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SOMETIME IN 1941 A GROUP of “Slavic” workers travelled from Alberta to Ontario in
search of skilled jobs in war industries. All the workers were Canadian-born and all
had been trained under the government’s War Emergency Training Programme.
Yet despite shortages in skilled labour in Ontario, they were unable to obtain work.
Upon learning their names, Ontario employers refused to hire them, and the work-
ers were eventually forced to return to Alberta.1 The rejection of these workers, de-
spite their Canadian birth and training, baffles the contemporary reader. Were these
workers of Polish, Ukrainian, Czech, Slovak, Serbian, or Croatian descent? Did
they trace their origins to countries at war with Canada or ones allied with it? On-
tario employers apparently considered such information irrelevant. Not the na-
tional heritage of these “Slavic” workers, but their “race” convinced prospective
employers that they were unfit to work in war industries.

In 1941 “foreign” names were widely understood as markers of racial differ-
ence. The introduction to the volume on Canada’s population in the 1941 census,
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for example, stated that “knowledge of one’s racial origin” could be “perpetuated in
a family name.” Census analysts found it necessary to explain the criteria by which
“racial origin” could be known, because the basis for racial classification in the cen-
sus varied for different groups. “Colour” was the basis for classifying the “Indian,
Eskimo, Negro, Hindu, Chinese and Japanese races,” religion for classifying Jews,
and language for Ukrainians. For some groups “racial origin” implied “geograph-
ical area — the country from which the individual himself came or that which was
the home of his forebears.” While in most cases racial origin could be traced
through the father, children of “mixed Blood” — those born of mixed marriages be-
tween whites and “Negro, Japanese, Chinese, Hindu, Malaysian etc.” — were clas-
sified as belonging to those racial groups if either parent belonged to the “black,
yellow or brown races.” The racial designation for people of mixed “white and In-
dian blood” was “Half-breed.”2

That the names of the “Slavic” workers from Alberta signified “racial” differ-
ence of sufficient magnitude to disqualify them from obtaining work in war indus-
tries suggests that however imprecise its definition, the racial origin designation
was economically and socially very significant. One goal of this article is to exam-
ine the nature and extent of racist employment discrimination during World War II.
It will show that, in wartime Canada, racializing minority groups — attributing to
them substantial, inborn distinguishing characteristics — greatly disadvantaged
group members in the labour market and prevented their full incorporation within
the body of the nation.3 A second and related goal is to demonstrate that despite of-
ficially prohibiting employment discrimination based on race, nationality, and reli-
gion during the war, state officials colluded with racist employers and workers in
such discrimination.

The focus on the war years offers a unique opportunity for studying racist em-
ployment discrimination because evidence of such discrimination on the home
front abounds. Unprecedented intervention by the federal government in the labour
market generated some of this evidence. State officials intent on maximizing labour
productivity during the war were forced to pay close attention to employment dis-
crimination because members of racialized minority groups constituted an indis-
pensable source of labour. On the one hand, discrimination threatened productivity
both by creating tensions among workers and by excluding some of them from cer-
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tain occupations. On the other, after 1942, when employment was plentiful and me-
nial jobs went unfilled, racialization could be useful in channelling workers into
undesirable yet essential jobs. This study draws extensively on the records of fed-
eral government agencies. Minority group members — not necessarily from the
same groups that attracted official attention — had their own reasons for document-
ing employment discrimination. They believed that the blatant contradiction be-
tween Canada’s declared war aim of fighting the racism of the Nazis and racist
discrimination at home, combined with the high demand for labour and state con-
trol over the labour force, created propitious circumstances for challenging em-
ployment discrimination. The records of voluntary organizations established by
racialized minority groups, especially by Jews and African Canadians, comprise
the second important body of evidence on which this study relies.4

Studying employment discrimination during the war can do more, however,
than illustrate the nature and significance of racism between 1939 and 1945. That
the national heritage of the “Slavic” workers from Alberta made so little difference
to Ontario employers suggests that employment discrimination on the home front
owed far less to wartime alliances on the international stage than to longstanding
association between “race” and suitability for certain types of employment and for
citizenship in Canada. To be sure, state officials anticipated — and some of them
shared — security concerns about the participation of “enemy aliens” in home de-
fense and war production. As we shall see, however, many employers, workers, and
state officials also racialized Canadian-born and naturalized people of Japanese,
central, eastern, and southern European, and Jewish origin: many Canadians saw
these racialized groups as “foreigners,” suspected them of disloyalty, and therefore
believed that they were undeserving of certain types of economic and political
rights. The war also brought sharply into focus and even intensified racist assump-
tions that African Canadians, eastern and southern Europeans, and Native people
were suitable only for menial jobs and that the aggressive and greedy Jews, and
Chinese and Japanese Canadians constituted unfair competition for “true” Canadi-
ans because they placed economic gains above patriotic duty. Such racist assump-
tions served to legitimize the marginalization of minority groups in Canadian
society.

The inclusion of minority groups of southern and eastern European parentage
— such as the “Slavic” workers introduced above — as well as of African, Asian,
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and Native Canadians, is central to the analysis of the meaning and impact of race
offered here. Some of the most influential recent studies of racism in Canada make
clear that characterizing groups that we would describe today as “white,” as racially
distinct and inferior, reveals the social construction and hence fluidity of racial
classification.5 Even in these studies, however, the attention given “visible” minor-
ities generally outweighs examinations of the racialization of groups of European
origin. Such a focus is understandable because people of colour have been the tar-
gets of the most extreme and most overtly state-sanctioned racism in Canada, in the
form of immigration restrictions, denial of the franchise, and legal exclusion from
certain types of jobs. It is also easier to study such racism than the less formalized
racialization of groups of European descent. This study’s focus on employment dis-
crimination allows us to explore the meaning and impact of racist ideas and prac-
tices for minority groups of peripheral European as well as African, Asian, and
Native parentage, because the mobility of all these groups in the labour force was
impeded during the war.6

The debate among American historians concerning the racial classification of
immigrant workers of southern and eastern European descent offers useful insights
for studying similar groups in Canada. According to James Barrett and David
Roediger the status of such workers in turn-of-the-20th-century America was am-
biguous. Before World War I, when non-white immigrants were barred from enter-
ing the US, the national government classified immigrants from the peripheries of
Europe as white, allowing them to immigrate to the United States in large numbers
and to become naturalized and thus enfranchised. The imposition of restrictions
against them in the 1920s reflected the intensification of racism against such Euro-
pean immigrants. However, their ability to become white over time, despite the fact
that both social science and popular culture regarded them as “nonwhite,” reflected
their “inbetween” status: above African and Asian Americans, whose purported
colour kept them at the bottom of the prevailing system of racial hierarchy, but be-
low native-born whites and immigrants from northwestern Europe, whose pur-
ported whiteness placed them at the top of that hierarchy. The changing
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classification of southern and eastern European immigrants and their children
formed part of the process of their Americanization, itself the result both of the will-
ingness of the dominant racializing groups to perceive them as white and of their
self-identification as white.7 By contrast, Eric Arnesen, among others, questions
the utility of “whiteness” as an analytic concept, arguing that whiteness scholars
misrepresent the racialization of European immigrants in the United States in the
19th and early 20th centuries by reducing this “complex, many faceted” process to
“the matter of ‘becoming white’.”8

Some of the arguments of both whiteness scholars and their critics apply to
Canada as well. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, here, as in the United
States, the status of groups of eastern and southern European descent was above
that of groups of African and Asian descent and Native people, and below that of
people of Northwestern European descent. Moreover, here, as in the United States,
the status of people from the peripheries of Europe was ambiguous. Encouraged to
come by the hundreds of thousands prior to World War I, such immigrants were
classified ‘non-preferred’ during the interwar years. They were allowed into Can-
ada before the Depression only in the numbers needed to perform work that Cana-
dian residents avoided. One clear expression of their perceived inferiority in
Canada was their exclusion, along with immigrants of Asian and African descent,
from ‘better neighbourhoods’ by legally accepted covenants. But, with the excep-
tion of the 1917 elections, when even naturalized members of these groups were de-
prived of their vote, European immigrants could secure citizenship rights. Such
rights were denied to people of Asian descent, but not to African Canadians. Never-
theless, as Constance Backhouse has argued, although the racial identity of the
dominant white group was splintered in many directions, a “racial chasm” sepa-
rated such groups from Native people, and from people of African and Asian de-
scent.9 As noted above, the 1941 census classifications tracing the racial
designation of most children through the father assigned children to the “black, yel-
low or brown races,” if either their fathers or their mothers belonged to those
“races,” and described children of mixed “white and Indian blood,” regardless of
the gender of the Native parent, as “Half-breeds.”

