Myth and Reality in Azorean Emigration

It has been widely accepted, whether among specialists in the field of immigration or among the Portuguese public (but particularly among Azoreans) in general, that those Portuguese who emigrated from the mainland did so with the clear intention of one day returning to their homeland, while the Azoreans, on the other hand, abandoned their homeland forever...

By studying emigration in a particular Azorean village, and establishing contacts with many other Azoreans living in Toronto, the author of this work was surprised to discover that virtually all of the several hundred Azorean emigrants he contacted throughout the duration of this study had left the Azores with the explicit intention of returning just as soon as they were able to established those conditions which would allow them to return without having to work for someone else.  In fact, many of these emigrants had made concrete plans to return after having spent 10/12 years in the host country.

Yet, the fact remains that the vast majority of these individuals did not return – this observation led the author two formulate two pivotal questions, on which this study is based, and to search for their answers: 

1) Why does this myth  concerning Azorean emigration (that they do not desire to return) exist?

2) Why, despite having achieved their initial goals, didn’t the vast majority of these individuals return to their homelands?

In order to respond to the first question, the author analyzes the living conditions of that Azorean village during the 1950s and 60s, when Azorean emigration to Canada was at its peak.  The author:

· Analyses the social structure;

· Analyses working conditions (hardships);

· Analyses spare time activities;

· Analyses the influence that America has had on local life, particularly the 

strong emotional ties that many Azoreans have felt towards the ‘land of America’ throughout the centuries.

He concludes that the enormous difference in material conditions that exists between the United States and the Azores, and the incredibly optimistic image held by Azoreans of the ‘land of America’ as a virtual “Heaven on Earth” gave rise to, and then reinforced, the idea that once having lived in “Heaven”, no one would ever chose to return to “Purgatory” (a term commonly used by the locals to refer to life in the village).  It is worth noting, however, that, in the opinion of  the author, this myth was maintained and propagated in the minds of those who stayed behind, but not in that of those who left.  As the time of departure approached, those who left became increasingly aware of the responsability involved in the step they were about to take, and began to have doubts, to feel anxious, and even to appreciate much of that which they had previously taken for granted in their home town.  The sadness surrounding those days prior to the departure, and the pain that accompanied them did the rest: few were those who abandoned their homeland without the hope, or in some cases a concrete plan, fully elaborated even, to one day return definitively to the land where they were born.

In order to respond to the second question, on the other hand, the author accompanied those villagers on their migratory saga to the city of Toronto, in Canada.  There he observes their initial reaction upon arrival, followed by an analysis of the material achievements of those emigrants, and the economic success that most of these have been able to achieve. In fact, most of these individuals claim to have achieved more than they had initially anticipated, and in a shorter period of time than they could have ever hoped – as proven by the fact that most were able to pay off their first home in an average of seven years.

Little did they know, however, that by that time they had already passed the so-called  ‘window of opportunity of the immigrant’: the period of time between the achievement of those material objectives established prior to the departure and the onset of other factors which prohibit their return.

Thereafter the author attempts to understand the way in which these emigrants interact with the various socio-cultural environments that surround them and which constitute, in the words of the author, “the cultural triangle of the immigrant”: that is, the socio-cultural environment where the individual presently lives ; the country of origin as it was at the time of the individual’s departure; and finally that same country of origin as it is today.  The author then analyses the relationship of the emigrant:

a) with the dominant society (cold, distant or formal relationship) and with other ethnic groups (relationships based on tolerance and mutual respect, with regards to other European ethnicities; relationships based on distrust and even intolerance, with respect to other ethic groups, in particular Blacks).

b) with the ‘Portuguese community’ itself, which grew over time in Toronto (the role of that ‘community’ in the lives of emigrants is extremely important, given the high degree of institutional completeness that characterizes that community on the one hand; cold, difficult or even mutually distrustful relationships between Azoreans and Mainlanders, on the other).

c) with the country of origin, as seen from the outside (paradise lost); as seen during a visit to his native village – when suddenly the emigrant realizes how much everything has changed (including himself), and when what the author calls ‘the fourth death of the emigrant’ takes place: that is, the profound disillusionment with his homeland and its inhabitants... This disillusionment is not merely limited to those material aspects of the country of origin – as the inferiority of these, when compared to those who emigrated, was never put in question – but also those non-material aspects of the culture that the emigrant had always considered to be superior to those of the dominant Canadian society.  In fact, the majority of these emigrants have revealed themselves to be extremely critical of some of the recent changes that have taken place in the non-material culture in Portugal.

And thus, the author concludes that the fact that these emigrants have not, contrary to their innitial plans, returned definitively to their country of birth, has, for the most part, nothing to do with their financial situation (in fact, most of these individuals have achieved far more than they had ever dreamed possible); today the majority benefit from a situation that would allow them to live comfortably in their homeland, without ever having to worry about the future).  The fact that they did not return is, above all, due to familial and personal factors (children and grandchildren who do not wish to accompany their parents and grandparents to their homeland; the increasing number of those who no longer have any relatives in their native village; the advanced age of these emigrants), among which those factors related to the fourth death of the emigrant play a prominent role -  for example, the colossal doubts that they all expressed regarding the healthcare system in Portugal, and their previously mentioned disapproval of the various aspects of change that have recently taken place in that country.

Aside from exposing the so-called ‘Azorean emigration myth’, the author likewise intents to expose the myth of the emigrant who ‘is consumed by memories of his homeland, who thinks only of returning, who finds everything so wonderful when he returns on holidays, and who doesn’t return because he does not have the financial stability to do so'.  This is a myth that has persisted  because those who did not emigrate possess only one point of reference to compare to their world today – namely their world as it was in the past – while those who did, in fact, emigrate have yet another point of reference – the receptor nation – which, together with the other two, constitutes what the author refers to as the “cultural triangle of the emigrant”.  

According to the author’s analysis, all this has important – and unexpected – consequences for those who emigrated, which, in his own words, leads them to become ‘immigrants forever’.  To summarize, then, we leave the reader with a few words from the author, which constitute the last paragraph of this interesting analysis:


“It is well known that the mythification of the past is the result of feelings of alienation towards the present in which the individual does not feel he belongs.  It was thought that this affected only immigrants in the receptor country.  This paper has attempted to show that this may, in fact, also occur to the emigrant in his own homeland.  For many Portuguese immigrants living in Canada today, this is the true drama: they feel that they are “Portuguese in Canada” but “Canadian in Portugal", and thus, they have truly become ‘immigrants forever’."

