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With the passage of a new citizenship law in 1999 and the so-

called Zuwanderungsgesetz (Migration Law) of 2004, contempo-

rary Germany has gone a long way toward acknowledging its 

status as an immigration country (Einwanderungsland). Yet, 

Germany is still regarded by many as a "reluctant" land of immi-

gration, different than traditional immigration countries such as 

Canada, the United States, and Australia. It owes this image to 

the fact that many of today's "immigrants" were in fact "guests," 

invited to work in the Federal Republic in the 1950s, 1960s and 

1970s and expected to leave when they were no longer needed. 

Migration was meant to be a temporary measure, to stoke the 

engine of the Economic Miracle but not fundamentally alter 

German society. The question, then, is how did these "guest 

workers" become immigrants? Why did the Federal Republic 

become an immigration country? 

Extant explanations emphasize economic factors: policy-

makers treated migration as a labor market issue and failed to 

calculate its long-term costs. In Stephen Castles' words: "[t)he 

state followed a short-term labor market policy in response to 
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employers' demands, taking no account of possible long-term 

consequences for society."1 Similarly, in what remains the 

standard work on the history of migration politics and policy-

making in the Federal Republic, Ulrich Herbert characterizes 

West German policy in the 1960s and early 1970s as "blind to 

the future" (zukunftsblind).2 According to Herbert, employers' 

greed overwhelmed political concerns, which were limited at 

best. Like Castles, Herbert emphasizes the economic determi-

nants of migration policy and generally neglects political con-

siderations. 

Familiar accounts also suggest that migration during the re-

cruitment years was limited to young, single men, and that 

overall levels of settlement were modest. According to this 

view, settlement only became a political issue when recruitment 

was halted in November 1973, as guests decided to stay and 

sponsor family members to join them.3 Furthermore, estab-

lished narratives hardly mention normative concerns and re-

lated political dynamics for the period of labor recruitment 

(1955-1973). In most accounts, such concerns only begin to 

play a role after the recruitment stop, when the courts created 

enhanced rights for former guest workers, protecting them 

from forced expulsion and preserving their right to family reuni-

fication. These rights, it is generally assumed, allowed guests 

to stay and led to the growth of the foreign population in West 

Germany.4 

These standard explanations are in need of revision. To 

begin with, the recruitment period was not as straightforward 

as the literature suggests. Officials were not blind to the fact 

that large-scale immigration was occurring in the early 

1960s; indeed, some worked very hard to try to prevent it. In 

truth, West Germany never practiced a true guest worker 

policy, because it never implemented a mechanism for en-

suring the consistent rotation of foreign workers. Forced 

rotation could not be reconciled with West Germany's post­ 
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war identity as a liberal democracy, supportive of human 

rights and the rule of law, and determined to move away from 

its troubled past toward a reformed, European future. West 

Germany did not stumble into immigration in the mid-1970s, 

after waking up from a binge of economic growth to a hang-

over of political consequences. Rather, normatively driven 

political considerations were important right through the 

recruitment phase. 

We begin by presenting our argument in more detail, point-

ing out how normative factors influenced policymaking in the 

postwar period. We then apply the argument to demonstrate 

how normatively driven politics prevented the implementa-

tion of compulsory rotation, focusing on two key periods 

during which rotation was considered but ultimately reject-

ed: 1961-1965 and 1967-1973. We conclude by summarizing 

our argument and briefly discussing its contribution to the 

understanding of migration policy in Germany and to broader 

discussions of migration and the pluralization of industrialized 

societies in the postwar era. 

