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I

Abstract
Beginning in 1979 and officially ending in 1992, the civil war in El Salvador displaced
over a million people, both in Central America and throughout the world. Of the thousands who
fled, approximately 38,000 Salvadorans came to Canada, making them the largest group of Latin
American migrants to Canada in that era. The arrival of these Salvadoran refugees, however, has
received limited academic attention, and is somewhat representative of the general dearth of
historical writing on immigrants to Canada in the late twentieth century. My thesis examines
how Salvadoran refugees to Canada were portrayed in Canadian newspapers during the
Salvadoran civil war. I specifically examine how Salvadorans were written about in the Globe
and Mail, the Toronto Star and Montreal’s Gazette; I focus on three eras: 1980 to 1982, 1986 to
1987, and 1991 to 1992. In the early 1980s, most of the Salvadorans who appeared in Canadian
newspapers were portrayed as distant and largely nameless. By 1986 and 1987, newspapers paid
more attention to this group, and some individual Salvadorans were mentioned in Canadian
newspapers, but the majority of articles dehumanized Salvadoran refugees. In 1991 and 1992,
more individual Salvadorans were featured in Canadian newspapers, but these stories still
suggested that Salvadorans were not wholly incorporated into mainstream Canada. I argue that,
throughout these years, Canadian newspapers acted as discursive gatekeepers to the “imagined
community” of Canada. Salvadoran refugees moved closer to this community, but were not
granted full admittance.
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Introduction
Salvadoran Refugees come to Canada
The civil war in El Salvador unofficially began in 1979 and officially ended in 1992. It
was rooted in the unequal distribution of resources and wealth in that country, and their longtime control by a corrupt oligarchy. In the 1970s, Salvadorans engaged in several strikes,
demonstrations and other acts of civil disobedience to protest these disparities. Many in the
Catholic Church, which was highly influential in El Salvador, were motivated by liberation
theology and encouraged Salvadorans to demand social justice. The Sandinistas of Nicaragua
and the Cuban Revolution also inspired many Salvadorans. In October 1979, a military-civilian
junta overthrew the violent government of General Carlos Humberto Romero, but this group’s
reforms were limited and few were ever enforced. Over the next three years, three junta
governments tried unsuccessfully to enact reforms.1
Meanwhile, El Salvador’s central intelligence agency and its affiliates – often referred to
as “death squads” – tried to eliminate rebels and dissenters. In 1980, over 8,000 civilians were
killed, and a national state of emergency was declared. Leftist reformers and revolutionaries
formed various guerilla groups, which united under the Farabundo Marti National Liberation
Front (Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional or FMLN) in 1981; the FMLN
called for a general insurrection that same year. Following this, the U.S. administration of
President Ronald Reagan began providing weapons to the Salvadoran army and training soldiers.
Hard-liners in the Reagan administration portrayed the war in El Salvador as part of the struggle
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against communist expansion, and the United States eventually provided over $6 billion in
economic and military aid to the Salvadoran state during the civil war. The war raged on
throughout the 1980s. By 1989, U.S. Congress began to reconsider its position. Both sides of the
conflict in El Salvador soon approached the United Nations for help in negotiating a peace
settlement. The United Nations sponsored talks, which culminated in the signing of the
Chapultepec Peace Accords in Mexico City in January of 1992. These accords were generally
successful and remain in place to this day.2
Canada played a lesser role than the United States in the Salvadoran civil war and also
interpreted the conflict differently. Canadian government officials generally viewed the
escalating crisis in El Salvador as home-grown, rather than the result of Cuban or Soviet
influence. In 1980, Canada supported the United Nations resolution that condemned human
rights abuses in El Salvador and called on governments not to give military assistance to the
Salvadoran regime. In 1981, Canada suspended aid to El Salvador. Nevertheless, during the
governments of Prime Ministers Pierre Trudeau (1968-79, 1980-84), Joseph Clark (1979-80),
John Turner (1984) and Brian Mulroney (1984-93), the Canadian government never formally
criticized U.S. involvement in El Salvador. Canada supported U.S.-backed elections in El
Salvador, and, following the election of José Napoleón Duarte, Canada restored aid to El
Salvador in late 1984.The United States never officially chastised Canada for its policies
concerning El Salvador, likely because Canadian policy generally did not run counter to U.S.
interests.3
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Opposition within Canada to providing aid to El Salvador diminished somewhat after the
country was struck by a devastating earthquake on October 11, 1986. In 1987, External Affairs
Minister Joe Clark toured Central America and announced that Canada planned to increase its
diplomatic presence there, adding new field offices in El Salvador. Canada had committed itself
to the Contadora peace process and, in 1988, established the House of Commons Special
Committee on the Peace Process in Central America. This Committee increased development aid
and peace-keeping services in support of the Esquipulas II accord. Canada played an important
role in relief efforts, as well. Funds from the Canadian International Development Agency
(CIDA) were directed to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), the Red Cross and Canadian non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to provide
food, medicine, clothing and assistance in relocation.4
Canadian assistance arrived to a Salvadoran population that was devastated and displaced
by war. During the conflict, government forces deliberately terrorized civilians. Open military
confrontation and covert repression were both employed. Massacres of civilian populations,
aerial bombings, the rape of civilians, forced relocation and the dumping of mutilated bodies in
public areas occurred. By 1992, over 80,000 Salvadorans had died, and over a million had been
displaced, both within El Salvador and around the world. Most Salvadorans initially fled to
Honduras, Guatemala, Costa Rica or Mexico. Many of these people traveled overland to the
United States and eventually applied for asylum in Canada. Other Salvadorans traveled directly
from El Salvador to Canada. Canada granted asylum to over 80% of applicants in the 1980s; this
compared favorably to the 3% success rate of Salvadoran applicants in the United States, which
considered most Salvadorans to be “economic migrants” rather than refugees. Over 38,000
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Salvadorans came to Canada over the course of the civil war, making Salvadorans the largest
immigrant group to come to Canada from Latin America in the 1980s.5
Salvadorans who came to Canada, or who wished to come to Canada, encountered a
complex and changing immigration system, which was structured by Canada’s 1976 Immigration
Act. This Act outlined three broad groups of prospective immigrants who were eligible for
admission to Canada: independent immigrants, family members and refugees. Independent
immigrants were selected on the basis of their education, age, skills, work experience and
language proficiencies. Family members were sponsored by their relations who were either
Canadian citizens or permanent residents, and who were willing to assume financial
responsibility for them after their arrival in Canada.6
Most Salvadorans who came to Canada were admitted as refugees.7 Some Salvadorans
qualified as “Convention” refugees, as defined by the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating
to the Status of Refugees. Signed by the Canadian government in 1969, this United Nations
Convention defines a refugee as someone who:
owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his
nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the
protection of that country.8
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Many Salvadorans who did not meet this definition were admitted under broader categories
implemented by the Canadian government during the Salvadoran civil war.9 Salvadorans could
apply for admission to Canada as refugees from abroad or upon their arrival in Canada. In the
early 1980s, it was difficult for Salvadorans to apply for refugee status from abroad, as there was
no Canadian consulate within El Salvador at which they could apply. Instead, they were required
to go to Costa Rica or await the next visit from Canadian consular officials. Once Canadian field
offices were established in El Salvador later in the decade, screenings were often lengthy and
irregular.10 The second method, “inland” or “landed” refugee status determination, became the
more popular method for Salvadorans during the civil war.
Throughout the 1980s, the Canadian government increased its quota for the number of
Latin American refugees who could be admitted to Canada under government sponsorship. This
was done largely to accommodate more Central Americans, and the number of refugees admitted
frequently surpassed the official quota. Refugees could also be sponsored by private groups, such
as community organizations and churches, who assumed financial responsibility for these
refugees upon their arrival.11
During the 1980s, Canada received an unprecedented number of inland refugee claims.
The 1976 Immigration Act was ill-equipped to handle this volume of claims, and, by 1984, a
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huge processing backlog had developed. The arrival of a few groups of refugee claimants
garnered particular attention from the Canadian press: These included the Tamils who landed on
the coast of Newfoundland in August of 1986, the Sikhs who arrived in Nova Scotia the
following summer, and the thousands of Turkish and Portuguese people who filed inland refugee
claims in the 1980s. Salvadorans received particular media attention when thousands of them,
along with Guatemalans and Nicaraguans, arrived at the Canadian border in the winter of 1986 –
1987 to claim refugee status; the passing of U.S. laws designed to punish undocumented workers
and their employers had motivated many Salvadorans to seek refuge in Canada.12
The Mulroney government introduced a number of bills designed to expedite the refugee
claims process, including Bill C-55 in 1985, another Bill C-55 in 1987, Bill C-84 in 1987, and
Bill C-86 in 1992. Amendments to the refugee claims process permitted most of the
administrative backlog to be addressed by the early 1990s. With the end of the Salvadoran civil
war in 1992, the number of new Salvadoran refugee claims decreased and those that were
submitted were held to stricter standards. It is unclear how many Salvadorans chose to emigrate
or repatriate after the signing of the Peace Accords, as Canada does not keep detailed records of
these movements.13
The 1980s marked the emergence of immigration as a prominent issue in Canadian public
discourse. This discourse expanded when the number of refugees and immigrants grew beyond
what was familiar to Canadians. Following the 1973 overthrow of the Allende government in
Chile, Canada was, for the first time, confronted with the prospect of accepting large numbers of
refugees from Latin America. By 1976, some 4,000 Chilean refugees had come to Canada.
(Thousands more refugees came to Canada from places such as Haiti, Uganda and South-East
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Asia in the 1970s and early 1980s.) The Canadian left and humanitarian lobby groups became
more interested in Latin America. The outflow of refugees from El Salvador and Nicaragua in
particular contributed to Central America becoming associated with human rights issues in many
Canadian eyes. 14
Activist groups benefitted from the ideological and judicial context of the 1980s, which
led to increased recognition and protection of civil rights and the emerging definition of Canada
as a multicultural country within a bilingual framework.15 Advocacy networks employed a
variety of tactics learned from previous social movements, such as the civil rights, labor, student
and environmental movements of the 1960s. Concerning Central America specifically, Maria
Cristína García writes that international non-governmental organizations and grassroots
organizations in Canada, the United States and Mexico were integral in making North American
states address the refugees fleeing from El Salvador and elsewhere. These small, vocal and
influential people – who included students, academics, lawyers, trade unionists, journalists,
religious and secular aid workers – organized transnational networks in support of Central
American refugees. Such activism was interconnected with protests against the state policies that
helped to create these refugees.García argues that Canadian advocacy groups were instrumental
in shaping Canadian foreign policy and weakening restrictive refugee legislation.16
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Writing about Salvadoran Refugees
My thesis considers the history of Salvadoran refugees to Canada by examining how
Salvadorans were portrayed in a selection of Canadian newspapers from 1980 through 1992. At
present, there is limited scholarship on the movement of Salvadoran refugees to Canada. This
gap may in part be reflective of what some historians have considered to be the general omission
– not just of Salvadorans and not just in the Canadian context – of refugees from historical
writing. British historian Tony Kushner has gone so far as to suggest that professional historians
have by and large “actively forgotten” the history of refugees.17 María Cristina García’s book,
Seeking Refuge, is one of the few examples of a historical monograph that examines the
movement of Salvadoran, along with Nicaraguan and Guatemalan, refugees to Canada, as well as
to the United States and Mexico, from circa 1974 to 1996.18
Most historical writing about Salvadoran refugees pertains to those who traveled to the
United States during and after the Salvadoran civil war. Susan Mahler’s 1995 work, Salvadorans
in Suburbia, was among the first to address the challenges encountered by Salvadorans in the
United States in the 1980s and 1990s. These challenges included Salvadorans’ often dubious
legal status and the resistance and prejudice of their new American neighbors.19 Cecilia
Menjívar’s Fragmented Ties questions the conventional image of immigrant solidarity by
showing how the struggles encountered by Salvadorans in the United States often impinged on
their ability to help each other.20 In Legalizing Moves, Susan Bibler Coutin focuses on the
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strategies that Salvadoran immigrants used to gain citizenship rights in the United States.21 Nora
Hamilton and Norma Stoltz Chinchilla’s Seeking Community in a Global City describes how
Salvadorans and Guatemalans in Los Angeles have created community since the 1980s.22 More
recent works have considered Salvadoran- Americans in a transnational context. David
Pedersen’s 2013 book, American Value, examines the relationship between the Salvadoran town
of Intipucá, known for its remittance wealth, and Salvadorans living in Washington D.C., home
to the second-largest population of Salvadorans in the United States.23 Robin Maria DeLugan’s
2012 Reimagining National Belonging considers El Salvador’s post-conflict nation-building.
DeLugan writes that Salvadorans outside the political boundaries of El Salvador, particularly
those in the United States, have been incorporated into El Salvador’s twenty-first century
concept of nationhood.24
A few studies have focused on the experiences of Salvadoran refugees in Central
America and elsewhere. Among these is Tanya Basok’s Keeping Heads Above Water, which
examines the experiences of Salvadoran refugees in Costa Rica in the 1980s. Basok addresses
the success and failure of some small urban refugee enterprises.25 Bridget Hayden’s 2003 book,
Salvadorans in Costa Rica, examines how Salvadorans who came to Costa Rica during the war
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adapted to life there before and after 1992. 26 Other works have focused on Salvadoran refugees
in Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua and Sweden.27
Salvadorans do not figure prominently in the Canadian historical writing about refugees
of the 1980s and early 1990s. In fact, that timeframe has generally received limited academic
attention. For example, in Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock’s survey of Canadian
immigration policy, only a chapter is devoted to the period of 1977 through to 1995.28 Similarly,
Valerie Knowles’ Strangers at Our Gates devotes roughly twenty pages to the 1980s and
1990s.29 A few monographs, however, focus explicitly on Canadian immigration in the 1980s.
These include Gerald Dirks’ Controversy and Complexity, which devotes two chapters to
Canadian refugee policy.30 Many other works that describe Canadian immigration and refugee
policy in the 1980s and 1990s were not written by historians, and were published during or
shortly after the conclusion of the Salvadoran civil war. These include Freda Hawkins’ Canada
and Immigration, Howard Adelman’s Refugee Policy, and works by authors such as Jason
Lemco, David Matas, Ilana Simon, and Liisa North.31 Some literature also exists relating to the
mental and physical health of Salvadoran refugees in Canada.32
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A few Canadian refugee groups, who were contemporaries of Salvadoran arrivals, have
garnered the attention of historians. Some of these works describe the experiences of Chilean
refugees. These include books such as Safe Haven, which reflects on the experiences of five
refugee families in Canada, and They Used to Call Us Witches, in which Julie Shayne examines
the roles played by Chilean women exiles in Vancouver during Pinochet’s dictatorship from
1973 to 1990.33 Ugandans were another group who preceded Salvadorans in seeking refugee
status in Canada, but there is limited scholarship about their experiences. Some work has been
done, for example, on the employment experiences of Ugandans in Canada, Britain and India. 34
David Carmen and David Bercuson’s book, The World in Canada, addresses Haitian and
Jamaican migrants – thousands of whom came to Canada in the 1980s – and the interplay
between these diasporic communities and Canadian foreign policy.35 The arrival of Indochinese
refugees – popularly referred to as “boat people” – has generated more academic attention than
the coming of any other migrant group to Canada in the late 1970s and 1980s. For example,
Morton Beiser’s Strangers at the Gate inquires into refugee settlement issues during these
peoples’ first decade in Canada.36 Louis-Jacques Dorais has written extensively about the
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Vietnamese in Canada, and examined themes of transnationalism and community.37 All of these
works combined, however, still reflect a paucity of academic writing about refugees to Canada in
the 1980s.
Partially in response to this academic gap, Alexander Freund of the University of
Winnipeg initiated the Salvadoran Voices of Manitoba Project in 2011. I was involved with this
oral history project in a minor way, and it was through that experience that I developed this
thesis topic.38 Rather than employing oral histories, my thesis responds to the limited academic
writing about Salvadoran refugees to Canada by examining their portrayal in Canadian
newspapers.
Newspapers provide unique insights into the time and place in which they were produced.
In the 1980s, Canadian newspapers had extraordinary reach: in 1989, there were more than 5.8
million Canadian newspapers sold daily to a Canadian population of approximately 27 million
people.39 In the second half of the twentieth century, Canada had one of the most advanced
media markets in the world.40 Canadians also generally believed what newspapers had to tell
them. For example, one 1988 survey found that 51% of Canadian respondents felt “a great deal
of confidence in newspaper reporting.”41 But newspapers of the 1980s did more than relate a
day’s events to a wider audience, and they should not be described as simple transmitters of
37

