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NOELLE ATTALA 

CULTURAL HISTORY IN CANADA: THE ITALIANS 

IMMIGRATION, FASCISM, DISCRIMINATION 

Introduction 

The Webster online dictionary defines the word “discrimination” as “the 

process by which two stimuli differing in some aspect are responded to differently.1  

The term “stimuli,” generally represents any factor igniting a reaction.  When studying 

Canadian history, one might understand the term to mean the cause of a reaction 

throughout the Canadian population. The period of the 1880s to the 1920s, which 

was an era of high immigration, the Canadian society at the time reacted strongly to 

the arrival of new cultures. The various aspects of the new immigrant‟s culture could 

be viewed as stimulants which, for the most part, evoked different reactions according 

to race. For example, while immigrants from nations where the race was mostly 

“white” settled into Canadian society relatively seamlessly, those of other racial 

backgrounds experienced a heavy amount of discrimination from the Canadian 

population. Although the current term is “ethnicity,” during the early twentieth 

century, “race,” meaning a group of people of similar heredity, was most used 

One group in particular which has historically experienced discrimination are 

the Italians. A group of immigrants which held a unique identity, due to having built a 

stereotype of being achievers in business at the same level as the “whites,” were not 

exempt from the discrimination which has plagued the non-traditional Anglo-Saxon 

White Protestants who have immigrated to Canada. The tails of the discrimination 

which the Italians experienced in this country seem to be non-existent within the 

current Canadian narrative which scholars have together created. Therefore, with the 

help of actual accounts, this article aims to demonstrate the multiple forms of 

discrimination which the Italians of all ages experienced during the first half of the 

                                                           
1
 ”Discrimination,” Merriam-Webster.com, accessed March 10

th
, 2011,  

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/discrimination 

 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/discrimination
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twentieth century. The primary source which I will analyze is the memoirs of my 

grandfather who was born in Italy and immigrated to Canada in 1927, at the young 

age of 8. 2 

 His in depth accounts of his experiences with discrimination as a child and as a 

young man during the outbreak of the Second World War informs and supports my 

main arguments concerning the 1930s and 40s as a period of great sorrow for the 

Italian community in Canada. This article aims to introduce a new understanding of 

the difficulties which Italians have historically endured in Canada by building upon my 

grandfather‟s experiences as an Italian immigrant in Montreal. In the paper, the 

experiences of my grandfather will be placed within the framework of the Italian 

immigrant experience in Canada, by comparing them to Italians living in regions 

across Canada. Through this examination, the paper should evoke the same reaction 

by readers as my grandfather‟s memoirs did for his family, and that is to inspire future 

generations to take the steps needed in order to prevent such atrocities from 

occurring in the future. 2 

Methodology 

 Memoirs allow readers to catch a personal glimpse of the subject matter which 

the paper is based upon. The memoirs of Luciano Berardinucci have been used for 

this reason. The use of a memoir, especially one where ethnicity and discrimination 

are prominent themes, is particularly limiting. Memoirs of this kind generally focus 

solely on the experiences of the author and potentially their families. The memoirs of 

Luciano Berardinucci, however, go out and beyond the expectations one may have of 

a traditional memoir. His memoirs are valuable as they can be used to understand,  

not only the experiences of his family within the Italian community of Montreal, but 

to also gain perspective on the overall regard for Italians by Canadian society during 

the 1920s, 30s 40s. They may also suggest how the Italians dealt with the hardships 

they faced after immigrating to Canada as well as influence future policies to improve 

strategies for assimilation. 2  

 

 

                                                           
2 Luciano Berardinucci, Personal Memoirs, last modified in 2004. 
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The Beginning of Italian Immigration in Canada 

 Italians have been arriving in Canada for centuries. Amongst Italians arriving 

since the fourteenth century are explorers such as Giovanni Caboto (known to 

Canadians as John Cabot) and the less commonly known Father Giovanni Brusciani.  