 

Postwar Norms and Migration Politics 

The division of the world into territorially distinct nation-states 

makes international migration a necessarily subversive pro-

cess.5 Migrants constitute an "alien" presence that challenges 

the fiction of national exclusivity and therefore threatens na-

tional cohesiveness. Thus, international migration raises a fun-

damental challenge: how to reconcile the entry of outsiders for 

economic or other reasons with the prerogatives of member-

ship in nation-states. Immigration and citizenship policies rep-

resent answers to the very basic questions raised by this "mi-

gration-membership dilemma," namely: What are we? What do 

we wish to become? Which individuals can help us reach that 

goal? And, most importantly, which individuals constitute the 

"we" who shall decide these questions?6 
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How states respond to these questions depends on a wide 

range of factors, including their particular histories, geogra-

phy, and economic profiles. Limiting our attention to these 

variables, however, obscures more encompassing structures 

that influence outcomes across states. As Aristide Zolberg 

has noted, domestic policymaking "takes place within the 

context provided by changing conditions in the world at 

large. Hence ... analysis must take into account the configu-

ration of international conditions that generates changing 

opportunities and challenges in relation to ... immigration."7 

Alan Cairns' work on the transformation of indigenous peo-

ples' politics in Canada and other settler countries after World 

War II proceeds in a similar direction. Cairns argues that the 

dramatic contrast in historic assumptions governing Aborigi-

nal/non-Aboriginal relations in Canada and contemporary 

paradigms-specifically the move from assimilationist argu-

ments to models based on self-government­ cannot be un-

derstood without recognizing the impact of changing interna-

tional norms, and in particular the demise of European colo-

nialism.8 Cairns distinguishes between the global culture of 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth century ("Globalization 

I") and that of the period after World War II ("Globalization II"). 

Although both periods were marked by globalization and "diver-

sity," they differed significantly in their prevailing attitudes to-

ward it: 

Globalization I, the age of empire, encompassed not only an 

international system dominated by Europe but also the 

"colonial" treatment of indigenous minorities in the West, re-

strictive immigration policies, and a hierarchical view of cul-

tures, religions, and races. Globalization II, the post-imperial 

era, supported the independence of colonies (leading to a 

multicultural and multiracial international state system}, rein-

forced the aspirations of minority indigenous peoples in the 

West for enhanced self-governance, led to a relaxation of 
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immigration criteria, fostered respect for cultural differences 

at home, and was normatively underpinned by an internation-

al human rights movement that stressed equality as the 

norm of social and political relationships. Globalization II 

was clearly a reaction to Globalization I. Empire and its de-

mise were, respectively, the motor of change for the cluster of 

policies and assumptions linked to each globalization  era 

(emphasis added).9 

Building on Zolberg and Cairns' insights, we maintain 

that pre­vailing normative contexts-i.e., those structures, 

processes, and beliefs that serve as background conditions 

encompassing domestic policymaking-play a central role in 

shaping policymakers' beliefs and preferences. 10 Like 

Cairns, we distinguish between two periods with distinct 

normative contexts. The first spans the turn of the twenti-

eth century until World War Two. The second emerges as a 

consequence of the war and related developments, includ-

ing the Holocaust and the emergence of a global human 

rights culture. Both contexts had a profound impact on 

immigration and citizenship policies. Solutions to the mi-

gration-membership dilemma devised during the early part 

of the twentieth century were influenced by prevailing atti-

tudes toward racial and ethnic difference, nationalism, and 

state sovereignty and tended, on the whole, to legitimize 

discriminatory exclusions.11 

Here it is worth noting that the original "guest worker" sys-

tem developed in Germany at the turn of the twentieth centu-

ry and entrenched during the interwar era was very much a 

product of its times, in that it was purposefully designed to 

facilitate the exploitation of foreign workers while guarding 

against their social incorporation.12 Foreign laborers would 

serve as a cheap and expendable "reserve army," used to 

fuel economic expansion in good times and discarded with 

impunity during downturns. The state's willingness to use force 
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to compel expulsion was key to the system's functioning, as 

was the paucity of rights afforded to foreign workers. The 

1913 Reichs- und Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetz (Reich Citizenship 

Law) was similarly animated by a desire to exclude "unwanted 

races"-specifically East European Jews and foreign Poles-from 

German citizenship, by tying nationality to blood descent.13 

These approaches informed policymaking right through the 

first half of the twentieth century. 

