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Introduction

A variety of immigrants and refugees from different parts of the world find
Canada as a safe destination, where they can find the possibility of survival
and quality of life (Labonte” et al., 2015). In the past few decades, the coun-
try has become one of the most popular destinations for Indian immigrants.
As of 2016, approximately 1.6 million people of Indian origin found Canada
a good option for living (Statistics Canada, 2017). In 2021, one in five recent
immigrants is of Indian origin, which is 18.6% of the Canadian population
(Statistics Canada, 2022a). Along with the US, the UK, Australia, and New
Zealand, students who go abroad for higher studies choose Canada as a
critical English-speaking world (Mani, 2011, p. 314). During the 1996-2001
period, the number of people of East Indian origin increased by 30% while
the overall population rose by only 4% (Statistics Canada, 2007). The com-
munity of Indian immigrants in Canada is one of the largest non-European
ethnic groups in the country and one of the fastest-growing immigrant com-
munities in the world.

The Indian diaspora in Canada is characterized by diversity as its chief
quality, with people from different regions and communities, speaking differ-
ent languages and practicing different customs and religions. The differences
in size, composition, regionality, linguistic uniqueness, and cultural expres-
sions affect how immigration patterns are shaped over time. Since heteroge-
neity defines the Indian diaspora, multiple factors need to be considered for
understanding the conditions and characteristics with which Indians establish
their presence and existence in a foreign country. This chapter explores the
experiences of Indians in Canada, especially focusing on the challenges they
face while living the “Canadian life.” The recent dramatic increase in the rate
of Indian immigration to Canada resulted in the emergence of problems such
as discrimination, identity crisis, and religious conflicts to newer extremes.

To understand the status of Indians in Canada, it is required to compre-
hend how domains such as education, employment, family, religion, health-
care, business, and mainstream politics treat immigrants. The nature of the
recent Indian immigration influx presents a complicated picture of Indians
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in Canada, where the struggle for survival is more intense and competitive.
The reality of Indian life in Canada restructures the concept of transnational
Indianness and diasporic existence, and the discourse of immigration plays
a significant role in the construction of popular beliefs, which are often mis-
conceptions based on falsehood.

New Dreams and Realities: Indian Immigration in the 21st Century

The preference for Canada as a destination differs for different people and such
preferences are often outcomes of comparisons with other similar countries that
offer more or likely the same opportunities and conditions to aspiring individu-
als. The very existence of Canada is the result of immigration from other lands
(Canada. SOS. Canadian Citizenship Branch, 1947, p. 33). Canada’s first offi-
cial government document on citizenship, How to Become a Canadian Citizen,
states that “[Canada’s] people, drawn from every racial group, are welded into
a mighty democratic force through their love of freedom, hatred of oppression,
and the steadfast determination that the powers of government shall be exer-
cised by and through the people for the common benefit of all” (Canada. SOS.
Canadian Citizenship Branch, 1947, p. 33). Immigration has been identified as
an important contributor to the population growth in Canada, which is almost
twice the rate of other G7 countries during 2016 to 2021 (Statistic Canada,
2022b). In 2021, the country welcomed 405,303 new immigrants, surpass-
ing its target to allow 401,000 immigrants to boost Canada’s post-pandemic
economic recovery (El-Assal & Thevenot, 2022). Canada’s immigration plans
are based on the fact that immigrants contribute greatly to the country’s re-
quirement to increase its population rate, labor force, and economic growth
(Canadavisa, 2023). The country prefers immigrants who have an age struc-
ture younger than the general population to effectively solve problems of labor
shortages in different sectors and regions (Statistic Canada, 2022c). The large
workforce of immigrants helps to sustain Canada’s economic growth, support
its aging population, and increase cultural diversity and social exchanges (Am-
arasingam et al., 2016; Choudry & Henaway, 2012; Salami & Nelson, 2014;
Shan & Walter, 2015).

Canada’s immigration policies and programs attract aspiring workers and
students to the country’s diversified and inclusive social structure. Statistics
show that immigrants prefer Canada to be a destination because people can
go to the country temporarily on work or study permits or as asylum claim-
ants and then get admitted as permanent residents' (Statistic Canada, 2022c).
Canada’s care economy? includes programs such as low-fee childcare, which
has increased women’s employment, and such effects are the same for both
immigrants and native-born Canadians, as well as low-income and high-in-
come households (Gu, 2022).

