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B ecause this paper is written from 
a very personal perspective, I 
want to clarify certain underly- 
ing beliefs before proceeding. I 

believe that knowledge of people's cul- 
ture is critically important to an under- 
standing of their life situations. Respect 
for cultural norms and values is a funda- 
mental premise upon which I operate, 
personally and professionally as a social 
worker. Therefore, a policy which aims to 
combat racism and discriminatory prac- 
tices is based on a principle which I 
wholeheartedly endorse. However, mul- 
ticultural policy as operationalized in 
Canada has had quite a different effect 
than may have been intended: this is the 
reason for the concerns I express in this 
article. 

The irony of multiculturalism is that it 
furnishes Canadian society with a great 
hope without having to change the 
fundamental structures of sociery. 
Multiculturalism is the failure of an 
illusion, not a policy.' 
This paper will explain the importance 

of women approaching Canada's multic- 
ultural policy with great caution. This 
stance reflects a healthy skepticism based 
on my experience as an Italo-Canadian 
woman and on my observations of the 
state's response to the needs of women. 

Of primary concern is the potential of 
multicultural policy to divert the attention 
of immigrant women from the state's 
neglect of their most basic needs and 
concerns -many of which are shared by 
all women. This is critical, given that 
women tend to accept responsibility for 
situations and circumstances which more 
rightly belongs to the state. It is my con- 
tention that immigrant women tend to be 

abused, as women and as immigrants. 
The purpose of this paper is not to argue 

that multicultural policy is bad, but rather 
that culture and identity issues are minor 
when compared to such basic needs as 
affordable housing, adequte incomes and 
child care. I believe that if our society had 
more respect for its members generally, a 
multicultural policy would be unneces- 
sary. People of every cultural background 
would be entitled to assert their cultural 
identity. The development of this mutual 
respect is not assured if it is state-im- 
posed. Immigrant women may also feel 
that the state is encouraging them to retain 
certain cultural values which prevent their 
full integration into Canadian society. A 
strong message of choice may encourage 
immigrant women to move outside of the 
traditional rigid role definitions. 

I will look first at some of my recol- 
lections of being a daughter of an Italian 
immigrant family newly arrived in 
Toronto in the 1950s. This account will 
emphasize the impact of particular as- 
pects of multiculturalism on my life. An 
analysis of the state's current response to 
women's needs from two perspectives - 
the residual and institutional - will fol- 
low. Finally, I will discuss some of the 
issues and conflicts engendered by mul- 
ticultural policies. 

My family immigrated to Toronto in 
stages; my father arrived first, followed 
by my mother with the three of us. The 
largest group of Italians in Toronto at that 
time (the late 50s) came from the rural 
regions of Southern Italy: this fact is criti- 
cal to an understanding of this immigrant 
population. They tended to be poor, ill- 
educated, and possessed of a fatalistic 
view of life.' Behaviours which they dis- 

played were often wrongly attributed to 
culture, when they were in fact a reflec- 
tion of their history of poverty and of the 
difficulties of integrating into Canadian 
urban society. Northern Italian immi- 
grants from a more industrialized setting 
were entirely different, with their own 
characteristics and problems. 

Many Italians who immigrated during 
the 1950s came to escape the poverty of 
post-war Europe and to build a better life 
for their children. A number of them felt 
ambivalent about staying in Canada and 
often dreamt of returning home. It was 
commonplace for fathers to immigrate 
before their wives and children. Some 
young single men immigrated and later 
married, by proxy, women from Italy 
whom they had never met. 

My recollection is that Italian immi- 
grants did not feel that they had a right to 
live in Canada. They were not aware of 
the value of their contributions to the 
country. They were often victims of overt 
discrimination such as name-calling 
(D.P., Wop) and exploitation in the work 
place. It is my impression that they only 
started to feel like citizens after many 
years of residence in the country. This 
change in attitude coincided with their 
decisions to spend their lives in Canada, 
their increased economic and material 
progress, and their gradual, albeit grudg- 
ing acceptance by other Canadians. 

The other important issue during the 
1950s and 60s was the concept of family 
and what it meant to Italians. Culturally, 
the family is seen asaresourceandprotec- 
tion against all ills.3 Feelings of being 
unwelcome in Canadian society caused 
the boundaries around families to become 
even more rigid. Forchildren, particularly 
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girls, a schizophrenic way of coping with 
this reality began to develop. Within the 
family, it was not okay to be Canadian and 
Canadian traits were discouraged. Out- 
side of the family, it was not okay to be 
Italian. This resulted in a lack of accep- 
tance of oneself in both realms. This may 
have led to identity difficulties and a re- 
duction in self-esteem for Italian children. 
A strong attachment to extended family 
and to other Italian families from the same 
Italian town or village was being forced. 

