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Kim Munroe 

Understanding Canada’s Immigration Policies through Colonial Theory 

Abstract 

This paper examines the racist tone in Canadian Immigration policy. Using 
Immigration Acts from 1910, 1952, 1978 and 2002; this essay addresses the 
impact of Canada’s colonial past on immigration policy making. Canada as 
a multicultural state has developed a culture based on diversity; however 
such diversity threatens to create a segregated society. This essay conveys 
the notion that immigration policies have used specific language and 
systems to disguise racial discrimination. The Points System in Canada has 
shifted the immigration policy from choosing immigrants based on 
ethnicity to choosing immigrants based on their skills and education. The 
Points System allows for Canada to selectively choose its immigrants based 
on the needs of its economy, therefore continuing an immigration ideology 
based on exploitation and dominating immigrants. Furthermore this paper 
addresses the need for Canada to distinguish a category of peoples based 
on the concept of the ‘Other’, in order to prove legitimacy of its own 
existence.  
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This essay will explore how immigration policies in Canada have 
historically represented the racist ideologies of their time. This will raise 
questions of whether Canada truly adheres to multicultural policies. 
Furthermore : are immigration policies still rooted in ideologies based on 
race? Have we, as a nation, surpassed colonial identity? This paper seeks to 
give insight into modern day immigration policies that Canada —as a 
democratic state— offers to those who seek citizenship in our nation.  

This essay will use Professor Joyce Green’s theory of colonial 
ideology. As Green states, Canada as a product of colonialism has the 
ideologies of its colonial past entrenched within in its infrastructure. Green 
argues that in order for Canada to escape colonial ideologies it must do so 
by acquiring self-knowledge, and by obtaining responsibility for this 
knowledge; time alone cannot save Canada from its colonial shadow 
(Green, 1). Green’s theory investigates colonial influence on Canadian 
institutions and ideologies, making the claim that the colonial impact on 
Canada has established a raciest undertone in all state policies (Green, 17).  
Professor Green’s theory states that the foundation of a colonial state is 
based on racism and exclusion (Green, 7) 

Through Green’s theory this essay will examine immigration policy in 
Canada. This essay will focus on four immigration acts; The Immigration Acts 
of 1910, 1952, 1976, and 2002. Each act will be examined in context to the 
time period in which they were established. These immigration acts will 
reflect the colonial ideology established within Canadian policy.  This essay 
will be historical in nature; thus a linear timeline will be established to 
understand Canadian immigration policy. Colonial influence will be 
measured in all four sections in order to ensure its relevance to 
immigration in Canada. In addition attention will be paid to the colonial 
influence on racial ideologies within immigration policies.  

1910 Immigration Act   
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The 1910 Immigration Act was the first government action to lawfully 
address the issue of migration, it was made in response to an influx of 
migration, particularly from countries outside of Britain and the US; these 
people were deemed as improper for Canada’s white supremacy (Boyd; 
Vickers, 4). This act gave the Canadian government the power to dismiss 
any persons deemed not suitable for Canada (Knowles, 110). This 
Immigration Act produced discourses that remained a part of the 
immigration process and law until the 1960s. The Immigration Act of 1910 
was established during a time when nation building was an extreme 
importance to the Canadian government. Nation building as priority 
stemmed from fear of over exposure of American influence (Green, 25). 
Thus what is created is a need for a defined Canadian identity, one that 
could stand up to the aggressive American nature.   

Identity plays a significant role in a colonial state, is allows for 
sovereignty to address political acts of racism as necessary in order to 
achieve a stable nation; therefore “colonialism depends on a constructed, 
instrumental racism for its own legitimation” (Green, 7). The Immigration Act 
of 1910 refers to immigrants who are non-British subjects as ‘aliens’ 
(Immigration Act, pg. 2), this contends with Green’s theory as she argues 
that colonialism must create a category of ‘Other’, which is satisfied by the 
minority races, in order for there to be a strong identity amongst the 
majority (Green, 11). This identity shared amongst the privileged majority 
also produces a shared language and culture where such norms as racism 
are instilled through colonial law and policies (Green, 14). The Immigration 
Act declared that “‘Canadian citizen’ means- A person naturalized under 
the laws of Canada who has not subsequently become an alien or lost 
Canadian domicile:” (Immigration Act 1910, pg 2). The Act naturalizes the 
use of policy and state law to determine identity, therefore creating an 
identity deemed appropriate by colonial leaders.  Furthermore the use of 
the word alien naturalizes language referring to what Green refers to as the 
‘Other’, constructing a norm based on exclusion (Green, 8).  