The number of Indians immigrating to Canada has dramatically increased
in the past decade. Stuart Anderson (2023) of Forbes observes that this im-
migration influx resembles that of a refugee situation rather than the result of
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a gradual increase in the number of international students and skilled work-
ers. He points out that the anti-immigration sentiments of the United States,
especially during the Trump administration, played a significant role in this
trend of more Indians choosing Canada for immigration:

Under Trump, the United States and Canada adopted opposite ap-
proaches to the immigration of foreign-born scientists and engineers.
The team Trump brought into the White House and U.S. Citizenship
and Immigration Services (USCIS) viewed highly skilled foreign-born
individuals as an economic threat, a stand at odds with virtually every
economist in America. H-1B denial rates soared, delays mounted and
threats of further action escalated, culminating in a ban on the entry of
high-skilled visa holders and employment-based immigrants in 2020.
(Anderson, 2023)

The anti-immigration policies painted a negative picture of the United States
among students and workers, whose anxieties about the foreign land affected
their selection process. In this situation, people from India who want to be-
come permanent residents in the United States through employment may have
to wait for years due to the limited number of employment-based immigrant
visas available and the limitations on the number of individuals allowed from
a country. Canada benefitted from this and attracted more students between
2016 and 2019 than the United States by a large margin (National Founda-
tion for American Policy, 2022). Canada helps individuals to come to the
country as students and allows them to transition to work after graduation.
This is one of the best strategies for candidates to get permanent residence in
the country. Canada’s points system for immigration is effective, largely due
to its adaptability to the demands of employers (Anderson, 2020). It is also
significant to note that India’s large and growing middle-class population
has the skills and funds required for Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (IRCC) to sanction a visa through new economic-class immigration
programs such as the Express Entry (introduced in 2015) (El-Assal, 2022).
Statistics show that Canada has become the new Gulf for Indians (The
Times of India, 2019). Similar to the Gulf Boom in the 1970s where a large
number of migrant workers from smaller Indian states like Kerala had mi-
grated to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, the new trend of
migrating to the Western world shows that Canada is a preferable option
(Kamalakaran, 2023; The Indian Express, 2022). New expectations and
changing conditions made Keralites lose interest in the Gulf region, and they
started to consider other alternatives (Castelier, 2019). Canada has been tar-
geted as a favorite destination for the emerging middle class in Kerala as they
believe that the country can provide opportunities for younger generations to
financially establish their careers with more stability than the Gulf countries.
Since migration to richer countries has been identified as an effective way to
escape poor economic conditions (Ratha & Plaza, 2014), many Malayali
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parents in Kerala encourage their children to go abroad for higher studies
with part-time jobs. They would sell their properties or apply for bank loans
to create the funds needed for their children to get student visas. The student
diaspora in Canada is an exclusive community whose existence is defined by
the hard work and struggles required to pay the debts of immigration. The
economic aspirations of the student immigrants depend on the part-time odd
jobs they do to make the extra money needed for not only living in a first-
world country but also supporting their struggling families in their home
country. The student diaspora’s struggle for survival in Canada reflects the
struggles that describe India’s image as a developing country.

India Is Not Good Enough: The Third-World Discourse of
Immigration

Young people choose to go abroad for several reasons including better career
opportunities, quality education, international exposure, and a higher stand-
ard of living. In a globalized world connected by the internet and media,
immigration has become a relatively easy process as people can get real-life
knowledge and information about the places they want to immigrate to. New
trends in immigration are created by the influence of media-framed narra-
tives that can present specific pictures of societies one lives in and one wants
to live in. An important aspect of the Indian migration to Canada is the way
young Indians are convinced of India’s status as a poor and incompetent
third-world country. The term “poverty porn” is often associated with India
and its projected international image that reduces the country to a category
of people who cannot escape the socio-economic conditions that define them.

