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Throughout the greater portion of Portuguese migratory history this group has not been looked upon by the host society (or other migrant groups for that matter) as being truly European or white.  Rather, the Portuguese have come to occupy an ambiguous or intermediary status between white and coloured society.  This intermediary race status was reflected in income.  In the former British colonies of the Caribbean, for instance, Portuguese carpenters received higher wages than their Asian counterparts but a mere one-third of that received by other European carpenters.  The same was generally true of other professions.  Likewise, in South Africa Portuguese immigrants were referred to by Afrikaners as “wit kaffirs” or white niggers.

Yet, in other instances, authors have been more decisive, classifying the Portuguese as a separate, but undoubtedly coloured, race.  For example, the Harvard Encyclopaedia of American Ethnic Groups, published in 1976, classified America’s ethnic groups  into two broad groups or categories.  The first, obviously white, category included the Finns, Greeks, Irish and Jews, while the second, made up of coloured or non-white ethnic groups, included Blacks, Portuguese and Wampanoags.  As recently as 1984, a Canadian anthropologist had this to say about the multi-ethnic turnout at Toronto’s annual Caribana festival:  “Trinidad is a racially plural society.  The largest segments are Black and East Indian with a lower number of Chinese Portuguese, Lebanese and whites.”

This derogatory opinion towards Portuguese immigrants was expressed in a plethora of forms in receptor nations such as the United States, including in a wide array of popular literature.  For instance, in America’s great sea epic, Moby Dick, Herman Melville classifies the Isolatoes or Azorean members of the Pequod’s crew not together with the white crew but rather with the other non-white characters.  In his novel Innocents Abroad, Mark Twain describes the Azoreans as follows:  “slow, poor, shiftless, sleepy and lazy” further adding that the “good Catholic Portuguese crossed himself and prayed God to shield him from all blasphemous desire to know more than his father did before him.  In Kipling’s Captain Courageous, one of the novel’s characters attempts to insult another saying “hey, you Portugoosy organ grinder, take your monkey back to Gloucester”.  Finally, Joseph Lincoln’s The Portygee has been repeatedly described as the most virulently anti-Portuguese American work of fiction ever written.  

It would be inaccurate to think that the Portuguese were viewed as racially distinct from, and hence inferior to, whites by a misguided or xenophobic few.  Rather, the consensus on Portuguese separateness reached even the highest levels of government in countries such as the United States as well as elsewhere.  This was made evident during the Hawaiian official census where, up until 1940, the designations “Portuguese” and “other Caucasians” were used to differentiate the Portuguese from other Europeans.

Thus, it should come as no surprise to discover that the Portuguese did not easily assimilate into the receptor society.  When the “residential segregation index” (a measure of the rate of ghettoization of ethnic groups) for this group was calculated for selected cities of New England during the 1970s, the results were worrisome:  in five out of six cities studied “the consensus was that physical and social boundaries between the Portuguese and non-Portuguese are clearly drawn, suggest[ing] that many of the earlier attitudes persist in New England”.  And, in fact, several authors refer to the Portuguese living abroad as “clannish” and caring little for public affairs.  Some speak of their disinterest in what is referred to in this article as “active citizenship” or even in becoming naturalized, going so far as to state that “no immigrant group cares so little for citizenship as do the Portuguese.”

This seeming inability to assimilate has been further aggravated by the Portuguese tendency to allow their children only minimum education, particularly in the case of girls, who traditionally are expected to leave school immediately upon having completed the minimum requirements and then stay at home until they are courted and married.  It is generally felt by these parents that it is far more important that their children contribute to the family income than continue their studies.  Some authors, however, point to a second motive for the high rates of early school dropout among Portuguese adolescents, namely that their parents fear upward mobility for their children, lest these “forget the old ways.”

Such circumstances have led other immigrant groups, as well as the host society in general, to view the Portuguese as a generally childish and culturally poor group.  According to one author, their poor cultural heritage is reflected in their poor parenting, working wives, hostility towards education, disinclination to seek upward mobility and their impulsive behaviour.  

Yet, when it came to their work, the Portuguese were highly admired by employers for their strict obedience, which could, at times, take on a semi-servile character.  In her work, Portuguese Enclaves, Estellie Smith speaks of Portuguese worker’s adoption of “samboism”, defined as “agreeable behaviour often characterized by a high percentage of child-like or simple traits” intended to grant their invisibility.  In addition, the Portuguese were often used as “scabs” or strikebreakers when others refused to work.  As a result, many employers hired exclusively Portuguese workers  as these were far less likely to complain about their working conditions or wages.  At times, the docility of the Portuguese workforce was taken advantage of by other foreigners.  For example, when Finns and Portuguese worked together on construction sites, the former would often refuse to perform certain tasks, which the Portuguese undertook without objection.  When, however, no Portuguese were employed, the Finns did not refuse to perform those very same tasks!

What, then, are the reasons for this differential treatment of the Portuguese?  One of the most commonly suggested causes has been the low economic status of individuals of this group upon reaching the host country (particularly true of Azoreans and Madeirans).  Yet, this argument is fraught with shortcomings.  After all, most immigrant groups experienced often acute economic difficulties upon their arrival in the host country and yet have faired significantly better than the Portuguese as a whole.  Alternatively, it has been suggested that much of the discrimination against the Portuguese is due to a sense of the Portuguese being “phenotypically distinguishable and culturally and racially inferior to Northern Europeans”.  In the eyes of Northern European descendents, the Portuguese are an “impure race” resulting from a mixture of Arab, Hebrew and later Negro blood (the Portuguese have been, in fact, widely viewed as a group that readily interbreeds with coloured races).  To illustrate, one author writing for Harper’s Magazine had the following to say about Portuguese ancestry:  “there is no colour prejudice in Portugal, there could not be.  You can see the races of the earth in Chicago if you visit the different quarters but in Lisbon you can see the races of the earth in a single individual.”

As a means of combating this discrimination inflicted upon them by the English-speaking host society many Portuguese, in particular Azoreans and Madeirans, have adopted a number of defensive strategies.  Rather than attempt to lift the status of the group as a whole, many individuals have attempted to conceal or shift their individual identity away from the group.  Thus, there has been a noticeably high level of female exogamy among the Portuguese.  Furthermore, many Portuguese have opted to anglicize their names (Ex., Silva changed to Wood), to avoid association with the group at large.

Yet, much has changed over the past two decades among the Portuguese community and the host society in North America.  Both the United States and Canada have adopted policies favouring multiculturalism.  Likewise immigrant groups, including the Portuguese, have better organized themselves and have become more ethnoverted.  Much has been done to encourage pride of one’s heritage including the heroization of famous historical figures of Portuguese descent and the introduction of slogans such as “Portuguese and Proud”.  Despite such measures, however, the Portuguese continue to demonstrate a high degree of isolationism or clannishness in the English-speaking world, a clear sign that their assimilation within the host societies has not been an entirely successful one.

