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Abstract: This research examines the effects of “race” and “class” on the economic and social integration of 

second-generation Jamaicans (n=23) and Portuguese (n=20) in Canada. This qualitative study uses interview data 

to compare the role of multiculturalism in the integration of two second-generation immigrant groups. I find that 

the integration of these two groups differs based on their visible minority status and their social class. These 

results are important to develop policies for the integration of racialized native-born youth into a multiethnic 

society. 
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Introduction  

 

One out of twenty people in Canada is foreign-born (Statistics Canada, 2015) and the number of children born to 

foreign-born immigrants in Canada -second-generation- is growing fast (Statistics Canada, 2015; Statistics Canada, 

no date-a).  Second-generation is “constituted by immigrants’ children who are born and raised in the receiving 

society or, in some definition, merely raised there” (Silberman, Alba, Fournier, 2007, p. 1). From 2006 to 2011, the 

second-generation grew from 15% to 17.4% of the total Canadian population (Statistics Canada, 2015). Furthermore, 

three out of ten among the second-generation belong to a visible minority group.  

 

Canada has witnessed a drastic change in its ethnic composition since 1962. The Canadian government had to 

abandon its long-standing country-of-origin immigration selection system because European societies were no 

longer able to provide sufficient labour for the demands of Canadian labour market (Green and Green, 1999; 

Simmons, 2010). Canada, hence, started to recruit immigrant workers from diverse ethnocultural backgrounds. In 

Canadian immigration history, this was a clear shift towards non-European sources of immigrants to Canada (Reitz 

& Banerjee, 2007, p.1). 

 

With the significant increase in the number of immigrants of colour, the context of immigrant integration in Canada 

has changed. During the first half of the 20th century, the classic linear assimilation model was guiding immigrants’ 

integration (Driedger,1996, p. 30- 31; Plaza, 2006, p. 211).  Linear assimilation is the process whereby new 

immigrants are expected to blend into the larger national culture (Driedger, 1996, p. 27) and to turn into 

undistinguishable members of the receiving country (Allahar, 2010, p. 72). The increasing ethnic diversity of 

Canadian society made this challenging, and led to the rise of the official policy of multiculturalism in 1971 (Reitz 

and Banerjee, 2007, p. 35).  

 

Multiculturalism, as an official policy, guarantees that all minorities and immigrants can keep their distinct culture 

in the process of integration into the host society and have equal access to economic, social, and political institutions 

(Fleras & Eliott, 1996, p. 328). However, various research and my interviews reveal that holding a visible marker of 

being racially different has been an obstacle to the integration process of immigrants of colour even for Canadian-

born youth (Abada & Linn, 2011; Allahar, 2010; Ari, 2016; Aydemir, Chen & Corak, 2006; Brown & Parekh, 2010; 

Codjoe, 2001, 2006; Davis, 2012; Henry, 1994; James, 2010, 2011; Plaza, 2006) 

  

The specific focus of this paper is to understand the effectiveness of Canada’s official multiculturalism policy in 
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integration into Canadian society for young second-generation immigrants of colour, Jamaicans, and young second-

generation non-visible minority group, Portuguese, in Toronto. My interviews with these two groups highlight the 

explanatory power of ‘segmented assimilation’ theory in Canada (Ari, 2016). I find that the outcomes of the 

integration process for Portuguese and Jamaican youth differ based on whether their minority status is visible or not 

and their social class. Multicultural ideology, hence, works in diverse ways for young second-generation immigrants.  

 

Methodology 

 

This paper is based on forty-three interviews with second-generation Jamaicans (N=23) and second-generation 

Portuguese (N=20) in Toronto, which I conducted for my PhD dissertation. Each interview was an average of 90 

minutes in length. Because of this paper’s specific focus on youth, the data for this manuscript comes from thirty-

two interviews with second-generation Jamaican-Canadian and Portuguese-Canadian youth who are between the 

ages of 18 and 35. Seven of the interviewees were Jamaican men, twelve were Jamaican women, nine were 

Portuguese women, and four were Portuguese men. When transcribing the interviews, I identified major themes, 

and then used these themes for coding the interview data.  

 

It was initially difficult to access to Jamaican and Portuguese communities due to being an outsider to these 

communities. However, after getting access, my positioning allowed me to develop a perspective on complex social 

issues, concepts, and the relationships between them.    My own social positioning as a doctoral student and as a 

first-generation (foreign-born) immigrant to Canada informed my interactions with my participants. I shared my 

personal history including the country I came from, my ethnic minority status in Canada, and some opinions when 

asked, which built a stronger communication and rapport with my informants.  Indeed, I was not simply an outsider 

as Dowling (2010, p. 36) tells us a researcher is never “simply either an insider or an outsider” since I had sometimes 

similar characteristics such as social class, age, and minority status with some of my participants. My outsider status, 

on the other hand, benefited my research because my informants made an extra effort to provide detailed 

explanations and examples to me. 