Yet, although skin colour was so significant to racial assignment in Canada,
purported racial inferiority and superiority were most often not expressed in terms

WARTIME CANADA 13

7James R. Barrett and David R. Roediger, “Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality, and the
New Immigrant Working Class,” Journal of American Ethnic History, 16 (Spring 1997),
3-44. Another fascinating account of the racialization of European immigrants is Matthew
Frye Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrant and the Alchemy of

Race (Cambridge, MA 1998).
8Eric Arnesen, “Whiteness and the Historians’ Imagination,” International Labor and

Working-Class History, 60 (Fall 2001), 3-23. See also contributions from David Brody,
Barbara Fields, Eric Foner, and Adolph Reed, Jr. in the same issue.
9Backhouse, Colour-Coded, 9.



of colour. Even more tellingly, colour was not central to the self-definition of
“inbetween” people. Indeed, given the uneven distribution of people of colour in
Canada, eastern and southern Europeans were the only racialized “others” in many
communities. The differences between the make-up of the populations of Canada
and the United States go a long way toward explaining the difference in racial dis-
course in the two countries. Most importantly, the weakness of the institution of
slavery in Canada’s past and racist immigration policies meant that, in contrast to
the United States, the number of people of African descent in Canada remained
small until the last decades of the 20th century. Consequently, the type of
black-white polarization that some scholars place at the core of American racial
thought did not develop in Canada. To claim that immigrants from the peripheries
of Europe were initially perceived as “non-white,” and that they “became white” in
the course of their integration into Canadian society would, to use Arnesen’s terms,
oversimplify a complex and multifaceted process of racialization. This article ex-
amines only part of this process: the construction of racial classification in wartime
by Anglo-Canadian (and to a lesser extent French Canadian) state officials, em-
ployers, and workers, and the impact of such classification on minority workers. I
hope to explore minority workers’ self-identification, specifically their response to
racialization in wartime Canada, in the future.

By illuminating state complicity in the racialization of workers, the study’s fo-
cus on racist employment discrimination also sheds new light on the role of the state
in wartime Canada. Studies of the relationship between the state and minority
groups in wartime Canada have hitherto concentrated largely on the Nationalities
Branch of the Department of National War Services and the Cooperative Commit-
tee in Canadian Citizenship. Because these two agencies were created by the fed-
eral government specifically to mobilize minority groups behind Canada’s war
effort, and to increase group harmony by familiarizing English and French Canadi-
ans with minority groups and their contributions to Canadian society, their records
offer rich and readily accessible sources for studying state-minority relations in
wartime. Some scholars believe that such endeavours marked the first step in citi-
zenship training, or in Canada’s progress toward a tolerant and inclusive national
policy of multiculturalism.10 Others characterize these undertakings as Eurocentric
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and ineffectual.11 Whatever their conclusions, the focus of scholars on the Nation-
alities Branch and the Cooperative Committee offers only a partial view of
state-minority relations in wartime. The officials of many other government de-
partments and agencies also dealt with racialized minority workers, and as this
study will show, their collusion with racist employers and workers helped to block
the mobility of minority workers in the labour force throughout the war. The state’s
complicity both reflected and legitimized racist views widely held in Canadian so-
ciety both prior to and during World War II.

The Denial of Employment and Relief

Calls for the dismissal of “foreigners” from their jobs arose almost immediately af-
ter the outbreak of World War II and intensified in 1940, following the sudden and
rapid successes of German troops in western Europe and Italy’s entry into the war.
Thousands of people across Canada lost their jobs. They came from a wide variety
of occupations: miners in Cape Breton, steel workers in Hamilton, department store
and hotel employees in Toronto and Winnipeg, municipal employees in Windsor
and Calgary, and shipyard workers in Vancouver. They included not only workers
who were born in, or could trace their origins to, countries now at war with Canada,
such as Germany, Italy, and Japan, but also men and women born in, or whose an-
cestors were born in, countries allied with Canada. They also included both natural-
ized British and foreign subjects.12

The difficulties of many of these “foreign” workers were compounded by their
inability to obtain relief. Many dismissed able-bodied workers were denied relief
on the grounds that they were capable of working. This placed them in a “state of
suspended animation with no means of support,” in the words of T.C. Davis, Asso-
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ciate Deputy Minister of the Department of National War Services [DNWS].13 Be-
cause immigrant workers had been disproportionately represented among the
unemployed during the Great Depression, the hardship caused by the combined
loss of jobs and the denial of relief was great, especially in Ontario and Alberta,
where the provincial governments decided to cut off relief to all non-naturalized
immigrants.14

The ostensible reason for dismissals and the denial of relief was that these
workers were potentially disloyal — enemies capable of all manner of subversive
activity, including sabotage. Reports from Europe concerning fifth-column activ-
ity in the Netherlands and Norway fired the imagination of many Canadians — pri-
vate citizens, public servants, and elected officials — and convinced them of the
need to be vigilant.15 Some of them harboured quite specific fears: that Japanese
Canadian women employed in British Columbia fish canneries would poison her-
ring intended for British soldiers, that Finnish loggers would destroy lumber re-
quired for making airplanes, or that German miners with Nazi sympathies would
sabotage Nova Scotia mines.16 Others expressed more sweeping distrust of all “for-
eigners.” Premier Mitchell Hepburn of Ontario justified denying relief to resident
aliens by arguing that payments to these “potential enemies” would draw relief
away from “the citizens of Ontario.” E.A. Horton, Ontario’s Director of Unem-
ployment Relief, stated publicly that there should be no discrimination among re-
lief recipients, even as he enhanced suspicion against foreign-born relief recipients
by urging municipal and provincial relief administrators to increase vigilance by
more frequent investigations of relief recipients’ homes. Even the naturalized
among the foreign-born, Horton argued, still retained “considerable sympathy for
the cause of the enemy at war with His Majesty the King.” He called upon relief ad-
ministrators to report any subversive statements or sympathies to the Ontario Pro-
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vincial Police or the RCMP without delay and gave them discretionary powers to
discontinue relief assistance “to proven ‘agitators’ or ‘sympathizers’.”17

The reasons for the participation of municipal and provincial governments in
anti-alien campaigns at the war’s outset are not difficult to find. Both levels of gov-
ernment stood to gain materially and politically from denying relief to “foreigners.”
In 1939, when large numbers of Canadians were still unemployed, responsibility
for relief was split among the three levels of government: municipal, provincial,
and federal. When Ontario Premier Hepburn and Toronto Mayor Daly spoke out
against foreign-born recipients, they may have been hoping to force the federal
government to assume the costs of caring for resident aliens. The premier also may
have been influenced by anti-foreign letters, such as the one from the town council
of Kenora, declaring that precious resources should not be spent in wartime on the
foreign-born who did not see fit to assume the responsibilities of citizenship.18

Whatever their motivations, the public statements of such influential figures as the
Ontario premier and the Toronto mayor were clearly inflammatory. They could not
have been unaware that their official communications and public statements could
fuel anti-foreign sentiments. They may even have been counting on the appeal of
such sentiments to Anglo-Canadian voters.