See for example: Louis-Jacques Dorais, “Refugee adaptation and community structure: the Indochinese
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facts. It is more accurate to say that newspapers produce knowledge, by transforming the lives of
millions of people into coherent narratives, usually containing plots and characters that readers
find familiar.42
Despite widespread belief and assertions to the contrary, newspapers do not produce
“objective” knowledge. Newspapers are products of the societies in which they are made, so they
both reflect and – as knowledge producers – shape social norms.43 This is not to say that
newspapers are mere agents of propaganda, but that they operate within a complex social
process. Newspapers, as instruments of mass media, are rooted in the society of their time and its
power structures.44 Furthermore, the news media help to shape and define the discourse on
matters of public importance, and they occupy the most privileged spaces for the exchange of
ideas and information. Major news outlets like newspapers also tend to position themselves
closely to those institutional actors – such as the courts, legislatures and the police – that
routinely and consistently provide a volume of activity that can be reported.45 According to Paul
Rutherford, media history can therefore be viewed “as a form of cultural history, more properly a
part of the study of meanings and signification, where it is crucial to understanding the networks
of pleasure and power that organize life.”46
Of the many ways in which newspapers can “organize life,” one of the most pertinent for
this study is the ability of the print media to inform conceptions of the nation. Benedict Anderson
has argued that modern nations are “imagined communities,” comprised of millions of
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inhabitants who will never meet each other. Nevertheless, these millions of people understand
themselves to share a common national identity and belong to the same nation. Anderson has
argued that the expansion of print media in the nineteenth century enabled elites to shape the
imagined community of the nation and define its interests.47 Sunera Thobani has added that, in
the late twentieth century, the mass media became even more critical to the process of nationbuilding. 48 The media allowed for the ideas of elites to be widely disseminated and popularized,
and for a society’s basic myths to be told and retold, reaffirming a society’s sense of itself as an
imagined community.49
In his study of nationalism, Anderson asserts that the modern nation state is conceived of
as a limited entity; no nation, no matter its size, envisions itself as coterminous with all
humanity.50 Thobani adds to this that citizenship has become the major signifier of membership
in the nation state in advanced capitalist countries, like Canada, in the post-World War II era.
She argues that while this may suggest a community of equals, Canadian citizens have never
been a homogenous group nor have they enjoyed equal rights or membership status in the
nation.51 As a reflection of a society’s power structures, newspapers generally give voice to those
more powerful members of a nation state.
The perspectives of people who are excluded from or on the edge of the nation are
usually limited in mass media outlets; accordingly, the voices of refugees are generally absent
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from the pages of major Canadian newspapers.52 Augie Fleras writes that the Canadian media’s
treatment of Aboriginal people, people of colour, and immigrants and refugees has been
“inconclusive at best, deplorable at worst.”53 He has noted trends in the misrepresentations of
minorities in Canadian newspapers, such as minorities being: “trivialized as irrelevant or inferior,
demonized as a social menace and threat to society, [and] scapegoated as problem people or
creating social problems.”54 Prem Kumar Rajaram adds that as political identity and discourse
are connected to a territorial nation-state, those without citizenship are portrayed as speechless,
and media representations of “speechless” refugees therefore reinforce the state-centric political
imagination.55
Furthermore, Canadian newspapers often racialized members of visible minorities, such
as Salvadoran refugees, by depicting them in terms of their biological characteristics.56
Stereotypes were employed, and discourses of race and racism sometimes used culture to
reinforce the difference between “our” superior cultural values and “their” inferior (that is, nonWestern) ones.57 The media often portrayed events through the “White gaze”: the lens of their
White experiences, interpretations and understandings of the world.58 These narratives
legitimized the position and power of the dominant White elite, and ensured that counternarratives usually went unheard.59 These perspectives and prejudices are historically situated,
and can be distinguished from the blatant forms of prejudice and racialized discourses that
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appeared in Canadian newspapers earlier in the twentieth century. Although such overt racism
had since become ill-advised in the Canadian print media, more covert displays persisted, and
were frequently manifested as prejudice and ethnocentrism.60
These concepts are important to my thesis because I suggest that the Canadian print
media, as a powerful institution in Canadian society, acted as “gatekeepers” of discourse during
the time of the Salvadoran civil war. I gleaned this idea from Franca Iacovetta’s influential
monograph, Gatekeepers, which addresses newcomers to Canada in the years following World
War II. In her chapter focused on press narratives of migration, Iacovetta suggests that Canadian
newspapers acted as gatekeepers of discourse, and, by writing about migrants to Canada, these
newspapers wanted to mould public opinions and public policy.61 Of course, newspapers are not
directly charged with determining who is admitted to Canada, or when or how this occurs, but
they play a key role in determining how newcomers are incorporated into the discursive
imagined community of Canada. Iacovetta’s work therefore considers how such discursive
gatekeepers constructed newcomers. In a similar way, my thesis focuses on how Canadian
newspapers portrayed refugees of El Salvador’s civil war, and their relationship to the imagined
community of Canada.
By examining newspapers, my thesis also considers how Canadian discourses about
Salvadoran refugees changed from 1980 to 1992. Mainstream newspapers are neither static nor
monolithic. Fleras is consistent with many communications scholars in suggesting that:
mainstream media represent a contested site – a kind of ideological battleground
involving a struggle among competing forces for control of content, agendas, and
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outputs. Hegemonic discourses compete with oppositional meanings to establish a
bewildering array of contradictory outcomes and mixed messages.62
The discourses presented in major newspapers are debated and morph over time, and may
contradict one another. But, as Stuart Hall explains, discourses do not stop abruptly. Instead,
“they go unfolding, changing shape, as they make sense of new circumstances.”63 In sum,
focusing on newspapers from 1980 to 1992 provides insights into the power structures at work in
a past society, popular conceptions of the nation and its membership, and how these discourses
were contested and changed over time.
Focusing on newspapers also allows my thesis to benefit from academic writing that
addresses refugees in the news in other eras. This is helpful given the limited historiography on
refugees of the 1980s and 1990s. Perhaps reflecting the greater focus of Canadian immigration
historians on the post-World War II era, there are a number of studies that examine how refugees
and immigrants figured into Canadian discourses in the years 1945 through circa 1965. As
mentioned, Franca Iacovetta’s work is informative in this way.64
There are also many studies about the portrayal of refugees in Canada during the past
twenty years. These include studies of the responses of the Canadian print media to the arrival of
599 Chinese migrants in Vancouver in 1999.65 Similarly, the press generated by the arrival of 76
Tamil refugees off the coast of Victoria in 2009 has been analyzed by Ashley Bradimore and
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Harald Bauder.66 Liette Gilbert’s 2007 study of how the local media in Windsor, Ontario
portrayed a “refugee crisis” concerning Mexicans in the region in 2007 is also instructive.67
Harald Bauder conducted a similar but more expansive study of how five prominent Canadian
newspapers reported on immigration from 1996 to 2004, the period in which the 2002
Immigration and Refugee Protection Act – successor to the 1976 Act – was developed.68
These studies of other eras helped to inform my research methodology. Specifically, my
thesis examines how Salvadoran refugees were portrayed in three Canadian daily newspapers:
the Globe and Mail, the Toronto Star and Montreal’s Gazette. The Globe and Mail is often
regarded as Canada’s newspaper of record, and this newspaper has frequently provided more
extensive coverage of foreign affairs and national politics than publications associated with
specific cities.69 I chose to examine the Star and the Gazette in part because of their geographic
locations: In the 1980s, Toronto and Montreal were the two Canadian cities that received the
greatest number of Salvadoran refugees.70 The Star is also the most widely read daily newspaper
in Canada and generally caters to a diverse readership. Furthermore, the Star has long been a
proponent of Canadian nationalism, and it is often considered Canada’s most left-wing
newspaper.71 The Gazette was founded in 1778 and is now Quebec’s only English-language
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daily newspaper. These three newspapers had different owners in the 1980s, which perhaps also
enabled them to put forward some differing perspectives.72
Rather than read every article pertaining to Salvadoran refugees from 1979 through 1992,
I looked for articles from three specific eras: 1980 to 1982, 1986 to 1987, and 1991 to 1992. I
chose the first period because it encompassed the escalation of hostilities in El Salvador, and the
beginning of international media attention being directed towards that nation and its refugees. In
1986 and 1987, an unprecedented number of Salvadorans arrived in Canada, and they were the
focus of extensive attention from Canadian newspapers and changes in legislation. Finally, I
chose 1991 and 1992 because these years encompassed the end of the civil war in El Salvador,
and the conclusion of the Cold War. By comparing three distinct but closely related time periods,
I hoped to more easily capture changes and consistencies over time.
To locate the majority of these articles, I used Proquest: Canadian Newsstand Major
Dailies. For the years 1980 to 1982, the Toronto Star and the Gazette were unavailable on
Proquest. I was able to subscribe to the Toronto Star Archive online, and to locate articles from
that era, but my thesis does not address articles from the Gazette from 1980 to 1982. The
majority of the articles examined here were retrieved because they included the search terms
“refugee” and “El Salvador.” These searches generated 426 articles: 93 from 1980 to 1982, 259
from 1986 and 1987, and 74 from 1991 and 1992. In some instances, however, I expanded these
search terms in order to provide a more representative sample of newspaper articles that
described the civil war in El Salvador and its refugees. I also conducted a few searches about
specific Salvadoran individuals who appeared in Canadian newspapers. This way, I was able to
72
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locate articles that contributed to discourses about the civil war and its refugees, but which may
not have explicitly used the word “refugee.”
Some studies similar to mine consider only “hard news” articles, as these are ostensibly
bound by conventional journalistic standards of objectivity, fairness and balance. While I agree
that analyzing hard news articles “allows for insight into normalized discourse,”73 for my thesis I
chose to analyze “soft” sources, such as editorials and letters to the editor, in addition to news
reports, features and columns. I chose to include all of these forms of articles because leading
communications scholars like Teun van Dijk have suggested that they are all important to the
propagation of public discourse.74
I found that both “hard” and “soft” sources contained the opinions of state actors and
their critics in fairly equal measure. For example, in the first two months of 1987, 68 articles
were published that contained the terms “El Salvador” and “refugee.” Among these, 32 articles
were focused on the perspectives of various government actors and/or were hostile to the arrival
of more refugees. Only two of these articles were letters to the editor or otherwise clearly
demarcated as comment pieces. This was relatively balanced by the 34 articles that prioritized
the perspectives of refugees and/or refugee advocates; 4 of these were “soft” pieces. (The other
two articles were not easily categorized within this dichotomy.) More variation was found in
each newspaper’s representation of particular stories and events, but it would be inaccurate to
say that Canadian newspapers during this time overwhelmingly prioritized state perspectives.
They did, however, prioritize the perspectives of White Canadians.
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To address these and other topics and themes, my thesis is organized into three chapters.
These chapters examine the years 1980 to 1982, 1986 to 1987 and 1991 to 1992. Each of these
chapters is organized in a similar way: They begin with an overview of the articles that addressed
Salvadoran refugees, and a summary of the Canadian social, political and economic context in
the years under consideration. The majority of each chapter is comprised of a consideration of a
few topics that received extensive attention from Canadian newspapers. In chapter one, I
consider how Canadian newspapers reported on Canada’s role in the Salvadoran civil war, the
plight of Salvadoran refugees in Central America, and the arrival of the first Salvadoran refugees
to Canada. Chapter two focuses on two broad topics: newspapers’ depictions of individual
Salvadorans and of Salvadorans as a group. These portrayals are presented in the context of
changes made to Canadian immigration policies and laws in 1987, namely the effective closing
of the U.S. border to refugee claimants beginning in February of 1987 and the introduction of
Bills C-55 and C-84 in the spring and summer of 1987. Chapter three examines how Canadian
newspapers wrote about the emerging peace in El Salvador, the continued arrival of groups of
refugees, and the experiences of several individual Salvadoran refugees in Canada.
Throughout these chapters, I suggest that in writing about Salvadoran refugees and, to a
lesser extent, the war that produced them, Canadian newspapers performed a discursive
gatekeeping function. These newspapers debated if and to what extent Salvadoran refugees could
be included in the Canadian nation state, and this debate morphed as the civil war continued. In
the early 1980s, Canadian newspapers portrayed Salvadoran refugees as a faraway group of
interchangeable peasants. Most of the few stories about individual Salvadorans that appeared in
Canadian newspapers suggested that Canada should accept more Salvadoran refugees, but these
people remained separate from the imagined national community. In 1986 and 1987, this

22

humanitarian impulse continued in the Canadian print media, especially in depictions of
individual, middle-class Salvadorans. Portrayals of Salvadorans as a group, however, were more
complicated, as refugees from all nations became a highly contested topic in those years. By
1991 and 1992, refugees continued to be a focus of the Canadian print media’s attention, but in
these years Salvadorans were more frequently discussed as individuals than as a group. This
portrayal of Salvadorans may suggest their growing inclusion in the media’s conception of
Canada as an imagined community, but their inclusion was limited at best.
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Chapter One: 1980 – 1982
This chapter examines how two Canadian newspapers described refugees of El
Salvador’s civil war from 1980 through 1982. This chapter begins with an overview of the
Canadian domestic context for the years under consideration; this is followed by an outline of the
Canadian newspaper content that pertained to Salvadoran refugees from 1980 through 1982.
Most of my attention is devoted to three topics that help illuminate how Canadian newspapers
reported on Salvadoran refugees: Specifically, I consider how Canadian newspapers portrayed
Canada’s role in the Salvadoran civil war, the plight of Salvadoran refugees in Honduras and
elsewhere in Central America, and the arrival of the first Salvadoran refugees in Canada. The
Salvadoran civil war was presented in varied ways, as both the official interpretations of the
United States and oppositional views were evident in Canadian papers. Meanwhile, refugees
produced by this war fled throughout Central America, and Canadian newspapers described them
as a helpless, homogenous group of peasants. Although the place of Salvadorans in the Cold War
context was somewhat ambiguous, newspapers generally called on their readerships to show
compassion for these refugees. The same perspective was extended to individual Salvadoran
refugees in Canada, with the exception of one refugee whose admissibility was contested in a
number of articles. By debating whether Salvadorans should be admitted to Canada, Canadian
newspapers in the early 1980s suggested that Salvadorans, regardless of their physical locations
or legal statuses, remained outside the print media’s conception of Canada as an imagined
community.
The years 1980 through 1982 entailed a few changes in government along with economic
difficulties for Canada. Liberal party leader Pierre Elliot Trudeau was elected Prime Minister of
Canada in 1968. By the late 1970s, the popularity of the Liberals had declined as the national
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debt, inflation and unemployment were all on the rise. In the federal election of 1979, Joseph
(“Joe”) Clark led the Conservative Party to a narrow win over the Liberals, but his government
was unable to maintain the support of the House of Commons. In February of 1980, Trudeau’s
Liberal party won a majority government that lasted until 1984.75 Canadian economic growth
continued to slow, while inflation, unemployment and government deficits grew. In 1981 and
1982, Canada – along with the rest of the industrialized world – experienced its worst economic
depression since the 1930s. By 1983, this recession began to moderate, although the provinces
recovered at varying rates.76
The early 1980s also entailed increased divergence from the “welfare state” consensus of
three post-war decades. Both the Liberal and Conservative parties increasingly embraced neoliberal thinking. However, many Canadians continued to support the goals of a generous welfare
state and joined organizations to prevent what they perceived as troubling changes in Canadian
society. National identity was also at the fore of a few constitutional questions in the early 1980s.
On May 20, 1980, the referendum on Quebec sovereignty was defeated. In 1982, Trudeau
succeeded in his campaign to achieve “patriation" of the constitution when the Constitution Act,
1982 was proclaimed.77 This Act includes the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.78
On the international stage, the Trudeau governments generally sought to promote
Canada’s independent political identity, while also expanding Canadian prosperity and
responding to human needs abroad. Trudeau’s attitude towards the Cold War was fairly
ambiguous. His governments improved relations with the Soviets, but also did not contest U.S.
75
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policy towards the Soviet Union, the Middle East, Vietnam or Central America.79 Trudeau’s
governments expanded Canada’s foreign aid efforts and pursued a policy promoting international
control of nuclear weapons.
Beginning with his initial election in 1968, Trudeau wanted to increase economic and
political ties with Central America. Canadian trade with Central America grew dramatically from
1974 to 1984, and exports to the region doubled; trade leveled off during the continued violence
of the 1980s, however.80 Citing human rights abuses, the Trudeau government suspended aid to
El Salvador in 1981, and the Government of Canada was also not officially involved in the 1982
Salvadoran elections.81
Canadian newspapers from 1980 through 1982 suggest growing Canadian concern and
interest in Central America, and El Salvador specifically. For the years 1980 through 1982, I
initially examined a total of 93 Canadian newspaper articles that contained the terms “El
Salvador” and “refugees.” Of these, 53 were found in the Globe and Mail and 40 were published
in the Toronto Star. The Globe published 5 articles containing these search terms in 1980, 33
such articles in 1981, and 15 in 1982. In the Star, 8 articles containing these search terms were
published in 1980, 21 appeared in 1981 and 11 in 1982.82 I also conducted more expansive
searches, in the hope of giving a more accurate reflection of reporting on the war that produced
these refugees; many of the most pertinent articles about the war did not contain the word
“refugee.” Therefore, I also reviewed articles that contained the words “El Salvador.” In the
Globe and Mail, there were a total of 1082 of these from 1980 through 1982; these included 153
79
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in 1980, 486 in 1981 and 443 in 1982.83 In the Star, 636 articles mentioned “El Salvador”: 121 in
1980, 255 in 1981 and 260 in 1982.
The stories that appeared in Canadian newspapers about the war in El Salvador reflected
varying perspectives. Many of these articles presented interpretations of the war from an
American vantage point, which was often consistent with U.S. policy interests. In fact, many of
the international news stories that appeared in Canadian newspapers in the 1980s were written by
American authors, including those who worked at the Associated Press, which has long been
based in New York City, and United Press International (UPI), whose head office was in
Washington D.C.84 Mary Vipond has noted how this centralization of print media sources was
increasingly common in the 1980s in Canada: only about two-thirds of the average Canadian
daily newspaper’s content was written by its own staff.85 Writing specifically about the civil war
in El Salvador, Walter Soderland has added that: “Canadians [were] presented information on
world events filtered through American perceptual lenses.”86 According to scholars like Edward
Herman and Noam Chomsky, U.S. mass media outlets of the 1980s were heavily influenced by
U.S. policy in their portrayal of the war in El Salvador. 87
In the early 1980s, the Reagan Administration interpreted the war in El Salvador as part
of its struggle against communist expansion. Beginning with his successful presidential
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campaign in 1980, Ronald Reagan had promised his supporters he would reassert the United
States’ global influence, starting in Central America. For example, a key policy paper for the
Reagan campaign of 1980 described the Caribbean as “becoming a Marxist-Leninist lake... The
Caribbean rim and basin are spotted with Soviet surrogates and ringed with socialist states.”88
The U.S. failure to prevent or reverse the Cuban Revolution of 1959 and the Sandinistas’ victory
in Nicaragua in 1979 were thorns in the side of Reagan and his supporters. To prevent similar
events from unfolding, Reagan developed and implemented what became known as the “Reagan
Doctrine” during his two terms in office. The Reagan Doctrine may be defined as:
an aggressive strategy of counter-revolution whose purpose [was] not merely the
containment of Marxism, but the ‘bleeding’ and overthrow of radical anti-imperialist
regimes in the Third World through economic pressure, the arming of right-wing proxies
and insurgencies, and the use of force in so-called low-intensity conflicts.89
Seeking to contain what it perceived as a Marxist threat in El Salvador, the Reagan
Administration made the Salvadoran military regime of the 1980s the third-largest recipient of
U.S. aid after Israel and Egypt.90 By 1987, the $608 million the Salvadoran government received
from the United States exceeded its own budget of $582 million; this was a first in the history of
U.S. aid.91
Many articles that appeared in Canadian newspapers favored a U.S. interpretation of the
Salvadoran civil war and drew connections between El Salvador and nations such as Nicaragua,
Cuba and the Soviet Union. For example, from 1980 through1982, 190 articles appeared in the
Globe and Mail which commented upon El Salvador and “communism” or “communists.”
During the same time frame, 324 Globe articles mentioned both El Salvador and Nicaragua.
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Many of these articles suggested that the United States wanted to prevent the incursion of
perceived Soviet influence in El Salvador, as it had failed to do in Cuba and Nicaragua. A 1981
Globe article – written by Reuters and UPI – was typical in its emphasis of the link between El
Salvador and what the United States viewed as its suspicious neighbors, commenting that: “State
Department officials said captured documents show that Communist nations in recent months
shipped thousands of rifles, mortar shells and other supplies from Cuba through Nicaragua to the
[Salvadoran] rebels.”92
These American perspectives, however, did not go uncontested in Canadian newspapers.
For example, one Globe editorial from 1982 quoted Thomas Enders, then Assistant Secretary of
State for Inter-American Affairs, as saying:
There is no mistaking that the decisive battle for Central America is underway in El
Salvador. If after Nicaragua, El Salvador is captured by a violent minority, who in
Central America would not live in fear? How long would it be before major strategic
United States interests – the Panama Canal, sea lanes, oil supplies – were at risk? 93
The editorial interrupted with, “Our old friend the domino theory is back… Great power games
are being played in El Salvador; little people are doing the dying.”94 This author suggested that
El Salvador was a pawn in the broader Cold War, and its citizens, however condescendingly
referred to, were suffering as a result. Just over a month later, another editorial similarly doubted
the Reagan Administration’s explanation of the Salvadoran civil war:
Eventually, Washington may produce the “smoking gun” of Cuban or Nicaraguan
involvement in El Salvador. But even if a foreign presence exists, the conflict remains
fundamentally an indigenous one. Attempts to depict it as organized from Havana or
Moscow seem futile and exaggerated. 95
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This editorial concluded that “in the Reagan Administration’s propaganda war over El Salvador,
the truth refuses to roll over and die.”96
Like the authors of these editorials, Canadian politicians did not wholeheartedly embrace
U.S. interpretations of the war in El Salvador. The Trudeau government generally attributed the
escalating crisis in El Salvador to local causes rather than to Cuban and Soviet influence.
Canadian policy makers therefore sought to uphold their independent interests and perspectives
while not alienating the United States. In 1981, Canada’s Secretary of State for External Affairs,
Mark MacGuigan, summarized Canada’s official position in the 1980s: “We are prepared to
contest the U.S. policy of military aid, but not to protest it; we are prepared to pronounce on it
but not to denounce it; we are prepared to criticize it but not to condemn it.”97 The United States
and Canada never officially disagreed over the Salvadoran civil war.98
In Canadian newspapers, however, journalists and readers called on the Government of
Canada to chart a course independent of the United States. One of the most cutting articles on
Canadian policy vis-à-vis U.S. policy appeared as a three-page feature in the Star in September
of 1981. Under the title “Al’s Pal,” Heather Robertson accused Mark MacGuigan of “marching
to the drumbeat” of U.S. Secretary of State Alexander Haig. Robertson quoted MacGuigan
saying that he was “not concerned in the least about the hawkishness of the Reagan
Administration as long as it’s directed toward the Soviet Union.”99 Robertson described El
Salvador as “desperately in need,” and noted that both the Conservatives and the New
Democratic Party (NDP) had called on the Canadian government to protest human rights abuses,
oppose U.S. military intervention and seek a democratic solution in El Salvador. Robertson
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wrote that MacGuigan initially supported these goals, but changed his mind after meeting with
Haig, when MacGuigan announced that “Canada has no serious obligations in that part of the
world.”100 Robertson felt that MacGuigan’s stance was inconsistent with Canadian values:
It’s scary, then, that the one thing missing from [MacGuigan’s] foreign policy is what
Canadians have come to consider the cornerstone of our worldview – sympathy for the
wretched of the earth. We have not forgotten our roots as immigrants and refugees, and
our foreign policy, for all its equivocations and subterfuges, has reflected that popular
identification with the victims of poverty and oppression.101
For Robertson, Canadian government policy towards El Salvador demonstrated a lack of
political independence and a misrepresentation of popular sentiments.
Some engaged readers evidently shared Robertson’s disappointment and their words were
selected to appear in Canadian newspapers. Karin Wahl-Jorgensen explains that letters to the
editor identify public concerns, make readers feel represented, and provide a platform for public
debate.102 These letters, therefore, may indicate further dissent from the Reagan Administration’s
perspectives on El Salvador. For example, in December of 1981, one letter to the editor of the
Star noted that “Canada remains silent on the increasing threat of direct attack on Central
America by U.S. or U.S.-backed forces.” This author called on Canadians to take action, writing
that “Canadians who hope for a decent, sane foreign policy made not in Washington but in
Canada will have to make it themselves. It will not come from Ottawa as it’s presently
constituted.”103 One June 1981 letter to the editor of the Globe suggested that the civil war in El
Salvador was important to Canadians, in contrast to what one Globe journalist had suggested a
few days before.104 This contributor, Thomas Anthony, wrote that, according to Canadian
100