Economic problems within the British Isles brought large quantities of 
lower class British immigrants to Canada. In response the Canadian 
Government included within its new Immigration Act a section outlawing 
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lower class British subjects from migrating to Canada without 
constitutional consent (Knowles, 111). This is important because in 
creating divides between social classes the colonial state displays 
favouritism based on economic standing. Green’s theory of colonial 
ideology makes the claim that the motivation for colonial societies is both 
economic and cultural dominance (Green. 3). Thus, this section of 
legislation clearly shows the ideologies of colonialism that were dominate in 
1910. 

While the 1910 Act made obstacles for immigration it did not prevent 
large numbers of immigrants from coming to Canada. By 1911 immigrants 
would make up 22% of the Canadian population, many of which would 
take up residence in Canada’s prairies (Boyd; Vickers, 3). Persons who were 
not previously from Britain, the US or specific countries in northwestern 
Europe were racialized, and thus, were restricted access to Canada, 
(Korenic; Kruger; Mulder, 3); those who did make it to Canada were 
pressured to leave behind past identity and cultures in order to adapt to the 
Canadian ideal of normality (Chinook). Times were hard not only for 
immigrants but also for ethnic peoples who had obtained citizenship 
before the war. A new idea was forming against certain races. Ethnicities 
such as Germans, Hungarians, Czechs, Romanians, Poles and Ukrainians 
were now seen as enemies to English Canadians due to war time ideologies 
(Knowles, 127). This is important because in proves The Immigration Act of 
1910 was entrenched with colonial and racial biases. Non-preferred people 
were those from countries who had conflict with the British Empire.  

1952 Immigration Act  

The Immigration Act of 1952 was highly selective, the act classified 
immigrants into preferred and non-preferred peoples based an immigrants 
culture. Those immigrants with what was considered weak or similar 
cultures to Canada’s were assumed to be easily assimilated into Canadian 
society (Korenic; Kruger; Mulder, 3). The identity of the Canadian citizen 
altered with this act as it stated that “Canadian Citizen” [meant] a person 
who is a Canadian citizen within the meaning of the Canadian Citizenship 
Act” (Immigration Act 1952, pg 1). A new piece of legislation would thus 
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outline the concept of Canadian citizen. This divided such concepts of 
national identity from the immigration process.  

The Immigration Act of 1952 underwent major changes due to an influx of 
social and economic awareness within Canada in the early 1960s (Korenic; 
Kruger; Mulder, 4). Ellen Fairclough, minister of citizenship and 
immigration, abolished the notion and law of preferred nationalities within 
the immigration process in 1962 in hopes of decreasing racial 
discrimination (McIntyre, 4). Immigration began to break away from the 
social sphere and move into realm of political economy. Immigration 
policy shifted to reflect changes in Canada’s economy in the Post War era. 
This is important because although still motivated by colonial factors, 
immigration legislative no longer had blatant racist undertones to it. 

Immigration in Canada declined in the late 1950s into the early 60s, 
emigration from Canada rose. The economy was suffering and a need was 
created for industrial workers (Corbett, 178). The government turned to 
immigration policy in order to counter the loss in Canada’s economy. 
Fairclough made a statement in 1960 that welcomed immigrants, 
specifically skilled immigrant workers were called upon at this time 
(Corbett, 178). Unskilled workers were deemed as unnecessary and 
unwelcome as Canada could not afford to compensate for them (Corbett, 
178). A new immigration ideology emerged; immigrants now had 
something valuable to offer in the form of skilled labour. This sparked a 
change in the immigration process that occurred with the introduction of 
the Points System. 	  

The Points System was introduced in 1967; its intention was to 
categorize potential Canadian immigrants in to their ability to contribute to 
the Canadian economy, thus submitting people into Canada based on their 
skills rather than ethnicity (McIntyre, 7). There were eight major sections to 
the system; education, personal assessment, occupational demand, 
occupational skills, age, knowledge of official languages, relatives residing 
in Canada, and the availability of employment in the immigrant’s preferred 
destination (Rao; Richmond, 195). Each section awarded a specific number 
of points, the total score making up 100 points. When the points system 
was introduced the pass mark for immigration acceptance was 50/100 
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(Vineberg, 3). This system is relevant to Green’s theory as she 
conceptualizes this transition as a shift from viewing immigrants as 
deficient to viewing them simply as different (Green, 13). Therefore she 
argues that this acknowledgment of the ‘Other’ still prevails. 	  

Canada’s altered attitude towards immigration can also be linked to 
Canada’s increase in international relations. Fairclough recognized the need 
for Canadian immigration to surpass economic and social practices; 
international relations thus became an integrated part of the immigration 
discourse in Canada (Corbett, 179). Western trading amongst third world 
countries produced new export and import possibilities. India, China, and 
Japan would become leaders in international markets, thus in order to 
develop friendly relations between countries Canada would relax many 
immigrations restrictions placed on these racial groups (Rao; Richmond, pg 
188). These new immigration policies were deemed appropriate to gain 
international status for Canada, thus satisfying Green’s theory of colonial 
motivation driven by economic goals (Green, 3). 	  

