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Figure 1.3. Clark Street, Chicago, around 1920

Source: Swedish American Museum, Chicago, Ill.

Notes: The Swedish neighbourhoods, today known as Andersonville, grew around
North Clark Street in the decades after the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. The Lind
Hardware Store building shown in the picture is today home to the Swedish American
Museum, 5211 North Clark Street, Chicago, Ill.
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Figure 1.4. Dalkullan Publishing and Importing Company, Chicago, 1890s

Source: Swedish American Museum, Chicago, Ill.

Notes: Established in the 1890s, the Dalkullan Company imported Swedish goods and
books, and even held a library and a printing shop. Originally located at 113 Oak
Street on the north side of the Chicago River, it was moved to Clark Street in Ander-
sonville in the early 1900s.

Segregation, assimilation, and acculturation
People of Swedish origin continued to settle in close proximity to one other
well into the 1900s, and Swedish-American organizations remained thriving
cultural and social centers. Did this mean that Swedish immigrants were slow
to assimilate? In the social sciences, assimilation is usually treated in pure
economic terms, while acculturation is seen as the cultural adaptation process
of a minority to an assumed majority culture. For Swedish Americans to
Americanize (assimilate and acculturate), they would have to fare well eco-
nomically and, to some extent, abandon their Swedishness in favor of an
“American” cultural identity. This section discusses these processes and how
they are difficult to separate analytically and historically.

The assimilation process has been studied both by comparing people of
Swedish origin with other immigrants and by studying their own efforts to
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position themselves in the social landscape. In the earlier half of the 1900s,
historians often stated that Scandinavian immigrants had a relatively easy path
to economic assimilation and acculturation. Since the Uppsala Project in the
1970s, this linear narrative has been questioned.15 Chicago was one of the most
segregated cities in the US in 1870, with Swedish-born immigrants particu-
larly concentrated. In the 1880s, this changed as Swedes began to settle in
suburban areas—something that could be seen as an upward social and eco-
nomic movement. With the significant influx of South and Eastern European
immigrants in the 1880s and 1890s, Chicago remained one of the most segre-
gated cities. The Swedish immigrants were able to find new places to live in
other parts of the city, and segregation was driven by the clustering of Polish
and Austrian-Hungarian immigrants.16

Segregation in the city landscape was combined with the deeply segregated
US labor market. In the South, there were clear racial lines dividing the occu-
pations of white and black workers. Contributing to wage discrimination,
these structures prevailed even after the Civil War. Discrimination against
black workers was strong in the northern states, too. Industrial firms would
employ black workers from the South as strikebreakers, one of the few ways
black workers gained access to the northern industrial labor market after the
turn of the century. Unions further contributed to segregation by barring black
workers from membership. Immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe
ended up in different branches of industry in late nineteenth-century Chicago.
Employers took advantage of the low unionization among those newly ar-
rived, used them as strikebreakers, and thus pitted workers against workers.
In short, racialized structures were reproduced and utilized by both workers
and employers in the US labor market in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries.17

For the cases of Norwegian and Eastern European Jewish immigrants, the
effects of segregation on both economic and cultural assimilation have been
found to be complex. A study of New York City between 1901 and 1922 has
examined the work of the Industrial Removal Office (IRO). Formed in 1901,
this non-governmental organization helped finance nearly 40,000 Jewish

15 Robert S.  Salisbury (1978) "Swedish-American Historiography and the Question of
Americanization," Swedish-American Historical Quarterly, 29(2).
16 Katherine Eriksson and Zachary Ward (2019) "The residential segregation of immigrants in
the United States from 1850 to 1940," The Journal of Economic History, 79(4).
17 Whatley, Warren and Gavin Wright, “Race, Human Capital, and Labor Markets in American
History” in George Grantham and Mary MacKinnon, eds. (1994) Labour market evolution: The
economic history of market integration, wage flexibility, and the employment relation,
(London/New York: Routledge), 270–291; Dianne M. Pinderhughes (1986), Race and ethnicity
in Chicago politics: A reexamination of pluralist theory, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press),
16–26.
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immigrant households to leave their ethnic enclaves. This was found to have
a positive effect on economic assimilation among Jews. However, moving
away from their enclaves did not necessarily affect their identification as Jews.
Some even moved back to the old ethnic enclave later. Leaving the enclave
thus had positive social and economic effects on immigrants, but the effects
of removal from ethnic enclave areas on acculturation were not quite clear.18

Norwegian immigrants around the turn of the twentieth century clustered
in small factory towns and rural communities where segregation often was
higher. There, large enclaves of Norwegian-born immigrants were usually as-
sociated with lower occupational income, especially for those arriving after
1900, something that seemed to persist into the second generation. As histo-
rian Jon Gjerde has argued, ethnic communities in rural Midwestern areas
tended to reinforce and safeguard their ethnic specificity up until the First
World War, when complementary identities were pushed aside in favor of
Americanization.19 For Swedish immigrants, similar conclusions have been
drawn about the clustering of Swedes in rural areas. However, in urban areas,
there also seems to have been a positive economic effect of living in proximity
to other countrymen in the first decades after 1900. This suggests that having
access to a network of countrymen improved the economic opportunities for
the Swedish immigrants; Swedish Americans managed to carve out a benefi-
cial space for themselves in the social and economic landscape of the US.20

