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This paper will explore how photography was used by immigrants to Canada in the post-war 

period1 as a way of negotiating transnational identities. Through the analysis of three 

photographs of and by Portuguese immigrants to Ontario, I will examine the ways in which 

family photography functions as a ritual of citizenship and community-building.2 The 

photographs are part of the David Higgs fonds at the Clara Thomas Archives and Special 

Collections at York University.3 They were donated by Professor David Higgs from the 

University of Toronto, who studied Portuguese communities in Canada. In addition to sixty-five 

photographs, the fonds contains correspondences, newspaper clippings, and research notes. 

 Until the 1980s, amateur family photographs were largely neglected by scholars of 

photography, who deemed these documents unimportant and of poor quality. In concert with 

changes in the field of history4 and the rise of visual culture as an academic discipline, 

photography studies turned to family photography and the family album as a means of 

uncovering public meanings and ideologies, as well as more personal and intimate affects.5 

Borrowing from both Victor Burgin’s thinking approach and Elspeth Brown and Thy Phu’s 

feeling approach to photography,6 this essay will explore the economic and social contexts that 

surrounded the production of these images and their affective possibilities. Based on the 

understanding that taking or posing for a photograph is a ritual rich with symbolic meaning, I 

argue that immigrants employed the medium of photography as a tool to mediate the delicate 

act of asserting their presence in a new culture while still preserving ties to their homeland. 

                                                 
1 For the purposes of this work, the post-war is defined as the period between the end of the war in 1945 and the 

introduction of the point system for immigration in 1967. 
2 The term family is used in this paper in its most inclusive meaning, including non-traditional families, networks 

of friendships, and other relationships that pertain to the personal or domestic spheres. 
3 David Higgs Fonds, Collection Number F0571, Clara Thomas Archives and Special Collections, York 

University, Toronto. 
4 That is, the bottom-up approach to history that developed from the so called “cultural turn” brought historical 

attention to previously marginalized and overlooked groups in society. 
5 Patricia Holland, “‘Sweet it is to Scan…’ Personal Photographs and Popular Photography,” in Photography: A 

Critical Introduction, ed. Liz Wells (London: Routledge, 2009), 139. 
6 See Victor Burgin, Thinking Photography (London: Macmillan, 1982); and Elspeth Brown and Thy Phu, eds., 

Feeling Photography (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014). 
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 Fueled by the economic boom, Canada gradually liberalized its immigration policy in 

the post-war period, leading to a huge increase in the number of immigrants admitted into the 

country. Between 1946 and 1962, the country received an average of over 126,000 immigrants 

per year, almost as many as in the major immigration wave at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Racist policies promoted the immigration of Europeans (who, it was thought, would 

assimilate well to Canadian society) while largely denying that of blacks and Asians.7 Although 

Southern Europeans were not seen as entirely white and were discriminated against because of  

their “pre-modern” culture,8 they were nevertheless admitted into the country in larger numbers 

than ever before.  

 In this same period, Portugal was governed by fascist dictator António de Oliveira 

Salazar under the Estado Novo regime, which espoused a conservative, nationalist, and Catholic 

ideology, censored the media, and persecuted opposing parties. Although some Portuguese 

migrants left the country seeking asylum for political reasons, most were trying to escape 

economic crisis in a society that was still largely agricultural. These emigrants made their way 

to other European countries, particularly France, as well as to Brazil, the United States, and 

Canada. According to David Higgs, the majority of immigrants that came to Canada in this 

period had a working class background, a “very limited grasp of English or French, scant 

knowledge of Canadian agricultural techniques and no experience of a climate that contrasted 

with the tropical to temperate conditions of their homeland.”9 Portuguese immigration to 

Canada relied extensively on networks of support and sponsorship.10 As Luis Aguiar reveals in 

his article on Southern European transnationalism in Canada, one immigrant would frequently 

sponsor up to twenty others, who would in turn sponsor many others of their own, in a process 

that led to the relocation of entire families and communities.11  

 As most of these immigrants were from working class and rural backgrounds, it would 

have been unlikely that they had ever before been outside of Europe, or even Portugal. Their 

“knowledge” of North America would come from books, radio and TV reporting, and 

Hollywood movies, as well as accounts from other immigrants who had already made the 

journey. These media-generated, imagined, simplified, and romanticized geographies and 

                                                 
7 Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock, The Making of the Mosaic: A History of Canadian Immigration Policy 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 313-314. 
8 Luis Aguiar, “The New ‘In-Between’ Peoples: Southern European Transnationalism,” in Transnational Identities 

and Practices in Canada, eds. Vic Satzewich and Lloyd Wong (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007), 205. 
9 David Higgs, The Portuguese in Canada (Ottawa: Canadian Historical Association, 1982), 7. 
10 Edite Noivo, Inside Ethnic Families: Three Generations of Portuguese Canadians (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 

University Press, 1997), 48-54. 
11 Aguiar, “The New ‘In-Between” Peoples,” 207. 
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cultures formed the base of the immigrants’ expectations, which in turn informed their 

photographic practices upon arrival to Canada.  