Canadian soldiers were also garnering international attention at this 
time. Canada’s peacekeepers were perceived as unbiased mediators in 
foreign affairs. Due to this new image Canada had to advocate a cultural 
ideology based on inclusiveness and anti-discrimination. This perceived 
cultural ideology was based on race, origin, and gender. Immigration would 
become one of the main objectives for Canada’s new ideology (Rao; 
Richmond, pg 188). The word peacekeeping is entrenched with ideas and 
notions of heroism and positive messages of democracy. Canada revelled in 
its peacekeeping status as it portrayed a positive aspect of perceived 
Canadian virtues, and values that the nation could take pleasure in. Myths 
and history have the same affect, they tell stories that people want to hear, 
and furthermore they have the ability to disguise truths that people may not 
want to hear (Green, 4).	  

The changes made to the 1952 Immigration Act reflect Green’s theory 
regarding the use of myths and history, as the extraction of blatant 
discriminatory features within immigration policy and the adoption of the 
Points System created a humanitarian personification of Canada (Korenic; 
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Kruger; Mulder, 4). However the Points System was implemented as a 
policy that would surpass the racial discriminations that were present in 
past immigration policies. Also the system would allow for the government 
to accept immigrants into Canada that had skills needed to help the 
Canadian economy (Wright, 1-2).  	  

1978 Immigration Act 

Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, 1968-1979; 1980-1984, would become 
one of Canada’s most influential actors on immigration affairs. He 
introduced both the 1978 Immigration Act and the Multiculturalism Act in 
1988 (Korenic; Kruger; Mulder, 5-6). Both of these acts reflect a change in 
the immigration discourse within Canada. Trudeau’s main intent as leader 
was to form a Canadian nation that stood apart from the British Empire. 
Canada’s role as a liberal democratic state in establishing an accepting 
culture of race, gender, and sexuality took presentence in his time as Prime 
Minister. 	  

The Immigration Act of 1978 produced changes that reflected a discourse 
based on recognizing immigrants as individuals contributing to the 
Canadian state. Upon application immigrants were now categorized into 
five categories- refugees, families, assisted relatives, independent 
immigrants and lastly business. The business class was the last class to be 
established in The Immigration Act, it consisted those who could promise 
significant business funds to Canada’s economy (Canadian.ca).  The new 
act differed from others because the earlier acts examined immigration 
identity as it related as a concern to the Canadian identity, The Immigration 
Act of 1978 was concerned with how the immigrant identity would 
contribute to and strength the Canadian identity (Korenic; Kruger; Mulder, 
6). 

The adoption of Multiculturalism in Canada was interpreted as cultural 
pluralism that would enable immigrants and Canadian-born peoples to 
create a community based on diversity (Wong, 15). The Multiculturalism 
Act executed by Trudeau in order to satisfy “French-Canadians’ struggle 
for official recognition, power and autonomy” (Korenic; Kruger; Mulder, 
5) in Canada. Trudeau first proposed a bicultural country to reflect the two 
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founding nations, English and French, as had been the thought when 
implementing bilingualism. However as Canada strived to portray an image 
of an inviting nation for all ethnic immigration and international relations, 
declaring the country as a multicultural state validated that image (Korenic; 
Kruger; Mulder, 5-6). Both The Immigration Act of 1978 and the 
Multiculturalism Act represent the discourse of the era that immigration 
could be beneficial to Canada both nationally and internationally. These 
acts are a demonstration of Canada’s separation from their colonial identity 
(Korenic; Kruger; Mulder, 6); however this demonstration was futile as 
Canada failed to implement such a separation from the colonial ideology, 
one based on exclusion of outsiders, when the economy begins to fail.   