The genre of “poverty porn” explicitly narrates tragedies and miseries of
marginalized groups from developing countries as a means to divert popular
attention to the romanticized images of tragedy. It paints a generalized picture
of geographical regions as less progressive to a global media audience. In this
context, regions like India, which are still defined by the vestiges of a colonial
past, become subjects of the Western gaze that operates as an ideological tool
for the dissemination of poverty porn discourses to the mainstream. Here,
media representation of poverty porn specifically includes the overfocusing
on tragedies and miseries of marginalized groups in a manner that highlights
India as a representation of the “Third World.” The use of poverty porn im-
ages in media helps the privileged to distinguish the idea of progress by the
strategic exclusion and exposition of certain problems. In India, the notion of
poverty porn is part of the popular culture, and news agencies, social media,
political parties, religious organizations, film, and television take part in a
collective discourse of sensationalizing “weakness” using advertisements and
public relations where information is manipulated through emotional rheto-
ric. The field of Diaspora studies has revealed that immigrants from Third
World countries, who now reside in the First World such as the United States
or Europe, often develop their cultural identities as citizens of their new home
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country, but they are also compelled to maintain their culture of origin by
their continuous association with stereotypical images (Bhabha, 1994).

The hegemony of Western media is reflected in representations of foreign
issues. The ideology of the Western perspective is often characterized by an
urge to stereotype and romanticize Eastern countries and spaces outside the
West as the normalized “Other” (Said, 1978). The impact of cultural im-
perialism, global capitalism, and Western modernity has contributed to the
new world-making of immigrants through certain archetypes that refuse to
see things from the actual contexts in which an authentic view is possible.
The many stereotypes that are sensationalized in news media reporting and
broadcasting are reflected in other entertainment platforms as well, especially
entertainment media forms such as popular films, reality television, comedy
shows, and video games (Ross, 2019). Critically acclaimed films like Gandbi
(Attenborough, 1982), The Constant Gardner (Meirelles, 2005), Blood Dia-
mond (Zwick, 2006), and Slumdog Millionaire (Boyle, 2008) are examples
of cinema using “Third World” struggles to create “an extensive repertoire
of images about the South which has considerable bearing on how Northern
audiences view the South and, arguably, on how Southern elites see their own
subalterns” (Sengupta, 2010, p. 601). The portrayal of India in films pro-
duced in the West celebrates the idea of an uncivilized, pre-modern, socially
backward, savage, and traditional land (Ramasubramanian, 2007). Poverty
porn identifies “suffering” as a universal phenomenon that uniformly affects
human populations of all cultures and social systems. It uses this common-
ality to find an opportunity in the most diversified cultures such as India to
create an emotional mass market for profit. In other words, poverty porn
achieves its goals through the cultural homogenization of suffering.

The feeling of worthlessness in one’s own country is a reason why the young
Indian generation is fleeing the country. Economic disparity, lack of job op-
portunities, societal pressures, and political crises are some of the various fac-
tors that make India inhospitable for the new generation whose standards are
always elevated by the capitalist ideology. Individuals who are caught up in a
reality that does not offer great opportunities feel a sense of un-belonging in
their own country where their talents are unrecognized and undervalued. San-
jay Baru (2020) notes that “there is now an emerging category of Indians mi-
grating out and opting to stay out of India because they feel their motherland
no longer wants them. This sense of alienation, especially among minorities, is
a disturbing trend.” The “not-returning” Indians are contributing their talent
and workforce to foreign countries because even the new schemes such as “At-
manirbhar Bharat”? (Self-reliant India) are not attracting the young generation.

The Facade of the Plastic Smile: Diasporic Challenges of
Integration

The Indian diaspora in Canada is a heterogeneous community with signifi-
cant regional and linguistic diversity. People of Indian origin in Canada come
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from different parts of India, including Punjab, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Tamil
Nadu, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, and Karnataka. The majority of
the Indian population identifies as Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims. Integration
and harmony are crucial for the survival of diaspora populations as they help
immigrants adapt to the cultural syncretism of a foreign country. This is one
of the difficult challenges Indian immigrants face in Canada as their identity
and existence are already in a state of exclusion which they tried to escape
from their own country. They are viewed not only as outsiders in Canada
but as people who chose to leave one country for another. At this point, a
notion of betrayal is attributed to the identity of the immigrant as they are
identified as someone privileged enough to compromise their original nation-
ality for material good. Realities of language barriers, cultural differences,
racist experiences, prejudices, and discrimination accentuate the notion that
immigrants are people who exist in an in-between state. This state of exist-
ence is in a liminal space, which is defined by the immigrant’s departure from
the Indian cultural land and their arrival in the Indian diaspora in Canada.
However, the point of departure and the point of arrival are incomplete in
the case of the immigrants because they can never fully depart or fully arrive.
This identity crisis puts Indian immigrants in a position where they are not
encouraged to accept Canada as a second home.

