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Migration in the 21st Century

Migration is not a new phenomenon—it is as old as humanity. But in a world in which more and more 
goods and services are exchanged at an ever faster pace, migration has globalized as well. In con-
temporary capitalism, it has—following the general trend of neoliberal development—increasingly 
become socially differentiated: for economic reasons nation-states court a privileged group of highly 
skilled migrants while erecting higher and higher barriers against refugees from poverty and war. On 
the basis of this reasoning, the OECD countries’ aims regarding immigration and integration policies 
have more and more converged.

At the same time, xenophobic and racist currents have been growing in the last two decades on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Many European countries are confronted with the rise of parties of the radical 
right that agitate against migrants. In North America, a growth of “nativist” groups can be observed as 
well, though these are not organized as independent parties.

Despite these parallels, there are at times surprising differences in actual policies. This is true with 
regard to the options migrants have to legally enter the country but also for integration policies—up 
to the question of how societies envision their communities and the underlying sense of nationhood. 
In this respect, reactions to migration are more liberal in the classical immigrant countries of North 
America than in Europe. This is particularly the case for Canada—even though continuing immigration 
confronts the country with particularly profound societal changes.

In the last fifty years, Canada has changed from a society dominated and defined by white settlers into 
a multicultural society that generally accepts diversity as part of its self-conception. This transforma-
tion is at the heart of the study penned by Oliver Schmidtke, Professor of Political Science and History 
at the University of British Columbia in Victoria, Canada. Schmidtke demonstrates how the country 
has reformed its immigration and integration policies since the 1960s. In this sense, migration—and 
migration policies—have functioned as an engine of modernization, not least in terms of broad ac-
ceptance of multiculturalism in the society. His conclusion: While European countries may learn from 
Canadian migration policies, neoliberalism—with its “utilitarian” concepts driven by economic consid-
erations—puts pressure on the very liberalism of these policies, leading to the expansion of a “guest 
worker status” and the decline of humanitarian concerns.

Stefanie Ehmsen and Albert Scharenberg
Co-Directors of New York Office, December 2012
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The Value of Diversity
Canada’s Immigration and Integration Regime

By Oliver Schmidtke

Canada is a country that is fundamentally shaped 
by migration as it prides itself on having some of 
the most comprehensive and liberal legislation 
in this policy field. First, this claim reflects the 
simple fact that Canada has one of the highest 
per capita admission rates and is one of the key 
destination countries for migrants. One in five 
Canadian residents was born abroad. Despite 
the recent economic crisis, Canada has main-
tained its long term immigration vision. Roughly 
250,000 permanent residents have come to Can-
ada each year since 1990.

Canada’s major cities also show an exception-
al degree of ethnic-cultural and religious di-
versity. In 2006 immigrants constituted 19.8 
percent of the population, a higher proportion 
than in any other Western country except Aus-
tralia (where the figure is 22.2 percent). Over 
70 percent of the newcomers reside in the 
country’s bigger cities. For instance, roughly 46 
percent of Toronto’s population is made up of 
Canadian citizens who were born outside the 
country. Given that Canada’s new citizens rep-
resent more than 200 ethnic groups, the coun-
try has become something of a microcosm of 
the world’s population. In cities like Toronto, 
Vancouver, and Montreal, “visible minorities” 
are predicted to become the majority of the 
population by 2017 (Belanger 2005); in 1960 
only about 2 percent of the country’s popula-
tion could be classified as belonging to a visible 
minority. This dramatic increase in cultural di-
versity1 has changed how Canadians see them-

1	 Similarly, the notion of a majority and a minority cul-
ture—whose relationship constitute the very conceptual 
framework of thinking about processes of immigration 
and acculturation in the tradition of Robert Park and 

selves as a nation and the character of the po-
litical community to which they belong.

Second, for many political observers, Canada 
can be seen as the multicultural society par ex-
cellence. In this respect, Canada has adopted a 
rationale for integrating newcomers that is dis-
tinct from other Western societies, particularly 
in comparison to the European context. Since 
the late 1960s multiculturalism has become a 
state policy promoted and adopted by many 
segments of society.2 Over the past four de-
cades, this tendency to view cultural and ethnic 
diversity as a societal feature worthy of preser-
vation and protection has become an integral 
part of the Canadian national identity. An ev-
er-increasing cultural heterogeneity has devel-
oped into an ethos of plurality widely cherished 
by the majority of Canadians and deeply institu-
tionalized in state practices.

The country’s track record of integrating new-
comers reflects this commitment: Canada ranks 
highly on the integration scale developed by the 
Migrant Integration Policy Index (analyzing 148 
policy indicators) and in its longitudinal com-
parative study on incorporating newcomers 
into the social fabric.3 Of the major immigrant 
countries, Canada and the USA are the ones 
with the most comprehensive programs of fa-

the Chicago School—is being redefined by this develop-
ment.

2	 Reservations regarding Canadian multiculturalism are 
most pronounced in Quebec where a high-profile com-
mission has recently concluded that the French province 
is better served with a form of “interculturalism” which 
protects French culture and language (see Schmidtke 
2008). 

3	 See www.mipex.eu/canada.
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cilitating integration and combating racial dis-
crimination. As will be discussed later in more 
detail, Canada has a distinct track record of 
providing migrants with a swift path to citizen-
ship as well as equitable access to educational 
and labour market opportunities (Aydemir and 
Borjas 2007). Its immigration policies are partic-
ularly attractive for high-skilled permanent mi-
grants and their families (Gera and Songsakul 
2007). As a result, for many observers Canada 
has become a model for how to tackle the com-
plex and politically controversial task of manag-
ing migration. Its mode of recruiting migrants 
through a multi-dimensional selection scheme 
(point system) has made Canada a blueprint for 
some of the more ambitious immigration pol-
icies in Europe and a veritable competitor for 
other countries seeking to attract highly trained 
migrants from around the world (most notably 
the United States and Australia). 

The following study will address how Canada 
has developed into one of the most attractive 
destination countries and how sustained levels 
of immigration have transformed the country in 
particular during the latter part of the 20th cen-
tury. In this regard it is worth noting that Cana-
da’s approach to managing migration was orig-
inally rooted in a genuinely European legacy of 
nation-building. Only gradually has Canada sep-
arated its immigration policies from any notion 
of an ethnically rooted national identity. It has 
simultaneously developed an ethos of diversity 
fundamentally opposed to the exclusive con-

cept of nationhood cultivated in the European 
tradition (see Brubaker 1992). Such a historical-
ly oriented approach is designed to tackle two 
central questions: Why has Canada taken such 
a distinct (multicultural) trajectory in recruiting 
and integrating migrants? And how did such a 
profound transformation unfold that allowed 
Canada to embark on this path toward liberal 
immigration and integration policies? 

This perspective will also demonstrate how the 
Canadian immigration and integration regime 
is a socio-political project in constant flux. Ca-
nadian multiculturalism is constituted by a ge- 
neral set of norms and policy prerogatives 
which have been substantially transformed by 
the socio-political realities on the ground. Have 
multicultural policies been effective; have they 
produced the intended outcome? How have its 
core principles and policies changed Canadian 
society and politics? With its dual normative 
principle of publicly endorsing cultural diver-
sity and committing to the equitable inclusion 
of immigrants, Canada’s multicultural notion of 
citizenship has faced a new set of challenges 
and opportunities at the beginning of the 21st 

century. Most importantly the neoliberal orien-
tation of recent federal governments in Ottawa 
has created some considerable obstacles to the 
multicultural promises of equitable inclusion. 
The concluding part of this study will re-evalu-
ate the promises that Canada holds as a “mod-
el” for how to tackle the politically controversial 
issues of migration and integration.