Efforts to revive the guest worker system in the post-World 

War II period foundered because of changes in the broader 

normative context encompassing political decision-making. 

Quite simply, crucial events and processes changed the "rules 

of the game" for liberal­democratic states in the postwar peri-

od.14 The discrediting of scientific racism and integral national-

ism, and the simultaneous emergence of human rights after the 

war made it difficult for West Germany and other liberal-

democratic states to structure their migration policies along 

familiar prewar lines. The Federal Republic's history and self-

identification as a reformed, liberal-democratic country that 

respected the rule of law and human rights made it especially 

vulnerable to charges of hypocrisy generated by the "lack of fit" 

between its liberal­democratic profile and its established solu-

tions to the migration­membership dilemma. 

Policymakers responded to this lack of fit by adapting older 

frameworks to the prevailing normative context without losing 

sight of the established policies' central objective- the avoid-

ance of permanent immigration. We argue that this ultimately 

failed because one of the adjustments made was the abandon-

ing of compulsory rotation. Unlike the early part of the twentieth 

century, the West German state opted to forgo forcibly remov-

ing large numbers of foreigners who chose to settle in the coun-

try. As a result, immigration was tacitly permitted, despite offi-

cial claims that the Federal Republic was "not an immigration 

country." In the absence of a workable rotation policy, tempo-
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rary labor recruitment was a palliative fiction, masking real im-

migration processes. The end result was a large, settled immi-

grant population that would ultimately challenge the boundaries 

of German nationhood.  

 

Normatively Driven Politics and the Failure of Compulsory 

Rotation 

Toward Recovery: 1945-1955 

Germany emerged from the war a defeated and divided 

country under foreign occupation. The shifting of its eastern 

borders and compulsory transfer of ethnic German minori-

ties from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other East European 

countries under Section XIII of the Potsdam Protocol created 

a refugee crisis of epic proportions, with upwards of nine 

million persons entering the Western zones of occupation 

alone.15 The refugees joined millions of internally displaced 

Germans, civilian foreign workers, prisoners of war, and re-

turning German servicemen- along with approximately 200, 

000 concentration camp prisoners-contributing to a highly 

mobile and chaotic situation, marked by shortages of hous-

ing and food and high unemployment. 16 

West Germany's rapid economic revival helped to diffuse 

what many feared was a potentially destabilizing refugee 

problem.17 The combination of relatively robust industrial 

capacity and significant foreign assistance accelerated the 

expellees' integration into West Germany's postwar labor 

market. Indeed, industrial production in West Germany tripled 

between 1949 and 1959 and unemployment fell from 9 to 1 

percent despite an increase in the active labor force from 

13.6 to 19.6 million. Expellees and refugees from East Ger­ 

many served as a useful replacement for the millions of re-

cently departed forced laborers, contributing to the expan-

sion of the economy. By 1953, unemployment among expel-

lees in West Germany had dropped markedly. 
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These improvements in West Germany's economic for-

tunes led to a tightening of the labor market. Agitation from 

employers and concern among some in the federal government 

with maintaining growth prompted renewed interest in the 

recruitment of foreign labor. In 1955, the President of the Con-

federation of German Employers (Bundesvereinigung der deutschen 

Arbeitgeberverbände, BDA), cautiously noted that the recruitment 

of foreign workers could allow for a necessary expansion of 

the workforce, which was considered all the more necessary 

given employers' acceptance of union demands for a shorter 

workweek. 18 

Similarly, Economics Minister Ludwig Erhard noted that sev-

eral factors, including the creation of the federal armed forces 

and an expected decline in West Germany's birth rate, necessi-

tated the taking of "prophylactic measures" to maintain an ade-

quate workforce.19 Foreign workers' relative mobility, flexibility, 

lower levels of consumption might allow them to be deployed 

as a low-skilled industrial reserve and economic buffer, facilitat-

ing German workers' upward climb into more technologically 

sophisticated occupations.20 The addition of foreign workers 

to the West German labor market would also check upward 

pressure on wages induced by the scarcity of workers in par-

ticular regions and sectors and assist in the project of building 

a united Europe. 