Father Giovanni Brusciani was an Italian explorer who arrived in Canada in 1642 

where he became the administrator in Trois-Rivières. 3 

Explorers were also accompanied by wealthy families and soldiers of Italian 

origin.  Following France`s surrender of New France (Québec at the time), in the 

mid-eighteenth century, a large number of soldiers of Italian origin came to serve in 

Canada as part of two British regiments: The de Meuron Regiment and the de 

Watteville Regiment. When the conflicts had ceased, there was no reason for the 

Italians to return to Italy. Therefore, it is assumed that they settled permanently in 

Canada.  The establishment of the Civil Government in Canada in 1828, following the 

Seven Years‟ War and the War of 1812, signified the commence of the first wave of 

“free” Italian immigration to Canada.4 

Around the time of year 1870, railroads and other means of communication 

brought North and South Italy together in a new fashion, and the southerners learned 

of an idea which had been known in the North for quite some time: expatriation. 

Soon, the entire country became aware of the fact that “political independence was 

not a prerequisite to economic prosperity.” 4 

The idea of expatriation coincided with the fear of fascism as it grew 

throughout the late nineteenth century. Having received positive feedback from 

people who had previously journeyed to Canada, Italians en masse became 

encouraged to make the trip, officially opening to doors of Italian immigration to 

Canada 4 

                                                           
3 Spada, A.V. Italians in Canada, Montreal, Riviera Printers and Publishers,  

1969, 8-360. 

 
4 Bruno Ramirez, Ethnicity on Trial: The Italians of Montreal and the Second  

World War, On Guard for Thee: War, Ethnicity, and the Canadian State, 1939-1945 1988,  ed. Norman Hillmer, 
Bohdan Kordan, and Lubomyr Luciuk (Canadian Committee for the History of the Second World War, 1988), 
71-83. 
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As the Italian immigrants arrived in Canada, cultural differences with the 

“whites” caused them to become grouped together in ethnic communities, which was 

not a new occurrence for immigrants. Multiple Italian “ghettos” sprang up in 

Montreal as well as in Toronto, Hamilton, Sudbury, Thunder Bay, and Timmins as 

well as in cities and towns across the rest of the country 3 

Immigration to Canada began just in time as fascism in Italy peaked between 

1915 and the early 1920s.  This eruption influenced an increased amount of 

immigration from Italy as the controlling actions of Dictator Benito Mussolini caused 

Italians of low rank (mostly agricultural workers of Southern Italy, tending the lands 

of the wealthy) to feel as if their futures were limited and therefore began to look 

elsewhere, for homes where they could achieve prosperity. As residents of the “Old 

World,” one in which minorities, agricultural workers who tended to the land of the 

wealthy, were abused and where systemic, political and economic turmoil was taking 

place, a great number of Italians in the 1880s wished to immigrate to the “New 

World.”5 

The Italian government took note of its surplus population of workers and in 

the 1880s, began to facilitate what was then referred to as “the Immigration of 

Misery,” to multiple countries, including Canada. Not only did Canada offer land to 

be cultivated, especially in Manitoba, but it was also home to “opportunity and 

apparent tolerance of difference”4. According to Italian-Canadian poet, University of 

Alberta lecturer and Executive Director of the Heritage Community Foundation, 

Adriana Davies, for peasants whose families had for generations tended the estates of 

the gentry, and for workers in mines, mills and industrial enterprises, the “New 

World” was a means of taking charge of their lives and improving those of their 

children . 5 

Eighteenth century Canadian society, however, was not exactly ready for the 

arrival of this immigrant group. At the time, Canadian immigration policies were 

restrictive and highly racist, reflecting the feelings of a population followed the social 

Darwinist belief that British subjects ranked most superior. Persons of races other 

than “white Anglo-Saxon” were viewed to be below British subjects in terms of value 

to the state, especially Southern Europeans. Adriana Davies adds that this immigrant 

                                                           
5 Adriana Davies, “Beginnings,” Celebrating Alberta’s Italian Community, 2002, 1. 

http://www.albertasource.ca/abitalian/background/can_beginnings.html 
 

http://www.albertasource.ca/abitalian/background/can_beginnings.html
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group, amongst others, was considered to be made up of persons who were “lazy and 

unsuitable for the settlement of the West5. Therefore the presence of this “new 

ethnicity” was generally viewed as a nuisance and perhaps may have not been 

permitted had labourers not been needed for the development of Canada‟s economic 

industry. This negative view of Italians is evident in a message which former Minister 

of the Interior (1896-1905) Clifford Sifton: “No steps are to be taken to assist or 

encourage Italian immigration to Canada”6. These words were spoken by Sifton to a 