PARENTS OFTEN BEING 
FORCED TO LEAVE SMALL 

CHILDREN ALONE, 
WITH STRICT 

INSTRUCTIONS NOT 
TO GO OUTDOORS. 

This was sometimes from a necessity to 
survive and belong, rather than a matter of 
choice. 

Italian women historically, and during 
the 50' S ,  gained primary pleaswe from 
their role as nurturing and servicing the 
family. Her personal needs took second 
place. Her main role was to serve men, 
the authority figures, and to nurture 
children. Although men were in charge 
of the economic issue, women tended to 
capture the domain of the emotional 
realm of family life.4 

Women on their amval to Canada were 
forced to work outside the home, perhaps 
for the first time. Their jobs usually en- 
tailed very long hours and frequent eco- 
nomic exploitation by employers. They 
often came home late, at which point they 
were required to deal with their responsi- 
bilities as wives and mothers. At the time, 
there was little daycare available. I recall 
Italian parents often being forced to leave 
small children alone, with strict insh-uc- 
tions not to go outdoors. This inadequate 
form of taking care of children produced 
agreat deal of guilt in women. This in turn 
resulted in these children having to deal 
with their parents' guilt. I do not recall 
hearing any expressions of anger regard- 
ing the state's failure to provide daycare. 

Gradually, an overzealous attempt to 
maintain Italian culture within the family 
occurred. This related to two issues: the 
ambivalence about returning to Italy and 
their perception of what good Italian chil- 
dren should be. Given the hostile environ- 

ment for Italians at the time, it was a way 
for them to maintain a sense of who they 
were. As things changed and as things in 
the broader Canadian society changed, 
many Italians - particularly women - 
were stuck and did not then fit into either 
Canadian or Italian society. 

During my education and professional 
career, I have come to understand other 
factors that were important in terms of the 
plight of Italo-Canadian women during 
the 50s, 60s and 70s. Being Italian was not 
a respected status within the society. The 
Catholic religion supported the oppres- 
sion of women. Catholics were not totally 
accepted by the general society. During 
my professional development, I was al- 
ways told that it was an asset to be Italian 
and to speak Italian. However, in my first 
social work job, I was labelled an 'ethnic' 
worker. I struggled for a long time to 
understand what this meant - given that 
it was assumed that some people, such as 
Anglo-Saxons, had no ethnic identity. On 
principle, it implied that ethnic people 
were tainted with some sort of disease 
called 'ethnic.' This lack of ac- 
knowledgement that everyone has a cul- 
tural identity, with its own set of values, 
was very frustrating. The constant state of 
change as people adapted and grew within 
their society was also ignored. The over- 
emphasis on cultural issues allowed for 
the lack of attention to issues such as 
poverty, discrimination, and other special 
issues facing immigrant women. 

Why is this an important issue? Why do 
I mistrust multicultural policy with re- 
spect to immigrant women? 

Marilyn Callaghan, in her article, 
"Public Apathy in Government Parsi- 
mony: A Review of Child Welfare in 
Canada," questions the status of women 
as members of the state.5 She raises the 
issue of the appropriate division of re- 
sponsibility between the state and citi- 
zens. I believe strongly that women 
should first be considered as citizens with 
a guarantee of certain rights; that in turn 
should translate into special policies and 
services because of their roles and contri- 
bution. One perspective that Marilyn 
Callaghan discusses is described by her as 
a 'residual' approach. This implies that 
individuals do not seek help from the state 
until all other alternatives (such as the 
family and the private market) have been 
exhausted. Often the types of services 
offered by the state carry a stigma and 
imply charity. The implication is that 
something is wrong with needy individu- 

1 als because they are not able to cope alone 
in our society. The administration of this 
type of service usually subjects people to 
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means tests. Multicultural policy within a 
society that provides services to citizens 
in a residual manner can lead to emphasis 
on customs and values, while neglecting 
the broader issues of adequate income, 
housing, daycare, and other services and 
resources. 

