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Overview

This article briefly summarizes the history of Portuguese immigrant women in Canada: when they arrived, under what circumstances, their role in the family’s immigration process, their adaptation to life in Canada and assimilation in Canadian society.  The article speaks superficially with respect to the level of education of these women, the sorts of employment they are likely to hold as well as their income.  

In Depth

The history of Portuguese immigrant women in Canada can be said to have begun in the mid-1950s.  Prior to this period immigration from Portugal to Canada was limited almost exclusively to men.  The latter, at first, came as explorers, followed by fishermen, adventurers and railway workers.  Although many were married with children, virtually all initially came alone, leaving their wives behind to tend to the children and the farm.  

When the men deemed it appropriate, they called upon their families to join them (up to 10-12 years after their own departure).  This period of family reunification of the Portuguese immigrant community began in the 1950s and by the late 1960s the number of female Portuguese immigrants to Canada outnumbered their male counterparts.

Upon their arrival, Portuguese women were expected to find a home for their families, as well as furnish and tend to it.  They were likewise expected to play a far greater role in the upbringing and education of the children than their menfolk.  In addition, it was often women who contacted government agencies.    According to Smith, the role of Portuguese women in Canadian society involves such chores as “giving inside information about the best places to shop, registering children in school and/or the family in the parish church, helping to obtain social security cards, getting the utilities connected; explaining the public transit system.”  In other words, the role of Portuguese immigrant women in the immigration and assimilation process of their families has been a vital one.

Assimilation

The settlement pattern of Portuguese women in Canada follows that of their menfolk who arrived before them and it is for that reason that it is important to study the settlement patterns of the latter if we are to understand that of Portuguese women.  As the overwhelming majority of Portuguese immigrants who migrated to Canada were unskilled labourers, their first employment often involved working on farms. Others were contracted on the Azores by the Portuguese and Canadian government to work for the W.R. Welch Company on the Canadian railroads.   For the most part, this life was soon abandoned in favour of big city living where it was possible to earn more doing the same type of work.  Here, they found jobs in the construction industry, in janitorial services and restaurant kitchens.  Although Portuguese immigrants generally gravitated towards living in the major cities (ex., Toronto and Quebec), others settled in medium-sized cities such as Ottawa, Kitchener, Hull, Hamilton and Winnipeg (interestingly, in the city of Kitchener, there is a distinct division between the zones of habitation of Mainland and Azorean Portuguese).  Many men moved eastward when their families joined them, as they could not afford the airfare costs for the entire family.

Age, Sex and Structure Compared with Canada as a Whole in 1981

Generally speaking, the Portuguese immigrant community living in Canada is a relatively young one.  Occasionally some elderly family members may have been brought from the homeland to live in Canada in order to take care of grandchildren, thereby permitting both parents to work outside the home.  Some immigrants have returned to their homeland to retire, complaining of the harsh climactic conditions, and the lack of certain amenities (fresh fish) that they were accustomed to in their homeland.  Azoreans are much less likely to return home than the mainland Portuguese, possibly because of the very limited career possibilities available there for their children, and the reduced availability of educational facilities on those islands.

Differences by Sex in Languages Used


Because men are more likely to work outside the home and need to communicate with their co-workers, these are more likely to possess a working knowledge of either English or French while their spouses who, generally speaking are, either housewives, and as such have little if any contact with the host society, or work in office-cleaning and are most likely to associate with other Portuguese-speaking women, are far less likely to speak either of these languages.


Upon their arrival in Canada, many Portuguese immigrant families settled in inner city areas which provided a wide host of services in Portuguese.  This enabled Portuguese women to complete their daily chores, such as shopping, going to the bank, speaking to Portuguese-speaking educational counsellors without any contact with the English or French language.  


According to O’Bryan, Reitz and Kuplowsha (1976), 89.1% of Portuguese immigrants spoke Portuguese every day, with an additional 6.1% speaking it “often”.  It is important to note, however, that second generation Portuguese were not included in the study.  “One hundred per cent of the sample spoke Portuguese within the family, 90 per cent spoke it among close friends, but only 26 per cent of them spoke with co-workers or classmates in Portuguese”.  Two times as many men speak English as do women, and the number of women that speak neither English nor French is drastically higher than that of their male counterparts.  This may be, to some degree, explained by the fact that women are more likely to stay at home or to act within the ethnic community.

Educational Levels and Employment


When the level of education of Portuguese immigrant women was compared to that of the host society as well as that of other ethnic groups, these women faired poorly.  Part of the explanation lies in the difficulty involved in obtaining an education on the Azores where at the time of emigration, in some cases, schooling was not available beyond the sixth grade, or in some cases even grade 4.  Now, in a new country, in many cases working part-time outside their home (while working full time within the home, as Portuguese men do not, as a general rule, help to any significant degree with the household duties), they do not have the time to return to school.  Their low level of education, combined with their limited free-time, often means that Portuguese immigrant women don’t have the time or the literary skills to help their children with their homework.  Many parents feel the need to remove their children from school to go to work, often giving their children special permission to leave school before the age of 16.  One of the suggested reasons for this attitude on the part of the parents is the idea that “the school is seen as eroding the father’s authority.  The Portuguese community reportedly has the highest school dropout rate of any ethnic group in Canada.


Despite these negative figures, the number of second-generation Portuguese attending Canadian universities has risen.  


In terms of unemployment, the group of immigrant Portuguese with the highest level of unemployment


are the “female with university or non-university diploma or certificate.

Occupation and Income


Roughly one-quarter of Portuguese immigrant women in Canada work in the “service” sector, a category which encompasses both office cleaners and those who clean “by the day” in private homes.  A roughly equal number of these women work in the “machinery, product” sector which for the most part refers to factory work.  Roughly 19 per cent of these women are employed in the “clerical and related” category.  In Montreal, many women work in the textile and garment industries.  


In 1981, Portuguese immigrant women belonged to the $6,000-$14,999 income bracket while Portuguese men earned, on average, between $15,000-$24,999.  Despite the large discrepancy between their average earnings and that of other groups living in Canada, the difference in lifestyles between Portuguese and other ethnic groups has not been as large as may otherwise be expected, thanks in no small part to the thriftiness of Portuguese women.  Very few of these women earn above $25,000 or more while some of the men do.  


A fair number of Portuguese women declare that they earn “no income”.  These women are not only housewives and the elderly who are no longer able to work but also women who work cleaning private homes during the day and who do not report any income.  


“Among the middle classes, Portuguese males own businesses such as travel agencies, variety stores, realty companies and automobile body shops, whereas the middle-class women usually work as employees in offices of these same companies.  


There is a notable disparity between the income of Portuguese working-class women and other groups.  This difference is largely due to the low educational levels of most of these women.  In addition, second generation Portuguese are, on average, earning less than their immigrant parents.  Although this fact may appear surprising to some readers it is important to recall that this group is significantly younger that first generation Portuguese immigrants and are only now starting their careers.  