The History of the Canadian Immigration Regime: From a White 
Settler Society to the Public Policy of Multiculturalism

Canada was historically founded on immigra-
tion and, with respect to its underlying sense of 
collective identity, was strongly shaped by the 
image of a settler community where the new-

comer helps to determine the inner organiza-
tion and self-perception of society. At the same 
time, however, Canada also demonstrates 
many of those features (or, perhaps more ap-
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propriately in this context, pathologies) char-
acteristically attributed to a European sense of 
nationhood: discriminatory, if not openly racist, 
practices against those not considered to be 
legitimate members of the culturally dominant 
groups; a sense of superiority vis-à-vis minori-
ty ethnic groups; and contempt for those who 
do not fit the white, Anglo-Saxon mold. Anxiety 
about the imperialist aspirations of Canada’s 
large southern neighbour prompted measures 
intended to protect Canada’s ethnic-cultural 
composition and its distinct, ethnically-framed 
identity as a former British (and French) colony.

Canada’s colonial legacy

This was the environment in which Canada’s 
immigration law was originally developed. The 
early development of the Canadian state was 
closely linked to the idea of employing immi-
gration as a nation-building device while at 
the same time imposing severe immigration 
restrictions on certain national and ethnic 
groups. In its earliest years Canada portrayed 
itself as a “white settler society or colony” (Sta-
siulis and Jhappan 1995); this model was firmly 
in place until well after the end of the Second 
World War. Shortly after Confederation in 1867, 
when Canada became a self-governing state, 
the country adopted provisions designed to 
maintain the ethnic-cultural composition that 
the colonial powers had established in this 
part of North America. Immigration policy at 
this time explicitly favoured the influx of new 
citizens from a white, preferably British-Protes-
tant background. The idea of racial purity and 
civilizational superiority attributed to (Anglo- 
Saxon) Europeans was a clear component of 
the English Canadian approach to nation-state 
building (Badgley 1998). This early period of 
immigration shows a seemingly contradictory 
tendency: on the one hand, the years leading 
up to the First World War saw the largest influx 
of newcomers in this country’s history, pro-
pelled by the young state’s emphasis on pop-

ulation growth and economic development. On 
the other hand, however, the state-orchestrat-
ed expansion of Canada’s population through 
migrant recruitment did not translate into a 
liberal immigration policy. Instead, selection 
criteria based upon “race, ethnicity, nationality 
and colour,” governed the admission process 
and thus discriminated against visible minority 
immigrants (Basran and Zong 1998). In effect, 
the Canadian government maintained a policy 
that sought to limit the entry of migrants com-
ing from Asia and Africa, or from the “non-tradi-
tional source” regions (Li 2003). 

A vivid indication of the themes dominating early 
Canadian immigration policies was the Chinese 
Head Tax and Exclusion Act, which was in place 
until 1923. The act was designed to discourage 
permanent settlement of Chinese labourers by 
preventing female family members and oth-
er Chinese women from entering Canada. The 
distinction between white Anglo-Saxon Protes-
tants and other ethnic groups was driven by a 
strong image of national identity, characterized 
by the belief in the superiority of the white race 
and keenly protected by the state. The results of 
this legacy were marked inequalities between 
migrant groups and discriminatory, at times 
openly racist, state practices in selecting new-
comers to the country. After the Second World 
War, the explicitly xenophobic elements of Ca-
nadian immigration policies were downplayed 
and partly replaced by anti-Communist rhetoric 
used against applicants from Central and East-
ern Europe. The idea of a white European set-
tler community, now framed in terms that re-
flected the dynamics of the Cold War, remained 
the guiding principle for designing immigration 
policies and settlement programs well into the 
second half of the 20th century.

The second determinant of immigration policy 
in the newly independent Canadian state fol-
lowed an entirely different logic: immigration 
was also meant to be an instrument to meet 
labour market–driven imperatives and thus 
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to reflect the broader socio-economic needs 
of the country. Canada recruited immigrants 
to fuel its demographic and industrial expan-
sion. Yet this economic determinant, driven by 
highly pragmatic and utilitarian concerns, was 
in many ways in direct competition with the 
state’s desire to construct a particular cultural 
environment through selective/discriminatory 
immigration practices. Only gradually did the 
pragmatic, interest-driven approach replace 
the initially dominant concern for protecting 
Canada’s cultural identity.

The most important effect that this shift had on 
the principles guiding immigration polices was 
the introduction of a “point system” in 1967.4 
Responding to the needs of a booming econo-
my, the state began to choose immigrants on 
the basis of their qualifications and abilities 
rather than on their ethnic and geographic or-
igins (Green and Green 2004; Whitaker 1987, 
1991). Similarly, the move away from encourag-
ing British immigrants exclusively was comple-
mented by new ideas about how to accommo-
date migrant communities from all parts of the 
world. 

The impact of bilingualism

This new approach to evaluating and govern-
ing pluralism was most apparent in the policies 
adopted by the government under Pierre Elliot 
Trudeau. Officially introduced in 1971, the policy 
of multiculturalism recognized and welcomed 
the cultural practices, traditions and values of 
all citizens, regardless of their country of birth, 
at the same time that it encouraged the inte-
gration of newcomers into the social, economic, 
cultural and political life of the country. This pol-
icy reflected the recommendations of the Royal 
Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, 
which in 1965 called for an end to the bicultur-
al, French-British policies that had been in place 
for much of Canada’s history. Multiculturalism 
was the creed intended to complement the ex-
clusive idea of the “two founding peoples” of 
Canada (Stasiulis and Jhappan 1995, 110) and 
to encourage immigration from all parts of the 
world. Trudeau and the Liberal Party undertook 
sweeping measures to ensure that the relation-
ship between individuals and the community 
was not shaped by place of birth but by a new 
form of societal and political integration, in-
tended to establish a more appropriate balance 

4	 The Immigration Act of 1967 and its numerous amend-
ments in the following years diversified categories and 
application schemes while confirming the same princi-
ples, namely the perceived economic benefit resulting 
from immigration. 

Chinese Head Tax Certificate

After the Second World War it became increas-
ingly evident that open discrimination against 
immigrant communities from certain ethnic 
or religious backgrounds was at odds with the 
emerging reality and needs of modern Canadi-
an society. In the early post-war years, however, 
concerns about national identity being poten-
tially compromised by migration still lingered, 
as a speech from Prime Minister William Lyon 
Mackenzie King from 1947 illustrates:

The policy of the government is to foster the growth 
of the population of Canada by the encourage-
ment of immigration. The government will seek by 
legislation, regulation and vigorous administra-
tion, to ensure the careful selection and perma-
nent settlement of such numbers of immigrants as 
can be advantageously absorbed in our national 
economy. It is a matter of domestic policy [...]. The 
people of Canada do not wish as a result of mass 
immigration to make a fundamental alteration in 
the character of our population. Large scale immi-
gration from the Orient would change the funda-
mental composition of the Canadian population.
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between Canada’s national community and the 
plurality of its cultural groups (Day 2000).