The German-Italian Agreement on Worker Recruitment was 

signed in Rome on 20 December 1955.21 A recruitment com-

mission organized under the auspices of the Federal Institute 

of Labor, with the assistance of the Italian Labor Administration 

would select Italian workers. Upon arrival in West Germany, 

foreign workers registered with the local employment office and 

then the police, who issued a temporary residence permit 

(Aufenthaltserlaubnis). Accommodations were to be provided 

by the employer, as per guidelines formulated by the Federal 

Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs.22 
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Migration and the Failure of Rotation I: 7961-1965 

Foreign worker recruitment was limited in size and scope 

during the 1950s, with approximately 167, 000 workers enter-

ing West Germany between 1955 and 1959. Recruitment in-

creased after 1959 as a result of several factors, including 

continuing economic growth and the building of the Berlin 

Wall, which stopped the flow of East German refugees into 

the Federal Republic and deprived employers of a hitherto 

important source of labor. Other factors, including a shrink-

ing working-age population, the introduction of mandatory 

military service, a shorter workweek, and low rates of female 

participation in the labor market led to heightened demands 

for foreign labor.23 Potential "sending" countries were also 

eager to secure recruitment agreements to help shed excess 

labor and improve trade balances through the receipt of re-

mittances. Foreign policy concerns played a role as well, as 

West Germany was keen to enhance its international standing 

by stabilizing moderate governments in southern Europe 

and helping its NATO partners. Consequently, recruitment 

contracts along the lines of the Italian model were signed 

with Greece (1960), Spain (1960), Turkey (1961), Portugal 

(1964), and Yugoslavia (1968). Hence, a framework meant to 

administer relatively modest numbers of mostly seasonal 

laborers was adapted to mass recruitment. Whereas 85, 000 

foreign workers entered the Federal Republic in 1959, 259, 

000 arrived in 1961, with the total number of foreigner work-

ers surging to 549, 000 in 1961 and topping one million in 

1964.24 

German officials were aware of the rapid increase in the 

number of foreigners in the country. They were also conscious 

of the fact that guest workers' spouses and minor children were 

joining them in Germany. The first serious effort to counter 

these trends came with the 1961 recruitment agreement with 

Turkey. The original agreement included a strict two-year max-
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imum stay clause, requested by the Federal Interior Ministry to 

make the temporary nature of labor recruitment explicit. How-

ever, before anyone was actually forced to return to Turkey the 

BDA, supported by the Federal Economics Ministry, intervened 

and demanded a revision of the two-year clause. Employers 

were impressed by how well Turkish workers performed on the 

job and believed it would cost too much to train new workers 

every two years. Not surprisingly, then, they lobbied for the 

removal of the maximum stay clause.25 

Interior ministry officials attempted to strike a compro-

mise by acceding to employers' requests while checking im-

migration through a proposed amendment to the recruitment 

agreement that set strict limits on Turkish workers' family 

reunification rights.26 In essence, the proposed amendment 

denied Turkish workers the ability to be reunited with their 

spouses and minor children in Germany. Turkish officials 

rejected this proposal, arguing that the terms of such an 

agreement would make its workers subject to unfair discrim-

ination. Several federal ministries also questioned the politi-

cal merits of such a move, noting that the discriminatory 

bent of the proposal would raise unwanted criticism and 

damage West Germany's efforts to enhance its image 

abroad.27 Once again, the Federal Interior Ministry relented. 