Robertson, “Al’s Pal,” 8.
Robertson, “Al’s Pal,” 8.
102
Karin Wahl-Jorgensen, “Letters to the editor in local and regional newspaper: giving a voice to the
readers,” in Local Journalism and Local Media: Making Local News, eds. Bob Franklin and David Murphy
(London: Routledge, 1998), 221.
103
Michael Riordon, letter to the editor, Toronto Star, December 16, 1981, A9.
104
Michael Valpy, “Not a Vogue Subject,” Globe and Mail, June 19, 1981, 6.
101

31

churches and opinion polls, “no international issue has created so much concern and generated so
many letters, in Canada, to External Affairs Minister Mark MacGuigan since Vietnam and
Biafra.” Anthony went on to assert Canada’s relevance in international affairs:
Canada is a very important player on the world stage and certainly vis-à-vis the United
States. The insistence of Canadian human rights, church and union organizations together
with a wide range of Canadians from across the country that Canada oppose continuing
U.S. military support for the repression in El Salvador is far more than “nice.”105
Evidently, Canadian newspapers from 1980 to 1982 provide insight into both U.S. interpretations
of the civil war in El Salvador, and Canadian objections to such perspectives.106
Canadian newspaper articles also demonstrated an interest in the victims of this war. Like
Robertson’s comment on the “wretched of the earth,” many of the calls for changes in Canadian
policy regarding El Salvador described Salvadorans as suffering. These descriptions continued as
Salvadorans fled their country en masse. In the early 1980s, Salvadoran refugees appeared in
Canadian newspapers as a helpless group of peasants, mostly comprised of women and children.
Reporting on the experiences of North Americans in Central America emphasized the potential
of Canadians to intervene and perhaps “save” Salvadoran refugees.
The first Salvadoran refugees to appear repeatedly in Canadian newspapers were seeking
refuge elsewhere in Central America. In the Globe and Mail and the Toronto Star, most
descriptions of Salvadoran refugees pertained to Salvadorans in Honduras. In the Globe¸ 28
such articles appeared, in addition to the 15 published in the Star from 1980 through 1982.
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There were also 17 articles in the Globe and 11 in the Star that described Salvadorans who fled
to other Central American nations during this period.107
Salvadorans who sought refuge in Honduras endured many hardships. As more
Salvadorans traveled to Honduras, Honduran and Salvadoran forces combined to deter their
arrival. In the early 1980s, hundreds of Salvadorans were killed by these combined forces as they
tried to cross the Sumpul and Lempa Rivers into Honduras. Salvadorans who reached Honduras
were confined to specific refugee zones, and by 1983, there were an estimated 18,000
Salvadorans in camps and settlements in Honduras.108 They faced continued persecution from
Salvadoran and Honduran authorities throughout the 1980s.109
Salvadorans who fled to Costa Rica fared better than their counterparts in Honduras.
Approximately 20,000 Salvadorans entered the country, mostly from 1980 to 1982, and about
two-thirds of Salvadorans in Costa Rica obtained refugee status.110 Costa Rica’s strong economy
and stable democracy allowed Salvadorans some relative security regardless of their legal
status.111 Other Salvadoran refugees traveled to Nicaragua and Guatemala, which were also
refugee-producing nations in the 1980s. By the end of the 1980s, there were as many as 70,000
Salvadorans living in Guatemala, and up to 7,000 in Nicaragua.112
Canadian newspapers focused on the experiences of Salvadorans in Honduras, and
consistently described Salvadoran refugees as the victims of gruesome violence. These articles
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fit into a widespread trend, articulated by van Dijk, that “War, civil war, coups, oppression,
dictatorship, and violence in general are still the staple of news reports about the South.”113
Many Canadian articles included details like the words of a woman in a refugee camp in
Honduras who said:
The soldiers came and took Martha. She was pregnant so they tore her clothes off and cut
her open with a knife. In front of the poor little ones they did this….Then the soldiers tore
out the fetus and destroyed it.114
In March of 1981, an article in the Star described a massacre of Salvadoran refugees at the
Sumpul River, and how, after the massacre, “dogs and buzzards picked the bodies clean.”115 This
article suggested there was a strong precedent for such violence in this region: Previously, some
of the neighbors of those present had been decapitated, and “the heads had been left neatly by the
side of the road to ram the lesson home.” 116 A few months later, the Globe quoted an American
observer who described a similar scene on the bank of the Lempa River, which he said was
“littered with clothes, and there were several dead bodies…We could see dogs eating the corpses
of two little girls.”117 Such writing is consistent with the findings of Liisa Malkki, who suggests
that discourses about refugees tend to represent refugees in this physical way as “mute bodies,”
which are often starving, diseased, wounded, homeless or dead.118
In 1982, the Star printed the recollections of an American academic named Philippe
Bourgois who had crossed into Honduras with a group of Salvadoran refugees. He described
returning to the refugee camp and encountering “the overpowering stench of decaying bodies;
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the Salvadoran soldiers had killed everything they found alive.” Among the dead, Bourgois
found “a naked middle-aged woman whose skin was bubbling off – placed by the path… I was
told by the peasants that it was standard procedure to display mutilated bodies.”119 Like the
decapitations mentioned earlier by the Star, Bourgois wrote as if Salvadoran refugees were
accustomed to this bloodshed. He recalled how “as soon as they thought they were safe,”
Salvadoran refugees “would laugh and joke, even play their radios.” 120 Another article that
appeared in the Star also distinguished the lives of Salvadoran refugees from life in Canada. This
article quoted a World Vision staff person who said “If we have a problem, as in Quebec, we
solve it by voting. Down there, they just pick up a rifle and blast away.”121 By emphasizing the
grotesque and horrible nature of Salvadoran refugee experiences abroad, and Salvadorans’
apparent familiarity with such conditions, Canadian newspapers described Central America as a
distant, horrific world.
These descriptions of the violence experienced by Salvadoran refugees are consistent
with Leigh Binford’s work on media coverage of the El Mozote Massacre that occurred in El
Salvador in 1981.122 Binford suggests that for journalists, along with most people in the West,
the lives of billions of the world’s people are irrelevant unless they are touched by the crisis or
scandal of events like civil wars. 123 She asserts that a dichotomy is presented and perpetuated by
the newsprint media, which depreciates the suffering of people in the Third World. Specifically,
she writes that:
The practices that dominate human rights reporting reproduce the effects of an
ideological vision that is dominant in the West of a world divided in two: a homogenous
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mass of poor, Third World humanity, cut more or less from the same cloth, on the one
hand, and an aggregation of struggling Western individuals, each unique, each working to
fulfill his or her own potential, on the other.124
Binford’s words are applicable to Canadian reporting on Salvadoran refugees in the early 1980s.
These refugees were generally described as interchangeable figures, whose stories became
relevant when they were gruesome and when, as will be described further below, they were
narrated by Westerners. The refugees themselves were largely “speechless.” Prem Kumar
Rajaram and others have argued that this representation of refugees separates individual
experiences of displacement from their historical, political and social context, “while putting in
their stead a depoliticized, dehistoricized and universalized figuration of the refugee as mute
victim.”125
These depictions of largely silent Salvadoran refugees were also gendered. In the pages
of the Globe and the Star, women and children appeared as the most vulnerable and visible
Salvadoran refugees. In January of 1981, one Globe article opened with the line “Virginia
Hernandez arrived here with a small child in her arms, another on her back and two more behind
her.” The article concluded that those who remained in the refugee camp after a recent raid by
Salvadoran military and paramilitary forces were “1000 children and 300 women, all barefoot
and starving.”126 In March of 1981, the Globe reported that of the hundreds who tried to cross the
river, “most of them were women and children,” and that machine gun fire “killed one woman
and the child she was holding.”127 The Star similarly emphasized the suffering of women and
children. One of its March 1981 articles about the Sumpul River massacre opened with a
description of Lolita Guardado whose “family, friends and neighbors had been slaughtered.” The
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newspaper explained that “Lolita, her husband Genaro and their eight children are Salvadorean
peasants.”128 This same article went on to describe how Margarita Lopez “a bright and pretty 16year-old was preparing tortillas for the new refugees,” when Honduran and Salvadoran soldiers
were already in position. 129 A few weeks later, another Star article wrote about a Salvadoran
woman:
who lay in a string hammock on a bamboo pole. Her leg was swollen like a balloon and
she clutched her only possessions in a plastic supermarket bag – a gawdy [sic] portrait of
the Virgin Mary and a sepia print of Saint Sebastian, a bearded man in a crown and a
strange tunic, who she said had guarded her during two months in the mountains.130
Such emphases on Salvadoran refugees as women and children are consistent with Vanessa
Pupavac’s suggestion that, in sympathetic media coverage of refugees, “Images of helpless
distressed women and their children are preferred.”131 Pupavac writes that the British media
generally depict refugees as “vulnerable survivors” and “traumatized.” The same trends appear
in Canadian newspapers’ writing about Salvadoran refugees in the 1980s.132
In fact, Canadian newspapers presented Salvadoran refugees of all genders as vulnerable
and even helpless. In such portrayals, Salvadorans’ greatest hope lay in the intervention of
foreigners. For example, the Globe described Salvadoran refugees as:
the central and most helpless victims…. The refugees are caught in the middle, with no
idea when the war will end in El Salvador so they can go home, and with no prospect of
anything approaching a normal life before that happens.133
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The alleged helplessness of Salvadorans was frequently contrasted with the capable nature of
North Americans. At times, this dichotomy was extreme. One Globe article described a situation
in which:
between 13 and 20 refugees were being led away with their thumbs tied together behind
their backs. They escaped when the group of foreigners interfered, running at armed
guards and yelling “international press.”134
In this instance, the peaceful intervention of foreigners had apparently been enough to persuade
military forces to release Salvadoran refugees. A similar description appeared in the Star months
later, when international observers witnessed Honduran soldiers harassing a group of Salvadoran
refugees. The soldiers were said to have pushed a man with a walking stick into the ditch, and
ordered the refugees to return to El Salvador. But soon a French doctor:
boldly approached the cordon. As the troops poked him in the stomach with their rifles,
he called the wrath of the United Nations upon them, and told them they stood before the
eyes of the international press. Puzzled and a little frightened by this brave display of
authority, the soldiers backed off and, with some churlish prodding and pushing, allowed
the refugees to pass.135
The Star also ran an article whose title, “Gringos form a Lifeline for Terrified Refugees,” and
content expressed a similar sentiment: North Americans were uniquely capable of helping
Salvadoran refugees.136
This distinction between Salvadorans and other Latin Americans, and “gringos” has a
long history in Spanish-speaking Latin America. The origins of the term “gringo” are contested,
but it has been used to describe English-speaking foreigners – usually Americans – in Spanishspeaking regions since at least the nineteenth century; it can be used as a pejorative term.137
More importantly for this study, use of this word may also allude to the long history of foreign
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involvement in Latin American affairs. The United States alone intervened militarily in ten
Caribbean and Central American nations a total of 34 times between 1898 and 1932. U.S.
intervention was not only military and political, but also economic. In the post-World War II-era,
the economic growth of the region became increasingly dependent on the United States.138 By
the 1980s, “gringos” had been involved in Central American affairs for decades, and this term
marked them as separate from the people in whose lives they became involved. Furthermore,
these newspaper depictions of North Americans in Central America invoke the theme of the
“imperialist as savior,” which is a fantasy and long-term effect of imperialism.139
North Americans also appeared in Canadian newspapers as the main sources of
information about the lives of Salvadoran refugees in Central America. Western narrators of
Salvadoran experiences included priests, nuns and other church-affiliated activists; secular
refugee relief workers; reporters and journalists, who described their own activities in the region;
North American politicians who visited Central America; and others. One American priest,
Father Earl Gallagher, was cited in articles that appeared in both the Globe and the Star.
Gallagher’s testimony supported articles describing a massacre of Salvadoran refugees on the
Sumpul River, and the risks other Salvadorans faced while trying to cross the Lempa River.140
When Bianca Jagger – the ex-wife of Rolling Stones lead singer Mick Jagger – visited
Salvadoran refugee camps in late 1981, the Globe and Mail published 6 articles about her
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visit.141 Jagger was among many celebrities who, beginning in about the 1960s, assumed
increasing activist roles in international affairs.142
NDP leader Ed Broadbent and his party appeared as advocates of Salvadoran refugees
abroad, as well. Broadbent voiced his anger with Canadian policy towards the Salvadoran
regime, and the impact this was having on the Salvadoran people, on the pages of the Globe. He
stated that Canada should “absolutely – at the very minimum” send aid to the thousands of
Salvadoran refugees in Central America.143 In August of 1981, NDP Members of Parliament
appeared in the Globe supporting the release of 12 Salvadorans imprisoned without cause in
Honduras.144 Manitoba NDP Premier Howard Pawley chided Canadians for their “current,
bunker-like attitude” towards refugees “‘fleeing for their lives’ from repressive regimes such as
those in Poland and El Salvador.”145 NDP MP Dan Heap, who had “the privilege” of visiting a
Salvadoran refugee camp in Honduras, was similarly critical of Canadian policy towards El
Salvador and its refugees.146 The words of these politicians, priests and pop stars – however well
intentioned – were nevertheless presented in lieu of the words of Salvadorans themselves.
While opposition party members and others succeeded in making Salvadoran refugees
into a political issue in the early 1980s, the Government of Canada’s official response to
Salvadoran refugees, as described in the Star and Globe, was more cautious. In March of 1981,
Immigration Minister Lloyd Axworthy stated in the Globe that his department was “keeping an
eye on the situation” in El Salvador, but that there had not been any requests to relax
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immigration requirements for Salvadorans fleeing the conflict.147 When those requests
presumably became more numerous a few months later, Axworthy said “that if church groups
and others have a strong interest in seeing those displaced by the civil war in El Salvador helped,
they should consider sponsoring refugees themselves.” Axworthy told the Globe that “the
Government has bent the rules slightly to allow some Salvadorans in imminent danger easier
entry to Canada.”148
Axworthy’s words were consistent with the fact that Canada received a relatively small
number of Salvadoran refugees from 1980 through 1982. According to Statistics Canada
publications, for the years 1980 to 1982, there were 112, 292 and 857 immigrants to Canada,
respectively, who listed El Salvador as their country of last permanent residence.149 These
limited arrivals also reflect the UNCHR’s preference in the early 1980s to relocate Salvadoran
refugees in nearby nations.150
Yet in the 1980s, unprecedented numbers of refugees from around the world arrived in
Canada. Almost 15,000 Convention refugees and members of designated classes came to Canada
in 1981; this number increased to more than 21,000 in 1987, and more than doubled by 1991 to
reach 53,401 people.151 From the early 1980s until 1986, the greatest number of refugees to
Canada came from Vietnam. The arrival of the Vietnamese, along with other Indochinese
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refugees from Cambodia and Laos, set a high standard for Canadian refugee acceptance. After
the fall of Saigon to the North Vietnamese, and the reunification of Vietnam in 1975, thousands
of former South Vietnamese left their country, often in unseaworthy boats. Thousands were also
leaving Laos and Cambodia at the same time. Thailand, Malaysia and other Southeast Asian
states were unwilling and unable to accommodate all of these arrivals, and called upon the
UNHCR for help. In 1979 and 1980, many of these so-called “boat people” were brought to
Canada. Private sponsors were responsible for bringing over 25,000 of these people to Canada;
these sponsors included church groups, service clubs, neighborhood organizations and other
spontaneously formed groups of Canadians. The Government committed itself to accepting one
Indochinese refugee for every refugee privately sponsored. In 1979 and 1980, more than 60,000
Indochinese people reached Canada, and over 10,000 continued to arrive annually in the
1980s.152
While the admission of thousands of these refugees was made possible by the generosity
and commitment of Canadians, their admission also reflected Canada’s Cold War ideology. The
Indochinese were not required to meet the strict Convention definition of a refugee, but, as
groups fleeing communism, were admitted as a “designated class” whom Canada deemed to be
in need of resettlement.153 Charles B. Keely has argued that, during this era, Canada, the United
States and Western European countries used their refugee regimes as tools to embarrass, frustrate
and potentially destabilize nascent communist governments. By admitting those who had
“escaped communist oppression,” Keely suggests that this “program could be used to
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demonstrate the bankruptcy of a system from which people had to escape, often at great peril.”154
In addition to the acceptance of the Indochinese, this mindset was also applied when Canada
accepted over 20% of Hungarian refugees (37, 000) in 1956 and over one-third of Czech
refugees (12,000) in 1968.155 Keely suggests that these refugee admission programs served to
“further reinforce internal political support for an anti-Soviet, anticommunist foreign policy
because Western generosity would reinforce the domestic constituencies’ indignation at the evils
of communist ideology and oppression.”156
But Salvadoran refugees did not fit easily within this East-West dichotomy. In the
United States, Salvadorans were not portrayed as bona fide refugees, but as undocumented
economic migrants; Joseph Carens, among others, has posited that it would have been
“politically embarrassing” for the United States to acknowledge that so many genuine refugees
had been produced by nations that it supported.157 In Canada, the validity of Salvadorans’
refugee claims was also contested. In the early 1980s, if Latin Americans wished to claim
refugee status in Canada as members of an “oppressed and persecuted designated class,” they
had to meet a higher standard than their counterparts from Eastern Europe and Indochina.
Specifically, they had to demonstrate a well-founded fear of persecution, as per the UN
Convention, or that they had been detained for expressing free thought or enacting other civil
liberties, and show that they were likely to establish themselves in Canada.158 Despite such
official tensions, some – but not all – Canadian newspaper articles demonstrated the willingness
of many Canadians to accept more Salvadorans. There were only a few articles that addressed
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Salvadoran refugees in Canada in the early 1980s, 18 of which appeared in the Globe and Mail,
and 4 that appeared in the Toronto Star.
A few of these articles suggested that Canada should receive more Salvadoran refugees.
One of these noted Canada’s distinct treatment of refugees from different nations: In July of
1980, Stan McDowell of the Globe described how he believed “Canada’s recent record on
dealing with victims of repression in Latin America has been shameful.” He lamented how
awareness of conditions in countries like El Salvador and Chile was not widespread in Canada,
and that such “official callousness would not have been tolerated, politically, against Hungarian
freedom fighters in 1956, or Vietnamese boat people in 1979.” “Pleas for refuge,” he wrote,
“have been turned down out of plain, inexcusable ignorance.” 159 Canadian newspapers in the
early 1980s sought to lessen this ignorance. The Globe and Mail gave voice to the preliminary
report of three Canadian MPs who visited El Salvador and Salvadoran refugee camps in
Honduras in 1982. These MPs suggested that Canada raise its 1982 quota of 1000 Latin
American refugees, and increase awareness of this quota by sending Canadian immigration
officials to Salvadoran refugee camps.160 A few days later, the Globe’s Oakland Ross stated that
“Canada’s record of accepting refugees compares favorably with that of other developed
nations,” and that Canada’s rate of acceptance was very high in 1979 and 1980, due in large part
to the arrival of Indochinese refugees. Ross asserted that “Canada would be the central candidate
in any search for a haven for Central Americans.”161 In a separate article, the Globe explained
that many Salvadorans had unsuccessfully applied for the refugee status in Canada, and “these
decisions left Canadians with the uneasy feeling that, while not everyone can be allowed to stay,
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some may indeed be endangered by being forced to go.” But “fortunately,” the Globe stated,
Immigration Minister Axworthy had recently advised the Refugee Status Advisory Committee to
relax its criteria “in order to allow more of the persecuted a haven.” The Globe assured readers
that this “further opening of Haven’s Gate should not be confused with opening the
floodgates…. Genuine refugees seem certain to account for more of the increase than artful
dodgers.” 162 Here, the Globe introduced a distinction between “genuine” and less-than-genuine
refugees, which would become a hotly contested point later in the decade. But in 1982, the Globe
assured readers that Canada would be able to and should receive more “genuine” refugees.
One 1980 Star article emphasized the validity of a couple of Salvadorans’ refugee claims,
despite their undocumented status in Canada. This article, entitled “Metro a haven from torture,
refugee says,” described the experiences of two Salvadoran refugees, Pedro and Maria, in detail.
Although the article noted that Pedro was in Canada illegally, journalist Joe Serge also
underscored the legitimacy of Pedro’s refugee status, and his desire to be safe, rather than profit
financially. Pedro, Serge asserted, was an electrical engineering graduate who had run afoul of
right-wing paramilitary groups in El Salvador because of his involvement in a student
organization. After receiving threats and seeing his landlord’s pets disemboweled, Pedro decided
to come to Canada. Maria had worked in a bank in El Salvador where she was threatened by
members of the White Hand, an infamous right-wing paramilitary group. She now worked in a
Toronto bank and intended to apply for refugee status so she would no longer be “treated like
dirt” by those who knew of her precarious, illegal status in Canada.163
Canada’s potential to serve as a “haven” for one Salvadoran refugee was less certain, and
the threatened deportation of Victor Regalado garnered attention from both the Toronto Star and
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the Globe and Mail. Regalado was the focus of 11 articles that appeared in the Globe in 1982,
and 2 that appeared in the Star. Regalado was a Salvadoran journalist who had come to Canada
in 1980 at the invitation of church and labour groups to speak about the escalating violence in his
home country. Afterwards, he went to Mexico, and eventually returned to Canada in 1982.
Regalado was then detained by Canadian authorities because the Department of Immigration had
issued a security certificate against him.164 This marked him as an inadmissible person “who
there are reasonable grounds to believe will, while in Canada, engage in or instigate the
subversion by force of any government.”165 The specific charges against Regalado were provided
to neither Regalado nor the press. In February of 1982, an adjudicator ordered the deportation of
Regalado. This was appealed. Solicitor General Robert Kaplan and Immigration Minister
Axworthy were subpoenaed to appear as witnesses at the hearing, but they eventually submitted
affidavits instead. Regalado’s case would not be resolved for years to come.166
Many critics of Regalado’s treatment appeared in the pages of the Globe and Star. Dan
Heap, NDP Immigration Critic, told the Globe that “a person in Canada should know what he’s
being charged with and should have a chance to answer the charge.” 167 One of Regalado’s
lawyers, Noel Saint-Pierre, said that “the whole thing is legal, but it’s undemocratic,”168
suggesting that the spirit of this law ran contrary to shared Canadian values. The Star framed the
Regalado case as a question of the “federal government’s power to throw people in jail without a
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trial and without revealing evidence against them.”169 In March of 1982, the Star ran a quarterpage photo of Regalado and began its article with his words:
When I came to Canada’s door … I was expecting refuge, not imprisonment. Now I’m
told to leave the country because I’m guilty of an unknown crime. How can I defend
myself?170
The Star described Regalado’s upbringing in a poor rural family, how he put himself through
university in El Salvador, how he was committed to freedom of the press, and how this
commitment put his life at risk in his homeland.171 The Star quoted the Quebec Human Rights
League, who said the treatment of Regalado constituted a threat to “the fundamental rights of all
refugees, immigrants and Canadian citizens.” 172
In the Globe, however, more deference was paid to the prerogatives of Canadian
government officials. These articles gave the impression that Canadian government officials had
valid, though mysterious, reasons to desire Regalado’s deportation, and should not be required to
explain them in court. For example, the Globe quoted the chair of the Immigration Appeal
Board, Jean-Pierre Houle, as saying that “The law says that if you cross-examine the ministers, it
would be against the national interest.”173 A few weeks later, the Globe reiterated the words of
these ministers’ lawyer, who stated that “Mr. Kaplan and Mr. Axworthy could give no new
information about Mr. Regalado's case and could not disclose secret evidence that the journalist
is a danger to the country's interest.”174 Such statements suggested Regalado was threatening, but
in an unclear way. The Globe wrote that “The Solicitor-General said the Salvadorean was
assigned and financed by a foreign political party when he entered the country in 1980 to ‘carry
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out certain activities which are prohibited under Canadian law.’”175 In this article, the laws in
question remained unnamed. In another article the Globe also cast in doubt which country
Regalado threatened, writing that “intelligence reports …indicated Mr. Regalado would work to
overthrow ‘a government’ while in Canada – presumably the embattled Salvadorean regime.”176
The mysterious nature of the allegations against Regalado – who had Communist Party
affiliations – seemingly justified the Globe’s suspicions.177 Unlike in the Star, Regalado was
not once quoted in the pages of the Globe in 1982.
These Canadian newspapers’ coverage of Regalado’s case suggest the tension that
emerged as people from non-traditional source countries applied for refugee status in Canada.
Peter McFarlane has written that Regalado’s case was a “turning point in Ottawa’s approach to
Central Americans fleeing domestic oppression” as it raised awareness of the plight of many
Central American refugees, and generated a great deal of public sympathy over the course of the
1980s. 178 In 1982, however, these English-language newspapers approached Regalado’s case
cautiously. The Star was more sympathetic in its treatment of the journalist, frequently alluding
to Canada’s humanitarian tradition and a moral obligation to treat Regalado with the rights
afforded citizens. Writers at the Globe, however, reinforced that Regalado was not a Canadian
citizen, and his rights were therefore limited. In that paper especially, Regalado was positioned
clearly outside the imagined community of Canada. His case, and those of thousands of his
compatriots, continued to be debated in Canadian newspapers in the decade to follow.
Taken together, Canadian newspaper articles from 1980 to 1982 present a varied picture
of Salvadoran refugees. Canadian newspapers both perpetuated and contested the Reagan
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Administration’s interpretation of the civil war in El Salvador. Salvadoran refugees in Central
America were described as the interchangeable victims of horrific violence. Their counterparts in
Canada generated limited attention. Regalado, the most publicized Salvadoran refugee of the
1980s, was the subject of national suspicion and sympathy. Canadian newspapers generally
suggested that Canadians should be sympathetic to Salvadoran refugees, but this group was
nonetheless portrayed as separate from the imagined community of Canada in the early 1980s.
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Chapter 2: 1986 – 1987
This chapter is about how Salvadoran refugees were portrayed in Canadian newspapers in
1986 and 1987. It begins with an overview of the Canadian political context in these two years,
and a summary of the newspaper content that I have examined. The majority of this chapter is
divided into two broad categories: newspapers’ depictions of individual Salvadorans, and
newspapers’ portrayals of Salvadorans as a group. Salvadorans were usually described as a group
in relation to the changes made to Canadian immigration policies and laws in 1987; these
included the effective closing of the U.S. - Canada border to refugee claimants beginning in
February of 1987, and the introduction of Bills C-55 and C-84 in the spring and summer of 1987.
While Canadian newspapers generally favored the inclusion of individual, middle-class
Salvadoran refugees in the Canadian nation state, the inclusion of Salvadorans as a group was
more contested.
Much distinguished the Canadian political scene of 1986-87 from that of the early 1980s.
In September of 1984, the Conservative Party achieved a landslide victory over John Turner’s
Liberals. Brian Mulroney became Prime Minister and retained this post until 1993.
Economically, Mulroney charted a more neoliberal course than his Canadian predecessors.
Beginning in November of 1984, his Conservative government made clear its intentions to
encourage private and foreign investment in Canada, decrease the national debt, privatize crown
corporations and review social programs. The Mulroney government shared many ideological
affinities with the Reagan and Thatcher governments of Canada’s two most important trading
partners. Building on this foundation, the Mulroney Government negotiated the Canada-U.S.
Free Trade Agreement (FTA) that came into effect in 1989. Many Canadians questioned
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whether the Conservative government’s relationship with the United States had grown too close,
but Mulroney nonetheless won the 1988 federal election.179
The Mulroney Government sought to expand Canadian involvement in El Salvador and
Central America. Canadian interest in the region had increased under Trudeau, and, in 1983, the
Parliamentary Subcommittee on Relations with Latin America and the Caribbean released two
reports. These reports urged External Affairs to pay more attention to Central America, and
attracted a great deal of public attention. They suggested that Canada could expand its leadership
role with regard to refugees, and perhaps oversee Salvadoran elections. In 1982, Canada did not
officially oversee Salvadoran elections, but, while still under Liberal leadership in 1984, Canada
sent official observers to the Salvadoran elections. The Subcommittee report was also
instrumental in convincing the Liberal Government to support regional dialogue, and, in 1984,
Canada pledged its support to the Contadora Peace Process; this support continued under
Mulroney.180 Finally, this report recommended that Canada suspend all military aid to Central
America.181 However, the Mulroney Government re-established aid to El Salvador in December
of 1984. In November of 1987, External Affairs Minister Joe Clark visited Nicaragua, Costa
Rica, Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador. He visited aid projects, refugee camps, and local
church leaders in order to assess the impact of Canadian political and economic investments in
the region. Between 1982 and 1987, Canada had given more than $105 million in bilateral aid to
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Central America, and more than $50 million through nongovernmental organizations and
multilateral bodies. During the 1986-1987 fiscal year specifically, Canada gave over $21 million
to the region. Clark’s trip received mixed reviews, but since 1987, Canadian interest in Central
America has continued to grow.182
The arrival of refugees from throughout Central America, and from El Salvador
specifically, increased greatly throughout the 1980s. As the table below indicates, in both 1986
and 1987, more Salvadorans came to Canada than ever before. This increase can be attributed to
many factors, several of which are yet to be described, including: the continued violence in El
Salvador, in addition to the devastation caused by an earthquake that struck the country in
October of 1986; the inability of other Central American nations to accommodate Salvadoran
refugees; the persistence of Canadian activists; and the willingness of the Canadian government
to increase and surpass its quotas for refugees.183 As a result, Salvadorans were one of the
largest refugee groups to come to Canada during this era: From 1984 through 1991, El Salvador
was consistently among the top three among countries which produced the greatest number of
Convention refugees and members of designated classes to come to Canada.184 This chapter will
attest to the contested and controversial nature of these Salvadorans’ arrivals.
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Table 1. Arrivals to Canada who gave El Salvador as their country of last permanent residence,
1980 through 1987.185
Calendar Year
Arrivals to Canada