Deputy Minister at the time, despite Sifton‟s efforts to populate the West through 

immigration6 

Discrimination of Italians in Canada Begins: As Italian immigrants began 

to arrive on the shores of Canada in the period of the 1880s to the 1920s, they were 

not immediately met with the sense of prosperity, which they had hoped for. At the 

time, due to Italy‟s alliance with Germany during the Great War, Italians in Canada 

were mistrusted by Canadian society, despite the fact that there were persons of 

Italian origin serving for Canada4  

Discrimination and Work:  The effect of anti-Italian sentimentalities on 

their work:  Italians are presently known for their businesses in Italian communities 

of urban Canadian cities. During the first few decades of Italian immigration, 

however, not nearly as many Italians owned their own businesses. Male labourers 

arrived to work in Canada as seasonal labourers due to the fact that climactic 

conditions, such as the changing weather, did not allow for permanent positions for 

unskilled labourers. They would arrive in the spring and left in time to arrive back in 

Italy for Christmas. This process was often undertaken multiple times by the same 

individuals and it was not long before these “thousands of seasonal immigrants 

realized that they would never prosper in this way.” Therefore, it was not long before, 

despite the utterances of Clifford Sifton, the labourers brought over their wives and 

children. 5 

The jobs which Italian labourers undertook were associated with the 

development of Canadian industries. Their hiring, however, did not reflect the 

employers‟ sense of value in the employee nor any belief in their ability to complete 

the required tasks. These jobs ranged from shoe-shining, mining, and other jobs 
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which were seen as undesirable by others, namely “Whites.” A great deal of Italian 

labourers hoped to achieve economic success through such jobs, especially those 

whose families had not yet emigrated from Italy. However, keeping a job and moving 

up proved to be just as difficult for Italian men as it was to attain the job .5 

After fighting tooth and nail to be hired, many Italian men were subject to 

critical discriminatory acts by their employers. The Canadian Human Rights 

Commission currently holds notice of a case involving an employer and an Italian 

employee which reflects the incidents that commonly occurred between the late 

eighteenth century and the early 1940s: An employee of a Canadian railway company 

was being verbally and physically harassed by his employer, who was a union member, 

through the use of racial slurs and jokes about Italians as well as the refusal of coffee 

breaks. In addition, the employer was noted as having been making fun of the 

employee‟s back pain by driving over bumps in the road. When the employee‟s 

contract ended, he was told that the employee, for whom he had been serving as a 

replacement, was returning. This was untrue and the employee reported so. The 

railway denied this statement, claiming that the purpose of the employee over the year 

was to gain new skills. 7 

In addition to the high risk of discrimination, Italian labourers of the time had 

to face the possibility of having been misled by immigration agencies in Italy. Persons 

remaining in Italy often read newspaper articles about Italians who had left their 

families in Italy to journey to Montreal but had,  however, either found themselves at 

labour camps in Northern Ontario or even alone, and in poverty in the urban 

Canadian cities. In 1902, the General Commissariat for Emigration in Italy sent a 

commissioner to Canada to observe the treatment of employed Italian immigrants. 

The commissioner, who was named Egisto Rossi, reported to the commissariat there 

was a deal between several labour agents in Montreal and European railway and 

steamship companies which allowed them to essentially make money in a suspiciously 

quick period of time . 4 

As a result, the Canadian government held a “Royal Commission to Inquire 

into the Immigration of Italian Labourers to Montreal and Alleged Fraudulent 

                                                           
7 Minister of Public Works and Government Services, Race, Colour, National or Ethnic  

Origin: Anti-Discrimination Casebook, Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2001, 
http://www.chrc-ccdp.ca/pdf/publications/adceng.pdf 

 

http://www.chrc-ccdp.ca/pdf/publications/adceng.pdf
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Practices of Employment Agencies.” The inquiry found that the companies based in 

Montreal were actually acting in representation of some of Canada‟s most powerful 

companies at the time, one being the Canadian Pacific Railway. In order to solve this 

issue, the commission acted in support of the regulation of the recruitment of 

immigrants. It did this by proposing that labour bureaus enact strict licensing laws7  