Although the bilingual character of the country 
constitutes an important element of the tradi-
tional narrative of Canadian national identity, 
it also became a driving force behind the par-
adigmatic re-orientation of Canada’s immigra-
tion policies. From early in its colonial history, 
Canada’s sense of unity and identity has been 
ambiguous, blurred by the divide between En-
glish-speaking Canada and French-speaking 
Quebec. While many politicians of British de-
scent intended to build Canada as a unitary 
state based on British-style institutions and the 
English language, Confederation established a 
federal state in which substantive authority was 
transferred to the provinces (including Quebec) 
and the use of French was officially acknowl-
edged. In the 1960s and early 1970s, with the 
“quiet revolution” providing the socio-cultur-
al context for a more politically self-conscious 
province, Quebec’s insistence on cultural and 
linguistic recognition developed into a major 
challenge to Canada’s integrity as a country. 
Canada was forced to take the issue of Quebec’s 
linguistic and cultural differences seriously if it 
wished to avoid jeopardizing its unity. The poli-
cy response to this challenge was to decentral-
ize Canadian federalism further and to constitu-
tionally recognize Quebec as a “distinct society,” 
thus formally acknowledging British and French 
culture as having equal roles in shaping public 
life in Canada.5

With this heightened focus on issues of cultural 
respect and equal opportunities for all citizens, 
the 1960s and 70s also witnessed political agita-
tion by Canada’s indigenous peoples regarding 
their past (and present) suppression and ex-

5	 Some would interpret multiculturalism as a (federalist) 
response to Quebec’s special status within Canada with-
out conceding too much autonomy. Attempts at amend-
ing the constitution in order to decentralize responsibil-
ities and recognize Quebec as a distinct society did not 
succeed, as certain provinces either refused to ratify the 
amendment (Meech Lake Accord) or it was rejected in a 
national referendum (Charlottetown Accord). 

ploitation by the Canadian state and settler so-
ciety. Although this report does not detail how 
Canada has sought to address this past (and 
present) mistreatment, it is important to note 
that this period in the country’s history marked 
a critical threshold: the question of how issues 
of cultural diversity should find institutionalized 
public recognition determined how Canadians 
reflected on the fundamental values of their so-
ciety. The meaning of a fair and free society be-
came entwined with the question of how to ac-
commodate minorities and provide them with 
full opportunities to thrive in Canada. Clearly 
the strengthening of the multicultural agenda 
is closely connected with an empowered notion 
of social citizenship that shaped political de-
mands and mobilization in this period (Arat-Koc 
1999; Jenson and Phillips 1996). Banting (1999), 
for one, shows how the multiculturalist agen-
da and the expansion of the Canadian welfare 
state were historically intertwined.

There was a dramatic shift in the importance 
and meaning attributed to issues related to 
cultural diversity and equal opportunities for 
minorities. The newly coined term “multicultur-
alism” was meant to reflect this new conscious-
ness. Multicultural policy was designed to mend 
the rent between British and French communi-
ties (as well as between these communities and 
Aboriginal peoples) and establish a framework 
of mutual recognition and cultural diversity that 
included all immigrant communities, while at 
the same time preserving Canada as a unified 
society and polity.

The modernization of immigration 
policies

Many factors have contributed to this paradig-
matic shift in recruiting immigrants and defin-
ing membership during the second part of the 
20th century. Concern for human rights, dem-
ocratic self-determination, and a state-spon-
sored deepening of the meaning of citizenship 
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rights played a critical role in shaping the public 
debate on migration-related issues in Cana-
da. Indeed, in his recent book Triadafilopoulos 
(2012) underlines the role of international mor-
al standards (liberal norms of anti-racism and 
human rights) and their effect on domestic pol-
icies: the author claims that there is an increas-
ingly salient “lack of fit” between the exclusion-
ary practices of traditional citizenship regimes 
on the one hand and the universalistic, human 
rights commitment of Western democracies 
on the other hand. He described how former-
ly discriminatory practices against particular 
migrant groups have come under considerable 
pressure from intellectuals, civil society groups, 
and, most importantly, international norms 
surrounding the rights and entitlements of mi-
grants in contemporary society. Triadafilopou-
los contends that it was these international nor-
mative expectations that ultimately influenced 
Canada’s political leadership during the 1960s, 
prompting them to institute a “liberalization” of 
the country’s immigration policy.

The other, complementary force behind the 
fundamental shift in Canada’s immigration re-

gime was the socio-economic rationale of mod-
ernizing the country through attracting skilled 
labour from around the world. By 1967, immi-
gration policy was radically reformed to reflect 
this overall socioeconomic imperative. A new 
point system was introduced to evaluate appli-
cants based on their education, linguistic skills 
(ability to communicate in English or French), 
work experience, age, existing job offer, and 
“adaptability” to life in Canada. From this point 
onwards, race and origin were no longer the de-
termining factors for admittance into Canada. 
Rather, the education, age, and qualifications of 
potential migrants became important. Although 
the point system was modified during the late 
1970s, migrants’ education and occupation 
were still seen as being important, in particular 
for independent migrants, one of the catego-
ries under which migrants could apply to enter 
Canada (Li 2003). In 2001, the Immigration and 
Refugee Protection Act was introduced. The new 
act essentially continues to rely on a reformed 
point system but seeks to maximize the positive 
effects of immigration, placing more emphasis 
on “flexible,” transferable skills and making an 
attempt to assess the education and creden-

Figure 1: Region of birth of recent immigrants to Canada, 1971 to 2006

Source: STATISTICS Canada, Census 2006
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tials of economic migrants more accurately. The 
act continues to emphasize that Canada needs 
to be able to attract highly skilled and/or pro-
fessional migrants so as to be able to continue 
to compete in the global and knowledge-based 
economy. As a result of Canada’s use of the 
qualification-based point system as its primary 
method of recruiting newcomers, the migrant 
population in the country is now far more di-
verse than it was in the past. The following 
graph indicates how immigration from Asia in 
particular has grown substantially since the in-
troduction of the point system. 

Different groups of immigrants

There are three basic categories under which 
migrants can gain permanent residency in 
Canada, and then citizenship: Economic Immi-
grants, Family Immigrants, and Refugees/Pro-
tected Persons. Once a migrant has been grant-
ed permanent resident status under any one of 
these three categories, he or she is also granted 
full and unconditional legal access to the la-
bour market. In addition, permanent residents 
are strongly encouraged to become Canadian 
citizens after a minimum of three years in the 
country.

The Family Immigrant category applies to family 
members sponsored by Canadian citizens and 
permanent residents. The Protected Persons 
category applies to individuals who have been 
sponsored as Geneva Convention refugees or 
who successfully claim refugee status once 
in Canada. The Economic Immigrants catego-
ry has grown over the past 25 years and now 
represents more than 50 percent of the total 
number of permanent residents permitted in 
Canada each year. In 2009, of the 252,124 new 
permanent residents, the Economic Immigrant 
category (including spouses and dependents) 
accounted for 61 percent of the total, while the 
Family Immigrant category accounted for 25 
percent, and the Protected Persons category 
for 9 percent.

In the Economic Immigrant category, there are 
various streams. Skilled Workers are evaluated 
by the point system with a view to their edu-
cation, work experience, language skills, adapt-
ability, and employment prospects, and must 
be experienced in one of 29 eligible occupa-
tions. Business Immigrants must meet signifi-
cant minimum net worth standards and have 
investor, entrepreneurial, or self-employment 
experience. In 2008 the federal government 
introduced an additional stream, Canadian Ex-

Source: Citizenship and Immigration Canada (2010)

Figure 2: Permanent residents by category, Canada 1985 to 2009
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perience Class Nominees, in order to address 
particular shortages in the highly qualified la-
bour market. Migrants in this stream are either 
highly skilled, temporary foreign workers with 
at least two years of Canadian work experience 
or former international students who have at 
least one year of Canadian work experience.

