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Multiculturalism is often thought of  as a key part 
of  Canada's national identity, but it wasn't always 
this way. (“Statement”) Historically, Canadian 
immigration policy was very restrictive and dis-
criminatory; the ideal immigrant was white, Eng-
lish-speaking, and originating from England or 
the US. Acceptance was heavily biased towards 
those who fit the bill, and immigration policies 
expanded only when necessary (Troper). The 
Great Depression only lead to stricter policies 
and outright prevention of  immigration  
(Schwinghamer). Ultimately, it was the postwar 
immigration wave and the following economic 
boom that led to Canada's multiculturalist soci-
ety. 

World War II's ravaging of  Europe left thousands 
of  displaced persons seeking refuge. The six 
years of  conflict had left a wake of  destruction in 
Europe; countrysides were turned into battle-
grounds, and cities were bombed to rubble. Most 
civilians evacuated elsewhere, away from cities 
and towns, but once the war ended in Europe, 
many were in other countries, without a home. 
Alongside them were survivors of  concentration 
camps, POWs, and slave labourers. In total, 
WWII led to more than 55 million people dis-
placed from their home countries. The United 
Nations Relief  and Rehabilitation Administra-
tion aided in the resettlement of  displaced per-
sons and quickly returned many to their coun-
tries of  origin (Popowycz). However, of  the dis-
placed, roughly 1.5 million refused to return to 
their countries of  origin and remained refugees. 

Although Canada was initially reluctant to ac-
cept immigrants after the war, its growing econ-
omy meant this would soon change. The first 
group of  people that was allowed to immigrate 
to Canada were war brides and children of  
Canadian soldiers (Belshaw). Soon thereafter, a 
bill was passed, allowing Canadian citizens to 
sponsor the immigration of  first-degree relatives 
(Siegel). Finally, in 1947, the labour shortage cre-
ated by the postwar economic boom led to the 
government expanding immigration policy to 
allow able-bodied refugees to come to Canada 
(Belshaw). This was generally under a one-year 
contract to meet labour needs. While earlier gen-
erations of  immigrants had been mostly workers 
and farmers, the new wave of  displaced persons 
contained many more well-educated profession-
als (Parks Canada Agency). Canada had become 
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an increasingly industrial nation with immigrants 
filling jobs in urban areas, in fields such as con-
struction and manufacturing. These changes 
would not be the the last, as immigration policy 
continued to evolve in the years following, espe-
cially in regards to discrimination. 

Following the postwar boom, immigration con-
tinued to expand, drastically shifting Canada's 
demographics. From 1947 to 1956, Canada saw 
close to a 4 million-person increase in popula-
tion. Of  that, around 1.5 million were from im-
migration alone (Statistics Canada, "150 Years"). 
This growth meant a few things. It changed poli-
tics, as immigrants had new priorities and per-
spectives which politicians had to now consider, 
as immigrants made up a significant voting 
group (Belshaw). Additionally, many new citizens 
had little connection to the British monarchy, 
which weakened Canada's ties to it (Britannica). 
Immigrants also had a significant effect on their 
local communities. Most immigrants ended up in 
major Canadian cities with many buying houses 
and starting businesses near those of  a similar 
ethnic background. This led to the formation 
and growth of  ethnic enclaves (Zucchi 14-15). 
These communities facilitated cultural preserva-
tion and provided a social environment for new 
citizens. 

Ultimately, what initially began as an economic 
necessity soon became a cornerstone of  Canadi-
an society. The immigrants who arrived after 

World War II quickly adapted to life in Canada 
and started building new communities across the 
country. Ethnic neighbourhoods grew and be-
came important parts of  many large cities (Zuc-
chi 1). By the mid-1960s, the children of  these 

immigrants were entering schools and joining the 
workforce, bringing new perspectives and experi-
ences. These growing immigrant populations be-
came an important political force, motivating 
politicians to pay attention to their needs and ex-
periences (Belshaw). As more immigrants contin-
ued to arrive throughout the 20th century, 
Canadians became more aware of  different cul-
tural backgrounds and immigration policies be-
came more inclusive. Today, immigrants make 
up nearly a quarter of  Canada's population and 
continue to play a crucial role in supporting 
Canada's economic growth (Statistics Canada, 
"Immigrants"). Ethnic enclaves still exist across 
Canada, adding cultural richness to their com-
munities. (Zucchi). Overall, World War II played 
a pivotal role in shaping Canada's multicultural 
society. The surge in immigration following the 
war heavily supported Canada's economy, and 

acted as a motivation for change. Without this 
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policies would likely have remained restrictive for 
much longer and Canadian society would be far 
less diverse. 
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