 

In this research study, there was a smaller number of male participants relative to the number of women. However, 

my interviews with male participants were enough to determine the major differences in men’s and women’s 

experiences. The research was approved by the Western University Health Science Research Ethnics Board on 

February, 2015 until February 2016.  

 

Background 

 

Black Caribbean immigration to Canada has been a highly racialized process because of the immigration policy of 

Canada. This policy made a clear distinction between “preferred” and “non-preferred” immigrants which excluded 

immigrants outside of Europe. There was a specific interest in attracting only white immigrants from northern and 

western Europe and the United States (Hawkins 1991:26-27). The entry of blacks was actively discouraged 

specifically because they were perceived as mentally inferior and unable to govern themselves which originated in 

the history of slavery and colonization. (Satzewich, 1990; Calliste, 1993/1994; Jakubowski, 1999; Plaza, 2001). Still, 

black Caribbeans were sometimes allowed in because of the need for cheap labour in some industries such as steel 

plants and mines (Calliste, 1993/1994, p.131; Plaza, 2001, p.43). However, it was not until 1955 that a significant 

number of Jamaicans entered Canada. When British women withdrew from domestic work in drastic numbers, and 

traditional countries were not able to send immigrants to fill their places because of the economic boom after World 

War II, one hundred women were recruited from Caribbean countries under the West Indian Domestic Schema; 

seventy-five of them were Jamaicans (Hick & Allahar, 2011, p. 28, Satzewich, 1990, p.337, Plaza, 2001, p. 51). These 

women had to have at least an eighth grade education, pass the medical examination, be single, and work as 

domestics for at least one year upon their arrival to Canada. Indeed, most of the applicants for domestic work were 
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teachers, secretaries, clerks, and so on, but they used this scheme as a legitimate tool to get into Canada (Plaza, 

2001, p. 51).  

 

After the withdrawal of the racist immigration policy in 1962, and the adoption of the point system in 1967, 

immigration from the Caribbean increased drastically until 1985 (Plaza, 2001, pp.54-58). Jamaicans are the most 

populous group among the Caribbean groups in Canada. As of 2011, the number of people who claimed Jamaican 

nationality was 256,915, which makes up 0.8% of the total Canadian population (Statistics Canada, no date-a), and 

a majority of Jamaican-Canadians live in Toronto (Statistics Canada, no date-c). The economic well-being of 

Jamaicans is more fragile compared to the national average. In 2011, while the unemployment level was 11.4% for 

Jamaicans, the national average was 7.8% (Statistics Canada, no date-a). Furthermore, poverty statistics are alarming 

for the Jamaican community with a rate of 20.1% compared to a Canadian average of 14.9% (Ornstein 2006a, 

Statistics Canada, no date-a). 

 

On the other hand, Portuguese immigrants, coming from southern Europe, were positioned between preferred and 

non-preferred immigrants. Portuguese immigration officially started in 1953 when Canadian and Portuguese 

governments cooperated to bring in five hundred and fifty men to work in agriculture and manual jobs (Higgs, 1982, 

p. 7). Immigrants from Portugal at that time largely came from rural and poor areas, and did not have more than a 

primary school education, and hence they have been overrepresented in unskilled and manual employment such as 

construction, manufacturing, and low skilled service jobs (Higgs, 1982; Nunes, 1998). During the 1980s, Portuguese 

immigration peaked, and Portugal was the eleventh most important origin country sending immigrants to Canada 

(Simmons, 2010, p. 126). Although immigration from Portugal continued in the 1990s, the number of Portuguese 

immigrants went down significantly, and, in the 2000s, it was no longer a major source country for Canada (ibid).  As 

of 2011, there were 429,850 individuals who claimed Portuguese origin, which was 1.3 % of the total Canadian 

population, and a significant number of them are in Toronto and Montreal (Nunes, 1998; Statistics Canada, no date-

a). The Portuguese in Canada, despite their low education level, have a lower rate of unemployment at 7.7% than 

the Canadian average of 7.8% (Statistics Canada, no date-a) and lower rates of poverty compared to the Canadian 

average (Ornstein, 2006a, 2006b; Statistics Canada, no date-a). However, Portuguese-Canadians today are still 

overrepresented in manual and unskilled jobs.  

