




































































"BETWEEN TWO CULTURES

North America

Men for all seasons

HE history of the exploitation of

migrant workers in general and in

North America in particular is too
well known to warrant repetition. It has
provided the plot of more than one major
novel and the workers’ plight has been
portrayed in all its pathos in more than
one film. That plight tends to be a com-
bination of substandard wages and living
conditions and a high degree of job in-
security. More often than not these con-
ditions have been associated with the agri-
cultural sector in labour-intensive agro-
industries.

Because such substandard programmes
continue to exist it might be good to look
at some cases where the use of migrant
labour in agriculture has worked well for
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the migrant, his family and community as
well as for the employer. It might be pos-
sible to derive some lessons from a review
of such cases. It is fortunate, therefore,
that we now have good data on two agri-
cultural programmes utilizing migratory
labour, one in the State of Florida and the
other in Canada.

The 8,000 migrant workers in the Florida
sugar industry are in a way all that is left
of the original bracero (strong arm) pro-
gramme that started in 1942 and at its
height brought more than 420,000 workers,
mostly Mexican, to work in US agriculture.
Only one part of that large migrant worker
scheme of the 1940s remained intact: the
so-called H-2 programme (from the cat-
egory of visa granted to temporary work-

ers) bringing British West Indians to work
in the Florida sugar cane industry. Estab-
lished in 1943, it continues up to today.
The story of the success of this H-2 pro-
gramme is the story of a felicitous match
between nature and economic circum-
stances in Florida and the cultural ori-
entations of British West Indians.

Florida cane is grown under conditions
which do not allow full mechanization.
Such a cane culture is not suited to the
use of cane cutting machines; it needs

" skilled and dependable manual labour.

Here nature shapes economics, for if a
machete-wielding man in Florida is to com-
pete with a harvesting machine in Hawaii,
he has to be skilled. But cutting cane man-
ually is nasty, back-breaking work that no

EST Indians who migrate to Can-

ada today are generally better edu-

cated than their predecessors and
more at home in modern metropolitan com-
munities. However, in spite of the fact that
most of them come from the countryside and
small towns and have no experience of big
city life, they do not go to the rural areas
of Canada. They are attracted to the large
urban centres of Toronto, Montreal, and Van-
couver.

Having left their native land for economic

reasons, and with the expectation of eco-
nomic advancement in their adopted home,

they are ill-prepared to face the reality of

Canadian attitudes towards immigrants. But
West Indians, as well as facing the same

- problems as immigrants of whatever race or
origin, are also victims of greater hostility
because of their colour, especially when they
try to obtain housing and employment. Hav-
ing experienced a marginal existence in the
Wegt Indies, and finding that his basic cultural
and buman values are not recognized in Can-
ada, the West Indian immigrant often expe-
riences serious identity problems.

Attempts by West Indians to be accepted
through adapting themselves to the dominant
culture have, with few exceptions, not suc-
ceeded. Many West Indians are actively par-
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ticipating in movements which are seeking
to change the present situation in which they
face varying degrees of prejudice and dis-

crimination. These individuals and groups -

are joining forces with Canadian-born blacks,
South Asians and other disadvantaged group
in an effort to eliminate discriminatory prac-
tices which restrict their full participation in
Canadian society.

The Haitian community in Quebec con-
stitutes a special case in this respect. First
of all it has to face the problem of illegal or
clandestine immigrants who wish to leave

- Haiti at all costs and cannot receive aid from

the Government when they arrive in Canada.

In the early 1960s, the Haitian diaspora
consisted of highly educated individuals,
mostly professional people, until the political
situation in Haiti gave rise to an entirely dif-
ferent kind of exodus, especially from the
rural areas of the country. In addition,
because of their physical characteristics and
the African sonority of their mother tongue,
the Haitians quickly form a group which the

officials of the Immigration Ministry describe .

as “visible”. So far, however, Haitians have
not sought to confine themselves to a ghetto

or to form groups centred on immigrant asso-,

ciations.

The evidence suggests that the Haitians
have not encountered major obstacles to
their adaptation to the society and culture
of Quebec either from the two national major-
ities or from the other groups, in spite of the
universal feeling that the “Creoles” are going
through a difficult period in Quebec. A “third
culture” is beginning to emerge in the Haitian
community, a kind of intermingling born of
the social differences between young Hai-
tians and their contemporaries in Quebec.
This third culture is formed largely of dis-
parate, anarchic elements, taken at random
from American and English-speaking West
Indian “negritude”. It can easily be imagined
that such influences, added to the pro-
nounced oral character of Haitian culture may
separate the young generation from the main
trends and currents of life in Quebec and
create an impression of lack of commitment -
and marginalization. |

Sources : “The West Indian Family in Canada: Prob-
lems of Adaptation in a Multiracial, Multicultural Soci-
ety” by Wilson A. Head, in Multiculturalism, vol. Il No.
12, 1979; and "Questions de Culture: Migrations et
Communautés Culturelles, Institut Québecois de

- Recherche sur la Culture.
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