Selecting migrants primarily based on their per-
ceived fit within the labour market and society 
at large has led to one of the key features of 
Canada’s immigrant population, namely its high 
level of educational achievement. As Table 1 
demonstrates, the difference between Canada 
and certain European countries is striking. In 
particular in France and Germany there are far 
more migrants in the lower educational stra-
tum of society than there are among those born 
in France and Germany. In contrast the num-
bers for both groups are quite comparable in 
Canada, and in the highest educational bracket 
migrants actually outperform the country’s na-
tionals (this is also the case for the United King-
dom given the large number of foreign students 
studying in the country). 

The turn toward multiculturalism

The 1960s and 1970s saw a series of fundamen-
tal changes in how the Canadian state and soci-
ety perceived and dealt with immigration. This 
report will consider three interconnected ele-
ments that also had a major impact on scholarly 
approaches in the field: a) the presence of the 
state in promoting diversity and multicultural-
ism; b) the altered state symbolism of national 
identity; and c) the active role of civil society and 
immigrant advocacy groups.

To a significant extent, the multicultural turn 
can be attributed to a new approach to migra-
tion adopted by state authorities. As indicated 
above, the Liberal government at the time com-
mitted itself to a mode of selection that did not 
place importance on their place of origin. In ad-
dition, policies directed at assisting immigrants 
and at promoting the virtues of diversity com-
plemented this new immigration regime. The 
first element was public policy intended to sup-
port integration, driven by the idea of turning 
newcomers into full citizens with equal oppor-

Lower educational 
stratum (Lower 
secondary below grade 9) 

Middle educational 
stratum (upper secondary, 
grades 9 to 13)

Higher educational 
stratum (tertiary level, 
post-secondary education 
plus university degrees)

Foreign-
born

National Foreign-
born

National Foreign-
born

National

Canada 22.2 23.1 54.9 60.3 22.9 16.6

France 66.7 34.9 19.6 42.3 13.7 22.7

Germany 48.5 36.1 37.0 60.4 15.4 24.5

Italy 55.0 55.8 32.1 34.4 13.0  9.8

Sweden 29.1 22.4 40.3 48.0 30.6 29.7

UK 30.1 18.8 29.1 53.3 40.8 27.9

USA 30.1 9.3 24.7 33.7 45.2 57.1

Source: Labour Force Surveys (Eurostat), Statistics Canada, US Bureau of the Census.

Table 1: Foreign and national population classified by level of education in selected OECD countries 
(average 2000-2001, percentages)
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tunities as quickly as possible after their arrival 
in Canada (Bloemraad 2002, 2006) (permanent 
residents can apply for citizenship after three 
years). Integrating immigrants into the receiv-
ing society was thus defined as an overriding 
duty of all levels of government, reflecting the 
mindset of the expanding 1970s welfare state. 
This task was not simply left to the market or 
civil society (Abu-Laban and Gabriel 2002). Until 
this day it has established a sense of legitimate 
expectations toward the state, which is seen as 
an agency to correct the systematic exclusion 
of, or discrimination against certain groups. Key 
aspects of these policies intended to support 
integration, are the so-called “settlement pro-
grams” including state-sponsored assistance in 
finding employment, comprehensive language 
training, and improved representation of im-
migrant groups that have suffered systemic 
discrimination and underrepresentation in key 
areas of the labour market (most prominently a 
policy termed Equity Employment). The overall 
budget for settlement programs is over 600 mil-
lion Canadian dollars (CAD) annually.

The second element of the new immigration 
policy was the way in which the Canadian state 
came to play a more proactive role in policies of 
integration and was explicitly committed to pro-
moting cultural diversity as an organizing prin-
ciple for modern Canadian society. Under the 
new multiculturalist creed, the Trudeau govern-
ment initially used state funding to protect the 
cultural heritage of ethno-cultural groups and 
to remove cultural-linguistic barriers to their full 
participation in Canadian life. This emphasis on 
support of cultural activities shifted in the 1980s 
towards addressing wider issues related to rac-
ist and discriminatory practices endured by mi-
nority communities who came to Canada after 
1967 (Harles 1997; Li 2003). The 1988 Multicul-
turalism Act officially acknowledged this focus 
on concerns for equality, identity and justice 
and gave it a more solid legal base.6 

6	 The most important provision in the Multiculturalism 
Act reads as follows: “All federal institutions should pro-

This changed perspective on and commitment 
to immigrants was also reflected in Constitu-
tional reform. In 1982 the new Canadian Char-
ter of Rights and Freedoms aimed to modernize 
the relationship between individuals and the 
state. A major component of the new Charter 
was its explicit recognition of a series of group 
rights, along with its pledge to protect them.7 It 
states that multiculturalism is a fundamental 
part of modern Canada’s identity. It commits 
the country to overcoming discrimination, facil-
itating participation in society, ensuring equal 
opportunities, and the cultural expression of 
ethno-cultural groups. Among these are linguis-
tic minorities, ethno-cultural minorities and Ab-
original peoples; these group rights are meant 
to complement the list of rights and freedoms 
assigned to individuals in the first sections of 
the Charter. 

Observers focusing only on the sustainability 
and effectiveness of the point system tend to 
underestimate the multifaceted character of 
the Canadian migration regime. In particular 
from a European perspective, managing migra-
tion is regularly perceived to be predominantly 
a matter of attracting the most skilled migrants. 
However, as the example of Canada shows, the 
inclusion of newcomers in the fabric of society 
is a far more complex and long-term process. 
While copying elements of Canada’s recruit-
ment policies, European countries are generally 
far from developing the comprehensive inte-
gration or settlement programs that migrants 
in Canada can rely on. Similarly, migration has 
become a concern to virtually all policy areas in 
Canada (from managing the economy to key ar-

mote policies, programs and practices that Canadians of 
all origins have an equal opportunity to obtain employ-
ment and advancement in those institutions.”

7	 The rights referred to in these sections of the Charter 
(16-27) basically give minorities the right to use their lan-
guage for public and educational purposes and to pro-
tect their cultural heritage. The Multiculturalism Act of 
1988 complemented the Charter and explicitly granted 
to all members of Canadian society the right to see their 
cultures and ancestral languages protected (see Magsi-
no, Long, and Théberge 2000). 
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eas of public policy such as welfare, health, edu-
cation, etc.). In contrast it is still only of marginal 
concern to mainstream ministerial responsibil-
ities in Europe. 