A clear indication that more than war-created anxiety concerning enemy aliens
was at work in the years between 1939 and 1941 was the vulnerability of people
with accents or foreign-sounding names, even if they were born in Canada or in
countries allied with Canada. These women and men lost their jobs because em-
ployment was still scarce in Canada in the early war years, and many Canadians of
British descent believed that they had greater claim to them than so-called foreign-
ers.19 Their anti-foreign sentiments were based on their understanding of race, not
nationality. The author of a letter to the Windsor Daily Star, for example, drew no
distinctions among them when he asked why “the foreign element such as Italians,
Jews, Russians, Pol[es were] all working and holding down good jobs, while our
English-speaking boys are on welfare, walking the streets.”20 Many Canadians be-
lieved that some groups of immigrants were less deserving of jobs because they did
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not — indeed could not — form part of the Canadian nation. Allegedly inherent, or
racial, differences from Canada’s two “founding races,” the British and the French,
relegated such workers to perpetual “foreignness.”

The case of mine workers of Italian origin in Nova Scotia, dismissed from their
jobs following Italy’s entry into the war in June 1940, sheds light on the nature and
causes of such discriminatory attitudes as well as on the hardship they created.
While District 26 of the United Mine Workers of America [UMWA] voted to allow
foreign-born men to return to work, Anglo-Canadian miners in two collieries re-
fused to work with them. That summer the unemployed “foreigners” provided for
themselves and their families by supplementing their small relief allowances with
the produce of their gardens. By the fall of 1940, however, the workers were finding
it impossible to subsist. As winter approached, their children’s clothing was so
threadbare that some were unable to go to school.21 Clarence Gillis, Co-operative
Commonwealth Federation [CCF] MP for Glace Bay South, Nova Scotia, believed
that for local young Anglo-Canadian men, who had never had any work because of
the Depression, Italy’s participation in the war was just an excuse to throw “for-
eigners” out of work. They resented the fact that “such a large number of foreigners
are gainfully employed while they, the natives of the country, are walking the
street.”22

The seriousness of this type of discrimination — even after the economic
boom generated by war eliminated unemployment — came to light as part of a
study conducted by the Manpower Labour Supply Investigation Committee, estab-
lished in July 1941. The Committee put at 15,096 in rural Manitoba alone, the num-
ber of men of Polish, Russian, Ukrainian, Czech, and Slovak descent, who should
be considered “as one” with Canadians in the war effort because they were “of the
same stock as the races actively engaged in fighting the Axis Powers in Europe.”
Yet, even when shortages in skilled labour began to develop, “eastern” employers
resisted hiring such workers. Employers interviewed for the manpower study de-
clared that they would not hire these men “unless they are forced to do so by circum-
stances.”23 The case of the “Slavic” workers from Alberta who were unable to find
skilled work in Ontario illustrates the implication of surnames as signifiers of racial
difference.24 In the context of wartime Canada, this perceived difference meant that
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not only the loyalties but also the skills of Canadians bearing “foreign” names were
suspect. There was a noteworthy correlation between the groups deemed unquali-
fied to take jobs in war industries and those designated as “non-preferred” by immi-
gration officials before the war, and admitted to Canada only to fill the least
desirable jobs in agriculture, construction, domestic service, lumbering, mining,
and railway maintenance.25 Because such immigrants and their children had tradi-
tionally filled menial jobs, many Canadians came to question their suitability for
more skilled work.26 In Winnipeg employers attributed the decline in quality of job
applicants to the increased numbers of “Non-Anglo-Saxons” among them.27 A To-
ronto machinery company employer reported that 50 per cent of the persons seek-
ing work at his gate bore foreign names, and were not employed by him.28

Canada’s leading newspapers took notice of this type of discrimination and
clearly identified it as racist. In December 1941, for example, both the Globe and

Mail and the Montreal Star reported the case of Myrm Chknoski, convicted in the
Toronto Police Court of a breach of the National Resource Mobilization Act. The
act required registration by all Canadian residents over the age of sixteen, men and
women alike. The purpose of national registration was to create an inventory of the
mechanical and industrial skills of Canada’s workforce, as well as of men available
for home defense. Racial origin formed part of the information sought by the gov-
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ernment, and was duly noted on the card each worker received upon registration. In
principle, only those possessing registration cards were eligible for employment.
Although Chknoski complied with the Act and obtained a registration card, his
“foreign-sounding name” prevented him from getting work. He was arrested and
tried because in desperation he gave himself an “Anglo-Saxon” name on a second
card, on which he forged the signature of a deputy registrar. A Globe and Mail edi-
torial sympathized with Chknoski’s plight and ascribed the inability of men like
him to obtain work to “racial prejudice.”29 The Montreal Star also stressed that
such discrimination, which was not uncommon, reflected “a state of national ado-
lescence,” a refusal to recognize “that Canada is no longer a private preserve for
Anglo-Saxons and French Canadians, but a partnership of all of the races of Europe
and many of Asia, pledged to a common effort, to a common ideal and moving to-
wards a common destiny.”30

The Unpatriotic “Foreigner”

The widely held — though inaccurate — belief that foreigners were not volunteer-
ing to serve overseas and were not required to train for home defense exacerbated
hostility towards them. The Vancouver Sun, for example, reported that:

While Canadian young men are volunteering and having to enter training for home defense
... many hundreds, perhaps some thousands of alien youths are having a good time in British
Columbia. They are taking the jobs of the Canadian boys. They are earning better pay than
they have ever known before. They are acquiring new skills that will serve them well when
the war is over. They are digging in.

The article went on to suggest that foreign-born males who could be trusted be con-
scripted, and those who were not trustworthy be compelled to perform some other
public duty, lest this state of affairs breed racial hatred.31 The complaints of some
Vancouver residents that Chinese Canadians were becoming rich because of the
war, and now refused to remain within the confines of Chinatown, confirmed the
Vancouver Sun’s predictions about the intensification of racial hatred.32 Without
knowledge of enlistment figures, many English Canadians concluded that while
their sons were away fighting, the sons of “foreigners ... stay home and make
money.”33 Members of the Vancouver Island Farmers’ Council, for example,

20 LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL

29
Globe and Mail, 26 December 1941.

30
Montreal Star, 30 December 1941.

31“Foreigners Dig In,” Vancouver Sun, 16 October 1941.
32LaViolette, The Canadian Japanese, 32 n. 5.
33Giffen, “Rural Adult Education in Manitoba,” 155. See also LAC, DL, RG 27, vol. 982,
file 15: “NSS Foreign-born persons in Canada during war,” A.M. Manson, Vancouver, to
General Lafleche, Deputy Minister of DNWS, 11 October 1941. “Foreigners and Jobs,” Sat-

urday Night, 24 May 1941.



maintained that “Oriental” farmers benefitted from unfair advantages over “Euro-
pean” farmers because they did not have to train for home defense and were not en-
listing in the armed forces. “The result has been that large numbers of white farmers
have had to plant their land to grass while the Oriental ... is taking up land formerly
used by European farmers.”34 Farmers around Cooksville, Ontario, were “stewing
because their sons and husbands are in the thick of war while those damn foreigners
[Jews and Italians] are running Toronto markets and fruit stands and growing
rich.”35 Suspicions that Jews were profiteering through black market activities in-
stead of enlisting were especially widespread.36

Dangerous “Foreigners”

Some employers found it advantageous to stoke the flames of anti-alien sentiments.
Blaming “foreigners” for labour activism and unrest was a convenient way to dis-
credit the labour movement, especially the CIO which was making inroads among
Canadian workers. In 1941, when the Packinghouse Workers Organizing Commit-
tee [PWOC] successfully enlisted workers at the Canada Packers plant in Toronto,
for example, J.S. Willis, the company’s personnel director, accused the union of at-
tempting to sabotage the war effort by slowing down production so that “Canadian”
men who could have been at the front were held back in Canada. His “proof” of the
union’s disloyalty to the allied cause was the assertion that about 70 per cent of the
men who chose to support the PWOC, rather than the company union already in
place, were “foreigners,” and that one of their leaders, Adam Borsk, was of German
origin and sympathetic to the German cause. Based on surveillance of the plant, the
RCMP supported Willis’s allegations.37 Police reports described Borsk as a “White
Russian” Nazi sympathizer, and warned that he was in a position to set the pace of
production in the plant.38 Any fears about the influence of “foreigners” at Canada
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Packers were put to rest when the CIO organizing efforts were defeated by the com-
pany’s insistence that the vote on the union be conducted in all its plants, and by the
dismissal of Adam Borsk.39 By then, however, the publicity surrounding the case
no doubt intensified suspicions against foreign-born workers.

