig, ‘‘Immigration Policies: A Gendered Historical Comparison’’, in Mirjana
Morokvasic-Müller, Umut Erel, and Shinozaki Kyoko (eds), Crossing Borders and Shifting
Boundaries, I: Gender on the Move (Opladen, 2003), pp. 35–58, 50.
92. Sanz Dı́az, ‘‘Illegale’’, ‘‘Halblegale’’, ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’, pp. 47ff.
93. Mattes, ‘‘Gastarbeiterinnen’’, pp. 97ff.
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employers who asked recruitment agencies to provide female workers
sometimes had to wait several months before the first applicants arrived
for work. In an almost frantic hunt for female workers, German
recruitment officials, for example, hectically forwarded such requests
from country to country trying to find suitable candidates quickly.94

Among the many degrading experiences of women caught up in the
recruitment process, the handling of pregnancy soon became a major
concern for employers and recruitment officials alike. For instance,
German employers reserved the right to refuse work to female migrants
who arrived pregnant, and sometimes denied pregnant migrant workers
appropriate health and safety measures while at work. As late as 1971,
a company from Aachen forced female migrant workers to give up
newborn babies for adoption under the threat of evicting mother and
child from company housing.95 Despite such questionable and frankly
inhumane practices, female migrant workers made up an increasingly
large proportion of the people moving through the European migration
system after 1945.

When recruitment came to an end in the early 1970s, women made up
about 25 per cent of all migrants who had passed through that migration
channel. Many had managed to turn into agents of change and used their
increased mobility to move towards self-determination.96 At another
level, women entered the migration process through family reunion,
which also turned out to be contested ground. Throughout the interwar
years, and especially after World War II, countries recruiting labour could
choose either to reject family reunion to minimize the settlement resulting
from temporary labour immigration, or to welcome families in order to
draw more migrant workers into their labour markets. Countries of
emigration had the opposite choice, between facilitating family emigration

94. Rass, ‘‘Die Anwerbeabkommen der Bundesrepublik Deutschland’’.
95. Marc Engels and Christoph Rass, ‘‘Eine Stadt in Bewegung. Mit einer Ausstellung Stadt-
geschichte als Migrationsgeschichte erzählen’’, in Helmut König, Manfred Sicking, and Elke
Ariens (eds), Multikulturalität (Aachen, forthcoming).
96. Marı́a do Mar Castro Varela, ‘‘Zur Skandalisierung und Re-Politisierung eines bekannten
Themas. ‘Migrantinnen auf dem Arbeitsmarkt’, in idem and Dimitra Clayton (eds), Migration,
Gender, Arbeitsmarkt. Neue Beiträge zu Frauen und Globalisierung (Königstein/Taunus, 2003),
pp. 8–29, 16ff.; Marina Liakova, ‘‘‘Ausländerinnen’, ‘Migrantinnen’ und ‘Frauen mit Migra-
tionshintergrund’ in Deutschland. Wissenschaftliche Rezeption und mediale Darstellung’’, in
Edeltraud Aubele and Gabriele Pieri (eds), Femina Migrans. Frauen in Migrationsprozessen
(18.–20. Jahrhundert) (Sulzbach/Taunus 2011), pp. 129–152; Umut Erel and Eleonore Kofman,
‘‘Female Professional Immigration in Post-War Europe: Counteracting an Historical Amnesia’’,
in Rainer Ohliger, Karen Schönwälder, and Triadafilos Triadafilopoulos (eds), European
Encounters: Migrants, Migration and European Societies since 1945 (Aldershot 2003), pp. 71–95;
Esra Erdem and Monika Mattes, ‘‘Gendered Policies – Gendered Patterns: Female Labour
Migration from Turkey to Germany from the 1960s to the 1990s’’, in Ohliger et al., European
Encounters, pp. 167–185.

Recruitment of Foreign Workers in Europe, 1919–1975 215

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466


and hampering it. One important reason for the latter was to secure the
reflux of remittances by keeping the families of migrant workers at home,
which was what Portugal tried to do. On the other side, restrictive
migration policies of immigration countries regarding female migrant
workers and female migration within the context of family reunion often
put them in a most difficult position – as has been shown in the case of the
Netherlands since 1945, for instance.97

Some important features of regulated migration tend to be concealed
behind such experiences and memories, which naturally dominate the
image and interpretation of labour recruitment. In fact, millions of male as
well as female labour migrants went through a thoroughly organized
process which attenuated many of the most notorious dangers of inter-
national labour migration, reduced insecurity, and lowered migration
barriers. Regulated migration based on bilateral treaties provided standard
work contracts in the migrants’ own languages and – at least nominally –
secured equal treatment in working conditions and social security.
Migrants had jobs waiting for them before even setting off and were
guided from their points of departure to their new workplaces, where
housing had to be provided and the cost of travel was, at least in part,
lifted from their shoulders.

