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In the past two decades students of  international migration have brought into focus the 

transnational nature of many international migratory flows. The concept of “diasporas” has 

become popular among students of migration. The term “diaspora” is static. It refers to a formed 

community, not a process of community formation.  By contrast, the term “diasporization” 

captures the process.  ‘Diasporazation’ can refer to the process of formation of transnational ties, 

as well as identities and practices  that link a migrant community to their home. These ties to the 

home community vary in intensity and form. Yet, it is this link to the homeland that 

distinguishes the diasporic community from a transnational migrant community. The term 

‘diasporization’ can also refer to the process through which the receiving society treats migrants 

as if their existence in the host society was merely ethereal, as if their ties to the home lands 

preclude their integration in the host lands. When migrants are treated by a host society as ‘birds 

of passage’, no language or cultural training is provided to them to make their integration into 

the host society possible.  The term “social integration” has many meanings. In this presentation, 

I use the term to refer to the migrants’ acquisition of communication skills (including language 

and cultural understandings) to enable them to function effectively in a new society. I will argue 

that these communication skills make it possible for the migrants to exercise and negotiate their 

legal rights.  

Nation-States and Social Integration. 
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From its inception the nation-building project has relied on the support of the nation’s 

citizens. In exchange for civil, political, and social rights, the nation’s citizens have been 

expected to assume certain responsibilities. Loyalty to the central state has been of particular 

importance in this process and modern states have “attempted to reduce or eliminate all loyalties 

and divisions within the country which might stand in the way of national unity” (Schafer 1955: 

119). In order to forge national unity, nation-states have attempted to forge cultural homogeneity 

employing assimilation policies aimed at destroying religious, linguistic, and cultural diversity 

on their territory (Anderson 1983; Bauman 1990: 154; Castles and Davidson 2000: 2-15; Gellner 

1983, Miles 1993: 207-211). 

Even though the homogenization project associated with nation-building has failed to 

achieve its goal (Bauman 1990; Hutchinson 2000), the fact that there has been a preoccupation 

with cultural conformity among those residing on the territory of the nation-state is noteworthy.  

Both extant ethnic minorities and immigrants have been expected to assimilate to the dominant 

culture defined as the national culture.  

While assimilation is no longer pursued to the same extent, nation-states still expect 

foreign residents to conform to public culture and integrate themselves into society. The host 

society sets up an infrastructure to facilitate the integration of newcomers. In Canada, permanent 

foreign residents are provided with English classes. Orientation classes are offered by ethnic and 

non-ethnic settlement agencies.  Various types of settlement-related counselling, professional 

(re)training, and other programmes aimed at providing immigrants with basic skills and 

knowledge required to function in a new society, are provided by government and government-

funded voluntary agencies.  While immigrants may not be integrated into mainstream Canadian 
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society, their ethnic agencies and entrepreneurs serve as cultural interpreters which can 

effectively ‘translate’ the Canadian society (with its legal entitlements and communal resources) 

to the newly arrived immigrants. 

The treatment of seasonal workers contrasts sharply with the treatment of immigrants 

who are expected to settle permanently in Canada. Hardly any effort is made to provide them 

with English training, orientation, counselling or any other settlement-related  services that they 

may require. 

 

Mexican Workers in Ontario 

A program which allows Mexican migrants to work in Canada was initiated in 1974. The 

Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (known commonly as the “offshore program”) was 

launched in 1966 but until 1974 it had applied only to workers from Commonwealth Caribbean 

countries. The program was introduced to ease the severe labour shortage problems that many 

Ontario growers experienced. Seasonal migration from the Caribbean did not entirely solve the 

labour shortages and in 1974 the Canadian government extended this program to include 

Mexico. Since 1974 the number of Mexican workers employed in Canada through the “offshore 

program” has been climbing steadily. Whereas at the beginning some 200 Mexican men were 

recruited to participate in it, today over 7,000 Mexicans are admitted to Canada each year. 

Almost all of them are men. Ninety percent of them work in Ontario and the Leamington area 

alone receives close to three thousand Mexican workers annually. Most of them are return 

migrants. The program permits growers to nominate their workers and many growers prefer 

receiving the workers who have already proven to be efficient, loyal, and obedient. And thus 
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some workers employed in Ontario today have been coming to this region for some twenty 

years. 

 

 

Social Exclusion. 

Mexican workers stay in Canada for up to eight months each year. They are housed by 

the employer, usually on the premises. It is not unusual for the workers to live in a house or a 

trailer next to the grower’s house. The grower is responsible for providing furniture, dishes, 

utensils, and appliances to the workers. The workers cook their own meals but the grower is 

obligated to take them shopping for food (or pay the taxi fare to the store and back) once a week. 