In their effort to discredit the rival CIO, even some officials of the Canadian
Federation of Labour [CFL] purported to see links between “foreigners,” the CIO’s
organizing drives in Canada, and the threat to war production. They used the term
“foreigner” to describe both American control of the CIO and the workers it sought
to organize. CFL secretary-treasurer W.T. Burford claimed that the recruitment of
“a thousand men, mostly foreigners and farm hands” who worked seasonally in
Saskatchewan’s lignite coal mines by the UMWA — a CIO affiliate — prevented the
CFL from honouring its commitment to the dominion government to avoid labour
disputes.40 Such accusations fell on receptive ears because many Canadians be-
lieved in the political untrustworthiness, and especially proneness to radicalism, of
people of southern and eastern European descent.41

Jews and African Canadians

Racism was clearly at work when Canadian-born Jews and African Canadians, who
could hardly be accused of harbouring loyalties to Canada’s wartime enemies, were
barred from certain types of employment. Such racism, of course, predated the war,
but it came to light during the war because activists in these two minority groups be-
lieved that the incongruity of calling upon them to make sacrifices on behalf of the
nation through enlistment, while simultaneously denying them the right to equal
treatment in the labour market, created a unique opportunity to fight against racism
and discrimination in Canada. For ammunition in this fight, they actively collected
evidence of employment discrimination.

The Joint Public Relations Committee of the Canadian Jewish Congress and
B’nai B’rith [JPRC], established in 1938 to oppose anti-Semitism specifically and
racial and religious discrimination generally, decided to take action because
state-owned or crown companies, as well as private industry involved in war pro-
duction “consistently refused employment to Jews solely on racial or religious
grounds.”42 The JPRC assembled copies of job application forms that included ques-
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tions about the “race” and “religion” of prospective applicants, and solicited infor-
mation from Jews who had experienced or witnessed employment discrimination.
Despite fears that such testimony could render them unemployable, Jews in various
lines of work responded. Some of them, probably those less proficient in English,
provided oral accounts and then signed affidavits, while others wrote letters de-
scribing their experiences.

The cases of Hy Lampert and Gertrude Green illustrate the nature of discrimi-
nation against Jewish blue-collar workers. In 1942, Lampert responded to a news-
paper advertisement for general machine shop help, in which he was trained and
had some experience, at a Toronto plant. When he identified himself as Jewish in
response to a question concerning his religion, he was informed that the job was
filled. Yet advertisements for the same position continued to appear in Toronto
newspapers. Wary of anti-Semitism, Gertrude Green inquired whether a “Jewish
girl would be employed,” before going to an interview for a job at the Canadian
Acme Screw and Gear in Toronto. The answer she received was unequivocal: “they
had never done so and had no intentions of hiring them in the future, and therefore, I
should not bother coming down to see them.”43

According to the Ontario Division of the Canadian Jewish Congress [CJC], the
extent of employment discrimination against Jews was best illustrated by their “in-
finitesimally” small numbers in war industries.44 H.M. Caiserman, of the CJC’s
head office in Montreal, identified Canadian Marconi, RCA Victor, Royal Type-
writers, and Canadian Car & Foundry as some of the Montreal companies not hir-
ing Jews.45 As late as the spring of 1943, the CJC claimed that, because the National
Selective Service [NSS] was not sending them to jobs consonant with their skills and
goals, thousands of Jewish men, boys, and girls were standing in line for hours at
the Montreal Selective Service to obtain open permits which would allow them to
approach places of employment on their own.46

African Canadians also publicized, and protested against, employment dis-
crimination. War production actually somewhat reduced segregation of this group
within the labour force. For example, African Canadian women, the majority of
whom were forced to work as domestic servants until the 1940s, could now find
employment in factories. As one of them explained, “we weren’t allowed to go into
factory work until Hitler started the war, and then they would beg you, ‘Would you
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like a job in my factory’.”47 Yet by no means did all factories welcome African Ca-
nadian workers. A Globe and Mail reporter discovered in October 1942 that only a
small number of the 4,000 African Canadians in Toronto were able to find work in
industry. Although their own acceptance of racist stereotypes played an important
part in job allocation, employers sometimes blamed objections raised by other em-
ployees for this type of discrimination.48 Automobile manufacturers, for example,
sought Black men specifically for employment in physically demanding jobs in the
powerhouse and foundries. When they found the number of African Canadian
males in Ontario insufficient, they travelled to Nova Scotia in search of such work-
ers. As for African Canadian women, racism combined with gender-based discrim-
ination kept them out of automobile factories.49

White-Collar Work

Even as a booming economy enhanced chances for upward mobility for many other
Canadians starting in 1941, racism continued to block Jews, African Canadians,
and people of eastern and southern European descent from white-collar occupa-
tions. Reverend Harvey Forester, superintendent of the All People’s Mission for
the Niagara Peninsula, reported such discrimination in Welland, an industrial com-
munity with an exceptionally high proportion of people of eastern and southern Eu-
ropean descent. Officials of a war plant, seeking clerical workers at the end of the
school year in 1942, requested the names of the best high school graduates from the
local school board, on which Forster served. The list sent by the board included the
names of pupils of central European origin. “Don’t send us foreigners; send us
white men!,” responded war plant officials.50 Elsewhere Canadian-born teachers of
eastern European descent were refused employment by “Anglo-Saxon” school
boards.51

The entry of Jewish women and men into white-collar occupations was simi-
larly restricted. During the war years, Jews were employed by state agencies. They
found it difficult to obtain clerical and professional jobs in private businesses, how-
ever, even ones engaged in war production. For example, after trying unsuccess-
fully to enlist in the armed forces, Norman Cowan, a trained accountant, sought
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work in Toronto. Despite having excellent references from previous employers and
auditors, Cowan was turned down by six different firms. Three of the six, including
Price Waterhouse, told him outright that they did not employ Jews. Small wonder
that the disappointed Cowan wrote the JPRC about a “boycott against the Jews.”52

Adeline Natanson had similar experiences. An interviewer at the war plant of
the John Inglis Company in Toronto, having declared that her educational back-
ground and experience qualified her for the job, was ready to hire her as a typist. As
an afterthought he inquired as to her “nationality and racial origin.” When she told
him that she was Jewish, he replied that “unfortunately, for simply that reason
only,” he would be unable to hire her, explaining that he had to abide by office pol-
icy. The interviewer apparently regretted turning Adeline away and tried to place
her by calling a friend who managed a department of another war plant, only to dis-
cover that concerning the employment of “those of Hebrew nationality for clerical
work” the Small Arms Branch adhered to the same policy as the John Inglis Com-
pany.53

African Canadians also continued to be barred from white-collar occupations.
In Montreal, Janet Long, field secretary of the Girls’ Cottage School, protested
publicly on behalf of “coloured girls.” “Most employers did not wish coloured em-
ployees for office work,” she stated.54 Frances E. Upton, registrar and school visitor
of the Association of Registered Nurses in Quebec, explained restrictive practices
in nursing in Montreal by observing that if “Negroes were admitted to the profes-
sion, white mothers would decline permission to their daughters to train as nurses.”
She added that coloured girls did not work as hard as white girls, did not like to be
disciplined, and would not bring the same “refinement” to their jobs.55 In Toronto,
Black university graduates used the pages of the Globe and Mail to publicize their
inability to obtain white-collar jobs.56