Medical and professional examinations could even be interpreted as
measures designed to make sure that anybody who began a journey had a
good chance of fulfilling their contract, which was in the interests of
migrants themselves as much as it was of the other parties involved.
Of course, rejection was disappointing; but whoever made it through the
gates to the channels of regulated migration was better protected and
cared for than generations of labour migrants who had gone before.98

It certainly did not prevent exploitation, nor did it shield migrants from
discrimination and racism, but it marked an advance when compared with
circumstances in the periods prior to the implementation of bilateral
migration agreements.

In addition, the aspiration of governments to extend their control over
international labour migration by no means left the migrants themselves
without agency. Alongside their ingenuity in gaining access to alternative
migration channels, migrants were well aware of the various alternative
destinations that were open to them.99 As the system of bilateral agreements
expanded and more and more recruitment services became established in the

97. Marlou Schrouver, ‘‘Why Make a Difference? Migration Policy and Making Differences
between Migrant Men and Women (The Netherlands 1945–2005)’’, in idem and Eileen Janes
Yeo (eds), Gender, Migration and the Public Sphere, 1850–2005 (New York, 2011), pp. 76–96,
84ff.
98. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 479ff.
99. Sanz Dı́az, ‘‘Illegale’’, ‘‘Halblegale’’, ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’, pp. 53ff.
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Fig. 3. Italian labour migrants begin their return journey at Cologne main station, 21 December
1973.
Photograph: Ludwig Wegmann. Bundesarchiv Bildarchiv, Berlin. Used with permission.
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urban centres of labour-sending countries, competition among them became
a factor of which migrants could take advantage.100

In Milan, for example, recruiters from France, Belgium, Switzerland,
and Luxembourg were already present when Germany opened its
recruitment post in 1955–1956, and their Austrian and Dutch colleagues
entered the arena during the 1960s. One consequence of the situation was
fierce competition among the representatives of those countries for Italian
migrants. Recruitment services tried to grasp as much as they could of the
market for workers by aggressive advertising campaigns and by making
improvements in the conditions they offered. On the opposite side, Italians
exploited their options cleverly by registering with several recruitment
campaigns simultaneously, so that if they passed more than one examination
they could choose the most attractive offer.101

There is similar evidence from north Africa that Moroccan migrants
balanced registering for a job in the Netherlands, where, in the event of
their being laid off, unemployment benefits became available to them
more quickly, against going to Germany, which offered higher wages but
where it was harder to qualify for unemployment benefits.102 Finally, gov-
ernment officials as well as agents of private companies conducting recruit-
ment operations were immune neither to bribes nor cheating, and buying
one’s way through the examinations of the domestic emigration services or
on to lists of accepted candidates became not only a sport but practically a
branch of organized crime in some countries of emigration.103

T H E I M PA C T O F C O M P E T I T I O N F O R M I G R A N T L A B O U R

The effects of competition and choice as they become apparent at the micro
level shed light on a neglected aspect of labour migration. It is usually
assumed – and in many cases it was true – that because migrants were in
competition for jobs they were easy to exploit since they enjoyed little
protection. However, the institutionalization of regulated labour migration
and the almost continuously growing demand for migrant workers in wes-
tern Europe throughout most of the twentieth century sometimes turned the
wheel of fortune in their favour. Besides its effect of expanding the options
open to migrants and their use of them, the impact of competition can be
traced through the history of bilateral treaties. Three examples will be used in
this section to illustrate that process, one selected from the interwar years,
two from after 1945.

100. Cindy Hahamovitch, ‘‘Creating Perfect Immigrants: Guestworkers of the World in
Historical Perspective’’, Labor History, 44 (2003), pp. 69–94, 85.
101. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 184ff.
102. Ibid., pp. 199ff.
103. Sanz Dı́az, ‘‘Illegale’’, ‘‘Halblegale’’, ‘‘Gastarbeiter’’, pp. 71ff.
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When France and Poland began to organize large-scale labour migration in
1919, which resulted in the immigration of more than half a million Poles to
France during the 1920s, Germany’s position in the Polish labour market was
severely weakened. A quasi-monopoly was lost, and although that did not
prove too harmful during the crisis-shaken early 1920s, it was to become a
problem when the demand for Polish labour migrants in Germany rose again
during the second half of the decade. Simultaneously, the advantageousness
of the Polish position, with what had been a virtually unlimited demand for
migrant workers in France, was diminished in the late 1920s by a tightening
of French migration policies. Consequently, when Poland and Germany
concluded their first labour recruitment agreement in 1927 the treaty bore
signs of both those developments.