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987
112 292 857 2551 2579 2881 3167 3536

The arrival of these Salvadorans received an unprecedented amount of media attention. I
examined a total of 259 Canadian newspaper articles from 1986 and 1987 that contained the
terms “El Salvador” and “refugee.” The Toronto Star published 123 articles that contained these
search terms, whereas the Globe and Mail produced 76 such articles, and Montreal’s Gazette
printed 60. Of these, 55 were published in 1986 and 204 in 1987. Coverage of Salvadoran
refugees was quite unevenly distributed over these months: In February and March of 1986,
there was only article in any of these three newspapers that contained these two search terms.
Articles containing these terms peaked a year later, when 45 and 42 such articles were printed in
February and March of 1987, respectively, by all three newspapers combined.
I have divided the content of these articles into two broad topics, and the first of these is
the portrayal of individual Salvadorans. Few Canadian newspaper articles described Salvadoran
refugees in an individualized way. Only rarely did Canadian newspapers provide the full names
of Salvadoran refugees, quote them directly, and give specific details about their lives; that is,
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Canadian newspapers rarely wrote about Salvadoran refugees in a similar way to how they wrote
about White North Americans. In addition to articles about Victor Regalado, only 5 articles
about individual Salvadorans appeared in the Toronto Star, in addition to 1 in the Globe and
Mail and 7 in the Gazette. With the exception of Salvadorans who were denied entry to Canada
in February of 1987 – who are addressed later in this chapter – almost all of the Salvadorans who
garnered this sort of attention had middle class backgrounds. These articles also generally
appeared outside the context of, or made little reference to, the major immigration law reforms of
1987.These articles described Salvadorans who were lab technicians, “a truck owner who paid
his workers double the going rate,” “a minister at the Church of the Nazarene,” “college
students” who “had been in demonstrations over student issues like tuition fees,” a photographer
who had worked for El Salvador’s Human Rights Commission, an electronics technician, a
doctor, a university instructor, a high school teacher, and an economics professor.186
One of these flattering depictions of Salvadoran refugees was written about Carlos Vega
for the Life section of the Star in January of 1986. Janis Foord of the Star described how Vega
had left El Salvador “at the urging of his family,” because as Vega’s family told him “you don’t
have a future here.” Vega asserted that “In my country, it is very difficult to build a better life
and it is very dangerous.” The Star wrote that Vega had completed a two-year electronics
technician program in El Salvador before fleeing to Costa Rica for four years. While there, he
and five other refugees set up a small leather factory with the help of UN funding. Vega had
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arrived in Canada from El Salvador in April of 1985, and “immediately began studying English.”
Vega had completed an English as a Second Language course at George Brown College, and,
according to Foord, “his English, although halting, improves steadily.” His former instructors at
George Brown described how “Carlos learns quickly and has a special ability to adapt,” and “has
a quiet sense of confidence yet realizes he has a lot to learn.” Vega’s instructors’ words were
matched by his own, as he told the Star “the thing I have to do now is work” and “the principal
thing for me is to learn.” Foord invited readers to call the number provided “if you have a
position that would help Carlos start his new life.”187 Vega was described as hardworking,
skilled, determined, humble and not overtly political. As Pupavac has noted, Vega was like so
many “talented, middle-class asylum seekers deprived of their profession” whom refugee
advocacy groups have repeatedly invoked.188
In another Star article, such desirable newcomers were contrasted with “bureaucratic
obstacles and hidden discrimination” in Canada’s immigration system. In January of 1986, Lois
Sweet of the Star recounted the experiences of a couple she referred to as Pedro and Blanca
Santos. Pedro was a doctor and Blanca was a university teacher. The couple had two children
whom Sweet described as “bright and active.” The Santos parents had been persecuted “simply
because they tried to practice their professions” in El Salvador. “Had they been born in Canada,”
Sweet lamented, “they would all be enjoying full lives.” Since coming to Canada, the Santoses
had been in search of low-cost housing, of which there was a shortage in Toronto. Without an
address, the Santoses could not enroll in English language classes; the Government of Canada
only sponsored English classes for one year “and the clock starts ticking from the moment
refugees enter Canada.” The family was said to have applied for over 600 apartments, and
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encountered discrimination in the practice. Sweet quoted University of Toronto professor Ursula
Franklin, who said:
The level of prejudice and bias that these people are experiencing is absolutely
unacceptable. If people, again and again say, ‘We don’t want refugees,’ or ‘We don’t
want kids,’ and if this is Canada, then I don’t want it.189
The Santoses’ experience was portrayed as a poor reflection of Canada as a whole. Their
depiction in Canadian newspapers is also consistent with Pupavac’s suggestion that those
advocating for refugees find it easier “to plead on behalf of special individuals or professionals
like themselves, whom advocates identify as their peers or fit their cultural moral frame.”190
By contrast, Canadian newspapers found Victor Regalado’s ongoing legal fight to stay in
Canada difficult to frame, as had often been the case in the early 1980s. In 1986 and 1987, there
were 15 articles that specifically mentioned Regalado; 9 of these appeared in the Gazette, 3 were
in the Toronto Star, and 3 were in the Globe and Mail. Since 1982, Regalado and his lawyers
had appealed to the Federal Court and the Federal Court of Appeal, but both courts upheld his
deportation order. In November of 1986, Regalado applied for leave to appeal to the Supreme
Court of Canada. On January 29, 1987, the Supreme Court denied his application and upheld his
expulsion from the country. However, Regalado successfully argued that returning to El
Salvador would endanger his life, and, in 1987, Canada did not (officially) deport Salvadorans
facing political repression back to El Salvador. So, following the Supreme Court’s ruling,
immigration officials were obligated to find another country willing to accept Regalado.191
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Like they had in 1982, Canadian newspapers demonstrated varying perspectives on
Regalado’s case in 1987. Voices of support for Regalado were more hushed in the pages of the
Globe and Mail and the Star, as both papers gave limited coverage to this story in 1987. The Star
printed the Canadian Press’s summaries of the case in its three articles on the subject.192 The
Globe had its own staff cover the case, but its coverage was nonetheless distinct from that of the
Gazette. For example, on February 4, 1987, both the Globe and the Gazette reported that
Regalado would soon be deported. The Globe wrote that, at a news conference held the previous
day, Regalado said he “considers himself a Communist.”193 In the Gazette, nearly the same line
appeared, but concluded that Regalado “considers himself a Communist and a pacifist.”194 But
the Gazette’s portrayal was not entirely complimentary either, describing Regalado’s words at
that press conference as “a rambling, emotional appeal,” and thereby distinct from the measured,
legal analysis of Canadian commentators. The Gazette also included Regalado’s statement that:
“I still believe Canada is a welcoming country, even if there are torturers, Second World War
criminals and Nazi sympathizers here.”195 Evidently, Regalado was not portrayed as a grateful,
modest refugee like Carlos Vega or the Santoses.
By late March of 1987, the Government of Canada continued to search for possible
destinations for Regalado. Although the Gazette did not always present a flattering image of
Regalado, the newspaper nonetheless alluded to extensive Canadian support for his case. The
Gazette described how Regalado’s supporters pressured members of Parliament and the public to
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allow Regalado to stay.196 At the NDP’s national convention, the party supported a resolution
opposed to the deportation of Regalado. 197 The Gazette published a letter to the editor which
also posited that the government could have erred in its judgment against Regalado.198 By July of
1987, immigration officials were still looking for somewhere to send Regalado, while he and his
lawyer brought their case to the attention of the United Nations Human Rights Committee in
Geneva. His lawyer told reporters that “we want a humanitarian solution that takes into account
the fact that he has been here for five years and has built a life and future for himself in
Montreal.”199 Although the media coverage of Regalado’s case dwindled after 1987, Regalado
and his counsel continued their efforts. Finally, in 1996, Regalado was granted legal entry to
Canada. By that time, the Gazette reported that he had married and had two children with a
Canadian woman.200
Victor Regalado’s portrayal in Canadian newspapers demonstrates the tension inherent in
immigration debates of the 1980s. Regalado was a Cold War-era dissident, but, according to
Canadian newspapers, he was also a committed communist who dissented against a right-wing
regime. In the few instances when Regalado was quoted, he advocated free speech and spoke of
the danger he faced in his native country. The Star and Gazette sometimes depicted Regalado’s
case as a challenge to the Government of Canada’s avowed commitment to human and civil
rights. Like other, unnamed Salvadorans, Regalado had difficulty asserting his rights as an
effectively stateless person in a world of states. Canadian newspapers enhanced pubic knowledge
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of this case – which, García writes, aided in his eventual success – but the papers also fell short
of championing Regalado.201 Instead, newspapers provided a forum in which to debate
Regalado’s admissibility into the imagined community of Canada.
Yet throughout most of the 1980s, Canada gained international attention for its apparent
willingness to welcome refugees. A large, unanticipated influx of inland refugee claimants came
to Canada from around the world, and Canadians debated how to receive or reject these
newcomers. In the late 1970s, Canada received approximately 200 to 400 inland refugee claims
per year; for the years 1982 through to 1984, this number increased from 3,400 to 5,200 claims
and peaked at 37,000 claimants in 1992. A huge claims backlog resulted. Canadian immigration
ministers commissioned various reports to attempt to address the delays yet ensure the fairness of
the system; these included: the 1981 report by the Task Force on Immigration Practices and
Procedures (“The Robinson Report”); A New Refugee Status Determination Process for Canada,
written by Ottawa law professor Ed Ratushny; and Refugee Determination in Canada by Rabbi
Gunther Plaut (“The Plaut Report”). These reports all recommended that claimants be given oral
hearings so as to ensure procedural fairness, and that the body responsible for determining
refugee status in Canada be more independent. In 1985, the Supreme Court of Canada examined
the procedural fairness of the inland refugee determination system in Singh v. Canada (Minister
of Employment and Immigration), and ruled that claimants must be given oral hearings so as to
abide by Section 7 of the Charter. In response to these rulings and recommendations, the
Government of Canada introduced amendments to the Immigration Act in 1985. These
amendments permitted oral hearings for all claimants before the Immigration Appeal Board
(IAB), and increased the number of IAB members.202
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With the implementation of these new measures, the wait time for claims to be processed
increased further. Delays in processing extended to forty months. On May 21, 1986, a partial
amnesty was granted to refugee claimants who were deemed likely to establish themselves in
Canada; 86% of the 28,000 applicants successfully gained status because of this measure.
Afterwards, many more immigrants began to arrive and claim refugee status in anticipation of
another amnesty. Among these were 155 Tamil refugee claimants who arrived by lifeboat on the
coast of Newfoundland on August 11, 1986. The arrival of these people ignited Canada-wide
controversy, but the government permitted the Tamils to enter the country and apply for refugee
status. In a speech given August 17, Prime Minister Mulroney said:
We don’t want people jumping to the head of the line. We don’t want injustice introduced
into the system. We don’t want excessive delays. But there will always be human
suffering and human misery and there will be people who come [to Canada] for freedom
…. And if we err … we will always err on the side of justice and on the side of
compassion….it’s not the presence of frightened human beings searching for freedom
and opportunity that’s going to undermine Canada of our immigration policies.203
Mulroney asserted that the admission of these people to Canada would not compromise the
immigration system as a whole, even though these Tamils had arrived without warning. He
assumed the Tamils’ claims were legitimate until proven otherwise. 204
Rhetoric about Canada’s generous attitude towards refugees reached a new high when, in
October of 1986, the UNCHCR gave the Nansen Refugee Award to the “people of Canada.”
The Nansen Refugee Award is the highest distinction given by the UN for aid to refugees, and
1986 marked the first time a nation was its recipient.205 Jean-Pierre Hocke, UN High
Commissioner for Refugees, praised Canada for “the humanitarian impulse that lies behind the
203
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welcome traditionally extended to refugees,” adding that “Canada has generously granted asylum
to an increasing number of refugees who have spontaneously traveled to its shores and borders,
often over vast distances, in search of a haven from oppression.”206 The medal was accepted on
behalf of the Canadian people by Governor General Jeanne Sauvé. Many newspaper articles
lauded Canada for its accomplishment, with one Globe editorial concluding that Mr. Hocke’s
“kind words will inspire a collective blush…we must be doing something right.”207
Yet soon after receiving the Nansen Medal, Canada’s self-image as a generous recipient
of the world’s refugees came into question. Thousands of inland refugee claims continued to be
filed in Canada, including 4,000 by Portuguese, 2,000 by Turkish, and 1,600 by Brazilian
nationals in 1986 and 1987. All claimants were entitled to the use the same refugee status
determination system, and, by adding their names to the list, they were able to wait in Canada. In
1986, 18,000 new claimants were added, followed by 25,000 more in 1987. With wait times
growing, thousands more refugee claimants began to arrive from the United States in late 1986,
including unprecedented numbers of Salvadorans. Changes in U.S. immigration law had spurred
on their movement: In November of 1986, U.S. Congress passed the Immigration Reform and
Control Act. This Act sought to restrict the number of undocumented workers in the United
States. Border control was expanded, tougher status verification standards were imposed, and
employers were penalized more harshly for knowingly hiring undocumented workers.208
These changes in U.S. immigration law disproportionately affected Salvadorans living in
the United States. The United States Government regarded Salvadorans as economic migrants,
and their refugee claims were overwhelmingly rejected; only 3% of claims filed in the 1980s
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were successful, compared to the more 80% success rate of Salvadoran applicants in Canada.209
Nevertheless, over 500,000 Salvadorans fled to the United States during the course of the
Salvadoran civil war, in addition to their counterparts from Guatemala. Despite the attitudes of
their government, many American churches, religious groups and other activists coalesced to
form the Sanctuary Movement, which sought to protect undocumented Central Americans
fleeing violence in their homelands. The Sanctuary Movement began in 1982 when the pastor of
the Southside Presbyterian Church in Tucson, Arizona and other activists declared the church a
sanctuary for Central American refugees. Other churches, denominations, and faiths soon joined
the movement, and by mid-1984, over 150 churches had declared sanctuary. The Sanctuary
Movement brought Central Americans into the United States and transported them throughout
North America to places where they could safely establish themselves. In 1984, the Immigration
and Naturalization Service (INS) brought charges against 16 Arizona Sanctuary workers,
including the founders of the movement, and the INS received extensive negative press. The
Sanctuary Movement expanded further, and by 1987 there were over 420 Sanctuary groups.210
The increased pressure brought by the 1986 U.S. Immigration Reform and Control Act,
and Canada’s much greater acceptance rate of Salvadoran refugees inspired many Salvadorans to
travel north, often assisted by members of the Sanctuary Movement. Beginning in late 1986,
Canada witnessed a dramatic rise in petitions for asylum at its U.S. consulates. Others requested
asylum at the various points along the United States-Canada border, or entered Canada illegally.
In January of 1987, the number of Salvadorans who arrived at the Canadian border nearly
equaled the number of Salvadoran asylum applicants from the previous year. Between December
1986 and February 1987, nearly 10,000 refugees, most of them from Central America, arrived in
209
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Canada. Churches on both sides of the border were filled with refugees, and the Salvation Army
and Red Cross in Montreal and Toronto were filled to capacity. Toronto’s Canadian National
Exhibition Grounds became an emergency shelter for refugees.211
In February of 1987, the Canadian government imposed four new restrictions to
discourage this overland migration. The first of these was the cancellation of the list of eighteen
countries which were considered to be genuine refugee-producing states, and whose nationals
would automatically be permitted to work and receive social services pending ministerial
direction on asylum claims. This list of nations was known as the “B-1 list,” and it had included
El Salvador, along with Albania, Bulgaria, mainland China, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, Kampuchea,
North Korea, East Germany, Laos, Romania, the Soviet Union, Vietnam, Afghanistan,
Guatemala, Iran, Lebanon and Sri Lanka.212 Second, the Canadian government implemented
transit visa requirements for Salvadorans and other nationals. If Salvadorans planned to stop in
Canada en route to another destination, they were now required to have visas. This measure
sought to prevent Salvadorans from petitioning for asylum during brief stays in Canada.
Applicants who were considered potential claimants were frequently denied these visas. Third,
special programs for natives of El Salvador, as well as Guatemala, Iran, Lebanon and Sri Lanka,
were modified to discourage those with relatives in Canada from arriving without completing
their processing abroad.213
The fourth measure required those entering Canada via the United States and claiming
refugee status to remain on the U.S. side of the border until their hearings took place. Claimants’
hearing dates were usually scheduled months into the future. Canadian refugee advocates
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worried that this measure would endanger the lives of refugee claimants, as the United States had
a high rate of deportation of several of these groups, including Salvadorans. Many of those sent
back to the United States were required to sign an INS form indicating that they would be
automatically deported from the United States if they were not later admitted to Canada; some
Salvadorans were immediately deported. Immigration Minister Benoit Bouchard assured
Canadian NGOs that Canada had an informal understanding with the United States that
Salvadorans awaiting hearings would not be deported. A spokesperson for the INS denied this
claim.214 Those who remained in the United States usually waited in border towns, such as
Detroit, Michigan; Great Falls, Montana; and Plattsburgh, Rochester, Buffalo and Lackawanna,
New York. They were dependent on volunteers for food, shelter and work.215
Of the three Canadian newspapers examined here, only Montreal’s Gazette wrote about
individual Salvadorans who were affected by these policy changes. The portrayal of Salvadorans
in these articles was more akin to the portrayal of Salvadoran refugees in Central American in
the early 1980s, than to the portrayals of middle class Salvadorans described earlier in this
chapter. These Salvadorans were described as desperate, ignorant and simple, clinging to their
faith and dreams of lives in Canada as they awaited their fates in upstate New York.
One of these articles appeared as front-page news in February of 1987. Reporting from
the border town of Lacolle, Quebec, journalist David Lord wrote that “The Canadian-U.S. border
slammed shut here yesterday on dozens of people who had hoped to enter Canada as refugees.”
Lord described the plight of Daisy Moran and her 10-month-old son, who had been living
illegally in the United States and sought refuge in Canada. “We don't have anywhere to go,”
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Moran told Lord.216 Another Gazette article described a woman called Luz-Maria Lara.
Journalist Michael Farber explained that Lara had brought a poster of Jesus with her from El
Salvador, to Honduras and into the United States. Farber wrote that: “Perhaps soon – if
immigration officials are on the side of the angels – her Savior will come to Canada.” Farber
concluded that “Belief in a better future is a staple of life here.”217 Both of these articles
described desperate, powerless refugee women hoping for mercy from the Canadian immigration
system.
Another front-page article that appeared that week emphasized the shock, ignorance and
desperation of Salvadoran refugee claimants who had been turned away at the Canadian border.
The article opened with the line: “At first, Ilsia Rodriguez didn’t understand.” Rodriguez was
said to have cried “I can’t go back…. My life is in danger and I can’t go back.” Another
Salvadoran refugee claimant was said to have been “shocked” when he was turned away at the
Canadian border. “My father told me to come to Canada so I wouldn’t have to die in El
Salvador,” he told the Gazette. “Now I don't know what's going to happen to me. It was unfair of
Canada to suddenly change the rules…For people like me it could mean death.” The author,
Karen Seidman, wrote that “It was a weekend of shattered dreams for the many who hoped to
find refuge in Canada.”218
In 1987, however, individuals’ dreams and struggles faded from the forefront of
Canadian government discussion about refugees. The U.S.-Canada border was effectively
reopened to refugee claimants by May of 1987,219 but the number of unresolved refugee claims
had nonetheless reached 50,000. The Mulroney Government soon produced two controversial
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bills to amend the Immigration Act. Bill C-55, the “Refugee Reform Bill,” was the first of these,
and received its initial reading in May of 1987. The main objective of Bill C-55 was to
streamline the refugee claims process, eliminate the backlog and make deportations easier. To
this end, Bill C-55 introduced a new tribunal, the Immigration and Refugee Board (IRB).220
The government introduced the second bill, C-84, following the unanticipated arrival of
174 Sikh men on the shore of Nova Scotia in July of 1987. Arriving in a boat called the Amelie,
they hoped to apply for refugee status in Canada. Lynda Mannick has described how the arrival
of these Sikhs briefly dominated the Canadian news; politicians, the Canadian public, and
journalists together produced a discourse suggesting that this small group of refugee claimants
was cause for national alarm. Canadian newspapers devoted great attention to the arrival of the
Amelie: for example, the Star ran 8 consecutive days of front-page articles on the topic in July of
1987.221 These and other newspaper articles were overwhelmingly negative in their portrayal of
these Sikhs. Canadian politicians appeared in the news telling the public that the threat posed by
these men had been brought under control. Yet reports continued to surface on the pending
arrival of more refugees on more boats, facilitated by smugglers, and the Sikhs were often
compared to terrorists.222 The print media asserted that Canada had made itself too vulnerable
due to its policies and geography. The Sikhs’ arrival was repeatedly referred to as a “crisis.”
Newspapers suggested the Canadian public was overwhelmingly opposed to accepting these men
220
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as refugees. In both the writing of journalists and in letters to the editor, these Sikhs were derided
as unwelcome, inauthentic refugees.223 On July 30, 1987, Prime Minister Mulroney took the
drastic step of recalling Parliament from its summer recess in order to “crackdown on
migrants.”224 The Star and the Gazette similarly wrote about how “Parliament [is] being recalled
in [a] bid to end refugee ‘abuse,’” and how Ottawa intended to “get tough on immigrantsmugglers.”225
The government framed Bill C-84 as a response to the “threat” posed by undesired
immigrants. Bill C-84 provided for the detention and removal of arrivals thought to pose a
criminal or security risk to Canada; the detention of unidentified arrivals and security risks;
significant penalties for smugglers of refugees; increased search and seizure powers; and
increased fines and penalties for companies bringing individuals to Canada who lacked proper
identification. Many Canadians worried that these provisions would be extended to refugee
advocates, who might then face legal sanctions like their American counterparts in the Sanctuary
Movement. Another controversial element of Bill C-84 was its “safe third country” provision.
This measure would allow immigration officials to return asylum seekers to a country deemed
“safe” if they had passed through that country en route to Canada. In practice, this country was
most often the United States, which had a high deportation rate of Salvadorans. Both Bills C-55
and C-84 were passed in 1988 and came into effect on January 1, 1989. The safe third country
provision, however, was not enacted until years later.226
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Salvadorans played varied roles in Canadian newspapers’ portrayals of these immigration
debates. As mentioned, Salvadorans were rarely permitted to speak for themselves, but were
frequently talked about. In such stories, Canadian government agencies, departments and
officials were often the primary sources. Ashley Bradimore and Harald Bauder found that this
same phenomenon frequently occurred when the Canadian newsprint media addressed the
unanticipated arrival of Tamil refugees to Canada in 2009. By quoting and summarizing
government sources before any others, Bradimore and Bauder argue that Canadian newspapers
established a “hierarchy of credibility” in which a security-driven state perspective is prioritized.
“This hierarchy or pyramid,” they write,
buries oppositional views at the bottom of the narrative and influences the audience’s
overall reading of the event. Furthermore, it allows the primary sources to define the
situation, determine which terminologies are applicable, and establish the overall tone of
the discussion.227
This deference towards Canadian government opinions was evident in a number of articles
produced in the winter of 1987. Articles that prioritized official perspectives had titles such as:
“Bouchard considering changes to make refugees wait in U.S.”; “New regulations are stemming
flow of refugee claimants, Weiner says”; and “Ottawa will speed rulings on refugee status in
1987: Bouchard.” 228 In all of these articles, either Employment and Immigration Minister Benoit
Bouchard or Minister of State for Immigration Gerry Weiner was the first person quoted. In the
first of these articles, Benoit’s words were followed by Weiner’s; no criticism was offered by the
newspaper. A few months later, Weiner’s description of “Ottawa’s tough emergency measures
to stem the flow of people arriving in Canada claiming to be refugees,” opened a Globe and Mail
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article, but journalist Victor Malarek noted the small group of protestors who attended Weiner’s
event. The dissenting opinions of Lorne Waldman, a Toronto immigration lawyer, were also
quoted. Nevertheless, it appeared Weiner’s perspective was prioritized in this article, as the
demonstrators assembled were described as those “whom Mr. Weiner jokingly referred to as his
fan club.”229 Paul Delean of the Montreal Gazette followed a very similar format in the third of
these articles, beginning with the words of Bouchard, and briefly providing the dissenting
opinion of immigration lawyer Diane Belanger of Montreal.230
Bradimore and Bauder warn that “if media and political debates rely mostly on each other
for information and knowledge, they then establish a closed discursive circle that silences dissent
and stifles oppositional intervention.”231 However, they also suggest that if the views of actors
other than the state are presented first, the hierarchy of credibility may be inverted. 232 The latter
appears to have sometimes been the case in 1986 and 1987, as Canadian newspapers tolerated,
disseminated and generated dissent with regard to government policies, and avoided creating an
echo chamber of state voices. In many of these articles, the primary critics of government policy
were members of opposition parties, whom Canadian newspapers often represented as highly
credible. For example, on February 21, 1987 – the day after the government effectively closed
the U.S.-Canadian border to refugee claimants – the Globe ran an article entitled “New rules to
curb refugees called ‘turning back the clock,’” which gleaned its title from the words of Liberal
MP and immigration critic, Sergio Marchi. Marchi’s words were followed by those of NDP MP
Dan Heap, a brief summary of the changes implemented by the Government, and quotes from
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critics such as a Toronto lawyer, the Toronto Refugee Affairs Council and B’nai B’rith Canada.
233