The experiences of my grandfather‟s family coincide with the history of Italian 

labourers in Canada. Born in 1919, for much of his life, until immigration in 1927, my 

grandfather did not see his father. His father, Antonio, had been overseas in Canada, 

working at a construction job in Montreal from which he would send money back to 

his family. My great-grandmother was left in Italy caring for four children while 

pregnant with a fifth. She was also running a farm, upon which the family depended 

upon for food each day. Before long, when my grandfather was 8 years old, his 

parents decided that they could not continue living such a lifestyle, wondering daily if 

there would be food on the table, and that they would reunite in Canada2.  

His experiences at work relate to the case described above in that some of his 

employers were not sensitive to the fact that he was a young man who had to follow a 

schedule which allowed him to work for family income all the while remaining on 

track with his studies. There were, however, individuals in Canada who were 

sympathetic to the plight of the Italians in Canada. My grandfather, therefore, 

eventually found an employer who was patient and assisted my grandfather in creating 

a work schedule which was convenient for each entity.  This, however, as is evident in 

the case, was not the case with all Italians looking for work. Many did not come into 

contact with understanding employers until they had established themselves in the 

workforce, if ever2  

Anti-Italianism and the Second World War 

The sense of anti-Italianism which existed amongst the Canadian population 

during the Great War, lessened during the interwar years, however, it erupted once 

more following the June 10th, 1940 decision of the Italian government to enter the war 

against Canada, on the side of the Germans. Although pro-fascist groups did exist in 

Canada, there were many Italians who were against Italy‟s fascist initiatives, and who 

supported or who had served with the Canadian army throughout the 1920s. But even 

so, when Italy announced its alliance with Germany in 1940, then Prime Minister 

William Lyon Mackenzie King and the Minister of Justice took to the radio and 
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newspapers to order the designation of Italians as enemy aliens and also, their 

internment 8. 

This type of discrimination was not new to the Italian community of Canada as 

the same events occurred during the Great War. These events took place under the 

War Measures Act, which had been created in 1914, an Act which “granted the 

governor in council unparalleled authority to exercise sovereign powers, severely 

curtailing traditional rights, including habeas corpus5. This Act was to protect the 

Canadian state by keeping track of the activities of those whose actions were 

considered a threat to the safety of the state: un-naturalized enemy aliens4.  

Most surprisingly, the orders within the Act allotted powers to local agents 

acting on behalf of the state, including the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), 

to search arrest and designate Italians as enemy aliens with the possibility of 

internment. Even though the RCMP were told to inquire into the actions of a person, 

officers could search, arrest and intern a person solely based on the suspicion that 

they were partaking in illegal activity. According to Université de Montréal professor 

of history, Bruno Ramirez, the open-ended nature of the War Measures Act`s 

instructions ensured that a substantial degree of subjective opinion would be the 

determining factor in any particular case)4 

The Designation and Internment of Italian Enemy Aliens 

Following the announcement of the War Measures` orders, certain xenophobia 

spread across Canada throughout the first six months of the war, leading people to 

look for enemy aliens “behind every tree”6. This search for people who were being 

forced into the spotlight due to their status as un-naturalized immigrants as of 1929, 

were pushed towards the outskirts of society based on their place of birth. This along 

with the fact that Bruno Ramirez stated that the Canadian-born population searched 

for enemy aliens behind every tree, is representative of Italians having been treated as 

if they were not part of, nor were they welcome to be part of, everyday Canadian 

society. In addition, this characterization of enemy aliens as being “outside the wider 

community,” ignited fear throughout Canada as it served as proof that the state could 

be directly threatened .4 

                                                           
8 CBC Digital Archives, Canada Declares War on Italy, William Lyon Mackenzie King, (1940: Ottawa, CBC Digital 

Archives, 2011). 
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Every adult person of Italian-origin could be considered as suspicious. Each 

person was required to go to the local RCMP headquarters and have an officer fill out 

the form which designated them as an enemy alien. The people were not allowed to 

fill out the form themselves. They had to give the officer their identity information 