The revised recruitment agreement with Turkey implemented 

in 1964 lacked both a maximum stay clause and special re-

strictions on family reunification.28 

In the meantime, migration continued to expand, with more 

and more guest workers staying for longer periods, often being 

joined by spouses and minor children. This prompted further 

concern among politicians and policymakers. In fact, a new 

"Foreigners Law" was passed in 1965, replacing the 1938 

Ausländerpolizeiverordnung (APvo). Concerns that the APVO's 

unsavory history-it was a Nazi revision of a Weimar-era statute-

might lead to an embarrassing situation for Germany led to 
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calls for a new more "liberal and open-minded" law, which would 

"demonstrate to the whole civilized world that the Federal Re-

public of Germany [was) striving to overcome the ill-fated past 

through positive regulations."29 

In truth, the new law did very little to improve the rights of 

foreign workers in West Germany and completely ignored ques-

tions of integration. Article Two of the 1965 law instructed offi-

cials only to grant or extend residence where the foreigner's 

presence did "not injure the interests of the Federal Republic of 

Germany." Clearly, "liberalization" was approached from a cos-

metic point of view rather than a principled one. 

Indeed, at the same time, federal and state interior ministers 

were working behind the scenes to craft policy guidelines to 

guide administrative decisions "on the ground." Their "Funda-

mental Principles of Foreigners Policy" (Grundsätze der Auslän-

derpolitik) represented a renewed attempt to formalize the rota-

tion principle and hinder family reunification.30 There were four 

elements in the interior ministers' demands. First, the range of 

migration-sending countries should be narrowed to formalize 

the de facto practice of excluding non-Europeans­ with the ex-

ception of citizens of the United States, Canada, Australia, New 

Zealand, and Israel. Second, control over entry should be 

strengthened, especially with regard to migrants who entered 

the Federal Republic with tourist visas. Third, efforts should be 

made to halt settlement and encourage rotation. Early drafts of 

the guidelines intended to accomplish this through the imple-

mentation of a three­year limit to residency. Finally, family reuni-

fication would only be granted to migrants who had been in the 

country for three or more years and could demonstrate the pro-

vision of "adequate living space." 

Once again, the reaction to the interior ministers' efforts was 

sharply critical. Both the Economics and Foreign Ministries 

complained that the guidelines were too restrictive.31 Thus 

the three-year limit was rejected. A series of exceptional reg-
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ulations were also formulated to deal with various objections 

to, and problems with, the interior ministers' guidelines.32 For 

example, the ministers had overlooked guarantees of free-

dom of movement granted to citizens of European Economic 

Community member states. Germany was bound to honor 

these accords and could in no way discriminate against fel-

low member states' nationals. Furthermore, provisions in 

several of the recruitment agreements provided for family 

reunification after only one year. The federal government 

could not allow bilateral treaties to be circumvented by ad-

ministrative regulations. 

Thus, the Federal Interior Ministry was forced to back 

down and be satisfied with the maintenance of its demand 

that family reunification only be allowed where foreigners 

demonstrated proof of adequate housing. Somewhat para-

doxically, the "no non-Europeans" provision was also left in-

tact and provided helpful cover for an exclusionist policy to-

ward migration from Africa and Asia.33 Despite these "victo-

ries," advocates of control were deprived of the means need-

ed to aggressively block the settlement of guest workers in 

the Federal Republic. In the absence of a mechanism for 

compelling rotation, immigration would continue. 

 

The Failure of Rotation II: 1967-1973 

Debate over rotation trailed off as the economy slowed in 1966-

67. During the recession, over 300, 000 guest workers left the 

Federal Republic as job prospects dimmed.34 Some observers 

interpreted this as evidence that the guest worker system could 

work even without compulsory rotation. This hope would be 

short-lived. In 1969 the number of foreign workers already ex-

ceeded one million and in the autumn of 1970 almost two mil-

lion foreign migrants worked in West Germany. These new mi-

gration flows reinforced patterns of settlement among foreign 

workers. The Federal Institute of Labor found that as of 1968 
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over 50 percent of male foreign workers had been in Germany 

for four or more years and 41 percent were living with their 

spouses.35 Increasing awareness of what in fact constituted 

immigration prompted renewed concerns and efforts to intro-

duce rotation. 