The discrimination against Indian immigrants in Canada occurs on multiple
levels, primarily based on their skin color, accent, religious affiliation, and
cultural background. Recent attacks on immigrants involve premeditated
violence and religion-based hatred (BBC, 2021; Muzaffar, 2023; News18,
2022). New immigrants and refugees in Canada show high vulnerability to
intimate partner violence (IPV), which poses high risks to women, children,
family dynamics, and social relationships (Okeke-Ihejirika et al., 2020).
Other reports show that hate crimes against Indians have increased in the
form of racial slurs, harassment, and vandalism where the perpetrators
demanded that the victims should “go back to India” (Firstpost, 2022). Edith
Samuel found that Indian immigrant women’s post-migratory experiences
are defined by acculturative stress reflected in the form of “intergenerational
conflict, discrimination, depression, and coping” (2009, p. 16).

The prejudices and stereotypes with which the immigrant population is
undermined in Canada’s mainstream social structure are reflected in the form
of discrimination in accessing employment, housing, and education. Social
isolation and cultural alienation are explicit between neighboring communi-
ties whose societal participation, community engagement, and cultural har-
mony are minimal. Here, the process of acculturation does not occur as a
natural result of migration but as a strategic tool to give preference to certain
cultural minorities that happen to dominate the immigration flux. For exam-
ple, even though the Indian diaspora in Canada is multicultural, it is mostly
addressed as Sikh for the cultural significance of the Sikh community, which
makes other Indian identities such as Bengali, Malayali, Tamil, and Gujarati
to be socially and culturally invisible. The Sikhs’ migration to Canada is
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historically significant in the context of political persecution in India. In
the 1980s, Sikhs were massacred in India after Indira Gandhi’s assassina-
tion, and many escaped violence by seeking asylum in Canada (Jakobsh &
Walton-Roberts, 2016). From 1981 to 1984, more than 2,800 Sikhs applied
for asylum in Canada under the 1976 Immigration Act (Tatla, 1999, p. 60).
Ever since the Sikh community became a part of Canada’s status as a safe
haven for refugees, they have fought for their inclusion in the Canadian soci-
ety. Diasporic identities have different historical and cultural significance and
therefore they compete with each other to assert their cultural presence in a
multicultural system that operates on the basis of power hierarchies.

In order to adapt to the new cultural contexts, immigrants have to adopt
certain acculturation strategies for survival. “Assimilation,” “integration,”
“separation,” and “marginalization” are identified as the four common strat-
egies of acculturation (Bhatia, 2008). Berry and Sam explain each term by re-
ferring to how individuals deal with their “home” cultural identity and with
the cultural identity of the dominant group in the foreign country (1997).
“Assimilation” involves the strategy of not maintaining one’s cultural iden-
tity while interacting with the dominant group. In “separation,” individuals
refuse to contact with the dominant group and continue to hold on to their
original culture. “Marginalization” makes individuals lose cultural and psy-
chological contact with both their ethnic cultural roots and the mainstream
cultural system (Berry, 1998, p. 119). Those who use the “integration” strat-
egy actively participate with the dominant group without losing their cultural
ties with their homeland. Out of these, integration is the most ideal accultur-
ation strategy for immigrants as it results in more positive outcomes than the
other alternative strategies (Berry & Sam, 1997, p. 318). Indian immigrants
find ways to balance their traditional cultural values with Canadian societal
norms, such as adapting to Canadian culture while still maintaining their
cultural traditions. For example, they may celebrate traditional festivals and
holidays while also participating in Canadian cultural events.

