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ABSTRACT
This article historicises restrictive migration governance by tracing the 
narrative strategies that enabled immigration restriction in Britain and 
France from the 1960s to the mid-1980s. Drawing on parliamentary 
debates, media coverage and public statements, it identifies five key 
narratives – ‘invasion’, ‘difference’, ‘humanitarian’, ‘oil-shock’ and ‘crisis’ – 
and analyses how they operated at distinct stages of policymaking: 
agenda-setting, policy formulation, decision-making, implementation 
and evaluation. The article demonstrates that these immigration nar-
ratives were not spontaneous reflections of public opinion but strate-
gically crafted tools of governance, adapted to institutional contexts in 
Britain and France. It shows that emotive threat frames initiated restric-
tions, humanitarian narratives legitimised them as moral protection and 
economic crisis narratives entrenched them as a technical necessity. 
This sequencing enabled cross-party convergence and the institution-
alisation of restrictive immigration policies. A key finding is that the 
economic crises of the 1970s, including the Nixon shock and oil shocks, 
did not originate restrictive narratives but reinforced a path-dependent 
trajectory already under way. The article reveals how elite actors trans-
formed complex post-colonial migration questions into politically 
actionable frames, contributing to understanding contemporary restric-
tions in the Global North.

Introduction

In the decades following decolonisation, both Britain and France witnessed significant immi-
gration from their former colonies in the Global South.1 This post-imperial migration was initially 
met with ambivalence, often framed through the lens of post-imperial governance – preferential 
entry schemes, bilateral labour agreements and residual colonial administrative reflexes – or 
economic needs. Yet by the 1970s, immigration policies in both countries had turned decisively 
restrictive. This shift occurred not merely as a reaction to demographic or economic changes 
but as the result of powerful political narratives that redefined immigration as a problem requir-
ing control. As Enoch Powell infamously declared, ‘in 15- or 20-years’ time the black man will 
have the whip hand over the white man’, articulating a view that influenced public discourse in 
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