State Intervention

We will never know the precise number of those affected by dismissals, the denial
of relief, and restriction to menial jobs. The problem was sufficiently great, how-
ever, to concern Canada’s Ministers of Labour, Justice, and National War Services,
and such leading civil servants in Ottawa as Norman Robertson, Deputy Minister of
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External Affairs, and T.C. Davis, Associate Deputy Minister of the DNWS. These
officials recognized that those affected included many naturalized British subjects
and so-called friendly aliens.57 Officials in charge of the federal-provincial training
programme also complained about employment discrimination. In November
1941, J.H. Ross, regional director for Alberta, wrote to alert R.F. Thompson, super-
visor of training in Ottawa, that a difficult situation was developing in Alberta and
northern Saskatchewan because employers “will not accept Canadian born trainees
who are of foreign but naturalized parentage.” “This action is most unfair,” he
added, because such men “are accepted without question for the Armed Forces.”
Thompson in turn thought the matter grave enough to inform the Department of
Munitions and Supply.58 A few months later, at a conference of the training
programme directors in Ottawa, several directors lamenting that those born in Can-
ada of “non-Anglo-Saxon parentage” found it impossible to obtain employment,
formally resolved to notify the proper authorities in order to end such discrimina-
tion.59

Since a large proportion of Canada’s labour force was comprised of groups
facing employment discrimination, Ottawa could simply not afford to ignore their
plight. Officials in the Department of External Affairs [DEA] were among the first to
consider acting against employment discrimination. Although only the fate of na-
tionals of other countries fell within their mandate, they knew that such discrimina-
tory treatment was not limited to enemy aliens but extended to naturalized
Canadians of German and Italian origin and even to Canadian residents of other Eu-
ropean origins, “irrespective of their status under the Naturalization Act.”60 By
1940, a small, interdepartmental committee under the leadership of the DEA — con-
sisting of representatives of the DNWS, the RCMP, the Censorship Branch, the Custo-
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dian of Enemy Property, and others — started meeting to explore the possibilities
of enabling fuller, smoother participation of these groups in the war effort.61 They
focused almost exclusively on groups of European descent.

One of the first proposals of the Committee on Aliens was to create labour bat-
talions in which men unemployable because of their nationality or “race” “could be
enlisted and put to useful work of national importance for the duration of the war.”
The plan both acknowledged the existence of employment discrimination and side-
stepped it. The proposed battalions would be open to individuals other than enemy
aliens, who “for one reason or another could not be usefully employed either in the
defense forces, on essential war work or public work.” The battalions would offer
advantages both to the government and to those enlisted in them. Enlistees would
have the opportunity to demonstrate their loyalty to Canada. The government
would benefit because the battalions would provide labour in the country’s defense
such as “Coast defense works, camp construction, preparation of air training fields,
completion of the trans-Canada and other arterial highways, possibly even the
Alaska-British Columbia highway.” These units could additionally serve as agen-
cies for assimilating immigrants, a responsibility which according to Norman Rob-
ertson had been neglected by the Canadian government. In the end this plan was not
adopted, probably owing to fears that the battalions would displace other workers
and thus intensify resentment against “foreigners.”62

Another early plan called for the Minister of Labour to approach employers
through the Canadian Manufacturers’ Association, the Canadian Chamber of Com-
merce, and the Canadian Association of Boards of Trade, as well as labour unions,
to put a stop to employment discrimination against workers of foreign extraction.63

On 14 March 1941, the Department of Labour issued a circular urging employers
and secretaries of trade unions not to discriminate against persons of foreign name
or birth, whether citizens or residents, so long as they had demonstrated unques-
tioned loyalty to Canada.64
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These state plans, however, were designed to deal only with the problems of
workers of European descent. Although the circular stated that the help of “various
nationalities ... regardless of creed or racial origin” would be required to win the
war, the fate of people of Asian origin — Japanese Canadians especially — was
considered separately throughout the war. This was ostensibly because their situa-
tion was different — most were concentrated in British Columbia. In fact, however,
their distinct treatment had to do with the intensity of racism against Asian Canadi-
ans. The Committee on the Treatment of Aliens and Alien Property, for example,
stated that the loyalties of Japanese Canadians were “racial not national.”65 A Spe-
cial Committee on Orientals in British Columbia considered the establishment of
separate civilian labour battalions for Japanese Canadians, after it decided that Chi-
nese Canadians, “East Indians,” and Canadian-born and naturalized people of Japa-
nese descent should not be trained for home defense, because an obligation to
participate in such training would entitle them to enfranchisement. Committee
members most sympathetic to Canadians of Asian origin, such as Professor Henry
Angus of the University of British Columbia, were the strongest supporters of the
civilian battalion plan. Angus believed that such service would show the world that
Canada was not racist and prove to Canadians that people of Japanese origin
“wished the triumph of the democratic countries.” Debates over remuneration,
however, led first to the postponement and eventually to the abandonment of the
formation of the battalions.66

Racism against people of Asian descent was also a key reason for Ottawa’s
failure to consider legislative remedies for employment discrimination. In 1942,
when the Department of Labour proposed an order in council that would prohibit
racial discrimination in war industries, Henry Angus, now an official of the Depart-
ment of External Affairs, advised that such an order would conflict with pre-war
provincial legislation limiting the employment of “persons of the Chinese race”
and limiting the employment of “persons of other races by Chinese.” Angus added
that such an order would place employers in a difficult situation if their employees,
customers or communities harboured racist attitudes toward Japanese Canadians.67
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State Complicity

Not only did government officials not stop racist employment discrimination, they
in fact actively colluded in racist practices, including ones that targeted people of
eastern and southern European descent. As we have seen, the directors of the Emer-
gency War Training Programme complained in 1941 that racist employment prac-
tices undermined the efficacy of the programme. But instead of challenging such
exclusion, officials in charge of vocational training in some cases reinforced it by
barring members of some racialized minority groups. During the first two years of
the war, for example, some of those who trained young men for skilled work in the
armed services believed there was no point in training “Asiatics” and members of
the “coloured races” since they would not be admitted into the RCAF in any event.68

In 1942, employment discrimination led those in charge of training in Toronto to
classify “Jews, Negroes, Chinese” as “problem cases,” along with “Canadian chil-
dren not of British origin (e.g., Canadian children of Italian or German origin),”
“people with relatives in the warring countries,” and “people with foreign-sound-
ing names.” In order not to “waste time and money,” applicants from these groups
were admitted to the training programmes only if they were sponsored by future
employers.69 Thus, minority workers could not always avail themselves of govern-
ment training programmes to move out of the marginalized sectors of the economy
to which they had been relegated.

Officials of the NSS, an agency established in 1942 to mobilize and ensure the
most efficient use of the civilian labour force in war production, also collaborated
with discriminatory employers, as did employees of the Unemployment Insurance
Commission [UIC] whose offices were formally incorporated into the NSS structure.
In principle every potential worker required the permission of an NSS officer to en-
ter any employment, including changing jobs. Recent research suggests that many
Canadians ignored NSS officers altogether, moving from one job to another on their
own.70 But some minority workers whose occupational mobility was constrained
by racism attempted to use government offices to find better jobs. All too fre-
quently they were sorely disappointed.

Guided by prevailing racial stereotypes, some NSS officials used information
on “racial origin” to discriminate against minority group members. In Windsor, for
example, although the United Auto Workers district council pointed out that “Chi-
nese” were “doing an excellent job of work in Ford,” NSS officials were sending
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Chinese workers to work in restaurants and laundries.71 In Montreal, an NSS officer
who was trying to rehabilitate Italians released from internment in 1943 maintained
that “Italians are adaptable to foundries, smelters and such kind of work.” He added
that placing Italian workers in this type of heavy labour would not only give them
the opportunity to earn decent wages but also help to “relieve a shortage of certain
fields for which they are most suitable.”72 Racist stereotypes were even more dam-
aging in the case of African Canadians. When the executive director of the Negro
Community Centre in Montreal consulted the head of the city’s NSS about employ-
ment of African Canadians, he was told, “I can’t do anything for your people, their
I.Q. is too low.”73 Such attitudes no doubt explained why “coloured boys and girls”
were being offered “menial jobs, without regard for qualifications.”74 Anti-Semi-
tism led some NSS officials in Montreal to direct Jewish applicants only to jobs in
“lower or lowest brackets.”75 It could not have been irrelevant in all these cases,
that the lower-paid, lower status occupations were becoming more and more diffi-
cult to fill.