Germany was neither ready to depart fully from its own tradition of
labour agreements nor openly to adopt the French model of bilateral
treaties, but it had to make certain concessions. Poland became entitled to
send workers to Germany within a quota framework and mandatory
model contracts negotiated yearly, which enhanced the equality of
treatment. In turn, the agreement entitled Germany – for the first time –
to send official agents of its own labour administration into Poland to
conduct recruitment operations. The recruitment itself had to be carried
out under the strict control of Polish governmental agencies, which were
allowed to determine recruitment areas and influence the selection of
candidates. Also, protocols for a periodic evaluation of regulations and
practices were introduced, which mimicked the Franco-Polish agree-
ments. Interestingly, Poland used its amended labour relations with
Germany to start fresh negotiations with France on a further enhance-
ment of migration standards, until finally even the French association of
agriculturalists pleaded for a new agreement with Poland, to be modelled
on the German treaty. Its operatives mistakenly believed that Germany
had granted Poland even better conditions than France had.104

A second example concerns the actions of Belgium and France in the
Italian labour market after 1945. Both countries were short of miners in
the early postwar years and turned to Italy as the classic source for
migrant workers. France put forward its first migration agreement in
February 1946, but established a bureaucratic and frustrating recruitment
procedure without explicitly granting equality of treatment. On top of that, a
complicated system for transferring funds back to Italy – essentially allowing
for the shipment only of goods purchased in France – lessened the
attractiveness of France as a migration destination. Only four months

104. A contemporary account is provided by G.S. Rabinovitch, ‘‘The Seasonal Emigration
of Polish Agricultural Workers to Germany: I’’, International Labour Review, 25 (1932),
pp. 213–235, and idem, ‘‘The Seasonal Emigration of Polish Agricultural Workers to Germany:
II’’, ibid., pp. 332–367.
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later, Belgium entered the arena with its own migration accord. It defined
detailed migration and labour standards – though not total equality of
treatment – and allowed for the swift transfer of savings from Belgium
to Italy.

France countered in November 1946 with a novel labour agreement with
Italy which made recruitment easier and promised a lump sum for Italian
workers as soon as they crossed the French border. Belgium in turn improved
its position on the Italian labour market in February 1948. The Fédération des
Associations Charbonnières, which conducted recruitment in Italy, presented
a model contract for Italian miners that decisively strengthened the equality
of treatment and smoothed their path to permanent settlement in Belgium.
France relied on its two most powerful levers to regain the lead. In March of
the same year, it signed an agreement with Italy on social security, which
established equality of treatment. In 1951, a new migration accord between
Italy and France followed, marking the transition from the ad hoc agree-
ments concluded in the late 1940s to a full-scale international treaty modelled
on the example given by the ILO conventions. The bonus for Italian miners
was raised significantly, as it was for other workers.

But while France continued to upgrade migration conditions for Italians in
the 1950s, the competition in Italy had already begun to widen further with
the arrival of yet more recruitment commissions sent from western Europe.
The accumulating pressure of a rising demand on the Italian labour market
finally proved to be a strong incentive for labour-importing countries not
only to improve the conditions they offered but also to expand the range of
their recruitment activities to new foreign labour markets.105

That leads to the third example demonstrating the effects of growing
competition. When Germany turned to Turkey as a source of labour
power in 1961 it became the first European nation to employ labourers
from the Turkish labour market. From that position, Germany could push
through a recruitment agreement, which installed a migration protocol of
inferior quality when compared to the standards established for labour
migration to Germany from other countries.

Not only did the Germans initially use an exchange of notes instead of a
bilateral agreement, and thus a less binding diplomatic channel, to seal the
agreement, they also severely limited the period of residence for Turkish
workers in Germany. Exceptional amounts of leeway were given to
German recruiters in the selection of candidates, and for the first time
criteria were established which led to the automatic exclusion of a sub-
group of potential migrants. On top of that, the agreement omitted family

105. Christoph Rass, ‘‘Westeuropäische Industriestaaten und transnationaler Arbeitsmarkt im
20. Jahrhundert: Nationale Strategien in einem internationalen Handlungsfeld’’, in Rolf Walter
(ed.), Geschichte der Arbeitsmärkte (Stuttgart, 2009), pp. 287–312.
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reunion entirely, which was unprecedented in German agreements after
1945. Three years later, the situation in Turkey changed fundamentally
when Austria, the Netherlands, and Belgium entered the market and
established their own migration agreements in 1964. The three treaties
closely followed examples set by other labour agreements involving the
three labour-importing countries and, in contrast to the German case,
showed no significant departures from agreements the Netherlands and
Belgium had concluded a little earlier with Spain.