 By the 1950s, amateur photography was a widespread practice. The Kodak Brownie 

began to popularize family snapshots upon its release in 1900, and by mid-century the portable 

camera market was well-developed, with many families using the devices to document 

important events and everyday situations. The price of a Brownie camera in Toronto in 1950 

was three dollars, making it accessible to the working classes.12 Photography was available, but 

why was it the chosen medium to record—or, as I argue, perform—the process of immigrating 

and adjusting to a new life? 

 Although widely questioned and debated, the strong indexical relationship between 

photography and its subjects confers onto photographs a status of evidence. Taking a 

photograph in front of a landscape is akin to planting a flag, producing an undeniable proof of 

one’s visit: “I was/am here.” In the same way that countries have used photographs to claim 

ownership of territories,13 these immigrants are claiming a space, asserting a presence. 

Immigrants assert their presence by photographing or being photographed not only in front of 

traditional landmarks such as Niagara Falls or the CN Tower, but also other typical North 

American or Canadian symbols: a McDonald’s, a strip mall, or a vast snowy field. Photography 

offers them a way to place themselves inside the imagined landscapes that had previously only 

existed in their expectations. Furthermore, taking a photograph is also taking part in a ritual. 

One cannot photograph a family in front of their new home, for example, without engaging in a 

conversation—consciously or subconsciously—with the innumerable other similar photographs 

taken before it. The ritualistic nature of the family photograph is explored by Pierre Bourdieu in 

Photography: A Middle Brow Art, where he argues that the prime function of family 

photography is to reinforce familial ties by eternalizing the high points of domestic life. For 

immigrant families, these high points could be a child’s first day of school, a first Christmas, 

the purchase of a house, or a first snowfall. The displacement provoked by migration causes 

even the everyday to become new and thus worthy of photographing. 

 But who is performing these rituals? Is it the photographer, those posing for the camera, 

or those looking at the images? As Ariella Azoulay argues in Civil Imagination: A Political 

Ontology of Photography, the photographic event is a complex social contract involving 

photographer, subject, and viewers; therefore, it does not have a single definable author. All of 

these participants play a role in the process of creating meaning and emotion. In family photos, 

                                                 
12 “Display Ad 31 -- no Title,” The Globe and Mail, June 29, 1950.  
13 See, for example, Robert Evans, “Colonizing Images: The Roles of Collected Photographs in Colonial 

Discourse,” in The Cultural Work of Photography in Canada, eds. Carol Payne and Andrea Kunard (Montreal: 

McGill-Queens University Press, 2011), 93-105. 
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the photographer is rarely identified. Authorship is not important because the goal is to perform 

the event rather than produce the final image. Thus, the roles of photographer, subject, and 

viewer are fluid, mutable, and—to a large extent—irrelevant. In fact, many of the images in the 

collection are signed by the children being photographed instead of the photographer. The child 

did not press the shutter or write the text herself but is clearly identified as owner of the image, 

the one with the right to offer herself as a gift to a distant family member; she is inside the 

image because she chose to place herself there. 

 A common trait across the photographs discussed in this article and most others in the 

archive is the subjects’ awareness of the camera’s presence. They are not captured in a fleeting 

instant; rather, they pose and perform intently.14 This reflects the particularity of the social 

contract that governs the production of personal photographs. As Patricia Holland puts it, 

“Personal pictures have been made specifically to portray the individual or the group to which 

they belong as they would wish to be seen and as they have chosen to show themselves to one 

another.”15 

 The family album is another important piece in the event of family photography, as it is 

the intended destination of many personal photographs. In the album, photos are mnemonic 

supports for the transmission of oral histories: tales of origin, belonging, the overcoming of 

hardships, and love.16 Other photographs in the archive were never intended to be placed into an 

album, but rather sent to family members or friends “back home.” These photographs were a 

way of sharing their experiences with their loved ones, communicating them in a positive and 

optimistic light. Photographs in albums and letters are meant to be held and touched, 

interactions that transmit affect in ways distinct from the act of merely looking. They connect 

the viewer (toucher and feeler) to the physicality of a loved one’s touch. Photographs function, 

in these contexts, as part of a larger narrative or event. 

                                                 
14 This raises the question of whether or not these images can be classified as snapshots. While their value derives 

from what is being portrayed rather than how it is being portrayed (i.e. its formal qualities), the images show a high 

degree of curation and attention to symbolic meanings. 
15 Holland, “Personal Photographs and Popular Photography,” 138. 
16 Martha Langford, Suspended Conversations: The Afterlife of Memory in Photographic Albums (Montreal: 

McGill-Queens University Press, 2008). 
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Figure 1 

 

In Figure 1, Eva sits with a big smile in the middle row wearing a dark sweater and a headband. 

