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In this short book the author, Ronald Fernandez, discusses the multiple causes that lead Portuguese immigrants in Canada to assert different ethnic identities at different times and likewise describes the conceptual environment associated with being Portuguese in Montreal.  The author notes that on some occasions one’s Portuguese background is stressed over their “Canadianness” while at other times this same identity is strongly rejected.  What then, asks the author, determines one’s choice of ethnicity at any given moment.  Is this choice a random one or rather is it based on specific criteria?

The author argues that the choice of identity among the Portuguese community is directly related to status: under certain circumstances being Portuguese is associated with high status while under different circumstances Portuguese ethnicity is in line with being a foreigner and an outcast.

What, then, is the basis of these contradictory connotations?  The author begins to address this question by defining the concept of community.  He notes that the definition of precisely who belongs to the community differs from situation to situation.  Although this definition varies, a very clear distinction is made between being “inside” and “outside” of the group, and the connotations of being Portuguese “changes as one crosses a conceptual boundary”.

Status and Belonging

Portuguese immigrants living in Canada frequently complain of being treated as second class citizens by the host society.  They feel that Canadians are generally ignorant of Portuguese culture and history and are indifferent towards the Portuguese citizens who live among them. Thus, these individuals experience a general sense of being “outsiders” in relation to the dominant society.  From the view point of the Portuguese community, however, it is the non-Portuguese – including those members of the dominant society of English and French ancestry – who are considered to be foreigners.

Just as the notions of insider and outsider vary according to the viewpoint (inside or outside of the Portuguese community) so too do the notions of high and low status.  Outside of the community, for instance, being Portuguese is a stigma of inferiority while from within the community, adopting a traditionally Portuguese lifestyle is highly esteemed and encouraged.  

The Emigrant and the Patria
When studying the Portuguese (or any other) ethnic community in Canada one must recall that these individuals are simultaneously immigrants (in Canada) and emigrants (in Portugal).  

In recent years two distinct types of relationships have existed between Portuguese communities living abroad and the Portuguese nation.  Prior to the military coup of 1974, Portuguese communities living outside of Portugal were seen as being outside of the Portuguese nation.  They were not granted the right to vote in Portuguese elections despite their significant contribution to the national economy.  They were, in fact, viewed as second class citizens.  Following the military coup orchestrated by the Armed Forces Movement (MFA) these communities were considered to be an extension of Portuguese life and society.  To this new way of thinking, the emigration of hundreds of thousands of Portuguese was a reflection of the policies of the previous dictatorial regime that compromised the national economy to sustain costly colonial wars.  As a result, the MFA recognized the equality of emigrants to non-emigrants and granted them the right to vote.  

Public and Private Spheres

In general, the choice of being Portuguese or Canadian depends upon the environment one is in – in particular if one is in a public or private sphere.  Generally speaking, Portuguese immigrants profess being Portuguese at home but are Canadian in public.  Being Portuguese in public is only appropriate within the community itself.  This split in personal identity is represented by the author in the following manner:
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Within the community, on the other hand, Portuguese is a public identity.  Thus, the concept of the community changes the connotation of the word “Portuguese” from “foreign” to “native”.  This process is likewise illustrated by the author in the following figure:
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Conclusions

In this short monography, the author discusses the multiple meanings behind being labelled Portuguese or Canadian.  He notes that under certain circumstances Portuguese ethnicity is highly admired while in others it is strictly avoided.  It is soon evident that these connotations are often contradictory but make sense when considered from the point of view of the community and the migration experience.  Thus, to obtain a complete picture of what it means to be Portuguese-Canadian one must take into consideration the notions held of this group by the homeland (Portugal), the dominant Canadian society, as well as the enclave community itself.

To conclude, the author sheds some light on these seeming contradictions, demonstrating that one’s choice of identity is not decided randomly.  Rather, there is a distinct pattern to such behaviour, that is, there is an intricate system that demands one choice over the other that, in turn, is reliant upon the context or situation at hand.  
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