The Politics of Integration and the Diasporic Public Sphere

The integration approach in acculturation maintains universality as a sign
of inclusivity. Even if there are “substantial variations in the life circum-
stances of the cultural groups that experience acculturation, the psychologi-
cal processes that operate during acculturation are essentially same for all the
groups; that is we adopt a universalist perspective on acculturation” (origi-
nal emphasis, Berry & Sam, 1997, p. 296). Diaspora existence is negotiated
around this universal solidarity that facilitates a shared connection between
individuals of the diaspora. Sunil Bhatia observes that:

Diasporas distinctly attempt to maintain (real and/or imagined) connections
and commitments to their homeland and recognise themselves and act
as a collective community . . . [and] non-European/non-white diasporic
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communities bring into sharp relief the sense of constantly negotiating
between here and there, past and present, homeland and hostland, self
and other.

(2008, p. 23)

Migrant communities of Indian descent have demonstrated remarkable
resilience in integrating with their host societies while preserving impor-
tant elements of their Indian cultural heritage (Jain, 2011, p. 50). Ravindra
K. Jain cites some of the consequences of integration in the Indian diaspora:

a) further deterritorialization of some communities, particularly those prone
to internal migration historically, for example, Marwari traders, and Parsi
professionals and minorities following the Jain religion;

b) the mitigation of communalism: thus Hindu/Muslim/Christian marriages
across religious communities are common, for example, in Trinidad;

¢) increased scope of entrepreneurial activity among “successful” castes, for
example, Chettiars from South India and Khatri traders from Punjab and
Delhi;

d) ethnopreunership, for example, Sindhi, Gujarati, and Sikh businessmen
forming exclusive networks both vertically with their South Asian base
and horizontally with community coborts transnationally; and

e) utilization of a good command of the English language in enabling global
entrepreneurship and communications.

(2011, p. 54)

The notion of the public sphere in diaspora communities has become in-
fluenced by the internet and the new media (Parham, 2005). The mediated
diasporic public spheres are characterized by transnational communicative
strategies and discourses that restructure the socio-cultural fabric of the dias-
pora to negotiate elements of identity, race, power, and political narratives.
German sociologist and philosopher Jiirgen Habermas (1991) theorized the
public sphere as a domain separate from the state and the economy, where
members of the public can engage in discourses. The public sphere is “made
up of private people gathered together as a public and articulating the needs
of society with the state” (p. 176). For Habermas, the public sphere’s success
depended on critical and rational discourse, where everyone could partici-
pate equally. The barriers based on race, religion, and gender were lowered
in an ideal public sphere, however, new barriers such as payment for access,
and the growth of private interest began to emerge.

In the Indian public sphere, which is defined by the caste system, there
is a “structural disjuncture” between caste and non-caste worlds, which, in
the diaspora, is characterized by political reconfigurations and the decline
of the caste system (Jain, 2011, p. 54). Jennifer Elrick’s analysis shows that
“individual-level assessments of traits like ‘merit” were not designed to be
‘race free’ but emerged as a way of managing race, at the intersection of
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class and status” (2022, p. 110). Habermas argues that in modern society,
the public sphere has become “refeudalized,” which means it has become
dominated by powerful interests and institutions that limit the free and open
exchange of ideas in a rational manner. He suggests that this refeudalization
is due to the increasing influence of mass media, which has turned the public
sphere into a space where only certain voices and perspectives are heard. In
Habermas’s view, the refeudalization of the public sphere is a threat to de-
mocracy, as it undermines the ability of citizens to engage in rational-critical
debate and to make informed decisions about issues that affect their lives. He
calls for a revitalization of the public sphere, one that is more inclusive, dem-
ocratic, and participatory, and that allows for a greater diversity of voices
and perspectives to be heard.