The second perspective is an institu- 
tional one. This perspective is founded in 
the belief that women, like other vulner- 
able groups in our society (dependent 
children, the elderly, the disabled), have 

WORK JOB, I WAS 
LABELLED AN 'ETHNIC' 
WORKER. I STRUGGLED 

FOR A LONG TIME 
TO UNDERSTAND 

WHAT THIS MEANT. 

special needs and rights. Regardless of the 
capabilities of women, they should have 
the right to assistance on the principle of 
need and equality. The emphasis is on 
normalcy and the realization that no one 
individual can be expected to carry the 
burdens faced within our complex and 
rapidly-changing society. This compre- 
hensive approach assumes that the state 
has a responsibility to intervene in areas 
such as employment, education, housing, 
health, and social welfare. This perspec- 
tive takes a front line defence against 
social problems, and services are given to 
citizens as a right, not a privilege (ex- 
amples of this type of response to dealing 
with the special needs of women are uni- 
versal daycare and medical care). There 
would be no stigma attached to women 
who are receiving such services. This 
particular perspective may not address the 
total inequality of women because of our 
class system, but it would provide a more 
appropriate way of intervening within our 
current system. 

An understanding of the residual man- 
ner in which the state intervenes is critical 
to comprehending the impact of multicul- 
twal policy on immigrant women. This 
type of approach implies that difficulties 
experienced by women are due to the 
personal inadequacy. My concern is that 
multicultural policies imply that the prob- 
lems experienced by women are caused 
by the lack of attention to cultural differ- 
ences - as opposed to the discrimination 
that immigrant women are confronted 
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with in many areas of their life. Under- 
standing a women's cultural identity will 
not alleviate her poverty or lack of 
daycare, and other special problems. It 
may also lead to women being locked into 
traditional, oppressive roles. 

The state needs to begin taking res- 
ponsibility for the immigration policies 
that have brought immigrants to Canada. 
It also needs to deal with the reality that 
confronts immigrants. An added concern 
is expressed by Margaret Eichler, who 
states that over the past several decades, 
families in Canada - as in all highly 
industrialized countries - have been 
undergoing some rapid structural 
 change^.^ The rising divorce rate, falling 
fertility rate, and a continuing increase in 
the labour force participation of wives 
and mother, are only a few of the factors 
that have fundamentally altered the com- 
position, structure and functions of fami- 
lies. As these changes have occurred, 
according to Eichler, the policies have not 
responded adequately to meet the needs 
of women and children. For example, the 
state has not significantly intervened in 
providing affordable daycare for single 
parents (usually women). In two-parent 
families, women are no longer working to 
supplement the family income for luxury 
items, but in order to provide basic neces- 
sities for their children. 

The other issue that has not been ad- 
dressed by the state is the forced depend- 
ency of women. Immigrant women are 
often found in hostels for victims of fam- 

Laced Shoes 

Black, laced-up, stacked-heeled, 
my new shoes evoke memories of 
nuns' habits, corsets and pessaries, 
the old world ideas of sin and grace, 
virgin and whore. 
Pointed, they cinch my toes 
yet I am eager to wear them each day 
as if slipping into their too narrow fit, 
I am slipping back into a life 
familiar to me, a life of sacrifice. 
In these shoes, I am all women 
who believe in duty and vanity, 
who experience passion as an illness 
no drug can alleviate. 
These shoes lead me back down 
the convent halls of my soul, 
where the pain that makes me wince 
is a requisite for my salvation. 

Anne Cimon 
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ily violence. Although there has been 
some service provided on a temporary 
basis in order to alleviate this difficulty, 
there has not been a real attempt to de- 
crease women's dependency. Often 
women in this situation are trapped, with 
no way out: no remuneration is given to 
women to assist them in raising children. 
Women need this type of recognition so 
that value is placed on their work either in 
or out of the home. Without remunera- 
tion for the service they provide in raising 
children, they will never obtain the right 
to be independent. This lack of response 
by the state raises the question of what 
value is placed on children and women in 
our society. 

My other concern regarding multicul- 
tural policy is that it may lead to the 
internalization by immigrant women of 
that view that their problems are due to 
personal inadequacies. This is particu- 
larly critical for Italian women because 
of the oppression they experienced being 
raised with the philosophies of the Catho- 
lic church. Internalizing difficulties is not 
uncommon for most women. There is the 
saying that women go mad, and men go 
bad because women tend to internalize 
frustration and anger rather than exter- 
nalizing these emotions. This, added to 
the abuse that they experience through 
the media in terms of the exploitation of 
their bodies and their identities, becomes 
very womsome. 

What do immigrant women have to do, 
say or be before we accept them as 

women and as full members of the 
women's community? 

Women's ethnic identities should not 
be allowed to conmbute to their further 
oppression. Women who immigrate to 
other countries do not seek to remain 
separate from other ethnic groups. Mul- 
ticulturalism should not be allowed to 
divide women from other members of the 
women's community. Diversity should 
be encouraged and used to enrich 
women's lives, not to oppress further. 
Multiculturalism should never be seen as 
a separate piece of policy. It should be 
integrated into every policy. 
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