The tendency of Swedes to marry other Swedes or Scandinavians until the
1920s underscores their tendency to stick to their own. If not marrying within
their own group, Swedes preferred Danes and Norwegians, followed by Ger-
mans, English, Irish, and other Brits. This seems to have been the case in many
areas of the US with large Swedish populations. Further, Swedish immigrants
often shared urban space with the Irish, leading to both contact and conflict.
This was certainly the case in Chicago, where the Irish had long constituted
one of the largest immigrant groups. Marking the religious differences be-
tween themselves and the Irish Catholics, and later with Catholics from Poland

18 Ran Abramitzky, Leah Platt Boustan, and Dylan Connor, (2020) Leaving the enclave:
Historical evidence on immigrant mobility from the industrial removal office, National
Bureau of Economic Research.
19 Eriksson and Ward (2019), 1023; Katherine Eriksson (2019) "Ethnic enclaves and
immigrant outcomes: Norwegian immigrants during the Age of Mass Migration," European
Review of Economic History, 24(3); Jon Gjerde (1997), The Minds of the West: Ethnocultural
evolution in the rural Middle West, 1830–1917, (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press),
225–249.
20 Castillo and Helgertz (2024); Dan-Olof Rooth and Kirk Scott (2012) "Three generations in
the New World: Labour market outcomes of Swedish Americans in the USA, 1880–2000,"
Scandinavian Economic History Review, 60(1).
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and Italy, became a pronounced part of the Swedish-American positioning in
the US ethnoracial hierarchy.21

Previous research has generally found that Scandinavian immigrants fared
well in the US, economically and socially. They were participating in politics,
doing well in the labor market, and seen as white and “good” immigrants,
compared to other immigrant groups.22 For Swedish immigrants, then, sticking
to countrymen did not seem to be an obstacle to socioeconomic improvement.
The benefits of early established social, religious, and business networks can
be assumed to have generated these opportunities. Did this mean Swedes did
not assimilate or acculturate? Residing in close proximity to countrymen
might be interpreted as an indicator of resistance to assimilation and an un-
willingness to give up old country ties. Hence, the relationship between geo-
graphic segregation and assimilation is not straightforward in economic terms;
an immigrant group living among its countrymen can still do well both so-
cially and economically. The question remains: how were these social, ethnic,
or racial positions produced, and what role did the Swedish immigrants play
in that process?

In the above-mentioned studies of assimilation, the concept has been un-
derstood as the process of becoming more similar to the majority population
in economic terms. I argue that economic life is never detached from social
and cultural structures of power; therefore, economic assimilation depends on
the level of acculturation. Given this, the degree of economic assimilation de-
pends on how the minority culturally adjusts or adapts to the majority popu-
lation. Thus, economic and cultural adaptation must be viewed as two inter-
twined, interdependent processes. However, adapting culturally does not nec-
essarily mean abandoning one ethnoracial identification for another. In the
case of the Swedish Americans, for example, they managed to remain Swedish
American while simultaneously assimilating partly, or Americanizing.23

21 Dag Blanck (2014) "’A Mixture of People with Different Roots’: Swedish Immigrants in
the American Ethno-Racial Hierarchies," Journal of American Ethnic History, 33(3); Sture
Lindmark (1971), Swedish America, 1914–1932: Studies in ethnicity with emphasis on Illinois
and Minnesota, (Stockholm: Uppsala universitet); Beijbom (1971).
22 Castillo (2024), 24–27; H. Arnold Barton (1994), A folk divided: homeland Swedes and
Swedish Americans, 1840–1940, (Uppsala: Uppsala University); Jana Sverdljuk et al. (2021),
Nordic whiteness and migration to the USA: A historical exploration of identity, (London:
Routledge), 181–184.
23 Among migration scholars, the differences between European notions of integration and
North American use of assimilation have been argued to stem from structural differences in
immigration policies across the Atlantic. See Jens Schneider and Maurice and Crul (2010)
"New insights into assimilation and integration theory: Introduction to the special issue,"
Ethnic and Racial Studies, 33(7). Others have argued for the need to understand the multifac-
eted ways in which assimilation can occur and how it must be understood as a non-linear pro-
cess in which multiple or hybrid identifications can coexist for an immigrant. See Alex
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From the immigrant’s perspective, adapting culturally can be a strategy to
be accepted in the new social and economic landscape. An interesting effort
by economic historians has been to study name changes as an indicator of how
well an immigrant group assimilates in the US, showing that immigrant par-
ents have historically been more likely to choose American-sounding names
for their children after staying in the country for 20 years. This seems to have
been the case both regarding the Age of Mass Migration and post-war immi-
gration. The results, however, say little about acculturation, and even less
about what it means to have an American-sounding name in terms of assimi-
lation or acculturation.24