As she wrote (in English17) on the back of the picture (Figure 2), this is a photo of her Grade 2 

class. Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer argue that “[class photos] can be considered as a form 

of certification available to all persons depicted within them—a confirmation of grade level, 

grade ascendancy, and in a trajectory of socialization defining citizenship and national 

belonging.”18 They are standardizing 

and normalizing, largely erasing 

differences. School pictures occupy a 

place of pride in the narrative of 

immigrant family albums, as they are 

the utmost signifier of belonging. Eva’s 

schooling in Canada offers her an 

unquestionable citizenship through a 

shared experience with her fellow 

classmates, and the photograph is proof 

of that experience. 

 

Figure 2 

                                                 
17 This is the only photograph in the collection that has a caption written in English. It is significant that it was 

written by a child going through the Canadian school system. 
18 Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer, “School Photos and Their Afterlives,” in Feeling Photography, 256. 
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 Figure 3 shows a group of men at a bar on Christmas Eve, 1952. One of them is 

Antonio, who wrote the caption on the back of the picture (Figure 4). Not addressed to anyone 

in particular, the text registers Antonio’s amazement and excitement about being in a bar just 

like the ones from American Western movies: 

 

“24-12-52 

a memory of Christmas eve. 

To my right side two Portuguese who came from Venezuela and work here [illegible] a lot. To 

my left a Portuguese who came with me from Portugal. Then two Italians, one of whom looks 

like Javier, then Roberto, and in front of me two from Bombarral [a Portuguese municipality]. 

This is a beerhouse that is just like the sort of environment you see in American Cowboy 

movies, it is exactly that. Horseshoes in the air at times and bottles on the floor and drinking 

until you fall on your ass.” 

[signature] 

128 Sheridan Av. 

Apt 302” 19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 

                                                 
19 Unless otherwise noted, all captions were translated from Portuguese to English by the author.  
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Figure 4 

It seems unlikely that a typical Western bar—if such a thing can even exist outside of 

Hollywood—would be found in rural Ontario. Rather than describing a place, Antonio’s writing 

seems to deal with the fulfillment of his own expectations about what he would find in North 

America. The photograph and its description also reflect the male fantasy of adventure 

embodied in the figure of the cowboy, who has traveled great distances and faced a hard 

journey alone, much like the many Portuguese men who came before their families to achieve 

financial stability and sponsor subsequent immigration applications. In the words of Edite 

Noivo, “[i]t seems as if, for males, migration symbolized a kind of risky competition through 

which they would prove personal abilities and character.”20 The communal aspect of immigrant 

life is also evidenced here by the identification of all the other men by their countries and 

regions of origin. Immigrants often socialized amongst themselves, creating subcultures in 

response to the difficulty of assimilating to a dominantly Anglo-Canadian society. While those 

in Antonio’s photograph all had different backgrounds, the shared experience of immigration 

brought them together. The back of the photograph is dated and signed—actions that further 

assert presence, validate, and officialise Antonio’s experience. 

                                                 
20 Noivo, Inside Ethnic Families, 47. 
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 The children posing in the snow in Figure 5 engage directly with the camera. They smile 

at the viewer (or perhaps the photographer), active agents in the process of having their picture 

taken. The photographer is not identified, but the subjects take ownership of the image. The 

photograph is theirs to offer, and so they do. The writing on the back of the photograph shown 

in Figure 6 reads: “We offer our photograph to my (sic) dear grandparents. Kisses from your 

beloved granddaughters.” A popular motif, the photograph of the family (or part of it) in front 

of their home held particular importance. When conducting interviews with Portuguese 

immigrants in this period, Edite Noivo found that many of them had listed owning a house as 

one of their main priorities.21 The purchase of a house is indeed a symbol of economic success, 

but it is also a way to set roots, thus forming a strong tie to the land that they have established as 

their new home. This photograph, like 

most others in the archive, is not of an 

extraordinary landscape or event, but 

rather of everyday life. In opposition to 

the tourist gaze22 of the short-term visitor, 

these immigrants looked at their new 

home country and their place within it 

with a desire for ownership and 

familiarization. 

 

Figure 5 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 Noivo, Inside Ethnic Families., 48. 
22 John Urry, The Tourist Gaze: Leisure and Travel in Contemporary Societies (London: Sage, 1990). 

Figure 6 
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What happens to these images when they are decontextualized and placed in a public archive? 

The archive is a site of death and oblivion but also one of knowledge creation and rediscovery. 

The photographic event lives on in a very different way, allowing for new meanings, 

interpretations, and affects. Though once restricted to the personal sphere, these photographs 

have been made public and are now part of the larger narrative of nation-building contained 

within the public archive. This re-contextualization strips away some of the photos’ original 

meanings and contexts but also adds new layers onto them. The archive functions as a family 

album for nations, building a shared history that binds a community together.  

 Just as significant as what is included in these photographs is what is excluded from 

them: the hardships and pains of immigration and of any family’s life. Given the power of 

curating their own collection of memories, families choose to let the difficult and painful times 

fade into oblivion while preserving and cherishing the high points. Thus, the value of analyzing 

these images does not lie in the capacity to reveal some sort of truth about the people in them or 

about Portuguese immigration, but rather in deepening our understanding of how identities can 

be formed and transformed through both the affective and political processes borne from 

photography. 
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