All three newspapers also published articles that prioritized the perspectives of nongovernmental actors, and most of these criticized the recently proposed Canadian policy changes.
In a Globe and Mail article from March of 1987, Carolyn Patty Blum, a lecturer at the University
of California, Berkley’s law school, wrote that “now Canada joined the United States in this
derogation of our mutual responsibilities to refugees under both domestic law and United
Nations treaty.” Blum lauded the U.S. Sanctuary Movement, comparing it to an “Aboveground
Railroad,” organized “to assist Central Americans in their journey to Canada, just as many had
done in the nineteenth century to free slaves via the Underground Railroad.”234 Blum provided
no space for government officials’ self-justification. This was also the case in an article
produced by the Gazette in late February of 1987. It quoted leaders of the Italian Canadian
Congress, the director of the Association des gens d’affaires et professionels haïtiens
(Association of Haitian Business People and Professionals) and the news director of a local radio
station that had received complaints about the policy changes.235 An article that appeared in the
Star described how Canada’s Roman Catholic bishops were “urging Canada to ‘respect its
international obligation’ by continuing to assist refugees from El Salvador’s civil war and
elsewhere in Central America.” Although this article focused on the perspectives of the bishops,
it concluded with an immigration spokesperson’s defense of the recent policy changes.236 In
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light of Bradimore and Bauder’s assessment, this article still allowed the bishops to establish the
narrative and require the Government of Canada to defend itself.
Many of the most biting critiques of Canadian government policy appeared in letters to
the editor. Contributors like Alawi Mohideen made unabashed statements like:
People from Guatemala, El Salvador and Chile are under threat of torture, death and
disappearance when they are returned to those countries for the mere act of leaving their
countries. It is known and documented that U.S. immigration is deporting 400
Salvadorans a month and that many of them have died by torture and assassination.237
Not bound by journalistic conventions, Mohideen – along with the newspaper staff who selected
and edited his writing – was not required to provide space for the explanations of Canadian or
U.S. government officials. The same applied to T. Nicoll, who wrote to the Gazette in March of
1987 that:
Canada is apparently turning its back on refugees fleeing fascist regimes such as those in
Chile and El Salvador. Anyone who knows anything about these countries knows the
dangers these people are faced with. Surely what they are asking is tantamount to
political asylum.238
Another editorial that appeared in the Gazette that week questioned why the Canadian
government had not adopted “a more constructive approach” when its current policy potentially
endangered the lives of Salvadorans. “Reluctantly,” wrote contributor Richard Goldman, “one
must conclude that racism and xenophobia play a big role.”239 These letters suggested that the
correct course was obvious, and that the Canadian government’s plans were founded upon
ignorance and possible prejudice.
Despite these varied responses to official government policy, all of these articles were
focused on the opinions of Canadians, and Salvadoran refugees appeared in newspapers
predominantly as a topic for discussion amongst Canadians. Five trends were evident in
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Canadian newspapers’ depictions of Salvadoran refugees as a group: For one, Salvadorans, as
alluded to above, were written about as a reflection – or distortion – of alleged Canadian
humanitarianism. Secondly, their treatment was considered in light of Canadian policy vis-à-vis
that of the United States; the U.S. categorization of Salvadorans as “illegal” also appeared in
Canadian newspapers. Nevertheless, Canadian newspapers generally adopted a perspective
consistent with Canadian policy, which viewed Salvadoran refugees as “genuine” refugee
claimants within a dichotomy of “bogus” and “genuine” refugees. Canadian newspapers also
talked about Salvadoran and other refugee claimants using disaster metaphors, and compared and
conflated Salvadorans with other groups. All of these devices combined to obfuscate the identity
of Salvadoran refugees in Canada, and separate them from the imagined Canadian community.
Both articles that criticized Canadian government policy and those that promoted it used
references to Canadian humanitarianism as a rhetorical device. Sometimes, members of
government were quoted describing their policies as in line with Canadian values. For example,
Minister Bouchard invoked Canada’s self-perceived compassion in explaining the changes made
to refugee admissions: “Our policy is straightforward – we provide asylum to every genuine
refugee who lands in Canada… We will not allow this proud tradition to be undermined by those
who would abuse it.”240 However, the voices of dissent that appeared in newspaper articles were
quicker to point out how Canadian policy strayed from avowed Canadian values. Predictably,
some of these voices included those of members of the opposition. For instance, the Globe wrote
of how opposition MPs “accused the Government of betraying Canada’s tradition of generosity
with its new regulations.” Similarly, Sergio Marchi told the Globe that, with the measures
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instituted in February of 1987, “the Conservative Government of Canada has turned back the
clock on what has been a proud and humanitarian refugee tradition.”241
The Canadian press did not only print criticism received from elected representatives; the
voices of non-governmental actors were also represented in the print media. For example,
Marchi’s words were similar to those of Mark Persaud, a member of the Toronto Refugee Affairs
Council. He told the Globe “The council feels this decision [to effectively close the U.S.-Canada
border to refugee claimants] is immoral and irresponsible and does not reflect the humanitarian
and compassionate tradition of the Canadian people toward those whose lives are in danger.” 242
Carolyn Patty Blum wrote that “these policies do little to enhance our own sense of morality as
nations [the United States and Canada] and as people having compassion for the victims of
persecution who have endured horrors beyond any that we can imagine.”243 Blum’s words were
similar to those of Alawi Mohideen, who wrote a letter to the editor of the Globe and Mail in
March of 1987, saying that:
It is unbelievable, with this cruel and heartless policy, that is has only been four months
since the Nansen Medal was awarded to Canada by the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees to the people of Canada for their fair treatment of refugees…
The actions of the Mulroney Government have made a mockery of Madame Sauvé’s
words [upon accepting the Nansen Medal on behalf of Canadians] and have ruined
Canada’s reputation as a safe haven for the persecuted of this world.244
According to these contributors, Canada was betraying its reputation and traditions by
implementing these new refugee policies.
Appeals to Canadian national identity were often also paired with criticism of the
Canadian government for subscribing to American perspectives on Salvadoran refugees. Blum
criticized the Canadian government for following the United States’ “bad example on refugees.”
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This sentiment was echoed in a statement made by Canada’s Roman Catholic bishops. The Star
described how “they called on Canada to distance itself from U.S. policy on El Salvador,” and
for Canadians to “join action to their prayers by urging the Canadian government to ‘opt for a
courageous Central American policy and by warmly welcoming the refugees who are already
among us.’”245 One letter to the editor described Canada’s immigration policy as subject to
“blatant bias,” and overly affected by “America’s view of creeping Communism enveloping the
world.”246 As they had in the early 1980s, Canadian newspapers provided a forum for Canadians
who wished to distance themselves, and their nation state, from U.S. interpretations of the world
and its refugees.
Nevertheless, Canadian newspapers frequently mentioned the “illegal” American origins
of many Salvadorans refugees in 1986 and 1987. In February of 1987, the Gazette wrote that
“About half the refugee claimants this year are from Central American countries, such as El
Salvador and Guatemala, who entered from the United States, which recently introduced tough
new measures against illegal immigrants.”247 A Globe article described Central Americans as
“part of a tide of illegal aliens leaving the United States.”248 The Star similarly entitled a
February 1987 article: “Illegal aliens face crackdown in U.S.: Tough new law a major source of
surge of foreigners seeking refuge in Canada.” 249 Employment and Immigration Minister Benoit
Bouchard was quoted in the Globe and Mail saying: “Can we say that all people from El
Salvador or Guatemala are refugees, when we know that some were seasonal workers in the
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United States?” He concluded: “That’s very, very delicate.”250 Bouchard alluded to the political
sensitivity of Canada potentially admitting migrants whose refugee claims the United States
rejected.
The newspapers thereby suggested that Canadian policy was made in consideration of
U.S. policies, just as critics had claimed. Furthermore, Canadian discourses were influenced by
American categories. In a study of Canadian newspapers’ depictions of Mexican migrants to
Ontario in 2007, Liette Gilbert found that newspapers decried the “illegal” arrival of a few
hundred Mexicans, who proceeded to make allegedly “unfounded” and “bogus” refugee claims
in Canada. Gilbert argues that this “discourse of ‘illegality’ and ‘criminality’ associated with
Mexican migrants in the U.S. migrated north, and was extended indiscriminately to Mexican
refugee claimants in Canada.”251 Twenty years earlier, a similar discourse about “illegal”
Central Americans was prominent in the United States, and was evidently given voice in
Canadian news.
Although the content of Canadian newspapers reflected the close relationship between
the United States and Canada, Canadian newspapers in 1986 and 1987 also focused specifically
on Canadian immigration issues. In this context, Salvadorans were generally upheld as “genuine”
refugee claimants, in keeping with Canadian policy. By contrast, other nationals, especially
Turks and Portuguese, were decried as “bogus” in Canadian newspapers. Both Bouchard and
Weiner were quoted in the Globe asserting that “the situation of the Latin Americans is different
from that of the Turks.”252 In another article, Toronto lawyer Waldman accused the government
of directing its measures at nationals “from countries which are known refugee producers,
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countries like Guatemala, El Salvador and Chile.” Waldman asserted that “these people are not
abusers but legitimate refugees.”253 The director of the Association of Haitian Business People
and Professionals stated in the Gazette “that people from countries such as Chile and El Salvador
should be allowed to enter Canada, unless they have a criminal record.” His words concluded
this article: “Keep the border closed, but not for those who are real refugees. Keep it open for
them.” 254 The editorial that appeared in the Gazette on February 28, 1987, also distinguished
between refugees. “The recent waves of self-styled ‘refugees’ from Portugal and Turkey have
both clogged the system and clouded the refugee issue,” wrote Gretta Chambers. Meanwhile,
“much current protest suggests that having to wait out the process in Plattsburg is tantamount to
being condemned to die or worse in El Salvador, because the United States will deport people
before Canada can rule on their cases.”255 The Globe was similarly terse in its consideration of
“manifestly unfounded claimants, such as the Turks and Portuguese, who made orchestrated
arrivals in recent months.” This article concluded that “Ottawa is entitled to give short shrift to
those whose refugee claims are a flagrant abuse of the system.”256
Such broad categorizations of refugee claimants have been used at other, more recent
times by the Canadian print media. Minelle Mahtani and Alison Mountz found that newspapers
distinguished between “bogus” Chinese claimants and “genuine” Kosovar claimants in British
Columbia in 1999 and 2000.257 Mahtani and Mountz suggest that the propagation of these
conflicting discourses of “genuine” and “bogus” refugee claimants appeared in correlation with a
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backlash against affording refugee claimants due process.258 The stricter immigration laws
proposed by the Mulroney Government in 1987 suggest that Mahtani and Mountz’s findings had
at least one historical precedent. Writing about the arrival of unanticipated refugees in the
1990s, Greenberg and Hier suggest that Canadians newspapers’ concern with the legal identity of
migrants “can be couched in terms of the state’s need to ‘embrace’ its populations and
distinguish its population from ‘others.’”259 The press in the 1980s employed legal terminology –
regardless of factual correspondence with Canadian law – to similarly distinguish between
prospective members of the nation. This reinforces Thobani’s point about the importance of
citizenship in bestowing membership to discursively constructed nation states in the late
twentieth century.260 Without being “legally” or “genuinely” entitled to become Canadian
citizens, refugees were unlikely to be admitted into the imagined community of Canada by the
gatekeeper press.
While Salvadorans were usually placed in the “genuine” side of the press’s genuinebogus dichotomy, this group of refugee claimants was also depicted, along with other claimants,
using disaster metaphors. Greenberg and Hier observed similar descriptions in how the British
Columbian press reported on the arrival of Chinese migrants in 1999. Greenberg and Hier write
that, by branding migrants’ acts with catastrophic metaphors:
the specificity and complexity surrounding each boat arrival was therefore denied and
replaced by an abstract and simplified metanarrative (“waves of boat people” or
“invasion of migrants”) that could account for every symptom and outcome, and be
capable of attributing blame and responsibility for the crisis unambiguously to the agents
of harm: the migrants and the federal government.261
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Greenberg and Hier conclude that such a discourse serves to objectify migrants. Otto Santa Ana
reached similar conclusions in his study of how the Los Angeles Times wrote about Latino
immigration in the context of Proposition 187 in 1994.262 He suggested that the primary
metaphor used to describe Latinos was one of “immigration as dangerous waters”; this included
images of “the human surge” and the “inexorable flow.”263 Santa Ana argues that these
metaphors were not applied neutrally, as “the dangerous waters metaphors do not refer to any
aspect of the humanity of the immigrants.” Furthermore, in the use of water metaphors that
emphasized the relative numbers of migrants, “individuals are lost in the mass sense of these
volume terms.” 264
Canadian newspapers of 1986 and 1987 employed all of these devices to depict
Salvadoran refugees and the alleged refugee crisis developing in Canada. An editorial that
appeared in the Globe in December 1986 argued that Minister Weiner “cannot simply play the
little Dutch boy who sticks his finger in the dike.” 265 This article suggests, as Greenberg and
Hier do, that blame for the “crisis” was attributable to both the Government of Canada and
migrants to Canada. Allusions to a “flood” of refugee claimants were also common in the
Canadian print media. In late 1986 and early 1987, Canadian journalists described “a world
awash with 11 million refugees,” “refugee claimants flooding into Montreal” and “a tide of
illegal aliens leaving the United States” and seeking asylum in Canada. 266 Journalists also
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recommended that amendments to the Immigration Act “streamline” the refugee process, or
control the “refugee flow,” in addition to describing the “waves of citizens from different
countries” who had sought refuge in Canada in the past year.267 Again, these metaphors were not
used to explain the experiences and struggles of individuals or even groups of migrants. Instead,
they depicted migrants as a looming, mysterious threat to Canada.
The decontextualized depiction of Salvadoran refugees in Canadian newspapers was
further exacerbated due to frequent comparisons between Salvadorans and other nationals.
Salvadorans were often compared to Guatemalans and Chileans. In other instances, they were
simply referred to as “Latin Americans.”268 Salvadoran refugees were also often mentioned as
members of a disparate group of nations which had belonged to the B-1 list prior to its
cancellation. In this context, El Salvador was frequently listed alongside nations including
Afghanistan, the Soviet Union, Iran, Lebanon and Sri Lanka. 269 Given such far-reaching
comparisons and combinations, Canadian newspapers presented an indistinct picture of
Salvadoran refugee claimants. This, in addition to newspapers’ implication of Salvadoran
refugees in disaster metaphors, their overarching concern with “bogus” and “illegal” refugees,
and their discussion of Salvadorans primarily as a policy issue, combined to obfuscate the
identity of the majority of refugee claimants featured in the Canadian print media.
In 1986 and 1987, Canadian refugee policy was reformulated in response to both internal
and external pressures. As more people came to Canada from around the world to claim refugee
status, Canada’s allegedly generous attitude towards these claimants was tested. Salvadorans
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were caught up in these debates. In Canadian newspapers, a few Salvadoran refugees were
presented as skilled, middle-class immigrants ready to contribute to their adopted country. But
1987’s most publicized individual Salvadoran, Victor Regalado, was the subject of conflicting
and unflattering news reports. Furthermore, the vast majority of Regalado’s compatriots
appeared in Canadian newspapers as an unnamed mass of migrants, whose numbers, unclear and
perhaps “illegal” origins threatened to “flood” into Canada. Salvadoran refugees formed just one
facet of Canada’s immigration debates of 1987, but their portrayal in Canadian newspapers
nevertheless suggests how the print media guarded against the inclusion of certain groups in their
conception of the Canadian nation.
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Chapter 3: 1991 – 1992
This third chapter examines the portrayal of Salvadoran refugees in Canadian newspapers
at a contentious and transitional time in the histories of both Canada and El Salvador. The years
