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Introduction

ImmIgrAtIon 
A Critical Analysis

“Canada is a land of  immigrants.” What does this oft repeated 
phrase mean? The answer seems clear enough — Canada was built 
by and is made up of  people of  many different races, nationalities, 
cultures and languages. However, this cozy pluralistic notion hides 
many complicated realities of  both the history of  immigration 
and the experience of  coming to Canada as an immigrant today. 
On the surface migration appears to be a straightforward process. 
People move, either by choice or displacement, from one country to 
another. Each country sets its own criteria, or immigration policy, 
for people entering to settle permanently or to work temporarily. 
For the migrant, the move can be risky and may represent oppor-
tunity, may embody hope and fear. For the receiving country, the 
influx of  new people may be beneficial economically, socially and 
culturally. But immigration raises a complex web of  political and 
social issues that are mired in a country’s specific history, values and 
hierarchies. For Canada, the motives for encouraging immigration 
include ensuring population and economic growth and preserving 
territorial boundaries. These motives change over time, as Canada 
shifts its own internal priorities and its place on a global stage.

There continues to be a perception that Canada’s laws make it 
easy for immigrants to come here and that Canada is more welcom-
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ing and hospitable to new immigrants than many other countries. 
The perceptions, however, are not always true or true for everyone. 
This book critically examines these perceptions and investigates the 
history of  how and which immigrants contributed to the making 
of  Canada. We do not take as a given that all immigrants’ lives are 
enhanced in Canada. Like some early immigrants who left middle-
class and privileged lives for the hardship of  pioneer life in Canada, 
many immigrants who come to Canada today do not experience 
an improvement in their lives. Furthermore, the selection of  who 
gets to come to Canada, while no longer explicitly based on race 
(as was historically the case), is still predicated on a certain class of  
immigrants, who often discover that neither their education nor 
their work experience allows them to continue their profession or 
occupation. In addition to these issues, this book explores pressing 
issues such as temporary labour programs, labour market integra-
tion issues, including lack of  skills’ recognition and undocumented 
labour, and the role of  the state in welcoming and integrating new 
citizens.

migration
Migration is a global phenomenon, and there are more people on 
the move today than ever before. The reasons include economic 
displacement, family reunification, environmental degradation, war 
and civil unrest and sometimes, quite simply, the search for a better 
life. The International Organization for Migration estimates that 
there are approximately 214 million international migrants in the 
world today, which is about 3.1 percent of  the global population. This 
number of  migrants would equal the fifth most populous country in 
the world. Contrary to the myth that it is primarily men who migrate, 
49 percent of  international migrants are women.1

As a receiving country for migrants, Canada falls right in the 
middle of  the top ten, hosting approximately 7.2 million migrants 
in 2008 (see Table 0.1). The top country to host immigrants is the 
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United States (42.8 million), followed by the Russian Federation, 
Germany and Saudi Arabia. While Canada may not be the first 
country of  choice for international migrants, we do have a larger 
proportion of  immigrants (21.6 percent) in our general popula-
tion than either the United States (13.8 percent) or the Russian 
Federation (8.7 percent). The top three migrant-sending countries 
are China (35 million), India (20 million) and the Philippines (7 
million).2 Many global migration trends run counter to the myths 
we commonly associate with immigration. For example, the major-
ity of  African migrants move within Africa, while Asia, the largest 
source of  temporary workers, is also characterized by large flows 
of  intra-regional migration, particularly in China and India. The 
Middle East is the most important destination for temporary Asian 
workers, and temporary migrant labour is on the rise in Europe, 
the United States and Canada. In the case of  Canada, the number 
of  migrants coming through temporary worker channels has lately 
exceeded those coming through the permanent residency category.

Country Number of  Migrants 
(millions)

United States 42.8
Russian Federation 12.3
Germany 10.8
Saudi Arabia 7.3
Canada 7.2
France 6.7
United Kingdom 6.5
Spain 6.4
India 5.4
Ukraine 5.3

Source: International Organization for Migration, “World Migration 2008: Managing Labour Mobility in the Evolving 
Global Economy: Regional and Country Figures,” at <iom.int/jahia/Jahia/about-migration/facts-and-figures/regional-
and-country-figures>. (n.d.).

table 0.1 top ten Countries Hosting International migrants, 2008
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myths about Immigration
There exists a plethora of  myths about immigration. Before explor-
ing some of  the more complex issues surrounding immigration, we 
discuss and debunk some of  the most often cited beliefs around 
immigrants and immigration to Canada.