However, by no means did that rule out differences between the different
agreements. Belgium, for instance, tended to grant more liberal standards of
migration control than did the Netherlands. Indeed, the Dutch often suffered
severe disadvantages when competing in foreign labour markets as a con-
sequence of the strict regulation of migration and the inferior options for
migrants arriving on the Dutch labour market which resulted from it.106

Germany reacted at the end of 1964. A new draft of the migration agreement
was prepared which ruled out the most painful grievances. Turkey was
allowed to send its own personnel for social care and counselling to Ger-
many, and a special commission was set up to conduct an annual evaluation
of the migration process. Both features had become internationally accepted
standards by that time, and the German-Turkish agreement of 1961 is one of
the few examples to ignore them. More importantly, the Germans dropped
from their work permits for Turkish workers in Germany the limitation
which had restricted Turks to a maximum of two one-year work periods.

Maintaining such discrimination against Turkish migrants to the German
labour market would have been possible only at the price of diminishing the
influx of labour migrants from Turkey, given the options that had opened up
for them in the mid-1960s. As competition in Turkey tended to increase
when France and Sweden started recruiting workers there in 1965 and 1967
respectively, the trend to more liberal migration agreements continued. The
French and Swedish agreements proved to grant better conditions to Turkish
migrants, putting pressure on Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands to
rethink their regulations and to improve labour immigration from Turkey,
either formally or informally.107

C O N C L U S I O N

This article has traced the changing role of nation states in an international
labour market on two levels, by looking first at bilateral and multilateral
international politics and then at the practice of regulating the migration
process itself. The first section has shown that from the interwar period
onward, rather restrictive paradigms in migration politics could be followed

106. Hunn, ‘‘Nächstes Jahr kehren wir zurück ...’’, pp. 66ff.
107. Rass, Institutionalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 415ff.
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through only by extending the direct and indirect involvement of states in
the proactive management of migration and the recruitment of migrants. In
that respect, taking over the mobilization of migrants can certainly be
interpreted as an extension of control too. Together with the second major
current in the arena – the implementation of international labour and
migration standards – the outcome, however, is somewhat surprising.

Extending the range of nation states as mediators on the international
labour market of Europe required treaties which had to obey interna-
tional law. The resulting bilateral migration agreements allowed states
wishing to establish migration relations to fix terms on the one hand, but
then converged towards an internationalized model which bound them to
a set of international standards on the other. Those standards were pro-
moted by the ILO, an organization in which nation states cooperated
multilaterally as well as with potent third parties, namely trade unions and
employer associations. In the end, attempts to extend control led nation
states to an internationalization of migration policies, which created
networks of structurally standardized bilateral relations between a set of
partners. That in turn to a certain degree limited their sovereignty over
migration processes and even national migration policies.

On the practical side of migration management, the process required
nation states to take over a whole array of new responsibilities. Bureaucracies
to control foreigners within national borders were complemented by orga-
nizations which enlisted those foreigners abroad through selective recruit-
ment – which often included advertising one’s own country as a favourable
destination to attract desired workers. Such organizations might be state-run
or state-licensed and usually cooperated with their counterparts from the
labour-sending countries. Both sides shared a common agenda but competed
fiercely to steer the whole process to maximize their specific interests. Such
findings can be given context from two perspectives. At the institutional or
organizational level, almost every country which became part of the Eur-
opean system of labour migration went down a path of growing direct state
involvement, stretching from setting up and operating recruitment posts to
orchestrating migration currents through various migration channels as well
as from a growing range of partners. Empirical examination of the resulting
cooperation of complementary organizations has revealed a great variety of
models and degrees of success. The resulting framework can be seen as a
transition from predominantly national migration regimes to hybrid ones in
which no single nation state could entirely govern migration processes either
originating from or targeting its territory.

In that respect, the ILO’s struggle to embed standards for the regulation of
labour migration must be rated highly not only as a major effort to improve
labour and migration standards but also as bringing about seminal changes
concerning the management of international migration within the European
context. The implementation of such standards within the European system,
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however, has been shown to rest upon the interaction of several forces
beyond the sole command of the ILO or individual countries.