To be sure, not all NSS officials were racist. Some of them even belonged to
racialized minority groups. A few Anglo-Canadian officials, moreover, spoke up
against racist discrimination. For example, Verna McClure, an employment and
claims officer for NSS, chaired the London Japanese Advisory Committee, which
protested against racism that prevented Japanese Canadians from contributing to
national life by earning a living in the occupations for which their training and ex-
perience qualified them.76 Some Montreal NSS officials, not all of them Jewish,
supplied the Canadian Jewish Congress with evidence of the anti-Semitic attitudes
of their colleagues and with lists of employers who specified that they were unwill-
ing to employ Jews.77

Many more state officials, however, who may or may not have subscribed to
racist ideas, accepted such requests as “no aliens and no Jews” from prospective
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employers.78 The clearest evidence of such official collusion came from Jewish
employers who sought to fill positions through the NSS or the UIC. UIC employees
asked prospective employer J.H. Gringorten of Canada Motor Products Limited in
Toronto, a plant for the assembly of aircraft and automobile fuses, on several occa-
sions, “whether nationality made any difference,” and upon receiving a negative re-
sponse, added “not even if they are Jewish?” These questions troubled Gringorten,
who believed that they planted the idea of discriminating against prospective Jew-
ish employees in the minds of otherwise neutral employers. When he confronted
one of the officials, she explained that the questions were asked in the interest of the
Jewish applicants, “who all too often have been sent to places whose practice was to
discriminate against them, and it simply meant a waste of time and carfare and gen-
eral disillusionment for the applicant.”79

Targeted minorities, especially Jews and African Canadians, protested against
such discrimination. In November 1942, representatives of labour unions with
large Jewish memberships such as the International Ladies Garment Workers Un-
ion and the Fur Workers Union, along with community activists, presented evi-
dence of discrimination against Jews to Elliott M. Little, who as chief of the
Selective Service Board stood at the helm of civilian and military mobilization in
Canada. Percy Bengough, acting president of the Dominion Trades Congress, ac-
companied the delegation. African Canadian community organizations, church
groups, and youth clubs similarly publicized discrimination through interviews
with the press, petitions and delegations to the federal and provincial governments.
Given what we know about the complicity of their employees in racist employment
practices, the skepticism with which NSS authorities initially greeted these allega-
tions appears disingenuous, to say the least.80 The ensuing publicity nevertheless
convinced the NSS to warn employers that it would not tolerate discrimination “for
reasons of race, color or creed.”81 It prohibited the inclusion of questions concern-
ing race and religion on official registration and employment forms and warned
employers that “the practice of discrimination” might mean a “shutting off of all la-
bor supplies for their plants.”82

Even after such classification on official forms was prohibited, however, em-
ployers continued to express their racial preferences, and NSS officials attempted to
comply. They inquired about the background of applicants not in writing, however,
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but over the telephone or during interviews. About a year after discrimination based
on race was officially prohibited, the Director of NSS issued an internal directive en-
couraging such collusion with racist requirements of employers. The new directive
suggested that applying the anti-discrimination provisions too rigidly had “caused
embarrassment both to applicants and employers.” “Where good judgement would
indicate that there is some possibility of real difficulty in the assimilation of the ap-
plicant into the organization of the prospective employer,” the instructions sug-
gested, “a preliminary enquiry should be made preferably by telephone to
determine whether there are insurmountable obstacles in the way of acceptance of
the applicant.”83

Whatever the motivation of NSS officials, state intervention in the labour mar-
ket in wartime Canada had the effect of reinforcing the racialization of minority
workers. As late as 1943, H.C. Stratton, Manager of the Unemployment Insurance
Commission in Windsor, seemed to see nothing wrong with following racist in-
structions received from prospective employers. In response to a complaint from
Alvin McCurdy, president of the African Canadian Amherstburg Community
Club, Stratton explained that when employers placed “an order in this office for
their help requirement and specify age, weight, height, sometimes religion, race,
etc,” officers of the Commission had “to choose applicants to meet these require-
ments the best we can before making referrals.” “I think you will see that our hands
are more or less tied,” he added, “because we are only a bureau to bring together the
employee and employer, and according to our present regulations we still have not
the right to insist that the employer must take any particular person, so that if an ap-
plicant calls at this office we can only place them in proportion to the orders on hand
and considering the qualifications to fill that particular job.”84

Equally blatant was state complicity with efforts to channel Chinese, Japanese,
and Native Canadians into farm labour, lumber work, light industries, and service
jobs, precisely those sectors of the economy that other groups were abandoning for
more lucrative employment elsewhere. Although skilled and white-collar jobs in
many parts of Canada remained closed to Jews and other minorities from eastern
and southern Europe, and to African Canadians, by 1942 the expanding wartime
economy did offer them some new employment opportunities. Such workers could
and did abandon seasonal or temporary, ill-paid, dangerous jobs or those in isolated
areas, to which they were relegated before the war, in favour of more regular,
better-paid work in war industries. Women who had earned a living as domestic
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servants, in seasonal employment picking fruits and vegetables, or working in can-
neries, now sought employment in factories. Women and men who worked in
low-paid jobs in the textile, clothing, and food processing industries also moved to
better-paid jobs in war industries. Men from remote mining communities and lum-
ber camps sought employment in urban areas. Their ranks were joined by men and
women migrating to central Canada from less industrialized prairie and maritime
provinces.85

Consequently, serious labour shortages developed in agriculture, food pro-
cessing, lumbering, mining, railroad maintenance, and the service sector — the
very sectors staffed by “non-preferred” immigrants before the war.86 Since the war
had put a stop to immigration, worried government officials were desperately
searching for new sources of labour to fill such jobs. Alarmed by crops left rotting
in the fields, uncultivated farm lands, the closure of food processing plants, and de-
clining production in the resource sector, state officials increasingly turned to those
groups most marginalized by racism in the Canadian economy.

In the case of Chinese Canadians, the state’s desperation to fill various unde-
sirable jobs was at least partly responsible for Ottawa’s failure to tackle the resent-
ment created by their exclusion from training for home defense. NSS Director
Arthur MacNamara argued in 1943 that “Chinese” were probably more useful in ci-
vilian jobs than they would be in the military. A year later, just before some Chinese
Canadians were recruited to help with covert operations in the Pacific, MacNamara
still proposed that perhaps they should be called up, found unfit, and then sent to
NSS for alternative service. The advantage of such a plan would be that those desig-
nated for such work would be obligated to stick with it.87

Japanese Canadians

In the case of Japanese Canadians state collusion with racist attitudes, policies, and
practices was even more flagrant. Here racist attitudes eventually converged with
labour needs. After the removal of Japanese Canadians from coastal British Colum-
bia deprived them of their means of livelihood, the British Columbia Security Com-
mission [BCSC], charged with the removal, faced a Herculean task: to make
Japanese Canadians self-supporting so they would not constitute a financial burden
for the federal government, when most Canadian communities adamantly opposed
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the settlement of Japanese Canadians within their boundaries. Its initial plan en-
tailed the separation of families. Women, children and unemployable men were
moved into ghost towns in the interior of British Columbia. Only a few men of
prime working age were allowed to accompany them, to make the towns liveable.
Most Japanese Canadian men between the ages of 18 and 45, whether Japanese na-
tionals, naturalized or Canadian-born, were moved to road camps. Canadians who
refused to let the men move into their communities were quite happy to allow them
to build new highways under strict government supervision. The men were ex-
pected to stay in the road camps, unless given permission to leave by the RCMP.
They were not free to take commercial employment, and were required to assign
$20 from their monthly earnings (unskilled labourers earned 25 cents per hour) for
the maintenance of their dependants, a sum supplemented by the government by no
more than $5 per dependent child per month.88