In the case of Swedish immigrants, studies have examined assimilation by
studying shifts in language from the mother tongue to American English. Such
studies have usually viewed the Swedish language as the cornerstone of pre-
serving some kind of Swedishness or Swedish-American identity—a line of
thought closely related to Robert E. Park’s emphasis on language as the pri-
mary element of collective national or racial identification. They have also
concluded that Swedes were neither more nor less rapid in assimilating than
other immigrant groups in language. However, the years following 1915
marked a period of abandoning Swedish in favor of English as the dominant
language in churches and secular societies. For example, there was a decrease
in Swedish-language publications (newspapers excluded) and an increase in
English publications, as well as a decrease in the number of schools using
Swedish as the language of instruction.25

One explanation for the general shift away from emphasizing Swedishness
and toward US nationalism and patriotism has been found in the changing
political environment surrounding the US’s intervention in the First World
War. So-called “Hyphenated Americans”—German Americans most immedi-
ately—were seen as suspicious and potentially disloyal to the US. Swedish-
American newspapers temporarily paused from their habit of loudly promot-
ing Swedishness and nationalist interests. Some Scandinavian-American
banks changed business names to conceal their ethnic connection. Before the
war, the press had been openly criticizing both Germany’s and the US’s for-
eign policies, but chose to align with the US fully. The war made expressions
of loyalty to other countries than the US risky. However, this appeared to have
been a strategic move rather than a sign of total abandonment of such criticism

Stepick, Carol Dutton Stepick, and Patricia Vanderkooy (2011), "Becoming American," in
Handbook of Identity Theory and Research, ed. Seth J. Schwartz, Koen Luyckx, and Vivian
L. Vignoles (New York, NY: Springer New York).
24 Ran Abramitzky, Leah Boustan, and Katherine Eriksson (2020) "Do Immigrants Assimilate
More Slowly Today Than in the Past?," American Economic Review: Insights, 2(1).
25 Lindmark (1971), 205–218.
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from the Swedish-American press; as the war ended in 1918, discussions and
debates resumed.26

This section has argued that there are no clear-cut paths for either economic
assimilation or acculturation, and that people of Swedish origin were cluster-
ing geographically while still managing to fare relatively well in the US social
and economic landscape. The following section examines how scholars have
characterized this “Swedish-American community” and the factors that may
have contributed to its creation.

Religious and secular organizations and “The Swedish-American
Community”
Since Swedes in Chicago settled in close proximity to one another and gath-
ered in churches, associations, and businesses, and published newspapers,
there has been scholarly interest in the characteristics of the Swedish-Ameri-
can social and cultural sphere, usually described as the “Swedish-American
community”. Scholars have taken different approaches to understanding the
components that historically constituted this community. Living in proximity
or in enclaves provided the material basis for contact and community. In con-
trast, cultural activities, social organizations, educational institutions, and
printed media, for example, could provide a sense of community that was not
bound to physical proximity.

A general trend among immigrants during the Age of Mass Migration is
that, apart from settling in enclaves and drawing from collective resources,
immigrant communities were divided along class lines. As John Bodnar has
put it, two main areas can be assumed to have shaped the immigrants’ experi-
ence of their new role in the US society, respectively tied to class positions.
The working-class immigrants with menial jobs, he argues, were concerned
with gaining control over their lives by providing for their households and the
surrounding business community. For them, preserving ethnic symbols and
cultural expressions served as a way to make sense of their position in the US
capitalist economy. What Bodnar calls “the leaders”—religious heads, busi-
ness entrepreneurs, and other aspiring middle-class immigrants—were instead
concerned with participating in US capitalism in one way or another. How-
ever, not all of them advocated rapid Americanization. This middle-class stra-
tum drew on the experiences of the immigrant everyday culture to construct

26 Lindmark (1971), 64–136; Finis Herbert Capps (1966), From isolationism to involvement:
The Swedish immigrant press in America 1914–1945, (Chicago, Ill.: Swedish Pioneer
Historical Society); Tom Petersson (2024), Amerikas svenska banker: Finansiella
entreprenörer och etniska banker i massmigrationens tid 1850–1920, 1 ed., (Stockholm:
Dialogos), 452–464.
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ideology and fight for the power to make sense of their countrymen’s position
in US society. But in this work, Bodnar concludes that they were constantly
torn between the dimensions of social life they could control and the larger
force of US capitalism: a force, he argues, they ultimately had no power to
resist.27

Social and church organizations, due to their existing archives, have been
the focal point of much research on the history, struggles, and character of the
different parts of the “Swedish-American community” in Chicago. One such
example is Dag Blanck’s study of the Lutheran Augustana Synod and its ef-
forts to define what it meant to be Swedish American. This religious organi-
zation was founded in 1860 and was an outgrowth of a former Scandinavian
Lutheran congregation. It rapidly grew from around 3,700 members in 1860
to over 100,000 in 1890. The local congregations formed the core of the
Synod, and their numbers increased and their geographic spread expanded
during the period. Outside the church, institutions such as hospitals and or-
phanages were established; Augustana College in Rock Island, Ill., attracted
and educated students of Swedish origin. The curriculum tied together studies
in the Swedish language with Swedish history and religion, which Blanck ar-
gues sought to foster a Swedish-American ethnic consciousness among the
students. Blanck further observes that the early leadership emphasized the im-
portance of teaching and learning English as part of Americanization. A shift
towards preserving Swedishness in the 1890s was also part of the college’s
efforts to define a Swedish-American identity. He explains this as a result of
generational shifts among people of Swedish origin after 1890, causing the
older generations of Swedes in Chicago to worry about the future of the Swe-
dish language and traditions, stressing the importance of their preservation.28