 

Theory, Evidence, and Discussion 

 

My interviews with second-generation youth highlight the importance of segmented assimilation theory in the 

Canadian context (Ari, 2016). This theory was developed to understand the economic and social integration of racial 

or new second-generation -the children of racial minorities- in the United States (U.S.) (Gans, 1992; Portes & Zhou, 

1993; Zhou, 1997; Zhou & Kim, 2006). Essentially it suggests divergent outcomes of the integration process for the 

second-generation because of the increasing ethnic/racial diversity of immigrant groups after 1960s and recent 

changes in the economy due to the move from industrial to post-industrial society (Portes & Zhou, 1993, p. 82; Zhou, 

1997, p. 884).  This theory argues that visible minority second-generation cannot become indistinguishable from the 

host society like European-origin second-generation immigrants because of various kinds of racisms and changing 

economic conditions in receiving developed countries (Gans, 1992, p. 174). Some visible minority second-

generations, particularly working-class blacks and Latinos, are blocked from assimilating and get trapped by poverty 

in a post-industrial economy and cannot achieve upward mobility like previous European-originated second-

generation immigrants. 

 

The segmented assimilation and blocked assimilation models are based on research in the U.S. context and it is 

unclear the extent to which these models apply in the Canadian context.  Canada differs from the U.S. in many ways 

such as higher level of educational attainment of Canadian second-generation visible minority groups compared to 

non-visible minority groups (Boyd, 2002; Reitz and Banerjee, 2007; Statistics Canada, 2011a). Furthermore, the 



 

7 | P a g e  
 

socio-historical differences between Canada and the U.S., including the history of race relations, slavery, civil war, 

and the number of blacks in the U.S. could make the use of this theory challenging in Canada (Boyd 2002).  

 

However, there has been some body of work confirming the main argument of segmented assimilation theory in 

Canada (Abada & Linn, 2011; Ari, 2016; Aydemir, Chen & Corak, 2006; Brown & Parekh, 2010; Codjoe, 2001, 2006; 

Davis, 2012; Henry, 1994; James, 2010, 2011; Plaza, 2006).  For instance, Aydemir, Chen and Corak (2006) found 

blocked educational mobility for some visible minority groups, especially for sons of immigrants from the Caribbean, 

Central and South America (p. 13). Furthermore, the findings based on higher level of educational attainment which 

refuse the segmented assimilation model within Canada do not provide an explanation for discrimination in 

institutions such as schools and labour market and in everyday life. A detailed analysis reveals that higher 

educational attainment of some second-generation immigrants of colour does not mean that they are not prone to 

be used as cheap and flexible labour (Allahar, 2010). For instance, although the educational level of Jamaicans is 

higher than Portuguese, their employment income is lower than Portuguese (Statistics Canada, 2011b).  

 

My interviews show that segmented assimilation model applies in Canada depending on visible minority status and 

social class.  In the labour market, some of my Jamaican participants, even the ones employed in decent jobs 

complained about having white supervisors with lower education, and racist attitudes of clients such as not wanting 

to be served by blacks. Participants in this study who are in transition from school to work explained that sometimes 

they face difficulty in job searching because of their addresses, such as Jane and Finch area where high number of 

black Canadians live, on their resumes. Black youth, as my interviews indicate, are stereotyped as “lazy, not being 

smart enough, violent, gangsta, and loud” among their teachers and society at large. They are disproportionately 

assigned to special education classrooms (Brown & Parekh, 2010, p. 42; James, 2011, p.467) and applied courses to 

pursue college education instead of university sometimes regardless of their will.  

 

Sarah (pseudonym) tells her schooling experiences as:  

It was my first time being exposed to those stereotypes… When you are in middle school you don’t think that 

there may be an issue because of the color you are. Not just the people, even the education system itself. You 

walk in there and teachers already have that idea of oh my God a Jamaican…. you are almost expected to fail. It 

was almost like you know when it comes time for like scholarships and that sort of things you are overpassed or 

you are not smart enough for… while I was there, I was always expected that I would be delayed kid. I would be 

the one that didn't do well in math or sciences because oh no the Asians always have that... So it was always 

the thing of trying to keep up because they think you are less than what you really are (Ari, 2016). 