At the time of the evacuation, the only way that Japanese Canadians families
could stay together was to agree to go to the sugar beet fields of Alberta and Mani-
toba.89 Nearly 4,000 Japanese Canadians were sent to such fields in Alberta, Mani-
toba, and eventually Ontario.90 Because the work was seasonal, the Japanese
Canadians required either additional work or government assistance for part of
each year. Initially, only males could find such work in northern lumber camps. Al-
though work deemed appropriate for women, in canning and domestic service, was
available in communities near the beet fields, Japanese Canadian women could not
take up this work because they were formally excluded from such communities as
Lethbridge.91 Eventually, some communities did allow Japanese Canadians to un-
dertake some of this work, in canning factories, for example, on condition that they
return to sugar beet farms at the end of the work season.92

The BCSC and the Department of Labour allowed a small number of British Co-
lumbia’s Japanese Canadians to move east of the Rocky Mountains on their own.
To allay public fears, however, all people of Japanese descent required travel per-
mits to change residence or travel across provincial boundaries. To prevent perma-
nent settlement, they were prohibited from purchasing or leasing land or growing
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crops. Those who chose to move east faced additional restrictions from local au-
thorities. Particularly onerous for the small business owners among them was the
refusal to issue business licenses to Japanese Canadians. Such formal restrictions
combined with great difficulty in finding employment and housing to make Japa-
nese Canadians dependent on government plans for them.

By the end of 1942, at least in part because of the development of great short-
ages of labour throughout Canada, the federal government decided that “dispersal”
east of the Rocky mountains, especially in areas of lumbering and agriculture, was
the solution to the Japanese Canadian problem. State officials chose to place Japa-
nese Canadians in localities and occupations where they would not “compete seri-
ously with white workers” and where they would not be required to meet the public
regularly. Occupations for young women initially included domestic work,
basketmaking, dress factories, laundries, and canneries, and for young men garden-
ing, domestic work, truck driving, painting, or work in garages, tanneries, found-
ries, lumbering, or railway work as section men and repairmen.93 Plans for
Japanese Canadian families included settlement on abandoned farms, where they
would grow specialized crops. These were largely the jobs abandoned by all who
could find more lucrative employment in war production. As one BCSC official put
it, the Japanese Canadians “have been and are being placed in industries where we
have found it utterly impossible to find suitable labour.” “None of the positions,” he
added, “are at all classified as attractive,” pointing out that the Japanese Canadians
could remain at these jobs even after the war, because they would not have dis-
placed other workers.94

Federal government officials — even those who protested that these workers
could not be treated like indentured labour — at times used travel permit require-
ments to direct Japanese Canadians to or keep them in undesirable jobs. They ad-
vised, for example, that travel documents could be withheld from families seeking
to leave sugar beet fields in Manitoba.95 In principle, of course, all Canadians of
working age required permission to change employment starting in 1943. But while
many other Canadians ignored this requirement, Japanese Canadians could not do
so.96 The case of Hikowo Masuda offers a dramatic illustration of the consequences
of defying restrictions on their movements. Masuda, a shipyard designer by profes-
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sion, was scheduled to work on building the trans-Canada highway near Scheiber,
Ontario. Angered by the restriction of Japanese Canadians to such menial jobs, he
travelled to Montreal instead, where he was arrested and tried for lacking the re-
quired permit. The presiding judge described his behaviour as indicative of the
untrustworthiness of the “Japanese,” and sentenced him to an internment camp for
having failed to report to Scheiber.97

Not surprisingly, Reverend K. Shimizu, the United Church minister serving
Japanese Canadians in southern Ontario and Montreal, reported in June 1944 that
occupational maladjustment was one of the main reasons that Japanese Canadians
were not satisfactorily resettled. They could not engage in independent enterprise
and very few white-collar jobs were open to them. Because “every Japanese Cana-
dian has been reduced to being a wage-earner,” he noted, almost all of them re-
garded their present jobs as temporary, and the “feeling of ‘temporariness’ in the
most basic need of man — earning one’s living — is not conducive to settlement.”98

Despite the degree of state control over them, Japanese Canadians attempted to
resist such policies. Resistance in British Columbia, for example, threatened to un-
dermine the government’s plans for dispersal. Japanese Canadians who ventured
east wrote letters warning those still in the British Columbia interior about the hard
labour required in the beet fields in Alberta, Manitoba, and Ontario, and the lumber
camps in Ontario, and about the hostile reception they could expect. They also
knew that even if they agreed to go east and attempted to rebuild their lives there,
they could be forced to leave at war’s end. Facing passive resistance and fearing
sit-down strikes, state officials campaigned to make relocation more attractive.
They tried to rescind guarantees to remove Japanese Canadians from any commu-
nity that requested it. They also tried to find work more appropriate to the experi-
ence and training of Japanese Canadians. Although they suspected that this would
be difficult, they believed that men might be more willing to accept beet work, lum-
bering, and railway section work, if they were promised that they could move on
when more suitable jobs came up.99

Native People

The other racialized group of workers over whom the state exercised an exceptional
degree of control was Aboriginal peoples. Although all First Nations were still offi-
cially wards of the federal government during the war years, and some state offi-

36 LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL

97
Montreal Gazette, 14 September 1943.

98United Church Archives, Board of Home Missions, General Files, box 27, file 446, “Re-
port made by Rev. K. Shimizu on resettlement of Japanese Canadians, 21 June 1944.”
99LAC, DL, RG 27, vol. 169, file 614.02:11: MacNamara to J.M. Wardle, Directory, Sur-
veys and Engineering Branch, Department of Mines and Resources, 2 June 1943; LAC, DL,
RG 27, vol. 169, file 614.02:11, Collins to MacNamara, 13 March 1943; LAC, DL, RG 27,
vol. 169, file 614.02:11 MacNamara to George Collins, 26 April 1943; RG 27, DL, vol. 169,
file 614.02:11: MacNamara to Collins, BCSC, 28 April 1943.



cials viewed them as so marginal to the economy that they exempted “Indians”
from national registration, their employment patterns, and hence the ability of the
Indian Affairs Branch [IAB] to control their participation in the labour force, varied
greatly. By the 1940s, Native peoples who lived in proximity to white settlements
in Canada and the northern United States had well-established traditions of work-
ing for wages away from their reserves. These patterns continued and even
strengthened during the war. They worked in steel plants in Sorel, Sault St. Marie,
and Michigan; an aluminum plant in Massena, New York; a foundry in Fort Wil-
liam; Munition Plants in Owen Sound and New Toronto; a synthetic rubber plant
and other industries in Sarnia; harvesting wheat on the Prairies and hops in Oregon;
and fishing, ranching, and shipyards in British Columbia. In some areas where Na-
tive people had been denied employment during the Great Depression on the
grounds that they were the responsibility of the federal government, labour short-
ages now reopened doors to them.100

On remote reserves, however, poverty was so great that Native people seeking
employment away from home were unable to relocate without IAB assistance. On
one reserve in Saskatchewan, for example, large numbers of girls and women
wanted to work in war industries in Ontario, but only two of them actually managed
to go to Kingston because their parents could afford to pay their fares. Some Native
people in Saskatchewan lacked the necessary funds to buy appropriate work cloth-
ing after they paid train fares to eastern Canada.101 In such cases, the goals and prej-
udices of local agents and IAB bureaucrats could shape employment patterns of
Native people. Thus, for example, when two young women from Maniwaki, Que-
bec, expressed an interest in war work, IAB Superintendent of Welfare and
Training, R.A. Hoey, responded that their limited education best suited them to
work as domestics. A year later, when non-Native women — including married
women with children — were actively recruited and trained for work in war indus-
tries, his response to inquiries from Native women in Moose Factory was the same.
Such IAB views prevented Native women from taking advantage of the war situa-
tion to obtain new skills and higher wages.102 The bureaucrats were far more con-
cerned with ensuring that their wards would not be dependent on relief, and with
satisfying labour priorities, than with opening new opportunities for Native people.
Many of them also believed that Native people were inherently suited only for me-
nial tasks.
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Although they believed that wage work in lumbering would “look like heaven
to Indians,” IAB officials had so little confidence in the abilities and industry of Na-
tive workers that they agreed only with great reluctance to pay the way of a small
group from the Red Pheasant Reserve in Saskatchewan to Kapuskasing, where the
Spruce Falls Pulp and Paper Company was desperately short of workers. The white
men who had worked there seasonally before the war had been lured to the south by
better prospects.103 The reluctance of IAB officials was based on an unsuccessful ar-
rangement with an Ontario lumber company a few years earlier, when Native work-
ers failed to remain on the job for an entire season. Instead of recognizing that
labour turn-over — whatever the workers’ background — was a widespread prob-
lem in lumbering, the officials ascribed the failure of the earlier experiment to the
character of “Indians.”104

