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Why Canada?

Jonathan Wagner has written a monograph on a migra-
tion movement that was in many ways a peripheral one.
From a Canadian perspective, Germans accounted for a
relatively minor share of immigrants, compared to for-
mer residents of the British Isles, of eastern or southern
Europe. Seen from Germany, Canada was one of many
destinations for migrants who wished to leave the coun-
try and were prepared to travel over long distances, but
were, for whatever reason, not attracted by the United
States, the destination for the overwhelming majority of
transcontinental emigrants. Nevertheless, the movement
from Germany to Canada was significant in absolute and
often symbolic terms. The way Wagner tells it, the story
of German-Canadian migration was a tale of parallel ex-
periences: both Germany and Canada experienced fed-
eration and increasing international autonomy from the
1860s; both were ruled by domineering conservative fig-
ures presiding overde facto liberalization in the 1870s;
both participated in the First World War, and both went
through traumatic economic crises in the interwar period.

The book is organized chronologically in four chap-
ters, covering 1850-70, 1870-90, 1890-1914 and 1919-39,
which treat four main topics. The first thread linking the
chapters is the development of Canadian immigration pol-
icy, which refers both to restrictions on or incentives for
certain classes of immigrants, and the measures Canadian
governments took to attract German would-be emigrants
to Canada. The second theme, linked to the first one, is
the German view of emigration to Canada and political
steps taken to encourage or, more frequently, hinder it.
The third issue concerns what one might call classical mi-
gration history: an analysis of the quantitative aspects of
migration flows and of push and pull factors which in-
fluenced migration decisions. Finally, every chapter dis-
cusses the experience of the journey.

These four argumentative threads produce different
impressions. Canadian immigration policy emerges as a
missed opportunity. Canadian governments were slow to

seize chances in Germany either by establishing official
representatives, agreeing to activists’ initiatives, or devel-
oping a realistic and yet attractive image of Canada that
moved beyond the focus on the cold and nature in its ro-
manticized or threatening variants. Part of the problem
appears to have been the need to adapt Canadian activities
to U.S. ones, which all too often appears to have resulted
in the description of Canada as a version, whether infe-
rior or superior, of the United States. The initial failure to
attract German settlers had long-term consequences, be-
cause it meant that Canada lacked the basis for the chain
migration that proved to be the most effective way of at-
tracting immigrants. Immigration policy inclined to gen-
eral openness in the beginning of the period, but turned in-
creasingly selective as the federal government introduced
and refined regulations that allowed immigration officials
to bar entrants or deport alien residents on the grounds of
poverty, ill health, or poor moral character.

German emigration policy was equally ambivalent. In
principle, emigration was possible and permissible, de-
spite various bureaucratic and financial hurdles. Some
local governments encouraged and assisted the emigra-
tion of paupers to alleviate financial burdens and ease so-
cial tensions, but such programs had largely ended by the
1860s. By contrast, the imperial and state governments
looked askance at emigration agents, because they were
suspected of distributing false or misleading information
in order to separate emigrants from their money. Several
Canadian agents came into conflict with these emigration
restrictions in the imperial period, sometimes spending
time in prison as a result. Wagner’s assessment of the
quantities of migration focuses on global figures and the
economic situation in both countries; less information is
offered on settlement patterns or patterns of regional ori-
gin. The history of the journey, by contrast, is one of
progress: travel became safer, swifter and more comfort-
able with the introduction of new types of ships and regu-
lar, more reliable railway connections.
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Covering a broad topic in very limited space is always
a particular challenge. Wagner’s approach of combining
the political, economic, cultural, and technological his-
tory of two countries for almost a century in just over
200 pages of text presents a clear picture and a cogent
argument, but obviously involves sacrifices. The book is
based on a broad reading of archival records as well as
printed, secondary works on emigration and emigration
policy in Germany. The primary focus remains, however,
on the Canadian side of the equation. The description of
the German political and economic context is sometimes
very brief, and this is reflected in the bibliography, which
lacks the type of general works on German history which
are found for Canada. What is more regrettable is the lack
of quantitative information on the travel experience, such
as length of journeys, common routes, ticket prices, or the
distribution of classes in which emigrants traveled.

The narrative is also framed in a particular way. Fre-
quent references to missed opportunities suggests that it
would have been possible to imagine a more fruitful co-
operation between Canada and Germany, countries with
sometimes similar experiences and complementary needs,
that would have led to more extensive emigration or immi-
gration. Yet, the author never explains how Canada could

have been made more attractive than the United States in
the nineteenth century (when, after all, quite a number of
Canadians and immigrants from Britain decided to move
south of the border after experiencing life in Canada as
well), given that earnings prospects tended to be higher,
the United States had more German communities, and
emigration to Canada did not meet German policy goals,
which by the later nineteenth century, included directing
emigrants to ethnic German communities that might form
the core of future political dependencies or close allies of
the German Empire.[1]

Aside from the fact that it would always have been
possible to write a book differently, however, the strength
of Wagner’s account stand out far more than the poten-
tially controversial choices of emphasis and interpreta-
tion. Wagner has written a concise, yet comprehensive
survey which covers the main themes of German emi-
gration history to Canada and combines approaches from
economic, political, and cultural history in an innovative
and convincing way.

Note
[1]. See most recently Sebastian Conrad,Global-

isierung und Nation im deutschen Kaiserreich (Munich:
Beck, 2006).
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