Besides their educational institution and religious practices, Augustana’s
book publishing and distribution have been viewed as important for the con-
struction and maintenance of a Swedish-American identity. By the mid-1800s,
the religious book production in the US was woven together in a national web
of bible societies; Augustana took on the role of circulating literature for Swe-
dish readers.29 By the 1880s, the Synod had already established itself as a pow-
erful organization with an increasingly centralized structure through its book
production. This, Blanck argues, facilitated a more powerful articulation of a
Swedish-American identity that crossed regional boundaries and transcended

27 John E. Bodnar (1985), The transplanted: A history of immigrants in urban America,
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press), 206–216.
28 Dag Blanck (1997), Becoming Swedish-American: The construction of an ethnic identity in
the Augustana Synod, 1860–1917, (Uppsala: Univ.).
29 David Paul Nord (14 Jul 2005, 2004), Faith in Reading: Religious Publishing and the Birth
of Mass Media in America, (New York: Oxford University Press).
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local congregational aspirations.30 As Agnieszka Stasiewicz-Bieńkowska has
argued in her study of Augustana’s book production, the literature—especially
publications directed at younger generations and students—was used as an
important arena for Swedish-American identity construction, where religios-
ity and Lutheranism were key elements.31 Birgitta Svensson’s study of the
contents of the popular Swedish-American almanac Prärieblomman [The
Prairie Flower], published by Augustana Book Concern, shows that between
1900 and 1913, the dominating Lutheran values were combined with nation-
alism, something Svensson argues secularized the tone of Prärieblomman.
While Svensson connects the nationalist tendencies to a general trend within
the Augustana Synod at the time, larger contextual factors were not considered
as contributing to this development. One could imagine such factors as the
larger Swedish and American nationalist discourses at the time, or strategic
considerations on the part of publishers seeking to reach a broader readership
beyond the mere religious sphere.32

Outside the Lutheran Augustana Synod, Swedish immigrants founded sec-
ular organizations and associations, as well as benevolent societies. Anita Ol-
son Gustafson’s study of the Swedes in Chicago shows that more than 72
churches and 130 secular societies were formed during the period of 1880–
1920. In a way, then, the movement of Swedes from their old enclaves did not
mean abandoning the Swedish-American organizations, but rather spurred
new ways of organizing in local areas. Many of the secular organizations
founded during this period were gender-segregated and ranged from fraternal
orders to temperance societies to singing clubs. Some of these organizations
combined social activities with beneficiary aims, providing sick and death
funds that were crucial for the otherwise unprotected Swedish immigrants. As
a complement to the churches, secular societies catered to the needs of the
growing Swedish immigrant working class.33

30 Dag Blanck (2006), The creation of an ethnic identity: Being Swedish American in the
Augustana Synod, 1860–1917, (Carbondale Southern Illinois University Press); Dag Blanck
(1995) "History and ethnicity: The case of the Swedish-Americans," Swedish-American
Historical Quarterly, 46(1).
31 Agnieszka Stasiewicz-Bieńkowska (2011), Kształtowanie tożsamości etnicznej dzieci
imigrantów szwedzkich w USA według Augustana Book Concern (1889–1962) [Constructing
Ethnic Identity of Swedish Immigrants' Children in the USA: The Case Study of Augustana
Book Concern (1889–1962)], (Kraków: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego);
Stasziewicz, "Us and Them: The Image of the Others in the Swedish-American" in Pedro F.
Marcelino (2011), Home in Motion: The Shifting Grammars of Self and Stranger [Elektronisk
resurs], (Inter-Disciplinary.Net), 21–31.
32 Birgitta Svensson (1994), Den omplanterade svenskheten: Kulturell självhävdelse och etnisk
medvetenhet i den svensk-amerikanska kalendern Prärieblomman 1900–1913, (Göteborg:
Litteraturvetenskapliga institutionen, Göteborgs Univ.).
33 Gustafson (2018), 26.
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In the next section, I provide an overview of the history of Swedish-lan-
guage newspapers in the US and how previous research has approached them.

The Swedish-language newspapers in the US newspaper
economy
The history of the newspaper in the US usually speaks about the end of the
nineteenth century as a period of transformations. While newspapers were pre-
dominantly partisan in the early nineteenth century and mainly read by the
elites, there were significant shifts during the Progressive Era (circa 1890–
1920): an increase in independent newspapers, a reduction in subscription
fees, and a growing readership. After having been both financed and worked
in the interests of parties, many newspapers shifted to advertising revenue, left
their partisan affiliations, and became independent. Historians of both the
newspaper economy and journalism have argued for different factors driving
the newspapers’ commercialization and move towards political independence.
The process seems to have been overdetermined by several factors related to
the overall change in the US economy after the Civil War. After the 1880s,
technological shifts—paper production switching from rags to the use of wood
pulp that cheapened the price of paper, the mechanization of printing, the
growth of an advertising industry in the wake of mass production and con-
sumption, and changes in the postal rates that cheapened newspaper and mag-
azine circulation—transformed the forms and contents of newspapers, as well
as it changed the role and meaning of journalism.34