When the Spruce Falls company expressed great satisfaction with the workers
from the Red Pheasant Reserve and sought many more Native workers, the IAB

made the necessary arrangements. IAB officials still worried, however, that the men
would not on their own initiative use their wages to support their families, who
would continue to depend on relief from the IAB. Unless they “are willing to assign
20 to 30 dollars a month to their families,” wrote one official, “little benefit will ac-
crue to the Department from this experiment.” Accordingly, the employer sent
some of the men’s wages directly to their families and, to ensure that the men stayed
on the job, retained the remainder until the season’s end. Only then was their trip
home paid for and their remaining wages handed over to the Indian agent on their
reserve.105

By contrast, the IAB was quite willing to pay the costs of sending Native la-
bourers to the sugar beet fields of Manitoba, where harvesting was especially diffi-
cult because heavy soil on low-lying lands clung to beet roots. The Japanese
Canadians who had been sent there earlier were unable to support themselves de-
spite hard labour.106 Yet Superintendent Hoey believed that this was work to which
“the Indians ... could readily adapt themselves, and the experience gained would no
doubt prove very valuable.” In fact, however, probably because Japanese Canadi-
ans worked in sugar beets, Native people were not used extensively in the fields un-
til after World War II.107 The IAB was also willing to recruit and pay the
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transportation costs of Native labourers from northern reserves to harvest other
crops in the south. But although newspapers wrote in glowing terms about the con-
tributions of Natives as agricultural labourers, even in this sector they encountered
deep prejudices. Edna Jaques, reporting to the Writers’ War Committee from Al-
berta, expressed views prevailing around Edmonton: “You know as well as I do,
how much work an Indian will do. In a pinch, he works about three hours and then
you can’t find him. Yet they are talking of sending Indians to help the farmers in the
spring.”108

In some cases, the view of Native workers as shiftless and undependable may
have been related to white perception of their preference for casual employment
which could be combined with their own seasonal round of work.109 In the Kenora
district, for example, Native workers were willing enough to work as track men
provided that they would be allowed to return to trapping, which provided better in-
come, in season. There was no great difference between their pattern of employ-
ment and that of farmers who took up other types of work in winter on condition that
they would be able to return to farming in the spring. In the case of the track men,
employers were so short of workers that they were willing to be flexible vis-à-vis
their Native employees. In other sectors, the non-acquisitive attitude of Native peo-
ple toward work continued to create problems. In some cases, they simply left their
jobs once they earned a certain amount of money. Insensitive to cultural differ-
ences, employers and some officials of IAB ascribed this behaviour to inherent or
racial attributes of Indians.

Toward the end of the war, the participation of Native workers in war produc-
tion seemed to transform the perceptions of employers and IAB officials.110 Some
employers and nutrition experts recognized that malnutrition had at times been the
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cause of what appeared to be laziness and indolence among Native people.111 Offi-
cials on the west coast of British Columbia discouraged Native men from enlisting
“because they were of far more value to the country to take the place of the Japanese
in the fishing industry.”112 The Indian Agent in Williams Lake, in the interior of
British Columbia, reported after the war that 90 per cent of the labour required for
cattle shipped out of the Cariboo during the war was provided by Native people.113

Such approbation was echoed in Ontario as well. Gifford Swartman, Indian Agent
from Sioux Lookout, reported that, according to local mine managers, only the la-
bour of Native people kept the mines from closing during the war. The war years
also witnessed the development of better understanding of the tremendous varia-
tion in Native people’s employment patterns, which depended in part on their ac-
cess to wage labour.

So deeply rooted was the view of Native workers’ inferiority, however, that
despite this recognition of their important contribution to the war effort and the seri-
ous constraints under which Native workers operated, IAB officials simply accepted
that in the more competitive post-war labour market, the “Indian” would be the
“first man to lose his job” and the “last to get it,”114 and that Native people would
have to rely on trapping and handicrafts for their livelihood. Some officials pre-
sented these prospects in positive terms by suggesting that trapping was the chosen
occupation of Native men, the only life they knew, and one they found appealing
because their friends and relatives were in the “wilds.” Others acknowledged that
Native workers would return to trapping not by choice but because “competition in
more preferred employment” would force them to.115 These observers recognized
that only the very old and those suffering from physical disabilities were willing to
engage in handicrafts when other types of employment were available. But this did
not stop them from believing that, after the war, handicraft work would be a suitable
source of employment for “Indians.”116

Conclusion

This examination of the fate of racialized minority groups in the labour market be-
tween 1939 and 1945 reveals that the crisis of war reinforced pre-existing social
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and economic inequality based on racist views and practices. War-induced anxi-
eties intensified suspicion of “foreigners” — a term that encompassed large num-
bers of Canadian-born and naturalized people of Japanese, central, eastern and
southern European descent as well as Jews — as unpatriotic, disloyal, radical, and
incapable of becoming truly Canadian. The war also reinforced racist assumptions
that African Canadians, eastern and southern Europeans, and Native people were
fit only for menial jobs; that Jewish, Chinese, and Japanese Canadians were eco-
nomically aggressive; and that Jews in particular were given to shady practices.
Such racist stereotypes in turn legitimized ongoing employment discrimination.

The state colluded in racist practices. Although by no means were all state offi-
cials or all Canadians racist, the pragmatism that informed official complicity with
employment discrimination underscores the pervasiveness of racism in wartime
Canada. State officials — some of whom held racist ideas — were willing to accept
employers’ and workers’ racist preferences because they believed that to do other-
wise would create social unrest and disrupt war industries. Moreover, officials
found that the relegation of minority groups such as Chinese Canadians, Japanese
Canadians, and Native people to menial work offered the important benefit of fill-
ing jobs that Canadians with wider options avoided.

Racist assumptions in wartime Canada clearly affected some groups more ad-
versely than others. People of colour, or “visible minorities,” targets of the most ex-
treme, state-sanctioned racism before World War II, continued to suffer most from
employment discrimination during the war. Southern and eastern Europeans, how-
ever, were also racialized, and hence disadvantaged as workers and citizens. At the
same time, state officials were most keenly aware of and most willing to tackle dis-
crimination against these groups. Indeed, the varying extent to which racism
shaped the experiences of racialized minority workers during the war serves as an
important reminder of the complexity and historical specificity of the meaning of
race. On the one hand, limits to the mobility of all these workers amidst wartime la-
bour shortages reflect both the depth of racist views in mid-20th-century Canada
and the practical advantages of racist assumptions in filling undesirable but essen-
tial jobs in the economy. On the other hand, the selective allocation of different
groups within the labour market expressed their placement in a racial hierarchy that
privileged those from northern and western Europe — especially “Anglo-Saxons”
— while disadvantaging eastern and southern Europeans, people of African and
Asian origin and Indigenous Canadians to differing degrees. Anti-discrimination
campaigns by racialized minorities themselves — with the help of their English and
French Canadian allies — were required to begin to dismantle this hierarchy after
the war and thus to pave the way toward greater, if imperfect, equality for minority
groups in Canadian society. As the status of workers of eastern and southern Euro-
pean descent improved, the chasm that separated them from people of African and
Asian origin and Indigenous Canadians unfortunately deepened.
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