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As we commemorate the 50th anniversary of the 1973 oil crisis this
autumn, it is crucial to address a common misconception: the belief that
the oil embargo, primarily led by Arab nations, catalysed a shift towards
restrictive immigration policies in numerous European countries, laying the
foundation for enduring restrictions on immigration from the Global South.
The oil crisis has been largely overstated in its impact on altering
immigration policies.
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Firstly, the myth hinges on a misguided assumption — a substantial surge
in oil prices during the 1970s. As early as 1970, the US was already
contending with dollar inflation owing to its vast expenditures for the Great
Society programme, the Vietnam War, and space exploration endeavours.

https://substack.com/@emmanuelcomte
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Fcd69352a-d290-4c46-80a5-5fafa4bd16cd_1379x919.jpeg


This scenario led numerous European central banks to attempt
exchanging their devalued US dollars for gold, the prevailing global
monetary standard. Assessing prices in inflated US dollars thus becomes
a misleading endeavour. A more precise yardstick is to examine prices
relative to gold.

Scrutinising oil prices against gold dispels the notion of the oil shock.
Contrary to widespread belief, oil prices were on a downward trajectory
throughout the 1970s. On 1 January 1970, a barrel of oil was priced at 0.1
ounce of gold, which plummeted by 40% to 0.06 ounces by 1 January
1980. The first “oil shock” predominantly served to re-establish the oil
price to its pre-inflation level. By 1 July 1973, the price of oil had dipped to
a mere 0.03 ounce of gold per barrel. Post the OPEC intervention in the
autumn of 1973, the price escalated to 0.09 by 1 January 1974. During the
second “oil shock,” the price per barrel receded from 0.07 ounce of gold
on 1 January 1979, to 0.06 on January 1, 1980. Following a reduction in oil
production in Iran in 1980, the oil price stabilized around 0.08 for most of
the early 1980s, mirroring its average price throughout the 1950s and
1960s.

Therefore, although oil prices in depreciated US dollars briefly spiked in
the 1970s, they did not rise in real terms. Thus, they cannot solely explain
the tightening of immigration policies.

The narrative linking Europe's immigration restrictions to the oil crisis is
also misplaced when considering the chronology of immigration policies
across various European nations. These restrictions, in many cases, were
enacted before the alleged oil shock. For instance, the UK initiated
restrictions as early as 1962. Subsequently, the Immigration Act of 1971
established a work permit system for Commonwealth citizens and
heightened the barriers for immigrants seeking permanent settlement in
the UK. Similarly, France took a restrictive turn in 1968. By 1972, the
Marcellin-Fontanet circulars introduced new limitations on family
reunification and made procuring work permits more challenging for
immigrants.



This timeline shows that the shift towards more stringent immigration
policies commenced well before the so-called oil shock. Among the main
immigration countries, only Germany's timeline of immigration restrictions
somewhat aligns with the events of the autumn of 1973. Yet, it emerged as
the nation where these restrictions became the least entrenched. While
the economic problems of the 1970s certainly temporarily exacerbated
anti-immigrant policies, they neither marked the onset nor constituted the
root cause of such policies.

The misrepresentation of the oil shock narrative has obscured the real
catalysts behind the migration shift. European immigration policies did
tighten around the 1970s concerning low-skilled immigrants from the
Global South, a shift that continues to shape Europe's immigration stance.
But what prompted this change in policy?

It was largely driven by growing concerns surrounding the presence of
Third-World populations in developed nations, and subsequent state
interventions to ostensibly address the challenges posed. The initial
issues were not related to criminality, violence, or religious radicalism –
these emerged following governmental restrictions and the ensuing
marginalisation of Global South immigrants in European nations. The core
problems related to wages and housing. The subpar wages and poor
housing conditions faced by Third-World immigrants evoked public
concerns, prompting governments to intervene by establishing wage
standards and initiating housing programmes, ostensibly to protect
immigrants.

However, it soon became evident that these measures both hindered
labour integration for immigrants and imposed a significant financial
burden on governments. As a result, there was a concerted effort to
curtail immigration at borders. By the autumn of 1973, this approach had
become entrenched in major immigrant-receiving countries, and the oil
shock narrative provided a convenient justification for further border
restrictions, aligning with the prevailing governmental objectives at the
time.



Hence, the idea that the 1970s oil crisis acted as a catalyst for European
nations to abruptly tighten immigration policies does not withstand
historical scrutiny. With challenges escalating over the past five decades,
and Europe continuing to search for an effective approach to managing
low-skilled immigration from the Global South, understanding the critical
shift in the 1970s is instrumental for identifying the potential pathways to
resolution.