It Is easy to Immigrate to Canada
Canada’s point system makes it very difficult except for the most 
highly skilled and highly educated people to achieve enough points 
to even be considered for immigration. In fact, it is estimated that 
many Canadians would not pass the point system test if  it was ap-
plied to them.

Immigrants steal Jobs from Canadian Workers
Although the majority of  immigrants who come to Canada as per-
manent residents are highly skilled professionals, their qualifications 
are frequently not recognized. Consequently, they are not able to 
compete with Canadians for jobs in their field. In fact, it is estimated 
that new immigrants are three times more likely to be working in 
low-skilled jobs than their Canadian counterparts. Furthermore, 
between 1993 and 2001, even semi-established immigrants (those 
who had been in the country for ten years or less) had higher rates 
of  overqualification than Canadians doing similar work.3

Immigrants are destitute, uneducated and a drain on the system
Canada’s immigration system is designed to bring in more Skilled 
Workers than any other category of  immigrants. Most immigrants 
come to Canada with advanced degrees, professional status and a 
high level of  experience, all of  which contributes to giving Canada 
an edge in the competitive global market. Immigrants who come to 
Canada as business migrants are required to have a minimum net 
worth of  $800,000! Upon settling in Canada, they establish busi-
nesses and create new jobs for Canadians. Regardless of  the channel 
of  immigration, whether it be Economic or Family Class, immigrants 



ImmIgrAtIon: A CrItICAl AnAlysIs   11

are required to bring a certain amount of  money to ensure that they 
will not be dependant on Canada’s social security system.

Immigrants bring Crime to Canada
Immigrants actually have lower crime rates than the Canadian-born 
population, and according to the International Centre for Criminal 
Law Reform and Criminal Justice Policy, immigrants are “much 
less involved in criminal activity than are those who were born in 
Canada.”4 

Immigrants do not Want to Work
Most immigrants come to Canada because they seek a better life for 
themselves and their children. As part of  that new life, most immi-
grants hope to find suitable and fulfilling work. However, for many 
immigrants, finding a decent job is frequently more challenging than 
they anticipated. Many immigrants who are doctors and engineers 
end up working as drivers, cleaners and security agents because they 
cannot land a job in their field.

theories of migration
There are numerous theories about why people migrate. On the face 
of  it, most people move because they want a better life. While this 
reason for migration is almost always true, there are often other more 
complex factors at work that compel people to uproot themselves and 
their families from their jobs, homes, friends and families in order to 
attempt a new life somewhere else. Some of  these factors may involve 
individual experiences (i.e., loss of  land, death in the family), while 
others may be more structural (i.e., civil unrest, economic downturn). 
Whatever the reason, the reality is that migration is almost never an 
easy decision or process.

There are two approaches to looking at migration — the indi-
vidual and the structural. The individual approach, also known as 
“human capital theory,” argues that individuals will rationally assess 
which country is offering the best employment and wage prospects 
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for their skills and experience and make their decisions accordingly. 
The limitation to this approach is that migration decisions are 
rarely made by lone individuals who simply evaluate money and 
jobs. Migration decisions are frequently influenced by other family 
members, contacts individuals have in other countries, the desirability 
of  locating to other countries, and a host of  other factors.