In the late nineteenth century, newspapers developed a set of values that
were both adapted to the new markets of mass consumption and came to pro-
voke the traditionally partisan press. Relying on advertisements rather than
subscribers for income—in effect exchanging readers for companies as their
primary customers—the newspapers became mediators between producers
and consumers, and thus came to promote businesses rather than political par-
ties. In both Sweden and the US, readership was, in this period, turned into a
product newspapers sold to advertisers. Newspaper editors were thus increas-
ingly occupied with catering to the broadest possible readership while remain-
ing politically relevant. In pressing issues of labor-capital conflicts between
1870 and 1900, three of the big Chicago papers, holding widely different po-
litical views, have been shown to share some core values. While disagreeing

34 Richard L. Kaplan (2015) "Press, Paper, and the Public Sphere: The rise of the cheap mass
press in the USA, 1870–1910," Media History, 21(1); Gerald J. Baldasty (1992), The
commercialization of news in the nineteenth century, (Madison, Wis: Univ. of Wisconsin
Press); Maria Petrova (2011) "Newspapers and Parties: How Advertising Revenues Created an
Independent Press," The American political science review, 105(4).
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over the specific conflicts, they all emphasized public-interest consumerism,
peace between capital and labor, mass consumerism, and commercial and so-
cial harmony.35

The multitude of immigrant newspapers shared a feature that set them apart
from the English-language papers: they were, with few exceptions, published
in the vernacular languages of the different immigrant groups. Rather than
seeking the broadest possible readership, then, immigrant papers were both
defining and defined by their audience in terms of national origin. German-
and Irish-American papers had been around since the early nineteenth century,
while the Scandinavian-American press did not emerge until around 1850.
While Scandinavians initially gathered to form newspapers in the US, Swe-
dish immigrants established their own papers early on.36

For the case of Chicago, Ulf Beijbom has argued that the development of a
Swedish-language press, following the establishment of churches and secular
societies, formed the “third stage” of the “intellectual development of the Swe-
dish colony”.37 The earliest Swedish-language newspapers were: Skandinaven
[The Scandinavian], founded in 1851 in New York; Den Swenske Repub-
likanen i Norra Amerika [The Swedish Republican in North America], which
was established in 1856 by the Swedes in Bishop Hill; and Hemlandet, Det
gamla och det nya [The Homeland, The old and the new], which was estab-
lished in 1858 by the Lutheran pastor Tufve Nilsson Hasselquist. These were
political and religious in character, and were usually closely tied to the owner-
editor, or in the case of Hemlandet, to the religious institution for which it was
an organ.38

From the late 1860s onward, the number of Swedish-language newspapers
steadily increased. A large majority were published weekly, with a few short-
lived exceptions. In 1866, Svenska Amerikanaren [The Swedish American]
was launched as one of the more successful secular Swedish-language news-
papers. As shown in Figure 1.5 below, the estimates indicate a rise from three
to four newspapers around 1865 to between 40 and 100 in the 1890s. As Al-
fred Söderström noted already in the early twentieth century, most Swedish-
American newspapers published during the period were short-lived; he

35 Ross D. Petty (2015) "The historic development of modern US advertising regulation,"
Journal of historical research in marketing, 7(4); David Paul Nord (1984) "The Business
Values of American Newspapers: The 19th Century Watershed in Chicago," Journalism
Quarterly, 61(2); Klara Arnberg (2019) "Selling the consumer: the marketing of advertising
space in Sweden, ca. 1880–1939," Journal of historical research in marketing, 11(2).
36 For introductions to the histories of the Danish-, German-, Irish-, Norwegian- and Swedish-
American press, see Sally M. Miller, ed. (1987) The ethnic press in the United States: A
historical analysis and handbook, (New York: Greenwood Press), 59–70, 131–160, 177–190,
261–274, 379–392.
37 Beijbom (1971), 288.
38 Beijbom, Ulf, "The Swedish Press" in Miller, ed. (1987), 379–392.
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likened them to “lightning bolts on the newspaper horizon”. The early papers
seem to have relied on subscriptions and advertisements as their primary
sources of income. Unlike many English-language newspapers, they were po-
litically independent from the start. Sales of single copies might have been
part of the Swedish-language papers’ income, but for steady income, attract-
ing a base of subscribers and advertisers was key. Swedish-language newspa-
pers were primarily sold by mail order and promoted by agents. Most of the
papers barely made enough money to pay wages and thus struggled to stay
afloat. As a consequence, many of the newspapers included in Figure 1.5 ap-
peared for one year, survived for a few weeks or months, only to be gone the
following year.39

39 Alfred Söderström (1910), Blixtar på tidnings-horisonten, (Minneapolis, Minn.: Svenska
folkets tidning).
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Figure 1.5. Number of distinct Swedish-language newspapers in the US, 1855–1975

Sources: Data compilation from different sources by Ulf Jonas Björk, The Swedish-
American Press: Three Newspapers and Their Communities (1987), 60.