1991 and 1992 entailed the conclusion of the Cold War, as well as the official end of the civil
war in El Salvador. This chapter begins with an overview of the Canadian domestic context in
the early 1990s, and the emergence of the peace accords in El Salvador. Canada supported this
peace process and it was catalyzed by the end of the Cold War. In 1991 and 1992, the Globe and
Mail, Toronto Star and Montreal Gazette lauded Canada’s involvement in the UN peacekeeping
mission in El Salvador, but questioned how much had changed with the Cold War’s end. Some
continuities were evident, such as the continued arrival to Canada of refugee claimants from El
Salvador and around the world; Canadian immigration policy also continued to excite national
media attention in the early 1990s. However, Canadian newspapers paid less attention to
Salvadoran refugees as a group in 1991 and 1992. In contrast to the 1980s, several individual
Salvadoran refugees garnered the attention of Canadian newspapers in the early 1990s. Although
Salvadoran refugees were given greater voice in newspapers in 1991 and 1992, Canadian
newspapers still problematized their inclusion in the imagined community of Canada.
The early 1990s marked the end of Brian Mulroney’s tenure as Prime Minister of
Canada. Mulroney’s Conservatives won their second term as government in 1988. That year, the
Mulroney Government passed the Multiculturalism Act, which was an official extension of
Canada’s policy of multiculturalism, first asserted by Prime Minister Trudeau in 1971, and
enshrined in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The Multiculturalism Act was
intended to address the needs of immigrants and their families in Canada by supporting cultural
programs and activities as well as language and heritage education. The Act responded to the
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wide array of immigrants who came to Canada in the 1970s and 1980s, and, viewed more
cynically, to what was framed as the “immigrant issue.”270
Overall, the popularity of the Mulroney Government declined sharply in the early 1990s.
The Mulroney Government successfully expanded its 1989 Free Trade Agreement with the
United States to include Mexico, and form the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
in December of 1992. The Mulroney Government failed, however, to effectively respond to the
worldwide recession of 1990 to 1992. Mulroney raised taxes and alienated many of his former
supporters in the business sectors, while his annual budget deficits increased to unprecedented
levels. Canadian consumers were directly affected – and frustrated – when Mulroney’s
government implemented the goods and services tax (GST) in 1991.271 The national
unemployment rate rose from 7.5% in 1989 to over 11% by 1993.272 Mulroney resigned in 1993
and was replaced by Kim Campbell. In the 1993 general election, the Conservative Party
suffered a resounding defeat to the Liberals.
As Mulroney’s tenure concluded, the long peace processes in Central America finally
began to bear fruit. Attempts to establish a sustained peace in Central America had begun in
1983 when four neighboring countries – Colombia, Mexico, Panama and Venezuela – tried to
foster negotiations through regional collaboration rather than the involvement of superpowers.
These nations became known as the “Contadora Group” because their first meeting was on
Panama’s Isla de Contadora; Argentina, Brazil, Peru and Uruguay joined in 1984 as the “Latin
Support Group,” and Canada vowed its support to the Contadora Group in 1984. The Group’s
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proposal was rejected in 1986, but it laid the foundation for the signing of the Esquipulas II
Accord by the five Central American presidents in 1987. The details of Esquipulas II proved
difficult to negotiate, and, in November of 1988, the Central American foreign ministers agreed
to ask the UN Secretary General to approach Canada, Spain, West Germany, a Latin American
State and the Organization of American States (OAS) to develop a mechanism to help implement
these measures. A year later, the Government of El Salvador and the FMLN both formally
requested the involvement of the UN.273
These requests for international involvement in El Salvador and elsewhere in Central
America were generally well received in Canada. Following Secretary of State for External
Affairs Joe Clark’s visit to Central America in late 1987, the Mulroney Government’s interest in
Latin America as a whole continued to increase. In 1988, the Department of Foreign Affairs
conducted an internal policy review on the region, and the Canadian government established the
House of Commons Special Committee on the Peace Process in Central America, which
recommended increased aid and peacekeeping services in support of the Esquipulas II Accord.
Foreign Affairs developed a new policy framework towards Latin America that was adopted in
1989. In October of 1989, Mulroney announced that Canada would become a full member of the
Organization of American States. The following month, Clark re-stated Canada’s plan to
participate in the peace processes in Central America and increased bilateral aid to the region by
$100 million. By 1990, Clark made it clear that Canada, as part of its contribution to the
Esquipulas II Accord, would provide more than one hundred officers to the United Nations
Observer Group in Central America.274
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The prospect of peace in Central America emerged as the Cold War order of the past four
decades fell apart. Little changed when George H.W. Bush succeeded Ronald Reagan as
President of the United States in 1989, but in the Soviet Union the preceding decade had entailed
immense changes. By the late 1980s, the Soviet Union had lost its superpower status, and in
1991, the USSR dissolved into fifteen separate nations. Politicians and journalists heralded – and
questioned – the emergence of a “new world order,” a phrase first applied to the end of the Cold
War in 1988, and further popularized by President Bush Sr. in September of 1991.275
With the end of the Cold War, the United Nations operated under a broader consensus.
The UN peacekeeping operation in El Salvador was part of a dramatic increase in such
operations worldwide.276 The official involvement of the United Nations in the conflict in El
Salvador began in late 1989. In 1990, the FMLN and the Salvadoran government reached their
first accord agreeing to respect human rights. The following year, the UN Security Council
established the United Nations Observer Mission in El Salvador (Misión de Observadores de las
Naciones Unidas en El Salvador or ONUSAL) to ensure the fulfillment of this and future
agreements. The UN Secretary General and his representative oversaw further negotiations,
which culminated in the signing of the Chapultepec Peace Accords in Mexico City on January
16, 1992. These Accords were compulsory for both the FMLN and the Government of El
Salvador, and suggested a commitment to building a new Salvadoran society. By this time, the
immense damage wrought by the civil war was evident: It had resulted in the deaths of over
80,000 Salvadorans, in addition to the more than 1 million Salvadorans who had been forced to
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emigrate. The cost of material damage was estimated to be over $1 billion.277 With a staff of
more than 1000 people from 16 nations, ONUSAL confronted numerous and daunting
challenges until its conclusion in April of 1995. The Peace Accords that ONUSAL helped to
bring about remain in place to this day, and represented an unprecedented achievement by the
United Nations.278
Canadian newspapers paid close attention to the emerging peace in El Salvador. The
Globe and Mail, Toronto Star and Montreal Gazette published a combined 876 articles that
mentioned “El Salvador” in 1991 and 1992. Of these, 367 were published in the Globe, 290 in
the Star and 219 in the Gazette. Canadian newspapers devoted more attention to the Central
American nation in 1991 than in 1992, as 489 articles appeared in 1991 and 387 were printed in
1992. Canadian newspapers applauded Canada’s involvement in ONUSAL, but also debated the
nature of the post-Cold War world.
Canadian newspapers praised Canada’s contribution to ONUSAL. In January of 1992, it
was announced that Canada would be the second-largest military observer of El Salvador’s
ceasefire,279 and Canadian newspapers generally suggested the importance of Canada’s
contributions. The Globe noted, for example, that Associate Defense Minister Mary Collins “was
the second-highest foreign government official to visit El Salvador since the ceasefire was
signed,” and how Canada “was the only donor to respond” to an international appeal for funding
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for demobilization in the spring of 1992. 280 The Star reiterated Canada’s willingness to
contribute to peace in El Salvador, quoting Collins as saying “Canadians are willing to accept
any other request from the UN ‘with the view to assuring the long-awaited peace and prosperity
of El Salvador.’”281
As they had in the 1980s, Canadian newspapers suggested that it was the international
community’s responsibility to stabilize El Salvador. The Globe described how ex-combatants in
El Salvador “ask if the world outside El Salvador knows or cares what is happening to them.”
Establishing lasting peace in El Salvador, the Globe suggested, “is the new task of the
international community.”282A feature in the Star remarked that “in peace as in war, El Salvador
is largely dependent on foreign aid.” This article expressed concern that El Salvador had lost its
importance to the international community: “the international events that made peace possible –
such as the end of the Cold War – have left the little country irrelevant….El Salvador is learning
that the new world order doesn’t have much to do with the coffee-growing countries of Central
America.”283 These newspapers implied that international attention was integral to El Salvador’s
fate as a nation.
Comment pieces in Canadian newspapers questioned how much had changed in recent
years, despite nominal shifts. In April of 1991, Brian Fawcett wrote in the Globe that continued
funding for the government of El Salvador would ensure “that dozens more bodies will appear
each morning in the garbage dumps.” He concluded that “I can’t really see the difference
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between the new world order we’re hearing so much about and the old one. Sometimes it seems
as if we’ve simply traded the threat of nuclear oblivion for the reality of moral oblivion.”284 Bill
Fairbairn, Director of the Inter-Church Committee on Human Rights in Latin America, also
suggested that Canada’s involvement in El Salvador demonstrated some moral failings. Fairbairn
wrote in the Globe in May of 1991 that “In El Salvador and Guatemala, Colombia and Peru,
military and security forces have not only escaped prosecution and punishment for past
violations; they still commit them.” Fairbairn suggested that Canada was among “countries that
share guilt by their complicity,” and that Canada should therefore commit itself to “the search for
truth and prosecution of the offenders.”285 The pages of the Gazette featured similar sentiments.
Journalist Jean-Claude Leclerc wrote about how Salvadorans displaced by war “certainly deserve
our support in this great human adventure.” Leclerc lamented how “This is quite a challenge for
a country like Canada which claims to work for peace, human rights and international
development.”286 Douglas Roche also questioned Canada’s national character as reflected in the
ends of the Cold War and the Salvadoran civil war. In November of 1991, Roche wrote in the
Toronto Star about how Canada was missing the opportunity for moral leadership presented by
the end of the Cold War. Roche stated that the West “remains committed to the Cold War ways
even though the scale of human misery in the world reveals new threats to security posed by the
mounting millions of dislocated peoples.” He described the unfortunate state of the world’s more
than 17 million refugees, including those from El Salvador. “The perpetuation of this escalating
human misery makes a mockery of the new world order,” he wrote. He called on Canada to take
a more active role:
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The dangers and injustices of the world in change pass over Ottawa's head.... With the
end of the Cold War, a new moment has been given to the world. This new moment
requires politicians, institutions and the public to rouse from the present torpor.287
These Canadian newspaper articles suggested a popular understanding that, although the clear
bipolar configuration of international politics had ended by the early1990s, not everything had
changed.
Accordingly, in 1991, refugees in Canada remained a well-publicized and contested
topic, and many of the issues from the late 1980s remained pertinent. The Immigration and
Refugee Board, which had been implemented in 1989, was able to process many of the
outstanding refugee claims that had originally been filed in the 1980s; by the end of 1992, most
of the outstanding claims made prior to 1989 – which numbered over 100,000 – had been
processed.288 The number of inland refugee claims continued to grow, however, exceeding
20,000 applicants in 1989 and doubling to 40,125 applicants in 1992. In June of 1992, the
Mulroney government introduced Bill C-86 to further amend the Immigration Act. Bill C-86
aimed to address a number of unforeseen problems with Canada’s evolving immigration intake
system. For one, as the number of refugee claimants continued to increase, another processing
backlog seemed likely to develop. Furthermore, Bill C-86 aimed to reduce the costs of
immigration personnel and programs, which had increased to an estimated $900 million
annually. Canadian politicians also wished to match Canadian admission standards with the
restrictive measures recently implemented in Western European states, as migration from Eastern
Europe, the former Soviet Union and developing countries had increased in the early 1990s.
Furthermore, Canadian employers wanted more freedom to directly recruit workers from abroad,
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and Canadian provinces and municipalities were having difficulty supporting the increased
numbers of immigrants, especially refugee claimants.289
The Mulroney Government portrayed Bill C-86 as a means of making Canada’s
immigration system more efficient and economical, but several of its measures were poorly
received by refugee advocates. Among the measures that generated the most controversy was the
re-introduction of a “safe third country” provision, which would enable the government to return
those whose claims were denied to countries deemed “safe.” The list of such countries was not
provided. Bill C-86 also allocated more power to senior immigration officials. These powers
included the right to determine whether a refugee claimant could appear before a refugee panel.
Furthermore, this bill proposed that refugee claimants would be ineligible to work until their
claims were fully processed. Another provision stated that refugees claimants could be denied
asylum if they had criminal records in their home countries, even if their actions were not
criminal in Canada. Bill C-86 received Royal Assent in December of 1992, and the majority of
its provisions came into effect on February 1, 1993. The “safe third country” provision was not
adopted, and the Government of Canada’s employment authorization policy was changed in
1994 to allow refugee claimants to work while their cases moved through the system.290
In 1992, Bill C-86 received considerable attention from Canadian newspapers. A total of
54 articles specifically addressed Bill C-86 in 1992; 27 of these appeared in the Globe and Mail,
24 in the Toronto Star and 3 in the Gazette. The majority of these articles were critical of Bill C86 and prioritized the perspectives of those who objected to the Bill’s passing; most of these
criticisms focused on how Bill C-86 reflected on Canada as a nation. For example, refugee
advocates, such as Anthony Cosentino and Kim Barnhardt of the Canadian Coalition for a Just
289
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Refugee and Immigration Policy Toronto, wrote to the Globe and Mail in the hope of reminding
the Canadian press of its ability to influence policymakers: “We hope that continued coverage of
Bill C-86 will help the Conservative government to recognize that a just immigration policy must
ensure the safety and basic human rights of all who arrive at our borders.” 291 A few days later,
the Globe highlighted the comments of a lawyer for the Canadian Civil Liberties Association,
who reacted to the introduction of Bill C-86 by saying: “The government is polluting the
legislative agenda and political climate with a lot of garbage.”292 Elsewhere, the Globe
prioritized the perspectives of critics such as an immigration lawyer who referred to the
amendments contained in Bill C-86 as “not fair” and “not Canadian.”293
The Bill received similarly unsympathetic treatment in the pages of the Star. That
newspaper furthered the opinions of figures like Emmanuel Dick, vice-president of the Canadian
Ethnocultural Council, who said that “What we [the Council] see in Bill C-86 is a policy that
focuses on Canada's economic needs and undermines social needs such as family
reunification.”294 The Star also cited representatives from the Coalition for a Just Refugee and
Immigration Policy. In the pages of the Star, members of this group framed Bill C-86 as a
disappointing development in the context of Canadian history: “This government is only
concerned with one thing at this point in time in Canada's history – that is to get re-elected.”
Another critic described the government’s haste to push through the bill as “contemptuous of the
Canadian people and their democratic institutions.”295
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Although the debate surrounding Bill C-86 generated considerable media attention in
1992, Salvadorans did not appear at the forefront of this debate in Canadian newspapers. Only
one article specifically addressed both Salvadorans and Bill C-86. In this article, a critic of Bill
C-86 mentioned “Canada’s past efforts to address special refugee problems in Sri Lanka,
Yugoslavia, Lebanon, El Salvador and now Somalia.”296 Evidently, by late 1992, it was assumed
that El Salvador would no longer produce thousands of refugees, as the Salvadoran civil war was
officially ending. But during the years 1991 and 1992, thousands of Salvadorans were continuing
to arrive in Canada. In fact, Statistics Canada suggests that more than 25,000 Salvadorans came
to Canada from 1988 through 1992.297 Furthermore, according to this source, more Salvadorans
came to Canada in 1991 than in 1986 and 1987 combined.298 Yet this is not the impression one
would gain from reading Canadian newspapers.
Table 2. Arrivals to Canada who gave El Salvador as their country of last permanent residence,
1988 through 1992.299
Calendar
Year
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992