orally and the officer wrote down their own opinion of the person‟s physical 

appearance. The person also had to provide finger prints and a photograph. After 

these preliminary investigations, some people were released while those whose 

activities were considered suspicious were arrested and possibly interned. Overall, out 

of the 112, 625 Italians living in Canada in the early 1940s, 700 were interned. Those 

who were not interned were to return each month to the RCMP headquarters unless 

the RCMP “were satisfied of the „good intentions and loyalty” of the person in 

question 9 

Italy‟s decision to side against the Allies influenced a massive sweep of Canada 

by the authorities in effort to survey the activities of Italian-Canadians. For this 

reason, a person could be arrested any place, any time: At home, at work, anywhere. If 

the RCMP considered them as being likely to take part in actions threatening to the 

Canadian state, they would be arrested and brought to jails where they would be held 

temporarily9 

My grandfather‟s memoirs provide an interesting account of this “dark age” in 

Italian-Canadian history. Having immigrated to Canada after the set naturalization 

date of 1922, my grandfather was forced to register as an enemy alien. On a monthly 

basis, he had to endure the humiliation of having his every day activities questioned 

and was subject to a greater degree of interrogation due to the fact that he worked in a 

bank. My grandfather felt that this entire process was ridiculous as he had been a child 

when he emigrated from Italy, and believed that it was clear that his loyalty was to 

Canada 2.  

My grandfather‟s experiences differed during this time, however, from those of 

many other Italians, as neither he nor any member of his family was interned, while 

700 other Italians were. Internment was based largely on Italians who were members 

of Italian political associations, or “loggias” as they were referred to3  

                                                           
9 Kordan, Bohdan S, Enemy Aliens: Prisoners of War, Montreal, McGill-Queen‟s  

University Press, 2002, all pages.  
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There were many cases in which the RCMP had been provided with 

information from “Italian informers” (members of Italian political groups in Canada) 

on certain people who were participating in activities which could be considered as 

suspicious and threatening to the safety of the Canadian state4. In Calgary, the 

honorary consul for the Fascio (Italian for Italian fascist league or association, of 

which there were chapters in most urban Canadian cities), Antonio Rebaudenga was 

arrested in 1940. He was brought to two internment camps, Petawawa and Gagetown 

(the former in Ontario, the latter in New Brunswick), where he spent three years until 

his release in 1943. In Toronto, a self-made millionaire contractor named James 

Franceschini (JF) was arrested and interned, despite being a naturalized citizen, as 

many internees were.  The RCMP arrested JF out of the belief that he was on friendly 

terms with Mussolini. This same trend occurred within each city‟s chapter of the 

Fascio3.  

The Effects of Enemy Alienation and Internment on the Italian 

Community 

 Throughout the World Wars, Italians as a community, developed means 

through which to deal with the racial slurs and the general opinion amongst Canadian 

society that being Italian was shameful. Out of desperation to succeed, they were able 

to fraternities, called loggias as well as become supporters of unions. These “loggias” 

served as safe forums where Italian culture could be expressed.  They managed to 

accept “discrimination as another hardship they had to face in Canada—as pervasive 

as the cold weather and lack of all the amenities of home (Davies, 25) )10Their 

determination to live their lives as if nothing were out of the ordinary, garnered them 

respect and even friends from multiple communities 5, 10 

The most common types of “loggias” were the various chapters of the Sons of 

Italy, fraternities which were originally created to preserve and disseminate the rich 

cultural patrimony of Italy. Similar to the Fascio, the Sons of Italy had chapters in 

each province which would promote the latest political movements in Italy3  

It was often difficult for non-Italians to determine who was a member of such 

political groups, therefore all Italian men and their families were believed to be 

                                                           
10 “Discrimination,”Albertasource.com, 2002, accessed March 28th, 2011. 

http://www.albertasource.ca/abitalian/lifeways/discrimination2.html 

 

http://www.albertasource.ca/abitalian/lifeways/discrimination2.html
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members. While my grandfather‟s case is relatable to the experiences of other Italians, 

it stands out due to his family having found means for improving their reputation 

amongst their French-Canadian neighbours. They did this by sharing the vegetables 

which they had grown in their garden, with their neighbours who were struggling 

financial and who did not know how to cultivate “live off the land.”2 

Consequences and Survival Techniques 

 Similar to most other Italians who grew up in the era of the 1920s to the 1940s in 

Canada, the treatment of my grandfather by Canadian society left a permanent mark. 