Undoubtedly, the steady spread of a set of rules pursued by the ILO
actually contributed to the international convergence of labour migration
standards. Although the process slowly gained pace and even significantly
changed national politics at times, national paradigms of migration politics
were never entirely overruled but always imprinted their character on the
way individual states acted within the system. That became visible also in the
refusal, well into the 1960s, to extend the principles increasingly applied to
regulate temporary labour migration within Europe to include colonial
labour markets, and to convert the migration standards defined by the ILO
into globally enforced and applied norms. The interplay of the experience of
European states as mediators on colonial labour markets, the development of
regulated labour migration in Europe, and the development of standards for
labour migration in the extra-European world, which is to say the study of
migration regimes alongside migration systems, deserve renewed attention.

The significance of the European framing conditions between the 1920s
and the 1970s in shaping the combination of state-run recruitment,
managed migration, and equality of treatment became obvious when a
long-term recession struck the economies of Western Europe and the
importance of labour migration dwindled in the face of rising domestic
unemployment. This fundamentally changed the situation as soon as the
‘‘economic miracle’’ ended in the early 1970s and the pressure of supply
and demand on the international labour market shifted, so that the bar-
gaining position of migrants and sending states became weaker. After
recruitment finished, most channels for labour migration were closed or
severely narrowed; bilateral agreements for the recruitment of unqualified
or lowly qualified migrants played thenceforward only a marginal role.
Europe instead embarked on internal labour mobility and began to seal
off its borders to immigration in general.108 The diminished importance
of bilateral migration treaties after the recruitment of ‘‘guest workers’’109

in the European context clearly reflects this seminal turn.
While bilateral labour agreements still play a considerable role as an

instrument to regulate temporary labour migration in the non-European
world, within Europe they have begun to serve other purposes, for the
most part. Although in recent times fears about future demographic
development and its consequences for the labour market in some European
countries – among them Germany – have stirred up renewed interest in

108. Bernd Parusel, Abschottungs- und Anwerbungsstrategien. EU-Institutionen und Arbeits-
migration (Wiesbaden, 2010); Sabine Hess and Bernd Kasparek (eds), Grenzregime: Diskurse,
Praktiken, Institutionen in Europa (Berlin, 2010).
109. For a brief history of this term and its use during the Nazi period, see Rass, Institutio-
nalisierungsprozesse auf einem internationalen Arbeitsmarkt, pp. 70ff.
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temporary labour migration programmes, bilateral migration treaties have
been used since the 1980s predominantly as a tool to manage migration
within the context of EU expansion. At the same time, they have become an
instrument to fend off refugee migration from Africa and Asia towards
Europe and its southern member states.110 It could indeed be argued that
despite the renewed and even growing importance of temporary work
programmes the degraded bargaining position of low-skilled migrant
workers on international labour markets has not only ended the international
upward convergence of migration standards for temporary workers but also
dramatically eroded conditions offered to them by many of their destination
countries.111

Nonetheless, the remarkable trend during the heyday of the state-run
recruitment of temporary labour in western Europe, especially between
1945 and 1973–1974, is worth noting. In an arena framed by national politics
and international standards, competition, which is usually expected to work
in favour of those countries offering work to migrants, could actually induce
a significant shift in the division of bargaining power from which migrants
and labour-sending countries benefited. That observation on the institutional
level neither rules out nor denies the de facto existence of double standards
and discrimination against migrant workers.

Yet their experiences while passing through a regulated migration
process which brought them in contact both with their own governments
and the governments of their destination country with unprecedented
intensity has to be interpreted carefully. The many bitter memories
migrants of the ‘‘guest worker’’ period bear with them have to be weighed
against the improvement in security and rights brought about by assisted
migration during the interwar years and the ‘‘Trente Glorieuses’’ as
compared to all previous models. The exchange of individual freedom
against such improvements, which resulted in an extension of state con-
trol, certainly was a critical price which had to be paid. In the end the
strategy employed by many nation states to extend control over migration
by turning themselves into key mediators on the international labour
market turned out to be at least partially a self-delusion, not only because
migrants proved to be tremendously ingenious in reclaiming agency, but
also because the idea proved illusory of preventing permanent immigration
and settlement by keeping labour migration entirely temporary and con-
trolled. That illusion lured many countries into a self-image as nations of
non-immigration, and so postponed policies of integration for far too long.

110. Aderanti Adepoju, Femke Van Noorloos, and Annelies Zoomers, ‘‘Europe’s Migration
Agreements with Migrant-Sending Countries in the Global South: A Critical Review’’, Inter-
national Migration, 48 (2010), pp. 42–75.
111. Christoph Rass, ‘‘Globale Mobilität und unfreie Arbeit’’, in Joachim Rückert (ed.), Arbeit
und Recht im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert (forthcoming).

224 Christoph Rass

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859012000466