Total
Arrivals
2705
2848
4290
6977
5593

Family Class

Refugee Class

312
240
365
747
981

2091
2263
3750
5646
4009

Assisted
Relative Class
158
241
130
234
129

Independent
Class
144
104
45
350
474
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In the early 1990s, Salvadorans in Canada were portrayed in many of the same ways as
they had been in 1986 and 1987. A total of 74 articles specifically addressed Salvadoran
refugees; 30 such articles appeared in the Star, in addition to 22 in the Globe and 22 in the
Gazette. Most frequently, when Canadian newspapers mentioned Salvadoran refugees as a
group, they were mentioned alongside other nationals. Salvadorans were described alongside
Guatemalans, as conflicts in both nations officially concluded in the 1990s.300 Salvadoran
refugees were also again compared to people from around the world. For example, refugee
claimants from El Salvador were compared to those from Vietnam and Somalia, as Canada in the
early 1990s would only deport to such nations on “a case-by-case basis.”301 Salvadorans also
appeared alongside refugee claimants from Sudan and Vietnam in a summary of the Canadian
Council for Refugees’ 1992 report.302
Comparisons between “genuine” and “bogus” refugees were also made in 1991 and 1992.
In a March 1991 article addressing the state of Canada’s refugee claims system, the Globe wrote
that “one saving grace is that the claimants are now coming from countries likely to produce
refugees (Somalia, Sri Lanka, Lebanon, El Salvador, China) rather than countries from which the
largest group of claimants came in 1988 (Trinidad, Portugal).”303 This sentiment was frequently
expressed in the Globe. For example, another article which complained that “even bogus
refugees have a good chance of staying in Canada,” conceded that the “incredibly high
acceptance rate is explained in part by source countries that are genuinely war-torn and or riven
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by ethnic or political strife: Sri Lanka, Somalia, Lebanon, Iran, China, El Salvador, Ghana.” 304
As they were in 1986 and 1987, Salvadorans comprised one of several groups of allegedly more
“legitimate” claimants; in the early 1990s, however, little mention was made of many
Salvadorans’ “illegal” pasts in the United States.
In contrast to the 1980s, in the early 1990s a number of Canadian newspaper articles
focused on the experiences of individual Salvadoran refugees. More than 10 Salvadorans were
named and described in Canadian newspapers in 1991 and 1992. Using these individuals’ stories,
Canadian newspapers were able to: continue and modify a discourse from the 1980s that
critiqued the delays in Canada’s refugee system; demonstrate the Canadian immigration system’s
ability to both separate and provide for refugee families; allude to the complicated nature of
Salvadorans’ incorporation into Canadian society, and the development of their transnational
connections; and, finally, describe the failed integration of one young Salvadoran man who, only
a few months after his refugee claim was accepted, was shot to death by a plainclothes Montreal
police officer.
One of the most tragic stories about a Salvadoran refugee was that of Jesús Seferino
Aguilar, who was described in the pages of the Toronto Star as a victim of Canada’s inefficient
refugee processing system. Aguilar died by suicide on May 8, 1991. The two articles that
addressed Aguilar’s death were unusual, as Canadian newspapers in the 1990s generally avoided
reporting on suicide; when reports were provided, details of the death were usually omitted.305 In
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Aguilar’s case, however, the Star described how the young Salvadoran had died. The newspaper
also quoted Aguilar’s former psychiatrist.306
Like Salvadoran refugees in Honduras in the early 1980s, or those who were refused
entry to Canada in 1987, Aguilar was described as helpless, and also childlike. Star journalist
Peter Edwards wrote that, for Aguilar there would be “no more fear of being lost in a big city or
helplessness that he would never be reunited with his family.” Edwards noted how Aguilar had
begun classes two weeks before his death, and, on his first day of class, “was more nervous than
a Grade 1 student showing up at school for the first time.” The Star quoted Aguilar’s former
teacher who said “The first day he walked into my room, he was shaking like a little boy.”
Edwards added that Aguilar had found riding on the Toronto Transit System to be
“horrifying.”307 In the other article he wrote about Aguilar’s death, Edwards added the words of
Aguilar’s former psychiatrist, who said Aguilar was “like a helpless kid.”308
Unlike most Salvadoran refugees who appeared in Canadian newspapers in the 1980s,
however, Aguilar was cast in a “sick role.”309 Vanessa Pupavac suggests that interest in the
mental health of refugees is a historical phenomenon that emerged in the 1980s, following the
American Psychiatric Association’s recognition of post-traumatic stress disorder in 1980. In the
1980s, U.S. psychiatric journals began to report on the mental health of Vietnamese, Cambodian
and Latin American refugees. Pupavac writes that interest in refugees’ mental health expanded at
the end of the Cold War. She argues that “trauma diagnosis and counseling treatment are cited by
advocates to affirm refugees’ suffering and authenticity,”310 as can be seen in the articles about
306
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Aguilar. But Pupavac suggests that this form of advocacy is a double-edged sword, as “casting
refugees in the sick role questions their moral agency and legitimizes the inversion of their rights
into the rights of the external advocate.”311
Through his death, Aguilar lost all agency and became a cause for such external
advocates. The emphasis of the Star’s reporting on Aguilar’s death was the relationship between
his death and the delays in Canada’s refugee claims system. When he died, Aguilar had been
waiting almost four years to have his refugee claim formally heard. His death was compared to
the recent suicide of a Polish refugee claimant, and placed within the context of the increasing
incidences of depression experienced by refugee claimants as they waited for their cases to be
resolved. The Star quoted a United Church minister who said that “Jesus, by his action, I think
has expressed the ultimate despair of people in the refugee backlog.”312 The newspaper
suggested that others might share Aguilar’s fate if the situation were not remedied: “Just how
many refugee claimants and people caught in immigration backlogs commit suicide is unknown,
but community workers fear it is growing along with the backlog of 100,000 refugee
claimants.”313 Two days later, the Star opened its article by suggesting that “Canada's
immigration system must be streamlined to keep more refugee claimants from killing
themselves.” The incoming chair of the Inter-Church Committee for Refugees added that “There
are a lot of Jesuses.”314
Other Salvadorans appeared in Canadian newspapers as examples of the Canadian
immigration system’s impact on refugee families. This focus was consistent with Canadian
immigration policies of the early 1990s. The objective of “family reunification” was first
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articulated in legislation in the 1976 Immigration Act.315 By 1983, family class immigrants
comprised 50% of all immigrants admitted to Canada. Family admissions slowed in the mid1980s, but increased again in 1988, when a measure was enacted in favour of the family
category.316 With this change, family category admissions grew from nearly 32% in 1988 to 44%
in 1993.317 In the early 1990s, therefore, family reunification would have been a well-known and
highly visible component of Canadian immigration. Furthermore, since at least the 1970s, family
reunification has been considered by many to be a symbol of Canadian immigration policy’s
humanitarian impulse.318 As Table 2 above indicates, many of the Salvadorans who were
admitted to Canada were sponsored by their family members who were already in the country.
Therefore, when the Canadian immigration system threatened to separate or endanger a
few Salvadoran families in the early 1990s, Canadian newspapers were alarmed. In April of
1992, the Globe and Mail reported on the pending deportation of Lilian Alas, a Salvadoran
refugee claimant. Alas had five children, one of whom had been chosen as a governmentsponsored refugee, four others who were living with their grandmother in El Salvador, and a fifth
who was born in Canada six months earlier and was therefore a citizen. The child’s father was a
Nicaraguan whose refugee claim had been accepted. Refugee advocate Nancy Pocock was
quoted in the Globe saying that Alas’ deportation would separate a child from its parents and
thereby violate the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. When questioned why
she had a child without a clear ruling on her refugee claim, Alas defended her decision: “I
thought about having an abortion, but I couldn't do that... I didn't want to kill my baby just to
315

However, the concept of family reunification as an immigration method has existed since 1908.Rell
DeShaw, “The History of Family Reunification in Canada and Current Policy,” Canadian Issues (Spring 2006): 9.
316
Specifically, unmarried sons and daughters of any age were permitted to immigrate as dependents of
sponsored parents. DeShaw, “History of Family Reunification,” 10.
317
Dominique Daniel, “The Debate on Family Reunification and Canada's Immigration Act of 1976,”
American Review of Canadian Studies 35, no.4 (2005): 698.
318
DeShaw, “History of Family Reunification,” 9.

96

please the Canadian government.”319 In a similar story that was published in August of 1992, the
Toronto Star described how a Colombian man, Luis Morales Echeverri, was going to be
deported and therefore separated from his Salvadoran wife, Lizzet Martínez, who had recently
been granted landed immigrant status, and their two children. The Star quoted lawyers and
refugee advocates who claimed that Echeverri was “the victim of a new get tough approach to
refugees by the federal government.” His lawyer told the Star that the “move now is to crack
down on people perceived as abusing the system, but the policy is going too far.”320 Both of
these cases generated only one article each, after which their cases faded from the news.
The fate of a Salvadoran refugee claimant named José Alberto García Estrada – referred
to as “Estrada” in Canadian newspapers – and his family generated several articles in the early
1990s.321 Unlike the cases of Echeverri and Alas, Garcías’ experiences generated support from
many powerful Canadian institutions. This may have been one reason why García was the topic
of 7 articles that appeared in 1991 and 1992, 4 of which were in the Star and 3 of which were in
the Globe and Mail. García, his wife Antonia Funes Umanzor de García, and their two young
children, Karla, 6, and Jonathan, 6 months, had arrived in Canada and filed for refugee status in
late 1989. The Star reported that, in his refugee board hearing, García had stated that he had
served as secretary of the Union of Industrial and Metal Workers in El Salvador, which was
affiliated with the anti-government FENESTRAS Labour Federation. García said that he had
been harassed and beaten by the Salvadoran military police. The police raided his home in
319
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October of 1989, but failed to find García and attacked his wife. She was stabbed five times and
was rendered unconscious. In December of 1990, a refugee determination panel ruled that García
had a credible claim to asylum, but his demand for refugee status was denied in March of 1991.
García’s lawyer failed to appeal on time, but then, as noted in Canadian newspapers, activists
petitioned on García’s behalf. The Star said that letters of support were sent to Immigration
Minister Valcourt from a Montreal physician who had examined Umanzor de García’s stab
wounds; the FENESTRAS representative in Quebec; Canadian trade unionists, including the
President of the Canadian Auto Workers Association; the Canadian Bar Association; the InterChurch Committee for Human Rights in Latin America; and the Jesuit Refugee Service for
Central America. Valcourt was said to have personally reviewed García’s file. Nevertheless,
without further official explanation, García and his family were deported to El Salvador on June
20, 1991.322
In the summer of 1991, supporters of the García family worried that the family had died
upon returning to El Salvador, and voiced their concerns in the press. In June, Gerald Caplan,
former national secretary of the New Democratic Party, wrote in the Star: “Although, ominously,
no one has yet heard from the family, it's fervently hoped they're still alive somewhere in El
Salvador.”323 By August, one letter to the editor of the Globe was less optimistic, writing: “Let's
face facts: They are probably dead.”324 The Star and the Globe reported how Canadians had
lobbied Minister Valcourt to grant the García family a minister’s permit to return on
humanitarian and compassionate grounds. Valcourt had not done so, but had responded to public
pressure by referring García’s case for review by the United Nations High Commissioner for
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Refugees. In October of 1992, the Globe reported that García and his family were alive in El
Salvador. This final article about the García family concluded by noting that they could re-apply
for admission to Canada.325
Although the Canadian immigration apparatus had caused great hardships for the García,
Echeverri and Alas families, Canadian newspapers nonetheless upheld their nation’s potential to
bring families together. The story of Amílcar Gonzales focused on this point. A pair of
syndicated articles in the Star explained that Gonzales was abandoned by his parents in El
Salvador at the age of 2. Gonzales began working at 8, and, at 14, began walking north. He
feared he would be deported from the United States, and so he came to Canada at the age of 15.
By age 18, he was living alone in Vancouver. After learning how to read and write, he became a
high school student. The Toronto Star described Gonzales as “ambitious,” “hard working,” and
“determined to improve his life.” In this way, Gonzales’ story was reminiscent of the article that
portrayed an earnest and hardworking Carlos Vega in the pages of the same newspaper years
before.326
But this article about Gonzales also spoke about the young man, who was 18 at the time,
as if he were a little boy. The newspaper wrote that Gonzales was “looking for parents,” who, in
Gonzales’ words, “would love me and make sure I'm okay...They would help me buy clothes and
shoes and food.” Gonzales went on to say that “I need somebody to take care of me, someone to
tell me when I do bad things and when I do good things... If I could find a mother and father, I
would be a good boy forever.”327 A few months later, the Toronto Star wrote that the young
Salvadoran had found Canadian parents. The previous article about Gonzales was said to have
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generated dozens of responses, which Gonzales and his school counselors sifted through.
Eventually, east Vancouver residents Merrilee Robson and Stuart Thomas were selected and
Gonzales moved in with them. Gonzalez told the Star: “I'm allowed to call them my parents. I
never had that before.” Gonzales added that “Life has changed a lot. I'm doing good in school,
it's easier for me to concentrate and do things better.” 328 As was the case with Salvadoran
refugees in Honduras in the early 1980s, Gonzalez appeared in Canadian newspapers as someone
needing help from wealthy, White North Americans.
Despite such tales of family and reunification, other newspaper articles suggested the
often conflicted nature of emerging Salvadoran trans-nationalism. In October of 1991, the
Gazette published the first of two articles about another Salvadoran woman, Adela Platero, and
her family. But unlike any other article published in the Gazette, the Toronto Star or the Globe
and Mail during the years examined in this thesis, this article was written by a Salvadoran
refugee herself. Platero was a volunteer for Salvaide, a Canadian aid organization for
Salvadorans resettling areas evacuated during earlier fighting. In this article, Platero described
her return to El Salvador in July of 1991 with her 10-year-old son after a decade in Montreal.
Ernesto had been born in a Mexican refugee camp and had since gained Canadian citizenship.329
Platero wrote that during her trip, she “felt complete – Salvadoran again,” but at the same time
asserted that “Montreal is my home now, at least to the half of me that had adopted
‘Norteamericano’ life.” She concluded by wondering: “Home? What is home for me anymore?
My family is memories and my country is torn. But I will return.” Arriving at Montreal’s Dorval
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airport, Platero wrote that she and her son “weep openly.” She concluded: “We are Salvadorans
– but home again in Montreal.”330
Platero again appeared in the pages of the Gazette following the official end of the civil
war in El Salvador. The newspaper said Platero “isn’t in a rush back to her homeland,” and that
she would visit El Salvador before deciding whether to return permanently. Celina Hasbun,
another Salvadoran in Montreal told the Gazette “That was my dream, to go back.”
Circumstances had changed for Hasbun however: “Now I have to think it over because my
husband is Canadian, and it would be harder for him to adjust there than for me to adjust here.
But I have a lot of friends who are wanting to go back.” Another Salvadoran, José Alfredo Mejía,
was also waiting to decide whether he would return. Doris Montalvo told the Gazette that she
would not be returning to El Salvador. Her daughter and husband had disappeared in the early
1980s. The Gazette stated that there were as many as 25,000 Salvadorans in Montreal, the
majority of whom had fled during the civil war.331
In the early 1990s, the Canadian press began to allude to the transnationalism that has
characterized many such Salvadoran communities since the end of the civil war. The
transnational character of so many contemporary experiences, and phenomena such as migration
and diaspora in particular, have altered how individuals conceive of their national belonging, and
how nation-states themselves partake in nation-building. Patricia Landolt, Lilian Autler and
Sonia Baires write that “the violence, chaos and poverty in which migrants left their families in
El Salvador endowed them with a deep sense of social obligation towards their places of origin”
despite their continued geographic distance.332 Similarly, in her work on Salvadoran national
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identity, Robin Maria DeLugan suggests that El Salvador emerged from its twelve-year civil war
with a more inclusive sense of national belonging to include those Salvadorans living outside El
Salvador.333 DeLugan relies in part on Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined communities
to explain the development of Salvadoran transnationalism.334 Other scholars have added to this
definition and specified ways in which transnational subjects develop and maintain their
allegiances to certain imagined communities. Economic connections have been employed by
Salvadorans living abroad to cultivate a sense of transnational belonging: Since the end of the
civil war, El Salvador’s economy has been tremendously reliant on remittances from abroad. 335
Through these and other means, Salvadorans living outside of El Salvador have been able to
“express their longing for a beloved homeland” and maintain long-distance ties with the
Salvadoran nation state.336
Adapting to life in Canada and developing a new sense of identity was described as
challenging for many of the Salvadorans mentioned above, but the final series of articles
examined here depicts a Salvadoran refugee, Jorge Alberto Chavarría Reyes, whose life in
Canadian society was cut short. Early in the morning of November 22, 1990, Chavarría was shot
in the chest by plainclothes Montreal police officer Eric Masse. Chavarría died of his injuries a
few hours later. Through this death, Chavarría garnered more media attention than any other
Salvadoran refugee examined here. Specifically, Chavarría was the subject of 21 newspaper
articles in 1991 and 1992, in addition to 3 articles that appeared in late 1990. Of these 24 articles,
20 appeared in the Montreal Gazette, in addition to 2 articles in the Globe and Mail and 2 in the