Although there was many times that he saw being an Italian as a burden, he felt that 

being an Italian, or of any ethnicity other than “white” was no reason to not achieve 

his life‟s goals7. It is evident, that this strong determination was felt throughout the 

country‟s Italian communities:  For example, following Rebaudengo‟s arrest and his 

wife‟s denial of wartime allowances by the government, his wife took action. She 

wrote a stern letter to then Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King, calling him 

a liar. “Describing her injustices, she demanded…the allowance.” Surprisingly, her 

actions worked and she was awarded the allowance 3 

 Italian communities across collectively faced a number of consequences due to 

the sense of anti-Italianism amongst Canadian society during the first half of the 

twentieth century: The most harshly affected were the families of those who had been 

interned. For example, as a result of Rebaudengo‟s arrest and internment, his wife was 

denied the wartime allowance given to the mothers of servicemen, which she had the 

right to given her son Mario was serving in the Canadian army3.  

Secondly, the abolition of Italian language newspapers resulted in Italians wanting 

to read war news in English papers being faced with headlines such as “Mopping up 

of Italians is started,” or articles untruthfully claiming that Italians had been found in 

possession of “large quantities of arms and explosives seized during round-up 

operations”8.  In addition, many jobs and Italian-owned businesses were lost . 4 

Over time, the lack of information on the fate of those who had been arrested or 

interned, as well as the treatment of all enemy aliens, caused the community‟s strength 

to crumble from a sense of dismay to full-on fear. One of the most sinister sources of 

fear for Italians was the fact that searches and arrests were never justified by any 

charges. Paired with the fact that information on those who would be arrested was 
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given to the RCMP by “anonymous Italian informers,” suspicion grew within the 

Italian community about the actions of its members. As a result, communities were 

hindered as activities were reduced to minimum, even religious functions4.  

The most daunting consequence of discrimination against Italians in Canada has 

been that for the rest of their lives, they would have to carry around the burden of 

having been un-deservedly punished. Furthermore, they would have to deal with the 

fact that acknowledgement by the government that a mistake had been made would 

not come until over fifty years later (enter link to Bill C-302)11. 

According to Bruno Ramirez, these repressive measures “dealt a major blow to the 

very essence of the Italian-Canadian ethnicity…it was ethnicity itself that was put on 

trial” (Ramirez).4 

Scholarly Work: Education on the Past to Prevent such Atrocities in the 

Future 

 There have been multiple articles and books written on the plight of the Italian-

Canadians of the twentieth century. Works such as Bruno Ramirez‟s own “the Italians 

of Montreal: From Sojourning to Settlement 1900-1921,” as well as such articles as 

“Enemies Within: Italian and other Internees in Canada and Abroad, “and “From the 

Shores of Hardship: Italians in Canada: Essays,” amongst many others, describe the 

hardships which Italians immigrating to Canada have historically experienced. The 

discrimination of Italians has proven to be an important story to relay to Canada‟s 

future generations as it will open their eyes to the history of one of Canada‟s most 

prominent cultural groups. 12 13 14 

                                                           
11 Dryden, Ken, “Bill C-302: An important moment for Italian-Canadian,” Ken Dryden, Posted April 29th, 2010, 

http://kendryden.liberal.ca/blog/bill-c-302-an-important-moment-for-italian-canadians/ 

 
12 Ramirez, Bruno, The Italians of Montreal: From Sojourning to Settlement 1900-1921 

 
13 Enemies Within:  Italian and Other Internees in Canada and Abroad,” eds. Franca  

Iacovetta, Roberto Perrin and Angelo Principe, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 2000.  
 

14 Harney, Robert, From the Shores of Hardship: Italians in Canada: Essays, Montreal,  
Soleil Publishing, 1993.  

 

http://kendryden.liberal.ca/blog/bill-c-302-an-important-moment-for-italian-canadians/
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 Through reading books and articles, and even being taught in institutions about 

the discrimination of Italians in Canada, young people will possibly learn about their 

family history and gain a sense of respect and compassion for all that their ancestors 

have achieved, under such conditions. They will also be given proof that no matter 

the conditions, success and acceptability is possible with hard work. Most importantly 

though, the education of future generations on the atrocities which plagued the 

Italians of Canada in the early twentieth century, will allow them to help put in place 

preventative measures, so that never again will an ethnicity but put on trial .  