The grower is also expected to take an ailing worker to a physician. In Ontario seasonal workers 

are covered by the Ontario Health Insurance Plan.   

In many respects Mexican workers play an important part in the economic life of this 

rural community. They constitute a significant part of the labour force, they shop in local stores, 

buy food from fast food places, use taxi services, consume in bars, conduct financial transactions 

in local banks, and buy second-hand merchandise at garage sales. 

But while Mexican seasonal workers participate in community life as producers and 

consumers, in their social world they are insulated from the rest of the community. Very few 

people take interest in them. Because of the language barrier, Mexican workers do not attend 

regular church services. Instead a Spanish-speaking priest offers them a separate Sunday mass at 

a local Catholic Church. Their cultural celebrations (such as the Mexican Independence Day 

celebration or Fathers’ day) draw very few local residents. Workers cannot attend public English 
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as a Second Language classes because during the harvest season they work late in the evening. 

Furthermore, in order to enrol in public English classes one needs to pass a tuberculosis test. For 

most Mexican workers this requirement poses a problem. Their employers are required to take 

them to a physician when they are ill but not for any other reason. Without employers’ help, the 

Mexicans will find it extremely difficult to communicate with the physicians. Furthermore, the 

workers are reluctant to take time off work to take this test.  With the exception of a handful of 

Mexican workers who take English classes in the basement of the Catholic church after the 

service or who benefit from interaction with a few volunteers placed on the farms by Frontier 

College, most do not get a chance to learn English. 

There is hardly any attempt made by the host society to integrate Mexican workers into 

the social life of the community. Some workers claim that they experience rejection. As one 

worker has commented: “There are many people who look down on us, don’t think we are worth 

anything. Some of them don’t want us to work here.” An older worker who has been coming to 

work in Leamington for 15 years, reflects: 

Even though they used to be nicer before, people in Leamington never really liked the 

Mexicans. They think we are all thieves. Perhaps, some of us are. And in Mexico even 

our president is a thief. But you know how it is in small towns. People trust each other. 

And in ranchos [rural communities -TB] even more so. Here we go to Zeller’s [and 

Canadian Tire - adds his room-mate] and they stare at us to make sure we won’t steal. 

The same when we go to yard sales.  Because I speak some English, I chat with them 

sometimes. But they all stare at others with fear. There are some pubs where we are not 

allowed. Because I like dancing I used to go to pubs when I first came over but women 
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don’t even want to dance with you. And they are rude. I understand it when a guy is 

drunk and he does not take “no” for an answer. But when you approach a girl and ask her 

to dance with you politely there is no reason for her to be rude.  One woman even 

punched a Mexican guy in his nose when he asked her to dance with him. His nose bled. 

Mexican Mennonites living in Leamington speak Spanish but the cultural divide separating them 

from the Mexican guest workers is too great to overcome. There is some interaction between 

Mexican workers and Salvadoreans residing in Leamington - some Salvadorean men play soccer 

with Mexicans and some Salvadorean women sell food to them. But the Salvadorean population 

is not large enough to provide social support to the Mexican workers. According to the 1996 

population census there were only sixty Salvadoreans residing in Leamington, although fifteen 

other immigrants (possibly from other Spanish-speaking countries included in the category 

‘other places of birth’) listed Spanish as their mother tongue.  

Because they live apart from the rest of the community, they limit their social interaction 

mainly to others in the Mexican community. They visit each other in the evenings or on Sunday. 

They hang out at the entrance to a grocery store where most do their shopping. They attend the 

same bars and the same Catholic church (except for those who have converted to Protestantism), 

and play soccer with each other (and with a few Salvadoreans). When they organize a dance to 

celebrate the Mexican Independence Day or for another reason, hardly any non-Mexicans attend. 

Being insulated in the social space of their own, Mexican workers experience very little, 

if any, cultural change. When asked  whether they had changed their behaviour or mode of 

thinking as a result of their employment in Canada, most Mexican migrants said, ‘no.’ Most 

household members in San Cristóbal gave a negative answer when asked whether their 
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husbands, sons, or fathers had changed as a result of their Canadian experience. Some 

interviewed workers mentioned that they had learned to appreciate their wives and had become 

better husbands; others mentioned that they had learned to cook and use garbage cans in public 

places. But these changes do not result from interaction with representatives of another culture. 

Instead, they reflect the need to take care of themselves while in Canada, the growing 

understanding of the value of domestic services that they get for free in Mexico, emotional 

stability which comes with the improvement in their socio-economic status, availability of 

garbage cans in public places in Canada, and the perceived pressure to be law-abiding citizens 

while in Canada. 