On Bavaria's initiative, the Lander (states) introduced a series of 

"Principles for the Granting of Residency Permits" (Grundsätze for 

die Erteilung der Aufenthaltsberechtigung in 1969.36 The princi-

ples called for a five-year maximum stay for all foreigners. 

The point was to make it clear that the Federal Republic was 

not and would not become a country of immigration. This 

time representatives of the BDA came out in favor of rota-

tion, in a bid to save the goose laying the golden egg of flexi-

ble labor.37 

Bavaria and Schleswig-Holstein's attempts to implement 

these rules generated a storm of protest against "forced rota-

tion" (Zwangsrotation). While foreign policy consideration lim-

ited restrictionists' aims in the 1960s, more general humanitar-

ian beliefs had gained ground by the 1970s and were animat-

ing the positions of both state actors and civil society. Perhaps 

most importantly, the governing SPD-FDP (Social Democrat and 

Free Democrat) coalition's advocacy of the norms of solidarity 

and social justice severely restricted policymakers' room for 

maneuver. Thus, in January 1972 the federal government 

pledged that no legal instruments would be used to enforce 

limits on foreigners' stays in West Germany.38 

Yet, only a few months later, Willy Brandt's government had 

also come to the conclusion that labor recruitment must be 

contained and immigration halted. Some variation of a rotation 

policy could very well have allowed the number of foreign 

workers to remain high, thus serving employers' interests, while 

limiting foreign workers' stays in Germany and keeping family 

members out. Under such a scheme, social costs would have 

been kept to an acceptable level and permanent immigration 



14  

avoided. In 1972-1973, a policy of rotation was briefly consid-

ered in internal government circles.39 Nevertheless, it was re-

jected, as the Brandt-government opted to maintain its com-

mitment to a liberal policy-a position supported by the labor 

unions and the media, both of which had branded rotation a 

brutal concept incompatible with the social and humanitarian 

principles of West German society. 

Interested individuals and student organizations also argued 

that the federal government must resist rotation and instead 

do more to secure and improve the status and rights of foreign 

workers in the Federal Republic. Protest actions along these 

lines included the drafting of an alternative to the 1965 For-

eigners Law that drew on UN conventions and tapped into 

the language of human rights.40 In early 1973, the Deutscher 

Gewerkschaftsbund (Federation of German Unions) put forward 

its own "Demands for the Reform of the Aliens Law," according 

to which foreign workers' security should be increased by 

both limiting officials' discretion in granting residency per-

mits and making deportation decisions subject to review by 

a special committee.41 

Brandt also came out strongly against rotation, making it 

clear in a number of speeches that forced rotation did not 

accord with the Federal Republic's core principles. In a 

speech given at the Opel auto plant in Rüsselsheim on 

26June 1973, he declared that 

[w]e should never leave the impression that the Federal 

Republic of Germany is exploiting foreign workers as some 

kind of reserve army of labor that one can haul into the 

country and then ship out. That would be socially irrespon-

sible, inhumane and entirely uneconomical. Whether German 

or foreign, people for us are not "material," with which we 

feed a gigantic economic machine as we desire. The econo-

my is there to serve people- and above all those people 

whose efforts make its successes possible … The spirit of 
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social responsibility therefore compels us to reject forced 

rotation … The state and administration alone cannot solve 

the foreign worker question. Solidarity is required both in the 

workplace and, where possible, during off-hours. It is precise-

ly in this way that a people proves that it is a good neighbor.42 

 

While Brandt and his government ruled out a harsh anti-

immigration policy, they were unable to make a consequent 

move towards accepting the reality of immigration and en-

acting suitable policies. Interior Minister Hans-Dietrich 

Genscher acted alone when he came out in favor of an immi-

gration policy and suggested that the Federal Republic 

amend its nationality law to facilitate the naturalization of 

settled foreign workers.43 Genscher's cabinet colleagues re-

jected his suggestion after a far-reaching debate both within 

government circles and in the press. Most members of the 

German elite, including Brandt, were simply not ready to fol-

low Genscher's lead, preferring instead to hope that most 

guest workers would eventually return to their home coun-

tries voluntarily. 