333

DeLugan, Reimagining National Belonging, 89.
DeLugan, Reimagining National Belonging, 11.
335
Aldo Lauria-Santiago and Leigh Binford. Landscapes of Struggle: Politics, Society and Community in
El Salvador (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2004), 207, 245; DeLugan, Reimagining National
Belonging, 89 – 90.
336
DeLugan, Reimagining National Belonging, 95 – 97.
334

102

Toronto Star. A further 15 articles mentioned Chavarría from 1993 through 2008; 2 of these
appeared in the Globe and Mail and the remainder were published in the Gazette.
Conflicting details of what had transpired the morning of November 22 appeared for
months in the Montreal Gazette. It was the Toronto Star, however, that first reported that the
Quebec provincial police force was investigating Chavarría’s death.337 This initial report by the
Canadian Press stated that Chavarría had “just stolen a loaf of bread, a package of cold cuts and a
dozen eggs” from a convenience store before being shot dead by a plainclothes police officer.338
The value of the goods Chavarría was alleged to have stolen was later estimated to be about
$10.339 What Chavarría had taken from the store – a Provi-Soir “dépanneuer” – and the estimated
value of these goods was repeated in many of the stories about his death.340 After Chavarría left
the dépanneur, the clerk of that store called the police. Masse was nearby and pursued Chavarría
on foot. Some form of scuffle ensued between the two, and Chavarría fled into a parking garage,
in which he was cornered. Masse argued that Chavarría then threatened him with a knife, and
Masse fired in self-defense.341
More details of that evening appeared in the press when, in November of 1991,
Chavarría’s death was the subject of a coroner’s public inquest overseen by chief coroner Pierre
Trahan. It was unclear whether Chavarría was armed that evening, and if he had been armed
when he was shot. In April of 1993, the Gazette reported that Coroner Trahan absolved Masse
and the police of blame in the death of Chavarría.342 Trahan noted that the evidence suggested
Chavarría had likely been disarmed before he was shot, as his alleged knife was found about 70
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feet from the location of the shooting.343 Masse was also ordered to appear before the Quebec
Police Ethics Commission tribunal. The tribunal cleared Masse of any wrong-doing. Carmelo
Tutino, the lawyer who had helped Chavarría gain refugee status in August of 1990, filed an
appeal.344 It was heard in May of 1994, but Masse’s exoneration was upheld.345
Chavarría’s character was debated in the Gazette in the early 1990s. Chavarría had been
granted refugee status in August of 1990, only about three months before he was fatally shot.
The Gazette sometimes alluded to the poverty Chavarría had grown up in and the hardships he
had continued to face in Canada. On November 30, 1990, the Gazette reported that “a simple
funeral service” was to be held that day for Chavarría. This article noted that Chavarría’s family
“can't afford to have his body returned to El Salvador, so the Quebec Social Services Department
has agreed to pay the $1,500 cost of a burial in Montreal's Cimetière de l'Est.”346 Chavarría’s
parents, Coralia Chavarría-Reyes and Jorge Alberto Vigil, also filed a civil suit against Masse,
accusing him of acting recklessly.347 The results of this suit did not appear in the Gazette, but
Tutino, who represented Chavarría’s “impoverished parents” still living in El Salvador, stated
that the family could not afford to post the $4500 bond required to proceed with the suit; a
collection was being undertaken for their cause.348 Repeated mention of what Chavarría had
allegedly taken on the night he was shot – bread, meat and eggs – also suggested that he had
been poor.
Despite some of these more compassionate portrayals, Canadian newspapers nonetheless
usually described Chavarría as foreign, inebriated and threatening. Language was one marker of
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Chavarría as different. For example, Chavarría was referred to as “a man with a Spanish
accent.”349 Language differences also seemed to have caused confusion on the night of
November 22: Summarizing Masse’s explanation of that evening, the Gazette described how
Masse said he first spoke to Chavarría in French, and then Chavarría responded in English and
ran away. When the officer pushed Chavarría to the ground and began giving him directions,
“the suspect spoke incomprehensibly and rummaged through his pockets.”350 Whether
Chavarría’s “incomprehensible” speech was in fact Spanish was not mentioned. The Gazette
repeatedly stated, however, that “Chavarria had a high blood-alcohol count at the time of his
death.” 351 Croisetiere added that Chavarría made him feel “a little nervous,” and Chavarría
“seemed drunk.”352
The newspapers described Chavarría as suspicious and likely dangerous. Chavarria’s
former roommate, José Victor Ventura- Martínez, testified that Chavarría “hated the police and
talked about killing them.” The Gazette noted that Chavarría “had been a FMLN guerrilla in their
native Central American country before coming to Canada.” Ventura-Martínez added that
Chavarría “sometimes became violent when drunk.” No mention was made of why a former
FMLN guerilla might be uncomfortable with the police. An editorial in the Gazette described
Chavarría’s case as belonging to a “murky category” in which “the Hispanic victims had knives;
whether these two fugitives [Chavarría and another man killed by police gunfire] were actually
threatening the police with them at the instant they were shot has yet to be firmly established.”353
These depictions of Chavarría fit within a broader trend of the Canadian mass media demonizing
349
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minority women and men as social problems. In this case, Chavarría was criminalized as a
troublemaker, even though an alternative reading of events could portray him as a victim of
police brutality.354 The newspapers focused almost no attention on Eric Masse’s character or
history.
In fact, newspapers often used Chavarría’s alleged crime in lieu of his name. Six articles
described him as a “shoplifter” rather than providing his name in their titles. These articles had
titles like: “MUC cop cleared in fatal shooting; Ethics committee absolves undercover police
officer in shoplifter’s death”; “Policeman who shot thief must appear at tribunal; Ethics
Commission will hear complaint lodged after death of shoplifter”; “Inquest to probe shooting of
shoplifter by police officer”; and “Coroner awaits Surete report on fatal shooting of
shoplifter.”355 Chavarría was never convicted of shoplifting, but that crime was used
interchangeably with his name in Canadian newspapers.
The press also often alluded to Chavarría’s’ identity as a member of minority group. His
refugee status was mentioned a few times. In a Gazette editorial, Jack Todd framed Chavarría’s
death as a poor refection on the nation in which he sought refuge:
For Jorge Chavarria, El Norte was more deadly than the world he left behind. It's ironic:
he could have stayed in El Salvador and risked getting shot by a cop but he fled to
Canada – and was shot by a cop.356
While Todd’s article pointed to the tragedy of Chavarría being killed in a country in which he
had sought refuge, a letter to the editor of the Gazette blamed Chavarría for his own death and
questioned why he had been admitted to Canada. Michel Bonneau wrote to the Gazette:
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If [Chavarría’s family] wanted peace, what was he doing on a Thursday morning at 3
a.m. stealing food and under the influence of alcohol? Is this the type of citizen we are
accepting in this country?
Anyone carrying a gun or a knife is not a law-abiding citizen and is asking for trouble.
Justice is strict with Canadian-born citizens and I do not see why there should be another
standard for immigrants or refugees.357
The justice of Chavarría’s death was apparently not in doubt for this reader. Despite these
contrasting perspectives, however, Chavarría’s death did not become a lightning rod for
immigration issues in the early 1990s. Instead, Chavarría became a representative of a minority
group within Canadian culture.
Chavarría was frequently portrayed as a representative of Montreal’s growing Latin
American community. A few days after Chavarría’s death, the Gazette reported that about 50
protesters, “mostly Latin-Americans,” had gathered outside the Bonsecours St. office of the
MUC police. The president of the Quebec Congress of Hispano-Canadiens told the newspaper
that he had filed a formal complaint with the Quebec Human Rights Commission in response to
Chavarría’s case. 358 By March of 1991, the Gazette reported that “various ethnic groups have
been demanding an independent inquiry and inquest into Chavarría’s death.” The same article
stated that, although a funeral had been held for Chavarría, his body remained un-buried, and
“Latin-American organizations have been trying to raise funds to that end.”359
With such articles, Chavarría’s death was presented as an issue of concern for members
of Latin American and other minority communities, rather than an issue for all Canadians. Frontpage articles with titles like “Police under fire again: Minority groups see a ‘trigger-happy’
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force”360demonstrated this position. Furthermore, the Gazette suggested that it was up to Latin
Americans to assert their rights if they wanted them to be respected. In July of 1991, the Gazette
entitled an article “Latinos advised to campaign for justice.” This article quoted Chavarría’s
lawyer, Tutino, who told the newspaper that “the Latino community should be as vigilant as
blacks in seeking justice.” Tutino accused authorities of stalling on Chavarría’s case “because
they know the Latino community is not putting any pressure on them.” This was contrasted, by
the Gazette and Tutino, with the black community, which was said to be “very well organized
and structured so they get action.”361 These depictions of police violence as a problem for certain
minority groups supports Sherene Razack’s argument that, when oppressed groups seek justice,
dominant groups often respond by denying their responsibility for, and complicity in, the
oppression of marginalized others.362 The onus was placed on Montreal’s Latin American
community to seek justice in Chavarría’s case, and this group was consistently portrayed as
separate from mainstream, White Canada.
Canadian newspapers’ representation of Chavarría and the official inquiries into the
circumstances surrounding his death can be assessed in many ways. Chavarría’s death, and its
media portrayal, both speak to the continued challenges experienced by refugees and former
refugees in Canada. This is consistent with many studies that have demonstrated the social,
political and economic challenges of immigrants in constructing equal and meaningful
citizenship.363
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Chavarría’s case also demonstrates the inconsistencies of Canadian rhetoric about
“multiculturalism.” Chavarría died two years after the passing of the Multiculturalism Act, and
after almost two decades of official Canadian policy on multiculturalism. Patricia Wood and
Liette Gilbert write that the discourse of multiculturalism had since become “an organizing
national ideal.”364 They add, however, that the policy of multiculturalism was hastily
implemented in the 1970s, without much consideration of what it would mean or how its goals
would be achieved. It was never a popular movement.365 Richard Gywn in fact sees the divisive
ability of this policy, as it separates “ethnics” from White Canadians. He writes that
multiculturalism ensures that “no one becomes a Canadian but instead remains, forever, a Greek
Canadian, a Somali Canadian or whatever.”366 The Canadian press repeatedly depicted Chavarría
as “Latino-Canadian” or “Salvadoran- Canadian” – that is, as a member of a distinct group
separated from the imagined community of Canada.
Canadian newspapers in 1991 and 1992 built upon the discourses about Salvadoran
refugees that had developed in the 1980s. These newspapers continued to write about the war
and the prospect of peace in El Salvador as a topic for Canadian concern, and depictions of
Salvadorans as a group were similar to those that had appeared years before. But during the early
1990s, Canadian newspapers also gave greater voice to Salvadorans in Canada. They articulated
a variety of concerns that affected Salvadorans, such as the impacts of migration on their families
and on their senses of identity. One Salvadoran woman even wrote of her own experiences.
Nevertheless, Canadian newspapers still suggested that Salvadorans had not been completely
incorporated into the Canadian nation, but constituted a distinct minority.
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Conclusion
My thesis has examined the many ways in which three prominent Canadian newspapers
portrayed Salvadoran refugees during the Salvadoran civil war of 1980 to 1992. As newspapers
both reflect and shape a nation’s idea of itself, they acted as discursive gatekeepers to the
imagined community of Canada. During the years 1980 to 1992, these discourses of national
belonging and exclusion morphed. In the early 1980s, Salvadorans were constructed as distant
and distinct from Canada. By 1986 and 1987, Salvadoran refugees generated more media
attention and their inclusion in the Canadian nation was increasingly contested. In 1991 and
1992, Salvadorans were given greater voice in Canadian newspapers, but this did not prevent
their portrayal as a distinct minority group within Canada. From 1980 to 1992, Canadian
newspapers portrayed Salvadorans as increasingly close to, but never fully integrated within, the
imagined community of Canada.
As a reflection of power structures within Canadian society, newspapers of 1980 to 1992
emphasized the perspectives of government actors. They also, however, frequently presented the
perspectives of refugee advocates, including opposition party members, but also nongovernmental actors, such as church members, students, lawyers and other activists. This trend
supports García’s thesis that refugee advocates were instrumental in making the plight of Central
American refugees into questions of national concern in the 1980s and 1990s.
Using Canada’s treatment of Salvadoran refugees as their backdrop, these institutional
actors and activists contested the nature of Canadian national identity in the pages of Canadian
newspapers. There were many facets to these debates. For one, Canadian newspapers
encapsulated debates over Canadian identity in relation to the United States. Both Canada’s
foreign policy towards El Salvador and its policies towards Salvadoran refugees were considered
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in light of American policies. This relates to a second trend, which was that Canada was
considered in relation to third world countries, such as El Salvador. Canadian newspapers called
on Canadians to show sympathy for the people of El Salvador, and provided examples of North
Americans “saving” Salvadorans, both in Central America and in Canada. This connected to
Canada’s supposed humanitarian tradition, which was called into question, particularly in 1986
and 1987. In the early 1990s, all of these discourses converged in Canadian newspapers’
consideration of Canada’s peacekeeping role in El Salvador. Canadian newspapers praised
national efforts to contribute to the Salvadoran peace process, and chart an independent path for
Canada in the post-Cold War world. Overall, these debates, though ostensibly about Salvadoran
refugees, revealed a great deal about how the Canadian nation imagined itself in this era.
Salvadoran refugees rarely described their own experiences in the pages of Canadian
newspapers. When this became a more common occurrence in the early 1990s, Salvadorans were
most often named and quoted in the pages of the Montreal Gazette. Montreal was then home to
Canada’s largest Salvadoran community. Perhaps, with greater visibility in the streets of
Montreal, Salvadorans also gained greater recognition and more humanizing treatment in the
pages of one of the city’s major daily newspapers.
By naming and quoting Salvadoran refugees, Canadian newspapers of the 1990s began to
write about Salvadorans as they would write about White, middle-class Canadians. But Canadian
newspapers continued to write about Salvadorans as different from mainstream Canadians. In
fact, these alleged differences were the topic of most of the articles discussed in chapter three;
these differences were considered newsworthy. For example, Canadian newspapers suggested
that Salvadorans were unusual because their families were threatened with separation, or because
some of them identified with two nation states. Furthermore, the Salvadorans who garnered the
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most attention from the print media almost never spoke for themselves: Regalado was quoted a
few times, but García was silent. Newspapers only became interested in Aguilar and Chavarría
after their deaths.
Perhaps paradoxically, these stories also rarely focused on anything particularly
“Salvadoran” about refugees from El Salvador. These people were described in generic terms: in
most of the articles about Salvadoran refugees, the subjects could have been refugees from
almost any poor, warm country who fled to Canada because in their home countries “it is very
difficult to build a better life and it is very dangerous,” as one article put it. 367 Canadian
newspapers’ tendency to combine descriptions of Salvadorans with those of other nationals did
nothing to counteract this trend.
Evidently, using newspapers as my primary source has provided unique insights but has
also limited my study in some ways. My thesis has not addressed a number of possible questions
about the arrival of Salvadoran refugees to Canada. For instance, I have not focused on the
relationship between economics and Canadian immigration, although the two topics are often
discussed in tandem. Two of the three time periods examined in my thesis were marked by
economic recessions: In both the early 1980s and the early 1990s Canadian debt and
unemployment increased. Some scholars, including Lisa Marie Jakubowski, and studies, like one
by the Employment Council of Canada, have suggested that economic downturns in the West
may cause increased antagonism concerning the arrival of more newcomers.368 But this
relationship is not straightforward. I would agree with scholars like Gerald Dirks who suggest
that, while economic factors are important, social and political factors are crucial to
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understanding how immigration debates have unfolded in Canada.369 I hope that, by focusing on
newspapers, my thesis has elucidated some of the contours of the social and political context of
Canada as a refugee-receiving nation in the 1980s and early 1990s.
Nevertheless, my thesis focuses on newspapers in which the unique lived experiences of
Salvadoran refugees were rarely featured, and in which those individual stories that did appear
were filtered through the knowledge-making processes of major media outlets. Therefore, while
my thesis is about Salvadoran refugees, they are largely silent in its pages. I hope not to
perpetuate a discourse in which the people who are most affected by refugee policies are rarely
given space to speak about them. Instead, I hope to have demonstrated some of the details and
flaws in this way of making knowledge about and for refugees. These discourses are
consequential, as they both gave meaning to past experiences and continue to unfold in new
permutations in the present day. In the more than twenty two years since the conclusion of the
Salvadoran civil war, refugee and immigration policies have remained highly contested and
publicized topics in Canadian newspapers. Many of the issues that ignited national interest in the
1980s continue to be debated today, as, for example, Canadian immigration ministers still talk
about “bogus” refugees and the family reunification focus of Canadian immigration policy has
been cast into doubt.370 Although relatively few refugees are now admitted to Canada from El
Salvador, new variations of the discourses that emerged in connection with Salvadorans’ arrivals
during the civil war continue to be applied to other newcomers. That is, new groups are spoken
369
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about in the way Salvadoran refugees once were, and similar discourses about minority groups in
Canada also persist. I hope that these discourses, and the nation that produces and is produced by
them, continue to morph, but in a more inclusive and humanizing direction.
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