Altered state symbolism of national 
identity

The steps towards implementing multicultur-
alist policies were accompanied by a decisive 
shift in defining the national identity of Canada. 
The new source of a Canadian identity was the 
diversity of its peoples. This replaced the tradi-
tional image of a British and French settler colo-
ny. Today, what it means to be Canadian is to a 
large extent defined by the idea that this coun-
try is home to a great variety of cultures that 
are not assimilated into any kind of dominant 
model (the metaphor of the Canadian “salad 
bowl” or the Canadian cultural mosaic is meant 
to capture this characteristic, in contrast to the 
American melting pot). The state has become a 
promoter of this idea and in a way sells diversity 
as a competitive advantage that Canada is al-
leged to possess in social and economic terms. 
Cultural diversity is thus not simply a defining 
characteristic of social life; in official language 
it has also become an important resource in 
modernizing Canadian society and bringing it in 
line with the reality of a globalized world. This 
pragmatism in promoting the country’s multi-
cultural identity is nicely captured in the follow-
ing quotation from a Minister of the Canadian 
government: 

Canada has become a post-national multicul-
tural society. It contains the globe within its bor-
ders, and Canadians have learned that their two 
international languages and their diversity are a 
comparative advantage and a source of continu-
ing creativity and innovation (Canadian Heritage 
2001, 3).

In a way, diversity has come to be seen not 
only as compatible with the dominant image of 
Canada as a society and a political community 

but also, in a more radical sense, as the virtu-
ous core of a new (post-)national identity. The 
American motto e pluribus unum could be seen 
as an appropriate description of the Canadian 
spirit: diversity is the source of its unity; plurali-
ty the source of its strength.

In this respect, multiculturalism, beyond being 
conceptualized in terms of a set of policy ini-
tiatives, carries an ethical-philosophical weight 
that suggests commonly shared social values 
regarding Canada’s ethnic-cultural diversity. 
Surveys show that most Canadians (around 80 
percent) regard multiculturalism as fundamen-
tal to their self-understanding as a community 
and their sense of unity (Inglis 1996; see also 
Soroka and Roberton 2010). The concept of 
multiculturalism shapes the political values of 
individual Canadians. In spite of the fact that 
there have been and still are controversial de-
bates about perceived failures of multicultural-
ism as a state policy, there is an overwhelming 
consensus that integration into Canadian so-
ciety is viable only as long as immigrants con-
tinue to experience some public recognition 
of their cultural distinctiveness. In this regard, 
Canadian society has developed a strong mul-
ticultural ethos of publicly endorsing the soci-
etal and cultural implications of migration and 
thus creating a more inclusive environment for 
newcomers. An open notion of inclusive citizen-
ship has become a key element of contempo-
rary Canadian identity. One could argue that 
the issues of migration and diversity were key 
components in the promotion and framing of 
Canada’s 1982 Constitution Act and Charter of 
Right and Freedoms and their strong emphasis 
on citizens’ rights and entitlements.

The endorsement of migration and diversity as 
part of a new national identity has also changed 
the dynamic of politicizing migration in Canada: 
migrants and their organizations have become 
an integral part of civil society as well as party 
politics making it very difficult to imagine the 
kind of populist, anti-immigrant mobilization 
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that has shaped competitive party politics in the 
European context. Paradoxically, at first glance 
there is good reason to argue that the demo-
cratic debate on this topic itself confirms how 
deeply ingrained the idea of multiculturalism 
has become as a common point of departure: 
the ethos of diversity is rarely challenged. In-
stead it is the mode of implementation that is 
contested. This is very different from the politi-
cal discourse in Europe where multiculturalism 
has come under fundamental criticism.8

The role of civil society and immi-
grant advocacy groups

The multicultural project could not have been 
as successful as it was had it been solely or-
chestrated from a state-centered, top-down ap-
proach. The political elite headed by Trudeau’s 
Liberal Party surely initiated it in order to deal 
more effectively with the cleavages of a plu-

8	 The changing nature of the international environment is 
an indication of how, for instance, the political debate on 
the status of immigrants and minorities in Europe has 
also shaped perceptions in Canada. Ley (2005) speaks 
of a politically “troubled context” for immigrant integra-
tion and a multiculturalism “on the defensive”. Over the 
past 15 years the overall political climate for welcom-
ing immigrants and managing diversity has changed. In 
particular in Europe there has been a “backlash against 
multiculturalism” that portrays (Muslim) immigrants in-
creasingly as a genuine threat to society. Similarly, in the 
wake of the 9/11 events, there has been an outspoken 
tendency of perceiving immigrants as a potential secu-
rity threat. Both the political elite and the media have 
repeatedly engaged in depicting immigration as a phe-
nomenon against which the integrity of indigenous so-
ciety needs to be protected. In this context, multicultur-
alism is widely associated with phenomena such as the 
ghettoization of Western societies, polarized ethnic rela-
tions, disloyalty to the destination society, the cultivation 
of hostile differences, Islamic political fundamentalism 
,and illiberal cultural practices that are deemed incom-
patible with Western liberal societies. In this influential 
narrative in Europe the retreat from multiculturalism is 
regularly justified with reference to illiberal and harmful 
social effects causally linked to state-sanctioned cultural 
diversity. While Canadian multiculturalism is widely im-
mune to the populist rhetoric against immigrants, it is to 
some degree shaped by (and forced to respond to) the 
profound skepticism and anxieties toward multicultural 
modes of immigrant integration articulated in the Euro-
pean context.

ri-ethnic society, or as some argue, in a mere 
opportunistic move to capture the votes of 
French Canadians (Gerber 2004). Yet at the 
same time, state-centered policies are partly re-
sponsible for setting in motion a dynamic that 
far exceeds the initiatives of the federal govern-
ment. The experience of recent decades shows 
how groups in civil society have increasingly en-
gaged in defining the reach and boundaries of 
group-specific rights. In this respect, multicul-
turalism has become a kind of political umbrel-
la under which civil rights activists, immigrant 
and minority advocacy groups, union organiza-
tions, parties, and business groups have been 
engaged in determining what the abstract prin-
ciples of fostering cultural diversity mean in ac-
tual socio-political terms (Falge, Ruzza, Schmidt-
ke 2012). Particularly in the Canadian context, 
it is striking to see how advocacy groups rep-
resenting the different migrant communities 
have become a very articulate and influential 
voice in the public arena, affecting the political 
agenda in a way unimaginable in a typical Eu-
ropean context. To put this into provocatively 
candid terms, issues of migration and the relat-
ed question of identity and equal inclusion have 
developed into a resourceful political cleavage 
in contemporary Canadian society. Its underly-
ing normative issues have come to shape much 
of the country’s social movement sector and 
party politics beyond the activities of migrant or 
minority lobbying groups.

The federal policy on multiculturalism clearly 
had an impact on the mobilization of ethno-cul-
tural communities. Particularly in the period 
after the 1970s and 1980s, federal multicultur-
alism policy intended to expand the capacity 
of immigrant communities to take collective 
responsibility for dealing with the causes of in-
equality and for developing mobilization strat-
egies, including judicial recourses, in order for 
them to be able to exercise their rights at all 
levels of government (Bradford 2004). The ac-
tivity of civil society groups has critically contrib-
uted to making diversity and cultural pluralism 
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a principal issue in public debate and, from a 
normative perspective, a principle greatly en-
dorsed in Canadian society and politics.

One example is the social movement sector, 
where the Canadian women’s movement has 
been strongly affected by issues of diversity. Its 
anti-discriminatory ethos has made the Cana-
dian women’s movement particularly, however 
by no means exclusively among social move-
ments, sensitive to issues of racism and minori-
ty rights. The National Action Committee on the 
Status of Women (NAC), one of the main organi-
zations for women’s groups in Canada, adopted 
an amendment to its constitution in 1991 that 
required that one of four vice-presidents and 
other leading positions be reserved for women 
of colour, aboriginal women, and women with 

disabilities. In 1993, Sunera Thobani became 
the first “visible minority” to be the president of 
NAC. Her leadership was part of a larger move 
by the organization, which involved re-defining 
“women’s issues” to include issues such as rac-
ism, immigration and refugee policy, and eco-
nomic and trade policies. Far from being merely 
a policy guideline, the idea of a multicultural so-
ciety is now at the centre of public debate and 
has become a critical reference point in many 
political battles. In this regard, multiculturalism 
turned from a celebration of folkloristic differ-
ences to addressing matters of power sharing 
and deep political cleavages in Canadian soci-
ety. In sum, what we can observe in the Cana-
dian case is a somewhat self-reinforcing cycle 
of ethnic mobilization and political responsive-
ness within the political system. 