 

Portuguese youth coming largely from working-class families, on the other hand, according to the literature (Anisef, 

Brown, Phythian, Sweet & Walters, 2008; Brown 1999, 2006, 2010; Nunes, 2008, 2014; Ornstein 2000, 2006a, 2006b)  

and my interviews, have significant educational problems, especially male Portuguese, including high drop out rates, 

underachievement, overrepresentation in special education classes, lack of familial guidance and role models, 

parents’ limited English to help with school work, and being labelled as “troublemakers” at school. For instance, 

Portuguese students had the highest dropout rates among all language groups with 43% in 2006 in the TDSB (Brown, 

2006, p.15). However, compared to Jamaican second-generation youth, they are strongly connected to Canada and 

are proud of being a Canadian. It can be expected that by future generations, descendants of Portuguese immigrants 

will be indistinguishable part of Canadian society because there is not a resistance towards Portuguese community 

by the 2000s. This is not to deny the structural problems Portuguese youth face mostly originating from their 

working-class background. However, they don’t see discrimination as a major problem on the ground of their ethnic 

identities.  

 

Tom (pseudonym), working in construction, 33 years old second-generation Portuguese, said:  

I feel grateful of being a Canadian citizen. We live in the best country in the world. We have the rights we want. 
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We have every opportunity to do what we want to do. Freedoms, health care, education. You can become 

what you want to do in this country. If you work really hard, you can get what you want (Ari, 2016) 

 

Black youth are also exposed to racial profiling, and find their daily lives restricted. Jamaican youth are followed for 

the suspect of theft at stores or male second-generation Jamaicans are stopped by police on the street and asked 

information without any concrete ground, which renders their integration process different than non-visible 

European originated immigrants.  

 

Mike (pseudonym), a university student, 25 years old, tells his experience with police as:  

I feel like I am harassed by police officers only because of my skin colour… or where I do live as well. I live in 

Rexdale....so I feel like I am discriminated against because I am a black male even if I am not doing anything or 

not causing trouble. An example of that is me being pulled over for like why are you walking? … being pulled 

over while riding my bike, police asking questions where you are going? Can I see ID? What did I do? Just 

walking on the street? Those are instances that are discriminating (Ari, 2016). 

 

Second-generation Jamaican youth face unique integration challenges stemming from systemic and institutional 

racism. However, this does not mean that all second-generation blacks experience blocked assimilation. While my 

middle-class Jamaican participants are more integrated in Canadian institutions, have more interaction with the rest 

of the society, and are better equipped to struggle with racism, working class second-generation are more 

disenfranchised from their social and economic rights in Canada due to their social class.  

 

Conclusion: The Role of Multiculturalism in Integration  

 

Diverse integration experiences of second-generation youth have shaped their perception of multiculturalism. There 

are significant variances within and between groups in their experiences of integrating into Canada depending on 

social class and visible minority status.  

 

The ideology of multiculturalism shapes the integration of second-generation Jamaicans and Portuguese in three 

main ways. First group, all Portuguese youth and one-third of Jamaican youth for this study see multiculturalism as 

an inclusive model which creates a safe space for diversity and an opportunity to be exposed to different experiences 

such as ethnic food and festivals. Second-generation Portuguese youth regardless of their social class, within the 

context of this study, are not likely to experience ethnic tensions. On the other hand, Jamaican youth consider 

multiculturalism as an effective tool for fighting racism.  Nevertheless, in spite of their belief in multiculturalism, 

some working-class Portuguese see some various affirmative action policies as an unfair treatment towards whites 

including themselves such as affirmative action in the hiring process. 

  

Second, another one-third of black youth think that multiculturalism might not work in an ideal way but it is a positive 

step to achieve better resource distribution and to struggle against discrimination in the areas of labour market and 

education, and in their everyday lives. Third, to the rest of Jamaican youth, multiculturalism works as a hegemonic 

device which leaves systemic and institutional inequalities intact and maintains social order in a country with diverse 

ethnic and racialized groups. They think their everyday lives are imbued with different levels of racism, and state by 

paying lip services to multiculturalism distracts Canadians from structural inequalities. They do not consider Canada 

as home although born and raised in Toronto. 

 

One clear difference among these two groups deserves attention. Skin colour of second-generation Jamaicans has 

reduced their chances of integration. Outcomes of integration differ along the lines of “race” and ethnicity in Canada 

which holds multiculturalism as an official policy. Although some black youth try to integrate into Canadian society, 

they face resistance because of the stereotypes about black people and structural constraints. In spite of the 
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guarantee of equality under Multiculturalism Act (1988), second-generation immigrants face systemic challenges. 

Findings indicate that these challenges cannot be overcome easily for future generation blacks although youth have 

some control over their lives. Policies should aim to change the receiving society and its institutions as well instead 

of developing policies solely focusing on immigrant population and their children to make Canada more welcoming 

to racialized youth.  
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