Hasselmo: Hasselmo, Nils, Amerikasvenska (Stockholm, 1974)
Lundstedt & Söderström: Lundstedt, Bernhard, Svenska Tidningar och Tidskrifter
Utgifna Inom Nord-Amerikas Förenta Stater (Stockholm, 1886) and Alfred Söder-
ström, Blixtar på tidnings-horisonten (Warroad, Minn: 1910)
Ander: Ander, O. Fritiof, Swedish-American Political Newspapers (Uppsala, 1936)
Ayer’s: N. W. Ayer & Son’s American Newspaper Annual and Directory, 1910–
1980

There are many uncertainties in estimating the exact number of Swedish-lan-
guage papers published and circulated in the US. It is even more puzzling why
so many Swedish-language newspapers were launched, since it seemed a risky
endeavor with a low payoff, and so few managed to survive. One possible
explanation is that of religious competition. Many Swedish-American Chris-
tian churches launched their own newspapers, but they seem to have lacked
the means to sustain them for any substantial period. Competition with more
established Chicago papers that had a broader reach might also have contrib-
uted to the short lives of some of these local papers. As mentioned, the esti-
mates derived from Lundstedt & Söderström include many of these short-lived
papers, which explains the much higher number of newspapers reported. In
contrast, advertising firms’ directories would rather include newspapers that
had been around for a while and had sufficient circulation, since they
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presented their directories to businesses with marketing interests. This proba-
bly secured the position of the older, wider-reaching Swedish-language news-
papers and likely made it harder for other newspapers to compete.

The different estimates, as they are combined above, however, give us a
hint of the trends over time. The number of newspapers increased alongside
the growing Swedish population in the US in the late 1860s. In the 1880s,
there was a second surge in the number of papers, and a third occurred around
the turn of the century. In the 1880s and 1890s, a period that saw an increase
in the number of Swedish-language papers, ownership and organizational
structure started to change. Alongside the trend of more papers being estab-
lished and published in the early 1900s, the circulation of some of the major
Swedish-American papers also increased.

Many of the Swedish-American papers were read not only in their local
area but also circulated nationwide. Some of them were even read in Sweden,
as they were sent to family and friends from Swedes in the US. The circulation
numbers below are estimates, and self-reported numbers from the individual
papers would sometimes be exaggerated. Beijbom has provided some early
figures, estimating that Hemlandet went from reporting 600 subscribers in
1855 to around 2,000 in 1864, if the complementary religious magazine Det
Rätta Hemlandet is included. In 1880, the estimated circulation for Hemlandet
was 6,000. Svenska Amerikanaren reported 1,600 subscribers in its first year
of 1866, a number that reportedly rose to 5,000 in 1870 and 5,500 in 1880. If
single-copy sales had been included, the circulation numbers might have been
higher. Skandinaven stood out with a reported circulation of 16,000 in 1880.
With reference to newspaper directories, Bejbom suggests that circulation for
some newspapers could have been even higher; according to N.W. Ayer &
Son’s estimations, the mid-1880s saw circulation numbers for Hemlandet and
Svenska Tribunen at around 20,000.40 This needs to be taken with a grain of
salt; the circulation numbers drawn from advertising firms were meant to at-
tract advertisers, so the figures are probably inaccurate. The estimates should
be seen as the first bid in the negotiation of advertising fees; like bolstering
circulation numbers, reliability was a factor in attracting advertisers.41

40 Beijbom (1971), 292; N. W. Ayer & Son (1880), N.W. Ayer & Son's American Newspaper
Annual and Directory, (Philadelphia: N.W. Ayer & Son), 445; N. W. Ayer & Son (1884),
N.W. Ayer & Son's American Newspaper Annual and Directory, (Philadelphia: N.W. Ayer &
Son), 724.
41 Pamela Walker Laird (2019), Advertising Progress: American Business and the Rise of
Consumer Marketing, (Baltimore, MD.: Johns Hopkins University Press), 221–222.
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Table 1. Circulation numbers for six of the largest Swedish-language news-
papers in the US, 1906–1920

Chicago, IL Minneapolis, MN Worces-
ter, MA

Year Svenska
Ameri-

kanaren

Svenska
Tribunen

Svenska
Kuriren

Svenska
Amerikan-
ska Posten

Svenska
Folkets
Tidning

Svea

1906 38,500 57,600* 39,251 51,365 26,880 9,217
1910 34,646 53,445 35,000 53,000 30,000 11,165
1915 75,847 65,006 42,400 56,427 43,000 18,987
1920 65,282 63,359 46,157 53,148 31,945 35,432

Sources: This table is based on Ulf Jonas Björk, The Swedish-American Press: Three
Newspapers and Their Communities (1987), 62. Data was compiled from N. W. Ayer
& Son’s American Newspaper Annual and Directory, 1906–1960.

Notes: Hemlandet (Chicago, Ill.) was not recorded in Ayer’s Directory.