Current Challenges in Managing Migration and Integration 

The fundamental shift in Canada’s migration 
and integration regime is reflective of a par-
ticular political climate: in many respects, Ca-
nadian multiculturalism is a child of the 1960s 
and 1970s accompanying the expansion of the 
social welfare state and the egalitarian spirit 
that fueled it. This period of the state accept-
ing greater responsibility for issues of equality 
and justice is widely a matter of the past. Over 
the last two decades there have been import-
ant changes in Canada’s migration and integra-
tion policies that, in more general terms, aim at 
streamlining the management of migration ac-
cording to neoliberal market principles and lim-
iting the entitlements that newcomers can re-
ceive. I have explored this growing tendency to-
wards regarding immigrants as “commodities,” 
whereby immigration policy becomes geared 
to business cycles and towards targeting a nar-
rowly defined group of migrants with attractive 
“human capital” (Schmidtke 2010, 2011).

Selling diversity: marketizing migra-
tion and the neoliberal logic

Although it has long been an integral part of 
legitimizing Canada’s point system, economic 
utility has increasingly become the dominant 
guiding principle of migrant selection policy. 
This is evident foremost in the priorities guiding 
the recruitment of new migrants. As has been 
alluded to above, the proportion of economic 
migrants has gradually been expanded at the 
expense of those seeking entry into Canada as 
family members or on humanitarian grounds. 
The 1976 Immigration Act defines the three 
priorities of Canadian immigration policy as 
follows: 1. family reunification, 2. humanitarian 
concerns, and 3. promotion of Canada’s eco-
nomic, social, demographic and cultural goals. 
Since then the emphasis has decisively shifted 
toward economic goals and recruiting migrants 
who are deemed as most “valuable” or desir-
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able: the most obvious step being the introduc-
tion of the investor or business class of immi-
grants. Under this category access to perma-
nent residence is tied to investing a minimum 
of 800,000 CAD and creating employment in  
Canada. 

This development has been accompanied by 
tightening the standards of eligibility under 
the point system. Most recently new legis-
lation has been introduced to make a good 
command of one of Canada’s two official lan-
guages a requirement and to link the category 
of the economic migrant more closely to the 
availability of a job offer. The former policy on 
linguistic capabilities is likely to increase immi-
gration from English-speaking countries at the 
expense of the non-Western world. Further-
more, recent cohorts of migrants have been 
denied a variety of social services (including 
access to healthcare and unemployment in-
surance) during their initial years of residence 
(Reitz 2004). What these developments indicate 
is how recent federal governments, and in par-
ticular the current Conservative government 
under Prime Minister Harper, have sought to 
shift the costs of immigration on to migrants 
themselves while substantially reducing the re-
sponsibility of the state in providing newcomers 
with services and assistance. One could argue 
that recent initiatives in this policy field simply 
reflect the ongoing struggles to achieve a better 
match between the labour market needs and 
the qualifications of migrants (such as stream-
lining the recognition of educational degrees 
or tying residency to the availability of a job 
offer). Yet, there is also the persistent trend of 
excluding those migrants who are deemed too 
costly or otherwise burdensome for Canadian  
society. 

These changes all follow a strict utilitarian rea-
soning that seeks to maximize the marketable 
benefits that migrants bring to the country 
while reducing the costs involved. The utili-
tarian logic driving such a marketization also 

operates on the basis of an important norma-
tive binary: it endorses the inclusion of highly- 
skilled migrants—the active and productive indi-
viduals—as being beneficial for society as they 
are deemed directly compatible with the expec-
tations in the qualified labour market, while con-
versely, it portrays refugees and asylum seekers 
as non-“marketable” entities. Thus, under the 
auspices of a strict utilitarian, market-based log-
ic, human rights concerns and the commitment 
to social justice, at best, occupy a secondary sta-
tus.

The official discourse on migration and inte-
gration has shifted accordingly. In tune with 
the market logic newcomers are touted as net 
contributors to the country’s economic wellbe-
ing. This almost exclusive focus on the market-
able “value” of migrants is succinctly reflected 
in a statement by Citizenship and Immigration 
Canada from the beginning of the new millen-
nium: “Our multilingual, multiethnic workforce 
provides us with a distinct comparative advan-
tage in the global marketplace” (Citizenship and 
Integration Canada, 2000, 2). In Selling Diversity, 
Abu-Laban and Gabriel (2002) outline the ways 
in which immigration, multiculturalism, employ-
ment equity, and globalization, advertised as 
part of the cosmopolitan life of the twenty-first 
century, actually serve to reinforce marginaliza-
tion, while at the same time marketing Canada’s 
achievements.

Temporary migrants—second-class 
workers?

It is in line with this reasoning that Canada has 
significantly expanded the influx of non-perma-
nent residents in recent years.9 The Temporary 
Foreign Worker Program, originally designed 
to alleviate perceived short-term occupational 

9	 For the most recent figures, see Statistic Canada’s lat-
est population report, available at www12.statcan.gc.
ca/census-recensement/2011/as-sa/98-310-x/98-310-
x2011001-eng.cfm.
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shortages, has been in place for decades. Yet 
it is only recently that this scheme of attract-
ing newcomers on a non-permanent basis has 
seen a dramatic expansion (see Sweetman and 
Warman 2010). In 2009, the number of tempo-
rary foreign workers reached 250,000—more 
than double what it was at the beginning of 
the millennium).10 In 2011, 156,000 econom-
ic immigrants entered Canada as permanent 
residents, while 191,000 people entered with 
a temporary work permit, granted to em-
ployers by the federal government. Many of 
these permits extend beyond a year, so as of 
December 1, 2011 there were 300,111 tem-
porary foreign workers in Canada, the highest 
number on record. The number of temporary 
foreign workers has more than doubled since  
2006.

10	 For the first time in Canada’s modern immigration histo-
ry, in 2008 the number of temporary foreign workers in 
Canada (251,235) exceeded the total number of perma-
nent residents admitted in the same year (247,243); of-
ficial numbers published by Citizenship and Integration 
Canada, 2009, see www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/sta-
tistics/facts2009/temporary/02.asp.

The second largest group of temporary resi-
dents is international students. In Canada, in-
ternational student numbers have increased 
by 51 percent in 10 years, from 97,336 in 1999 
to 196,227 in 2009. Access to the labour mar-
ket has become less restrictive for internation-
al students, both during their studies and after 
graduation. They can work in Canada for up 
to two years after graduation if they receive 
a job offer in their field of professional train-
ing. The last group of temporary residents 
comprises those migrants who are allowed 
to stay in the country based on humanitarian 
and compassionate grounds. This is consid-
ered to be the case when the migrant would 
have to face an undeserved or disproportion-
ate hardship if he or she had to leave Cana-
da in order to apply for permanent resident  
status.