The late 80s and early 90s would bring issues of immigrant 
unemployment due to recession. This era presented Canada with a complex 
immigration scenario; due to the points system immigrants receiving 
citizenship status have been selectively chosen for certain attributes, but 
also for certain economic times. This system was moulded around the asset 
of a skilled labour, that such experience and education would be the 
fundamental factor in ensuring ones acceptance into Canada.  Due to a 
failing economy there was little stability in immigration numbers (Klassen; 
Veugelers, 362). The tap-on tap-off system was introduced in the 1980s, it 
allowed through the use of the points system for the government to 
increase and decrease immigration numbers to reflect the ups and downs 
of the economy (Klassen; Veugelers, 359). A time when the economy was 
up and employment was in need, the government could accept more 
immigrants, when the economy was slowing down they could decrease the 
number of immigrants approved for admission (Klassen; Veugelers, 364). 
The passing score for the immigration Points System steadily increased 
throughout the 70s and into the 80s; by 1986 the passing score had risen to 
70/100 (Vineberg, 4).  The points system was sensitive to the changes in 
the economy. While the rules and regulations of the policy were stable such 
economic effects validate the colonial ideology within Canada’s framework; 
colonialism relies on the exploitation of the ‘Others’ in order to implement 
its own interests (Green, 7).  
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The Brain Drain refers to the trend of drawing educated and skilled 
immigrants from poorer nations to North America. Both Canada and the 
United States have the ability to give these peoples higher wages and better 
standards of living than the under developed countries where they 
previously resided (Boyd Caroli, 58). This advantage that Canada has 
obtained it arguably unfair as it reinforces colonial ideologies of 
dominance; that in order for Canada to achieve it must rely on less 
fortunate countries to project its dominance on and thus exploit (Green, 3).  

2002 Immigration Act  

The terrorist attacks imposed on the United States in 2001 have altered 
immigration ideology in Western culture. A new ‘Other’ has formed; anti-
democratic countries are now viewed as the enemy (Wong, 12). As Green 
states the colonial society must establish and define the ‘Other’ in order to 
legitimize itself (Green, 8). In designating the ‘Other’ as anti-democratic 
states Canada is able to “‘enforce the validity of Western reality’” (Green, 
13) and therefore distinguish and reward itself on its democratic principles. 
The Immigration Act of 2002 reflects this ideology as it rewards persons more 
on their experience and education; less developed nations are assumed to 
produce lower classes citizens and therefore could not perform to the 
conservative standards that Canada has adopted (Mandel, Campbell)  

The Immigration Act of 2002 restricts those who wish to enter under the 
business class through establishing harder protocol. The policy increased 
the average yearly income revenue for immigrant entrepreneurs 
(Candianian.ca).  Skilled workers must have experience in multiple fields. In 
addition an applicant’s level of education is assessed strongly (Bayat). 
Points awarded for the applicant’s ability to use either of Canada’s official 
languages, French and English has increased; therefore if the applicant 
cannot proficiently use either of the languages their total score threatens to 
be substantially low.  

The pass mark decreased to 67/100 (Vineberg, 8), thus proposing that 
the points system has become easier for applicants.  However, because of 
the changes made to the points system regarding education and language it 
is more difficult to obtain high points if the two categories are not satisfied 
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(Vineberg, 8). This justifies Green’s theory of colonialism as she refers to 
the construction of policies and law by the government, and furthermore 
the changes of such implemented at a whim, are “filters to recruit its own 
kind and to enforce rules that guarantee its own interests” (Green, 6).  
Therefore, institutions that immigrants must collaborate with in order to 
become a Canadian citizen are founded on colonial ideologies, the same 
ideologies that once radicalized and discriminated against specific racial 
groups because of assumed cultural superiority (Green, 8). This reinforces 
the argument that immigration policies are still affected by racial 
discrimination in the present day.  

Canadian immigration in the early 2000s was higher than it had been in 
the last few decades. The majority of Canadians have expressed that they 
are in favour of multiculturalism; however this number has begun to 
decrease (Wong, 12). “Post- Multiculturalism” employs that cultural 
pluralism has not succeeding in creating unified nations; rather these 
nations are experiencing social segregation (Wong, 13). While 
multiculturalism may give immigrants legal right to have an active affiliation 
with their culture, religion and language while residing in Canada; it does 
not however, ensure that they will find a respectable platform to engage in 
such activities while in Canada (Wong, 26). Ethnic groups residing in 
Canada are not maintaining a strict sense of their culture, rather they are 
“undergoing cultural translation” (Wong, 27). Therefore this proves that 
minorities groups cannot escape the influence of colonialism within 
Canada.  Canada has historically produced immigration policies that have 
nuance racial qualities. Each Immigration Act implemented in Canada has 
reflected immigration biases and racial preference. Due to Canada’s 
colonial past a colonial ideology remains as the fundamental influence in 
immigration policy making, this ideology is based around the idea that in 
order to for a nation to achieve it must establish dominance over another 
group of people. Immigrant coming to Canada can do little to aid 
themselves in matters pertaining to colonial dominance as Canada’s 
institutions and laws that serve as a medium for immigrants are founded on 
colonial ideologies. Joyce Green argues that in order for Canada to 
relinquish its colonial conformity it must acknowledge this truth, however 
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this remains to be unseen. As this paper argues, as Canada gains ground in 
recognizing and responding to immigration needs, the country is quick to 
resort back to colonial acts of exclusion when problems arise.  
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