Mexican seasonal workers employed in Canada are viewed as sojourners whose 

temporary stay in the country does not necessitate investment in their social integration and 

cultural orientation. While Mexican migrants are integrated into the Canadian economy, in social 

and cultural terms they are not citizens of the community which has grown to depend heavily on 

their contribution. Failure to integrate Mexican migrant workers into the Canadian social fabric 

stands out by comparison to the treatment of other migrants in Canada and elsewhere. Despite 

the fact that Mexican workers spend up to eight months per year in Canada over many years, the 

Canadian state and local communities continue to treat them as strangers. Being denied 

membership in local communities, Mexican migrant workers are thus also denied knowledge and 

resources required to exercise the legal rights granted to them by the Canadian state.  

In 1997, when Nicole Noel and I were conducting research among Mexican workers in 

Leamington, we were asked by the workers to provide them with information on their rights to 

receive paid public holidays, pension, vacation pay, treatment and compensation for work-
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related injuries, income tax returns, breaks, and decent living conditions. All these rights are 

provided to the workers by the Ontario Employment Standards Act, and the Agreement between 

the governments of Canada and Mexico. Mexican migrant workers contribute to workers’ 

compensation insurance and they are entitled to receive it when they are injured at work.  Yet, 

workers are often unaware that they are entitled to these benefits. Furthermore, even when they 

are learn that they are legally entitled to these benefits, without adequate social support, it 

becomes impossible for the workers to claim their rights. They cannot fill out the necessary 

forms in order to receive workers’ compensation, for instance. They find it difficult to initiate 

procedures to receive Canada pension. If they do not receive their income tax return, they would 

find it virtually impossible to communicate with officials at the Canada Customs and Revenue 

Agency. When their living conditions are deplorable, they do not have the knowledge or the 

skills to report these violations to the authorities. 

 

Recent Changes in Leamington 

The relationship between Mexican workers and the Leamington community described 

above started to change in 2002. It took a series of articles published by a Windsor labour 

journalist, Mary Agnes Welch, to make some community residents recognize the social barriers 

that the community had erected. Consequently, the Migrant Worker Coalition was formed. The 

Coalition organized an orientation meeting in February 2002 at which workers were introduced 

to local banks, police, transportation routes, and Leamington recreational activities. The 

Coalition has representatives from the business community, growers, the Mexican consulate, and 

the Town Hall.  With funding from the United Way, the Coalition launched a “Bridges for 
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Bicycles” project to assist Mexican workers to fix their bicycles, the major mode of 

transportation among Mexican workers. In addition, the Coalition set up an office at the South 

Essex Community Centre. While this coalition has an important symbolic role, it is hardly an 

organization which is concerned with the foreign workers’ rights. A couple of interpreters 

working for pay or as volunteers for the South Essex Community Centre have served as 

translators for local hospitals (the translation is often done over the phone). The importance of 

this service should not be underestimated. Yet, by and large, this organization serves the interests 

of the growers who occasionally require interpreters to improve communication with the 

workers, particularly when conflicts arise. 

It is the opening of the Migrant Workers Support Centre that has the potential for 

enhancing the exercise of rights by the Mexican workers. In April,  2001  the United Farm 

Workers of America-Canadian Office was contacted with regard to the case of some twenty 

migrant farm workers from Leamington facing repatriation to Mexico. This action was 

precipitated by a walk-out of some 50 Mexican workers protesting against their working 

conditions. Having visited Leamington several times, UFWA-Canadian Office launched the 

Global Justice Care Van Project. The aim of the project was to document working and living 

conditions of the seasonal guest workers in Ontario and to propose improvements in the program 

to the Canadian government. The project was funded by the Canadian Labour Congress, United 

Steel Workers of America, United Food and Commercial Workers and Canadian Auto Workers 

Union (United Farm Workers of America Canadian Office 2001, p. 2). On June 2, 2002 the Care 

Van Project opened an information and assistance centre in Leamington to provide health and 

safety training as well as legal aid, assistance in the filing of workers compensation claims, 
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information on Canadian pension and income tax, and other services to the migrant workers. The 

support centre was funded originally as a pilot project but in August 2002, the United Food and 

Commercial Workers and the Canadian Labour Congress decided to continue funding the centre. 

After the winter break, the Leamington centre re-opened on April 6, 2003. Two other similar 

workers’ support centres were opened in Bradford and Simcoe and a mobile unit was set up in 

the Niagara region. 

Despite the fact that seasonal migrant workers are not legal citizens in Canada, the labour 

community has recently accepted them as citizens of the Canadian labour community, in need of 

representation and protection. The integration of Mexican migrant workers into the Canadian 

labour community is likely to secure better working and living conditions for the seasonal 

workers. 


