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I’m a white male, in my early fifties, living in downtown Hamilton, born and raised in 
Ontario with roots going back more than two centuries in Canada. But the Canada I live 
in will continue to become increasingly diverse, and noticeably so. 
 
From 2001 to 2006, more than 4000 immigrants settled in Hamilton each year. One half 
of those newcomers to Hamilton were born in Asia or the Middle East. Only 23% were 
born in Europe. This pattern is true across Canada, particularly in urban areas.  
 
This means that the complexion of “Hamiltonians” over the next decades will continue to 
change. And the values and worldviews of new Canadians will gradually cause changes 
and adjustments to what it means to be “a Canadian.”  
 
My first “Canadian” ancestors migrated to Canada from the United States as ‘loyalists’ to 
the British monarch at the time of the Revolutionary War (1780s). That means they were 
fleeing as political refugees. The next grouping of ancestors arrived in Vaughan 
(“Pennsylvania Dutch” 1792) as religious and political refugees, originally from 
Switzerland, then from the United States.  
 
My Irish ancestors arrived in eastern Ontario in the 1820s as part of the fallout from the 
Irish Rebellion of 1798, some having only been recently released from prison. Scottish 
settlers (1830s) seeking the promise of a more prosperous life in Lanark County arrived 
only to be disappointed with the story they had been sold by immigration recruiters. 
 
Each of those sets of ancestors brought values and worldviews that have shaped Canadian 
society. The monarchist United Empire Loyalists, the pacifist Anabaptists who were 
fined for refusing to contribute to the war effort in 1812, the fighting Irish calling for 
representative government, and the stern Presbyterian farmers from Scotland who eked 
out a living on the edge of the Canadian Shield. 
 
What can be said of how Italian, Portuguese, Dutch, Ukrainian and Hungarian values and 
worldviews have shaped Hamilton over the last half century or more of immigration? 
 
What will be said of how the values and worldviews of Indians, Sri Lankans, Iranians, 
Assyrians, Rwandans, Congolese, Chinese, Philipinos and Vietnamese will shape the 
Hamilton that my children and grandchildren will live in? 
 
Is the multicultural society really “dead?” 
 
Last October German Chancellor Angela Merkel started off a chorus of conservative 
European leaders with her comments that attempts to build a multicultural society in 



Germany had “utterly failed.” Merkel was followed by David Cameron of Great Britain 
and Nicolas Sarkozy of France, echoing that multiculturalism is a ‘sad failure’ in their 
countries as well. But these comments are not new, former prime ministers in Australia 
and Spain have articulated similar sentiments in the past several years. 
 
Of course one has to qualify what is meant by “multiculturalism” in their context? How 
did the policies develop historically? How does it function in practice? And, of course, 
one has to wonder if this is all just political gamesmanship courting dissatisfied voters. 
Politically conservative governments elsewhere have typically tapped into anti-immigrant 
nationalists for support. 
 
But are these European leaders telling us “all” the truth about multiculturalism in their 
countries? At a recent Metropolis Canada conference in Vancouver, Dr Jan Rath, a 
professor of sociology at the University of Amsterdam, indicated that “while there is a lot 
of fuss about a “cultural backlash” in Europe, a miracle is slowly and surely taking shape: 
ethnic and cultural diversity is becoming commonplace in Europe.”  
 
“In the Netherlands, for instance,” says Rath, “while the government was considering 
banning headscarves in public spaces, the biggest supermarket chain introduced 
headscarves for the thousands of Turkish, Moroccan and Pakistani girls and women who 
work as cashiers. These females wear the headscarves—in the company color of 
course— when they sit behind the checkouts and nobody has ever bothered about it.” 
 
Rath summarized his comments by suggesting that, “despite complaints about 
immigration and diversity, and despite integrationist or assimilationist discourses, 
“multiculturalism” by stealth is de rigueur.” 
 
Hamiltonians have also been exposed to these back and forth interpretations of 
multiculturalism in this city. In articles earlier in the spring, the Hamilton Spectator had 
columns from guest writers Rama Singh and Gary Warner giving a glowing picture – 
“Canada succeeds where Europe fails” and “The city has acquired an enviable reputation 
as a welcoming city for newcomers and a model of social inclusion; discrimination is 
rare.”  

Recently, however, Spec staff writer, Nicole MacIntyre, suggested that “gone are the 
days when newcomers flocked to this city to join its bustling economy, shape its 
neighbourhoods and weave threads into its diverse fabric. Now Hamilton is failing in its 
attempts to attract the world's best and brightest and running the risk of losing its standing 
as a major metropolitan player in the Canadian economy. The number of newcomers 
selecting Hamilton as their home is dropping.” 

