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Book Reviews

Hans Werner, Imagined Homes, Soviet
German Immigrants in Two Cities
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press,
2007) paperback, 297 pages.

Reviewed by Harry Loewen, Professor
Emeritus, Kelowna, B.C

his historical-sociological study deals

with two ethnic German communities
which came to Winnipeg, Canada, and
Bielefeld, Germany, after the Second
World War. It is a comparative study
investigating  the  similarities  and
differences of how these immigrants were
received by their host cities and how they
sought to integrate in their surrounding
societies. At first sight it may seem that
comparing communities separated by time
and space, might be like the proverbial
“comparing apples and oranges,” but as
Hans Werner demonstrates, his study
provides insights that a book on just a
single community would not provide.

The book has four parts with nine
chapters, framed by an introduction and a
brief summary and conclusion. The first
part of the book deals briefly with the
historical setting, including the political
and war situation in Europe which created
refugees and the need for their finding
homes. The second part describes how the
immigrants put down roots, first in
Winnipeg and two decades later in
Bielefeld. Owning their own homes was
important to both groups. In Bielefeld, the
resettlers “transplanted the tradition from
the Soviet Union of helping each other
build a home....In Winnipeg, immigrants
bought homes very quickly, a move made
possible by a buoyant economy and by
pooling the family’s resources.” (127)

In the third part, called “Reproducing
the Community,” the book deals with
such things as family, religion and
language. The part begins with a reference
to Karl Fast who was separated from his
wife and a child in Poland in 1944 and
then in Canada was “able to reconstruct
his family from the upheaval of World
War 11.” (131). There were many such
separations among the immigrants coming
to Canada and to Germany. As Werner
shows, the family unit among the
immigrants was a most important part of
their feeling “at home.”

Religion and language were next in
importance for the immigrants; the book
shows how the immigrants sought to build
their church life as soon as they found

jobs. But the preservation of their German
language was as important for their ethnic
identity and congregational fellowship. In
Winnipeg, however, English eventually
replaced German in the congregations; in
Bielefeld the resettlers had to learn to
speak “proper” German before they were
fully accepted by the host society.

The  fourth  part is  entitled
“Participation” and deals with
membership issues in the churches and
non-religious organizations in which the
immigrants became involved, including
cultural institutions and the German news
media. The author correctly observes that
in eastern Europe the German-speaking
groups felt superior to their slavic
neighbours. In pre-Soviet times they were
materially better off, were better educated,
and as Germans identified with the culture
of Germany. In Canada, on the other
hand, the immigrants did not feel superior
to their “English” neighbours, and in
Bielefeld the Russian-Germans were seen
as “Russians,” not a complimentary term.
Integration was thus necessary, which was
easier for the Winnipegers than for the
Bielefelders because Canada’s more open
society welcomed strangers more readily
than Germany.

The ethnic German immigrants that the
book deals with belong generally to three
religious  denominations: Lutheran,
Baptist and Mennonite, all coming from
the eastern-block countries, primarily the
Soviet Union. Including several, although
similar, groups in one study, as
mentioned, makes for interesting
comparison, yet it also sets limits to in
depth discussion and more varied
narratives of the immigrants’ experiences.
The Lutheran reader, for example, might
have liked to see more stories of their
groups, and the Mennonite or Baptist
reader knows that there are many other
experiences which have not been
included. In other words, the reader,
whose appetite has been whetted by the
stories, might wish to have found more
about his or her people’s experiences.

The author’s analysis of the two
communities is based on a thorough
knowledge of the ethnic Germans in the
two cities. What seems ironic to him and
the reader, no doubt, is that the
immigrants in Winnipeg, where they had
to learn English, were fairly soon easily
integrated in their host society; the ethno-
Germans coming to German Bielefeld
found it more difficult (with some
exceptions) to accept the culture and ways
of their hosts. The cultural differences

between the resettlers (Aussiedler) and
native Germans were too great and thus
often too difficult to bridge.

There were also differences between the
two receiving cities and the way they
sought to integrate the newcomers. The
post-World War Il immigrants to Canada,
after learning a new language, were more
or less left to themselves to find
employment, establish their homes, and
become economically and socially
successful. The newcomers to Bielefeld,
on the other hand, were given much help
and support by the German government to
learn the language and finding
accommodation and employment. But
both the Winnipegers and the Bielefelders
had their religious and social networks for
support and thus could rely on their “own
people” to get on in a strange land. The
ethnic Germans in Winnipeg accepted the
ways of their neighbours fairly soon after
their arrival, but the Bielefelders remained
“strangers” in their new social and
cultural environment much longer. Their
living in the oppressive Soviet Union had
not prepared them for the freer and more
liberal conditions in the West.

The author has chosen not to deal (at
least not in detail) with questions of
politics and ideology and how they might
have been factors in the immigrants’
experiences and in their subsequent life in
the new countries. There is little about the
war time experiences of the immigrants.
For example, there were many among
them who had served in the Soviet and/or
the German military. The reader might
ask how these experiences had shaped
their lives and views. There were
Mennonites who after the war had to go
first to South Ameria before coming to
Canada because they had served in the
German military. A few references to
their experiences would have added to the
richness of their story.

The author speaks of “sectarian” groups
and issues when referring to the
immigrants’ religion or faith. Terms like
“sects” (Sekten) and “sectarian” may be
acceptable in sociological discourse, but
the Aussiedler believers would not wish to
be referred to as “sects,” which for them
has negative connotations, reminding
them of the times when they were
excluded from “acceptable  and
legitimate” religious groups. They simply
think of themselves as Gldubige, religious
believers, not sectarians. In a possible
translation of the book into German, Sekte
or Sektierer should not be used when

(cont’d on p. 6)