Another way of  looking at migration is the structural approach, 
which is also referred to as “push-pull theory.” This theory at its 
most simple argues that there are factors, such as poverty, unemploy-
ment and conflict (to name just a few), that push people out of  their 
countries, and other factors, such as jobs, economic prosperity and 
political stability, that pull those same people into other countries. 
There are a number of  variations on this theory as well. For exam-
ple, the “dual or segmented labour market theory” asserts that a 
capitalist system will create two levels of  employment — high-skilled 
and low-skilled. High-skilled employment consists of  jobs that are 
well-paid, secure and offer job protection and benefits. Low-skilled 
employment, also known as the three-D jobs — dirty, dangerous and 
difficult — are frequently difficult to fill because most locals are not 
interested in working under those conditions. Thus, countries often 
import immigrants to work in low-skilled jobs, often found in the 
construction, agriculture and service industries. A second variation 
of  the push-pull theory is the “neoclassical economic theory,” which 
argues that international migration is connected to the global supply 
and demand for labour. In this theory, migrants from countries with 
surplus labour are attracted to the potential for high wages and good 
jobs in countries that are experiencing labour shortages. Lastly, the 
“world systems theory” posits that international migration is a con-
sequence of  global capitalism. The industrial development of  rich 
nations (the pull countries) has created structural economic problems 
in poor countries (the push countries), resulting in the large-scale 
international migration of  people from the “Third World” to the 
“First World.”5
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How this book Is organized
The book contains seven chapters, with Chapter 1 examining how 
Canadian immigration policy from 1867 to 1967 was explicitly for-
mulated with the goal of  creating and maintaining a white settler 
society. This chapter also explores immigration policies since 1967, 
after the elimination of  race-based criteria, and discusses whether 
racial discrimination has been eliminated. Chapter 2 outlines current 
immigration policy and explains how it works. It analyzes the shifts 
in immigration policy, noting the devolution of  federal government 
control of  the process and the increasing involvement of  other ac-
tors such as post-secondary institutions, provincial governments and 
employers. While the policies are no longer based on race, they are 
still highly selective, favouring middle-class professionals.

Chapter 3 addresses labour issues for immigrant professionals 
and skilled workers. As immigration trends have shifted with respect 
to source countries and annual quotas, professionals are experiencing 
greater difficulties in establishing themselves in their professions than 
immigrants of  the past. Chapter 4 deals with integration issues rang-
ing from language training to accessing culturally appropriate health 
and social services. For the most recent wave of  immigrants, many 
of  whom come from the Global South, integrating into Canadian 
society is a challenging process fraught with many obstacles including 
poverty and social isolation. This chapter investigates the framework 
of  settlement services in Canada and whether these foster the social 
inclusion of  new immigrants or exacerbate their social exclusion.

Chapter 5 discusses the dramatic growth in the numbers of  tem-
porary workers and work programs in the past five years. Following on 
the heels of  both Europe and the United States, Canada is witnessing 
an explosion in temporary worker programs. These programs import 
migrants, typically from countries in the Global South, to perform 
labour for a specified period. Upon completion of  this period, mi-
grants are sent back to their countries of  origin. Temporary labour 
programs are designed to meet the labour needs in industries where 
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there is a shortage of  Canadians workers. Lauded as a panacea for 
both Canadian industry and poor workers from the South, Canadian 
temporary labour programs are being heralded across the globe. But 
who really benefits from these programs? Are structural inequali-
ties in these programs ushering in a new form of  “slave” labour? 
This chapter highlights the Seasonal Agricultural Migrant Worker 
Program to examine how temporary labour programs in Canada 
are creating a new underclass of  labourers.

Non-status migrants is the theme of  Chapter 6. Performing 
invisible labour — from cleaning offices to constructing basements 
— Canada’s estimated 200,000 undocumented workers form an 
integral yet hidden part of  the national workforce. For example, the 
construction industry in Ontario employs over 76,000 illegal workers. 
This chapter explores the rise of  undocumented labour in Canada 
and contemporary debates surrounding this sector of  workers.

The final chapter argues that there is a need for federal, provin-
cial and municipal levels of  government to work together to improve 
the outcomes of  immigration for both the individuals who migrate 
and for the communities in which they live. The under and unem-
ployment of  immigrants in Canada is the result of  systemic policies 
and practices, such as not recognizing international credentials and 
work experience as equivalent to Canadian, and they can be changed. 
Immigrants deserve to be treated with more respect in Canada. The 
aim of  this book is to contribute to making much needed changes to 
immigration policies and practices, employer hiring practices and 
Canadians’ attitudes towards immigrants.