Multiculturalism in Canada is not dead 
 
Despite the various prognostications, multiculturalism in Canada is not dead. Montreal’s 
social philosopher Charles Taylor says “we should think of multiculturalism as a work in 



progress. It is never finished.” Scotiabank COO Sarabjit Marwah agrees: “Canada, in 
many ways, has done remarkably well in embracing multiculturalism.” 
 
Queens University professor Will Kymlicka, however, talks about the difference between 
the policies that are needed to facilitate a multicultural state, and the everyday challenge 
of relational engagement between cultures. Kymlicka suggests that not only do we need a 
multicultural state, we need intercultural citizens. Neighbours of diverse cultures who 
will choose to engage with one another despite the challenges and anxiety, recognizing 
that adjustment will be required on both sides.  
 
The future of Canada will not look more and more like me. Get over it. In fact, a recent 
study, from York University professor Tony Fang, recommends that the Canadian 
government should increase immigration by 100,000 newcomers per year, over the 
current level of about 250,000. This kind of an increase would boost Canada’s gross 
domestic product, helping the government’s balance sheets, as well as spur investment in 
housing, all without increasing unemployment, so the report says. 
 
The development of Kymlicka’s intercultural citizens is a requirement. Former BC 
premier, Ujjal Dosanjh suggests that “as we expect more from new Canadians, we must 
also expect more from those of us who were born here or who have lived in Canada for 
decades.” Novelist Kerri Sakamoto thinks we have “outgrown multiculturalism as we 
know it.” She feels that we need to see ourselves as “global citizens with worldly 
understanding and links because of our unique diversity. These are inter-cultural 
connections and knowledge that we should share and benefit from…” 
 
I have just returned from a three-week stay in Sri Lanka, one of the most ethnically-
challenged countries in the world. While the country’s socio-political environment will 
still take years to resolve, I spent day after day interacting with citizens of Sinhala and 
Tamil background who find a way to conduct life with respect, acceptance and 
camaraderie. If intercultural engagement is possible in Sri Lanka, I am certain it is 
possible here in Hamilton. 
 
Intercultural competence required 
 
In the City of Hamilton’s Economic Development Strategy 2010-1015 there is an outright 
acknowledgement that “to more fully embrace and realize the enormous social, cultural 
and economic assets that immigrants offer and that already exist within our 
extraordinarily diverse city, significant changes must be made to our civic, cultural and 
organizational practices.” Significant changes must be made to our…practices. 
 
Intercultural educators and practitioners, a profession normally engaged with persons 
travelling overseas for business, community development or diplomatic assignments, 
may have some insights and skills to help this conversation. Their work involves aiding 
persons crossing cultures to see the world around them from the perspective of the culture 
they are entering. These new, developing, cross-cultural explorers seek to make sense of 
the other’s perspective as a valid and legitimate way of interpreting life. That’s what it 



takes to thrive in a setting where they are not part of the dominant culture. This is the 
kind of competence development that is being required of all of us Canadians in our 
increasingly diverse communities. 
 
This approach suggests that the toleration, or recognition, of diversity is not sufficient for 
enabling a multicultural society. Acceptance of, and engagement with, difference is also 
required.  
 
Perhaps, it is the exploring of relations, rather than underlining of differences that is truly 
representative of Canadian multiculturalism. People of differing cultures are given the 
space to express their distinctive identities and in so doing construct and reinforce a 
cohesive unity that respects, includes and incorporates.  
 
Twenty years ago constitutional affairs scholar Carolyn Touhy wrote, “What appears 
distinctive about Canadian institutions is their extraordinary capacity to embody 
conflicting principles within structures ambiguous enough to allow for ad hoc 
accommodations over time.” Exactly. 
 
Canadian artist Lata Pada feels that we “must reflect on [our] global, plural and often 
inter-cultural identities… it can no longer be only about the song, dance and food of other 
cultures, but more about re-shaping a collective and cohesive definition of who we are as 
Canadians.”  
 
Multiculturalism is not dead in Hamilton. But my children and grandchildren will need to 
be interculturally engaged, if not fully competent, to function as active citizens in the land 
of their birth.  
 
 
Dan Sheffield has lived in Hamilton for 15 years, previously in Westdale, currently on 
Queen St North. He is an intercultural educator and works on the issues highlighted in 
this article with his business partner, Syam Chandra, through their consulting business. 
CultureShift works with organizations in Canada and around the world to develop 
interculturally competent personnel. 
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www.cultureshift.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:dsheffield@cultureshift.org
http://www.cultureshift.org/