Solutions 

In order to teach future generations that there are events in Canada‟s past which 

currently, are considered to be of an “un-Canadian” nature, young people need to be 

engaged with the subject. Institutions such as schools and museums need to become 

involved. In these settings, students are afforded the opportunity to learn about 

Italian-Canadian history and even take part in workshops where they can pretend they 

are Italians living in Canada during the early twentieth century.  Through activities, 

such as the one I have created where people take on the identity of Italians and are 

designated as enemy aliens and possibly interned, young people can gain a sense of 

the persecution which the Italians of this time experienced.  

Furthermore, personal accounts of historical periods in Canadian history, such as 

the era of Italian immigration, should be made available to incoming immigrants. 

Learning about the experiences of past immigrants to Canada could encourage future 

newcomers to remain positive in their drive towards success. They would see 

firsthand that despite the discrimination which continues to exist in Canada, their 

goals can be achieved.  

Conclusion 

 In the early twentieth century, when Italians made up a large portion of immigrants 

to Canada, they came out of the belief that they would achieve economic success in 

this country. They did not expect that a country so inviting would treat them with 

such malice . Over the past century, however, their efforts to achieve success in 

Canada have not only allotted many of them their goals, but as a result of their hard 

work, they have added to the debate on Canadian identity. They have assisted Canada 

in becoming known as a place “accepting of the different.”5Their abilities to cultivate 
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the land out West and work their way to success in Canada‟s urban centres is 

significant of the high status which they currently hold within Canada‟s cultural 

mosaic . 5 

My grandfather is just one of a plethora of Italian immigrants who arrived in 

Canada who experienced hardship largely due to a population repressive of “non-

white” ethnicities. As a member of the Italian community of Canada, he joined his 

fellow Italian immigrants in supporting Italian immigration in every way he could.  In 

fact, part of the reason he worked as hard as he did at his career was to show recent 

Italian immigrants that despite the hardships, success as an Italian in Canada was 

achievable.  My grandfather was hired by a leading national bank, where he quickly 

moved up to branch manager. Similarly to other Italians having become successful 

businessmen, my grandfather used his status as one of the country‟s few Italian bank 

branch managers  to  ease the assimilation of recent Italian immigrants as much as was 

possible. In fact, one of the sources of this paper points to my grandfather‟s actions 

stating that “his advice and genial understanding have been appreciated (Spada, 178). 3 

The article adds that the people he came into contact with generally only spoke 

Italian, however, they came to feel at home while receiving the information he shared 

about their new country.2. 3 

While Italian immigration has slowed during the past sixty years, immigration 

remains vital to the growth and renewal of the Canadian population.  In order for 

Canada to continue to grow and develop its identity as a culturally inclusive, diverse 

nation, two actions must take place: First, Canadians must be educated on the 

discriminatory experiences of Italians in Canada during the early twentieth century. 

Second, politicians must continue to fight for recognization of the atrocities done to 

this community. Initiatives have already been taken such as the proposal of Bill C-302 

by Parliament, recognizing the enemy alienation and internment of Italian-Canadians, 

and the commemorative plaque set up at Dante Park in Ottawa 11.  

Immigrants should never be given reason to feel anxious about making their 

new home in Canada, the way my grandfather and his family, amongst many others of 

time. My grandfather‟s life story is one of many people who had similar experiences to 

his, which reflect the major degree to which Canadian society mistakenly judged the 

Italians of Canada. The character and poise which are evident in the life stories 

recounted in my grandfather‟s memoirs and from information gathered on other 
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Italian-Canadians are reflective of the moral fibre which existed in the Italian 

community at the time. Personal accounts such as these could be extremely vital to 

the wellbeing of newcomers, encouraging them to stay positive. Although 

discrimination still exists in Canada, if the proper steps are taken to build upon the 

mistakes of the past, through education and legislation, immigrants will continue to 

see Canada as a worthy destination for years to come. 
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