While most migrants did elect to return to their home coun-

tries, millions opted to remain in the Federal Republic and 

arranged to have their spouses and minor children join them. 

Thus, while the proportion of working males and females de-

clined, that of dependent spouses and children increased.44 

The decision to implement a "temporary" recruitment stop in 

November 1973 increased rates of family reunification and 

gave rise to shifts in the national composition of the foreign 

population, with migrants from Italy, Spain, and Greece deciding 

to return to their home countries more frequently than foreign 

workers from Turkey.45 The membership in the European Com-

munity of Italy, and later of Spain, Greece, and Portugal also 

granted migrants from these countries rights of movement that 

Turkish nationals lacked. Consequently, the Turkish population 
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in the Federal Republic grew from 469, 000 in 1970 to approxi-

mately 1.5 million in 1984, representing the largest single na-

tional group in the country.46 

Family migration quickened the growth of migrant com-

munities in West German cities, so that by the mid-1970s one 

could speak of genuine "ethnic" neighborhoods in urban cen-

ters, "with their own shops, bars, churches, mosques and 

clubs."47 In 1973, 26.5 percent of the employed labor force in 

Stuttgart was foreign; in Frankfurt the figure stood at 22.1 

percent.48 Wittingly or not, Germany had developed into an 

immigration country. 

 

Conclusion 

West Germany's guest worker system failed because it 

lacked a true rotation mechanism. Although the state did 

have some instruments at its disposal, governments' lacked 

the will to compel large numbers of foreign workers and their 

families to leave. The decision to not implement rotation was 

driven in large part by changing norms in the postwar period, 

which made certain policy options like rotation difficult to 

implement because of foreign policy considerations and a 

general lack of fit with basic liberal-democratic norms. 

Norms helped define interests, leading to the questioning of 

traditional responses to the migration-membership dilemma. 

Political considerations played an important, and hitherto 

neglected, role in determining policy decisions during the re-

cruitment period. Postwar guest worker policy was crafted in an 

environment shaped not only by economic considerations but 

also distinctly normative ones. West Germany was not only de-

termined to rebuild its economy; it was also keenly interested in 

presenting a new face to the world- an avowedly liberal demo-

cratic persona that distanced the Federal Republic from its 

past. German policymakers were well aware that their treat-

ment of foreign workers could jeopardize these efforts and 
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therefore acted accordingly. Forcing large numbers of foreign-

ers to leave West Germany against their will through state im-

posed violence was simply too high a price to pay in the post-

war period. Thus, policymaking stood between two worlds: be-

tween declarations that Germany was "not an immigration 

country" and the reality of the Federal Republic's transformation 

into a multicultural society. 

Our argument's implications extend beyond the German 

case and help us understand comparable processes in other 

liberal democratic countries. The unraveling of racially dis-

criminatory admissions policies in Canada, the United States 

and Australia was driven by a similar set of normative factors 

which discredited the foundations upon which traditional 

exclusions rested. As in the German case, policymakers in 

these countries had to contend with the challenges raised by 

lack of fit and consider how their choices would appear both 

to domestic constituencies and outsiders. Changes in nor-

mative context made it difficult to square traditional solu-

tions to the migration-membership dilemma with claims to 

being liberal­democratic states respectful of human rights. 

Cold War foreign policy considerations raised the costs of 

hypocrisy so that, over time, changes were introduced, which 

would transform these countries no less dramatically than 

was the case in Germany.49 

In short, the politics generated by lack of fit set in motion 

comparable processes of policy unraveling and shifting 

which opened liberal-democratic states to immigration from 

a wide range of previously excluded source countries and 

regions. The result of these policy changes was the emer-

gence of highly diverse, pluralized societies in Western Eu-

rope and North America. 
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