* Combined circulation of Svenska Tribunen and Svenska Nyheter, which merged in
1906

The above-listed Swedish-American newspapers were widely distributed
among immigrants of Swedish origin. It is also reasonable to assume they
were well-read. Moreover, Swedes were one of the most literate immigrant
groups arriving in the US.42 Earlier research and other sources suggest that
newspapers not only reached Swedish-American households, but that Swe-
dish-American societies and clubs, as well as American households with Swe-
dish servants, provided Swedish-American newspapers for their workers or
members.43 Estimated circulation from the early 1900s onward presents a pic-
ture of a wide readership among the, at that time, most long-lived and well-
established Swedish-language papers. As Table 1 shows, estimated circulation
rose significantly between 1910 and 1915. Explanations for this might include
the increased inflow of Swedes to Chicago, which expanded the reader base;
reduced subscription fees due to lower printing costs and paper prices; and the
newspapers’ shift from reliance on subscriptions to advertising for revenue.

42 Lars G. Sandberg (1979) "The Case of the Impoverished Sophisticate: Human Capital and
Swedish Economic Growth before World War I," The Journal of Economic History, 39(1).
43 The Swedish-American social organization Café Idrott provided Swedish-American news-
papers to its members in the early 1900s. See Per Nordahl (1994), Weaving the ethnic fabric:
Social networks among Swedish-American radicals in Chicago, 1890–1940, (Umeå: Umeå
Universitet), 128. Ester Blenda Nordström suggests that several Swedish newspapers were
available for reading in the house where she worked as a scullery maid in Chicago in the mid-
1920s. See Ester Blenda Nordström (1926), Amerikanskt: som emigrant till Amerika,
(Stockholm: Åhlén & Åkerlund).
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In his research on the role of the Swedish-language press in the US in the
early twentieth century, Ulf Jonas Björk has nuanced the assumption that these
papers merely mirrored the Swedish-American community. Instead, he argues
that they held a dual position. While they depended on a Swedish readership,
they were also reliant on generating enough revenue to keep their papers run-
ning. The respective editors constantly weighed maintaining the Swedish-lan-
guage readership against their ambitions and concerns; Björk’s studies show
that they changed content and focus over time.44

Another important aspect of the Swedish-language newspapers is that their
owners were often involved in several other branches of business. As Tom
Petersson shows, numerous newspapermen owned stock in the Swedish-
American Bank of Minneapolis in 1888. Among them were, for example,
Hans Mattson, Alfred Söderström, and Magnus Lunnow, all active editors and
owners of newspapers in both Minneapolis and Chicago since the 1870s. Con-
nected to established Swedish-American entrepreneurs through both owner-
ship and advertising, the Swedish-language newspapers were part of a broader
Swedish-American business network.45

Closely tied to the entrepreneurial and religious spheres of Swedish Amer-
icans, early newspapers would compete for both subscribers and ideological
hegemony. This meant they seldom agreed on issues such as Americanization,
religion, politics, or what it meant to be Swedish or Swedish American.

Swedishness and the US ethnoracial hierarchy
While the Swedish Americans can hardly be seen as a monolithic group or
community, one thing seems to have concerned almost all spheres of Swedish-
American social life: the Swedish language. Previous research has acknowl-
edged this, especially given that the source material shows the language ques-
tion was often debated by religious leaders, in educational institutions, in so-
cial organizations, and in the newspapers. As the historical sources often
show, language was viewed as essential for maintaining a sense of Swedish-
ness in the US.

In his book on how the Swedish language changed in the US, Nils Has-
selmo argues that the Swedish language became the primary bearer of what
Swedish immigrants viewed as a particular Swedishness: a set of inherited
cultural traditions and values. In discussing how the Swedish immigrants’
ideas of language related to both preservation of Swedishness and the active

44 Björk (2000); Björk (1987); Ulf Jonas Björk (1999) "'Folkets Röst,' The Pulse of the Public:
Svenska Amerikanska Posten and Reader Letters, 1907–1911," Swedish-American Historical
Quarterly, 50(2).
45 Petersson (2024), 177–188.
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construction of a national ideology, Hasselmo treats the connections between
language and heritage in the sources as part of preserving ethnicity, even in
cases where the sources instead employed notions of ras [race].46 While Has-
selmo finds that the Swedish Americans developed a mixed language—a Swe-
dish with strong American English influences and vice versa—he concludes
that the tensions in the Swedish-American culture eventually vanished, as
Swedish Americans were absorbed by the multifaceted US culture.47

Studying the “struggle to preserve their own cultural heritage”.48 Sture
Lindmark investigates the development of a shared sense of peoplehood
among Swedish immigrants in the US from 1914 to 1932. He also outlines the
different fields in which the struggle over what this Swedish-American culture
meant took place: religious organizations, the Swedish-language press, and
secular societies. His conclusion regarding efforts to preserve the Swedish
language emphasizes that across the different spheres studied, the language
was repeatedly articulated as important for what was viewed as the core of
Swedishness. There were exceptions, such as the contemporary Swedish-
American author and journalist Vilhelm Berger, who argued that Swedishness
was not at all dependent on preserving the Swedish language. However, those
who coupled language with Swedishness usually stressed the ability of lan-
guage to maintain “inherited” culture and tradition.49