The biggest group entering Canada under 
the temporary resident scheme are workers 
destined to fill positions in the labour mar-
ket. Traditionally this referred primarily to 

Source: Citizenship and Immigration Canada (2009)

Figure 3: Canada—Total entries of temporary residents by yearly status, 1985 to 2009
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employment in the agricultural sector. Yet, in-
creasingly these temporary workers fill posi-
tions in all sectors of the service industry and 
some parts of manufacturing. Entering Cana-
da as a temporary worker is contingent upon 
a job offer from a Canadian employer. The 
work permit is tied to this particular position 
and can be extended for a maximum of four  
years. 

It is attractive to employers to hire these tem-
porary workers because they are far less ex-
pensive than other workers and can be easily 
fired. For instance, during the recent economic 
downturn, many of these temporary workers 
lost their jobs and had to leave the country. 
Canadian employers are officially entitled to 
pay temporary workers lower wages than their 
regular work force (up to 15% cent less than 
a regular employee). Accordingly, temporary 
workers are regularly subject to exploitation 
and marginalization (Stasiulis 2008, Worswick 
2010).11

Beyond the highly precarious employment situ-
ation temporary workers are regularly exposed 
to sub-standard working conditions. Reports on 
squalid housing and hazardous working envi-
ronments have raised awareness in the Canadi-
an public about these “second-class migrants” 
(Hennebry 2009). Given their status, these 
workers are largely deprived of the types of le-
gal entitlements and unionized representation 
that the local work force normally enjoys. What 
is emerging instead is the specter of a second 
class of workers who enjoy a far less robust set 
of rights and entitlements. This brings Canada 
much closer to the social reality of the United 
States even though, given the highly regulated 
labour market, the number of undocumented 
immigrants is much lower. Through expanding 
the temporary category Canadian immigration 
and citizenship policies have undermined one of 
the key virtues of the Canadian immigration re-

11	 Macklin (2003) has also shown how the temporary work-
ers category has contributed to forms of trafficking.

gime: namely to have citizenship policies in place 
that protect migrants from legal exclusion and 
discrimination.

Decentralization: boon or bane?

Another major development in Canada’s immi-
gration and integration regime is the decentral-
ization of policy and administrative competenc-
es arising from its federal system of governance. 
A key component in this regard is the Provincial 
Nominee Program (PNP). First introduced in 
Manitoba in 1998 it has since expanded to all 
provinces and territories (except Nunavut and 
Quebec, which has its own economic class se-
lection system). In 2002, only 1.5 percent of 
all economic-stream migrants were provincial 
nominees, but that number jumped to 15 per-
cent in 2008. These programs are designed to 
allow provincial and territorial governments to 
operate their own immigrant selection systems. 
Under this scheme, migrants are nominated 
by a province, based on their possessing the 
skills, language abilities, education, and Cana-
dian work experience to immediately make an 
economic contribution to the province. In most 
cases these individuals are temporary migrants 
or former international students applying from 
within the country. Compared to the federal 
economic immigrant category with its focus 
on general skill levels, the PNP instead targets 
more specific professional groups in the labour 
market. 

This program is meant to target migrants more 
effectively with a view to the provinces’ labour 
market needs. Its key rationale is to attract mi-
grants to smaller provinces and cities given that 
the overwhelming majority of newcomers choose 
one of the bigger cities as their destination (over 
70 percent of all newcomers settle in Montreal, 
Toronto, or Vancouver). Indeed, Provincial Nom-
inee Programs have been successful in increas-
ing immigration rates to smaller provinces and  
cities.
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A similar logic of policy process re-structuring 
can be detected in the field of settlement ser-
vices and diversity management. As Hiebert 
and Sherell (2009) argue in their study of the 
settlement industry in BC, the task of integrat-
ing newcomers to Canada has undergone a 
process of decentralization in terms of handing 
down responsibility to the regional and local 
level. Following a neoliberal logic, this policy 
field has been transformed by the federal and 
provincial governments’ attempts at outsourc-
ing responsibility for settlement services to 
community organizations, harnessing the in-
volvement of community groups, and seeking 
greater efficiency in the spending of public re-
sources. And the expansion of the settlement 
sector has indeed gone hand in hand with the 
decentralization of service provision and the 
inclusion of local partners in the settlement 
process. To a certain degree this process can 
also be described as a downloading of respon-
sibility to lower levels of governance. As a result 
migrants in Canada have to face increasingly 
diverse recruitment standards (the provincial 
ones however are considerably lower than 
the federal ones) and settlement services. At 
the same time, however, these changes have 
been coupled with an influx of additional public 
funding, thereby creating new opportunities to 
develop multicultural policies and integration 
programs.

Equitable inclusion into the labour 
market?

It is essential to the Canadian model of inte-
gration that migrants are provided with swift 
and equitable inclusion into the labour market 
and educational institutions. Canada has an 
outstanding track record in terms of migrants 
having similar levels of professional and edu-
cational achievements compared to the pop-
ulation born in the country. Particularly from 
a multi-generational perspective, Canada has 
been able to avoid the structural disadvantag-

es that many migrant communities in the Euro-
pean context have to face; Canadian society is 
characterized by a far greater degree of social 
mobility, especially with respect to the education  
system.12 

Still, over the past two decades there is clear 
evidence of a growing gap between the labour 
market performance of the latest cohorts of 
migrants and that of the Canadian-born pop-
ulation. The income differential between these 
two groups is widening and, unlike previous 
generations of newcomers, migrants now 
face an amplified and prolonged income gap 
(Aydemir and Skuterud 2005; Nohl et al. 2012; 
Reitz and Banerjee 2007). The development 
over the past thirty years is striking: income 
levels have deteriorated among cohorts en-
tering in the 1980s and early 1990s, improved 
somewhat in the boom of the late 1990s but 
worsened again in the early 2000s. During the 
economic crisis of 2008-09, recent immigrants 
(those who arrived during the five previous 
years) again saw their economic position de-
teriorate relative to that of the Canadian-born 
population. For the most recent cohort of 
newcomers (those with less than five years in 
Canada) the difference is staggering: for white 
immigrants the income is 30 percent less than 
that of the Canadian-born population; for im-
migrants who belong to visible minorities the 
gap is somewhere between 40 and 50 percent 
(see Javdani, Jacks and Pendakur 2012). These 
findings confirm a long term trend of declin-
ing earnings among recent immigrant cohorts 
relative to the Canadian-born population: data 
from the 2006 census suggest that during their 
first few years in the country, newcomers earn 
in the range of 60 to 70 percent as much as the 
Canadian-born population; whereas in the late 
1970s the proportion was in the 85 to 90 percent  
range.

12	 However, recent studies have pointed to the relative 
deprivation of individual groups, in particular among 
visible minorities in Canada: Kazemipur and Halli (2001), 
Pendakur and Pendakur (2011), and Reitz (2007).
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With a view to processes of labour market in-
clusion, the Canadian institutional context is 
shaped by an increasingly pertinent paradox: 
on the one hand, the Canadian migration re-
gime is geared towards carefully selecting 
migrants based on their skills and their po-
tential contribution to society. On the other 
hand, however, there are considerable barri-
ers to the full utilization of these skills, mainly 
due to a complex, labour-intensive, and costly 
re-accreditation process (a process that often 
duplicates previous training experience). Fur-
ther, the issue of migrants’ access to qualified 
positions seems to involve more than simply 
the legislative framework, and instead has 
more to do with the complex interrelation-
ship between various factors regulating access 
to the labour market.13 These often include 
subtle power struggles, the monopoly of pro-
fessionalism, and rare opportunities in the 
labour market. As Bauder (2003) argues, insti-
tutionalized cultural familiarity in the licens-
ing criteria enforced by regulatory bodies in-
cludes processes of exclusion that undermine 
immigrants’ access to the professions in fa-
vour of Canadian-born and Canadian-trained  
applicants.