Similarly, the Indian diasporic public sphere in Canada is refeudalized in the
sense that public and private discourses are affected by problems of immigra-
tion and their impact on the larger mainstream power politics of Canada. Adam
Chapnick, studying the historical evolution of Canada’s citizenship guides, ob-
served that the “relative narrowness of the Canada’s political spectrum” shows
that there exist very little differences between the Liberals and the Conservatives
(2011, p. 32). According to Alexandra Dobrowolsky, the illusory binary that
emerged in the context of Canadian immigration and citizenship divides the
country into a conservative “Bad Canada” and a liberal “Big Canada,” where
“contrary to popular imaginaries, past and present, the Canadian state contrib-
utes to growing global inequalities and greater social, economic, and political
precarity (2017, pp. 198-199). This includes class preferences, implicit raciali-
zation, and invisibilization of women (Dobrowolsky, 2007, 2008).

Immigrants strategically take advantage of the host nation’s policies and
laws to organize in groups to propagate their ideologies and belief systems to
the mainstream public sphere. The way countries sanction religious freedom
and autonomy to immigrants resulted in the burgeoning of new conflicts re-
lated to the perception, practice, and creation of diasporic identities in their
original form. Indian immigrants who build religious shrines, conduct cultural
events, and organize programs in a host country open a new space for pub-
lic engagement through discourses that are relevant to only the immigrant’s
home culture and experiences. In the context of India in the Modi-era, where
there is a revitalization of Hinduism, its power dynamic, and popular politics
reaching a maximized cultural validity, the Hindu diaspora gained universal
solidarity through the tactical integration of cultural nationalism and reli-
gious devotion (Mathew, 2022). The Canadian Hindu therefore not only is an
identity within the larger category of the Indian diaspora but functions as an
identity that can represent the Indian diaspora on global platforms. The popu-
larity of digital public spheres allows individuals to express their “authentic
self” (identity based on origin) in a way that undermines their “adapted self”
(immigrated/settled identity). Diasporic identities find their host country as
an opportunity to accentuate their cultural identity as a means to increase its
appeal in a multicultural and globalized world.
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Conclusion: Future Directions

The way immigration has become normalized as a natural process in the mod-
ern world indicates the permeability of borders that define nation-states and
their inhabitants. Canada’s attitude toward immigration emphasizes the signif-
icant role the immigrant workforce plays in sustaining the country’s economic
development and cultural diversity. However, the consequences of immigra-
tion, both short-term and long-term, suggest that it is not an innocent process.
Multiple aspects of Indian immigration to Canada show that the problems of
identity crisis, acculturation, public engagement, discrimination, and racism
define the diasporic community and its existence within the host nation. The
diasporic existence has a universality that helps to maintain a sense of shared
cultural bonding between different cultural sub-groups with regional differ-
ences. This is realized through the universalized notion of “Indianness” cultur-
ally appropriated to invoke nationalist sentiments. Indians adopt integration as
a strategy of acculturation to survive in Canada, which offers better economic
conditions and quality of life than what one is offered in India.

The ongoing Indian immigration to Canada results in an increase in the
diasporic population in which different identities compete for dominance and
cultural validation. The historical significance of certain migrations such as
that of Sikhs are examples of how not all diasporic communities are equal in
their historic position and cultural recognition. This ultimately leads to the
collapse of multiculturalism as an idea that fails due to the internal contra-
dictions between diasporic identities leading to the marginalization of those
identities that do not have political significance in the mainstream political
discourses. Canada’s pro-immigration policies are often created to support
the populist strategies of the government. The Eurocentric and ethnocentric
biases affect the way immigrants are treated and accepted in Canada. There-
fore, to improve the immigration process, more affirmative actions that focus
on a rational discourse of identity politics and cultural practices need to be
implemented. This includes future interventions in the selection of immigrants
based on professional qualifications and skills rather than ethnicity and mi-
nority status. New policies need to be developed to mitigate the refugee crisis
and minority problem through collective action at an international level.

Notes

1 Since 2016, 36.6% of the recent immigrants came to Canada on a temporary visa
before being admitted as permanent residents.

2 The care economy refers to paid or unpaid work associated with caring people
who are in need of physical, psychological, and emotional assistance. It generally
includes caring children under the age of 15 and care-dependent adults with long-
term conditions and disabilities.

3 “Atmanirbhar Bharat,” a term introduced by the Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, emphasizes the need to “make in India” to reach self-reliance as a primary
goal. It encompasses policies and initiatives that are in support of local businesses
and start-ups as a means to reduce the country’s dependence on outsiders.
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