Poverty among migrants mirrors earnings 
trends; visible minorities in particular are affect-
ed by deteriorating living standards in Canada’s 
urban centres (see Picot, Hou, and Coulombe 
2009). Relative (to the Canadian-born) and 
absolute low-income rates rose dramatically 
among immigrants from 1980 to 2005 (Picot, 
Hou, and Coulombe 2009). In 1980 the low-in-
come rate among recent immigrants was 1.4 
times that of the Canadian-born; by 2005 it was 
2.5 times as high.

13	 It is worth noting that gender is still important among 
these factors, impacting not only upon transitions to 
skilled employment but also to permanent employment 
(cf. Fang and McPhail 2008). Among the sectors in which 
immigrant women are concentrated is the service econ-
omy, characterized by insecure and low-waged employ-
ment (Boyd and Pikkov 2008, 37).

Some of these difficulties can simply be at-
tributed to the recurrent problems that arise 
when newcomers seek to integrate into the la-
bour market. In the transition phase migrants 
have to face challenges such as non-recogni-
tion of degrees, lack of local work experience, 
linguistic abilities, soft skills, etc. However, 
it is a matter of public debate whether this 
outcome can also be causally linked to forms 
of racially motivated discrimination. If Cana-
dian society is by definition multicultural in 
character, then the existence of racism and 
xenophobia that presuppose a strong sense 
of a dominant ethno-cultural group identity 
seems marginal or even outdated. Yet there 
are many scholarly accounts of racist prac-
tices in Canada and a persistent sense of an 
exclusionary white Anglo-Saxon cultural elite 
(Nieguth 1999). Critics of the Canadian mul-
ticulturalism model therefore argue that its 
primary focus on encouraging cultural di-
versity tends to obscure the discriminatory 
(sometimes even racist) practices that immi-
grants are exposed to in their daily life and 
their professional careers (Satzewich 1998; see 
also Boyd 2009). Henry and Tator (2002) argue 
that, despite societal norms of tolerance and 
diversity, a covert “democratic” racism plagues 
Canadian society.14 Also, the policies adopted 
under the heading of multiculturalism have 
come under scrutiny. By emphasizing cultur-
al difference, multiculturalism policy can un-
intentionally contribute to the “ghettoization” 
of ethnic minorities. Some argue that, rather 
than actively striving for equality of all citizens, 
regardless of their origin, such a policy sus-
tains (potentially discriminatory) boundaries 
between ethnically or culturally defined com-
munities (Bissoondath 1994; Sean and Bolaria 
2007).

14	 Oreopoulos and Dechief (2011) have recently conduct-
ed a study in Toronto in which applications sent out to 
potential employers were identical except for the name 
of the applicant. Résumés with non-Western names re-
ceived far fewer calls for interviews than applications 
with English or French names. 
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Conclusion: Canada Between Multiculturalism and Neoliberalism

It is for good reasons that Canada is seen to-
day as a country with some of the most ad-
vanced immigration policies and as a champion 
of multiculturalism. In terms of recruiting and 
integrating newcomers this country has under-
gone a profound transformation from a Brit-
ish-French settler society to one that is socially 
and politically defined by migration in a vital 
way. In this respect it has left behind the (Euro-
pean) tradition of nation-building as the guiding 
principle for managing migration. The introduc-
tion of a point system targeting migrants from 
around the world irrespective of their country 
of origin and of multicultural policies in the late 
1960s established a state-monitored system of 
regulating migration that is exceptional in the 
scope of recruiting newcomers and in providing 
them with equitable access to educational and 
professional opportunities in Canadian society. 
The reasons for the transformation of the 1960s 
and 1970s are not fundamentally different from 
what considerable parts of Europe have to 
face: demographic challenges that require the 
sustained influx of large numbers of migrants 
and the normative pressure to address the so-
cio-economic marginalization of large parts of 
its migrant population (often reproduced well 
into the second generation). 

Yet, in spite of a continuously high influx of 
migrants, some of the key pillars and norma-
tive doctrines of Canadian multiculturalism 
have come under considerable pressure. Most 
importantly, it is evident that the neoliberal 
agenda of the 1990s and 2000s has noticeably 
transformed the role of the state in manag-
ing the economy and, related to this, the rela-
tions between societal groups. As a result, the 
commitment of the state to achieving equality 
of opportunities for immigrants and to estab-
lishing state-financed programs (Settlement, 
Employment, Equity Programs) to integrate 

them into Canadian society have been scaled 
back to a considerable degree. In this context 
multiculturalism, as a concept once strongly 
equipped with a normative vision of what mod-
ern Canada should look like, has become a far 
more utilitarian, economy-driven issue. Partic-
ularly with regard to the current conservative 
government of Stephen Harper, these shifting 
priorities have substantial altered the official 
political discourse vis-à-vis immigration: Over 
the past years migrants have increasingly been 
portrayed as a burden to Canadian society in 
general and to the Canadian tax payers in par-
ticular.15 There have been veritable campaigns 
against migrants as potential security threats, 
squanderers of welfare state resources, and 
(allegedly) bogus asylum seekers. This shift in 
the political discourse of the governing par-
ty is likely to change the public perception of 
immigrants and produce its own exclusionary 
effects. 

This public discourse has also decisively changed 
the environment for policy making: Migrants 
from whom an immediate economic return is 
expected are favoured, while those desiring to 
reside in Canada for family or humanitarian rea-
sons have to face mounting challenges to qualify 
for immigrant status. The massive expansion of 
the temporary workers class as an easily “dispos-
able” work force follows this logic closely. One of 
Canada’s utmost qualities as an immigrant soci-
ety, namely the commitment to swift access to 
full citizenship status and full inclusion into the 
fabric of Canadian society, is in danger of gradu-
al erosion. From a wider societal perspective one 
could interpret this development also in terms 

15	 In this respect it is also instructive to see the series of 
studies produced by The Fraser Institute, a conservative 
think tank (www.fraserinstitute.org): Their concerns re-
garding the viability of immigration to Canada, related 
costs, and decreasing benefits to Canada reflects the 
conservative agenda well. 
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of the legacy that Canada’s history as a white set-
tler society has left behind even in contemporary 
society. The much acclaimed multicultural ideal 
is at times far from social reality: in particular, 
recent immigrants and visible minorities face 
veritable challenges in finding fair and equitable 
access to educational and professional opportu-
nities. Canadian society is not immune to forms 
of racial exclusion. Also the very concept of mul-
ticulturalism is being questioned: ironically it is 
a concept originally developed and implement-

ed by a society with a commonly shared under-
standing of what the dominant culture is. Yet, 
given the fast, migration-driven demographic 
change of Canadian society, this common refer-
ence point in promoting integration will gradual-
ly wither away. Will a growing fragmentation of 
Canadian society into ethno-cultural communi-
ties facilitate or rather hamper the advancement 
of an inclusive and fair society? In many respects, 
Canadian multiculturalism is still very much a 
project in the making. 
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