Lindmark further argues that the Swedish-language newspapers were facil-
itating Americanization while, at the same time, holding the Swedish-Ameri-
can community together. Just as he points out, however, it is hard to learn who
the readers of these papers were. The first-generation Swedish immigrants
would likely be the most frequent readers, while later generations, having
mastered English to a greater extent, would be more likely to read US news-
papers. Thus, the assumption that Swedish-American newspapers held the
“community” together on any level other than through the Swedish language
seems to be a simplification, since many of the papers disagreed on questions
of Americanization as well as on politics and religion. Moreover, it is unclear
how to understand the connection of the Swedish language with Swedishness,
and Lindmark pays little attention to the coupling of language with ideas of
peoplehood and race.50

All immigrants arriving in the US in the nineteenth century encountered
ethnoracial hierarchies on both political and everyday levels. Perhaps the

46 Nils Hasselmo (1974), Amerikasvenska: En bok om språkutvecklingen i Svensk-Amerika,
(Stockholm: Svenska språknämnden), 43, 46.
47 Hasselmo (1974).
48 Lindmark (1971), 16.
49 Lindmark (1971), 200–201.
50 Lindmark (1971).
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strongest case for how the US’s racialized social system structured and exerted
power, drawing lines not only ideologically but physically, has been made by
Thomas A. Guglielmo in his work on Italian immigrants and their road to “be-
coming white.”51 While Italians were considered white upon their arrival in
the US, Guglielmo argues, this did not mean their racial status was unprob-
lematic. In a time when race was frequently used to categorize nationalities
and people from larger regions, Guglielmo highlights that being white did not
automatically confer a secure racial status. Drawing on the historical dis-
course, Guglielmo separates racial categorization—changing over time and
ambiguously spanning from “Nordics” and “Mediterraneans” to “Celts” or
“North and South Italians”—from color, such as black, brown, red, yellow,
and white. While Italians were almost exclusively considered white during the
period (1890–1945), their racial status and fitness for becoming a part of the
US nation were contested up until the Second World War.52

Over the last two decades, scholars have raised the issue of race in their
studies of the Swedish immigrant experience. While earlier research was con-
cerned with how the Swedish-American identity could be understood as a pro-
cess of ethnicization and how Swedishness was “preserved”. constructed, or
contested in various Swedish-American spheres, only a few studies have taken
racialization and the question of whiteness as analytical starting points.53 As
James Barrett and David Roediger emphasize, the European immigrants’ de-
velopment and negotiation of national, racial, or ethnic identities—categories
that are not always easy to separate—were taking place in a US “obsessed by
race”.54 When studying the discourse of preserving or constructing Swedish-
ness, then, notions of race, or the ethnoracial hierarchies of the US, have im-
portant roles to play in the analysis.

In the 2014 spring issue of the Journal of American Ethnic History, several
Scandinavian scholars published studies of Scandinavian-American immigra-
tion history with the specific focus on how notions of race and whiteness struc-
tured and informed the experience of Scandinavian Americans. Jørn Brøndal
turns to the American nativist literature around the turn of the century, show-
ing how race theorists in the US constructed the Scandinavians as part of the
superior “Nordic” white race. Scandinavian American romantic filiopietists
generally welcomed this articulation, but they were nevertheless eager to
stress the differences in history and culture between the Swedish, Danish, and

51 Guglielmo (2003).
52 Guglielmo (2003).
53 Works that approach the construction of Swedishness in the US as primarily a process of
ethnicization include Barton (1994); Blanck (1997); Lindmark (1971).
54 James R. Barrett and David Roediger (1997) "Inbetween Peoples: Race, Nationality and the
’New Immigrant’ Working Class," Journal of American Ethnic History, 16(3), 6.
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Norwegian peoples. The American nativist and Scandinavian-American
views on race and whiteness, Brøndal argues, were therefore never entirely
woven together. However, the idea that Scandinavian Americans belonged to
the “old stock” of immigrants would grant them a favorable position in the US
ethnoracial hierarchy. In Dag Blanck’s article in the same issue, the Swedish-
language press was noted as a rich source for studying how Swedish Ameri-
cans positioned themselves within the US ethnoracial hierarchy. Blanck did
not pursue such a study himself. A shorter study of race and whiteness in the
Swedish-language newspaper Folkets Röst has been carried out by Jens Björk
Andersson, who argues that the paper portrayed Swedish immigrants as whiter
than others. This thesis takes this gap in the research field as a starting point,
seeking to cover two prominent newspapers over a more extended period of
time.55

One of the most recent and comprehensive studies of racialization and
whiteness among Scandinavian Americans is authored by Erika Jackson. In
her book Scandinavians in Chicago: The origins of White Privilege in Modern
America (2019), Jackson argues that racial discourse in the US came to con-
struct a specific notion of Nordic Whiteness that Scandinavian immigrants
embodied. Drawing mainly from Anglo-American and Swedish-American
newspaper sources, Jackson shows how ideas of racial hierarchies were artic-
ulated by both Swedes and Americans in the US. Following the Chicago
World’s Fair in 1893, “scientific” ideas of racial hierarchies and whiteness
came to articulate Scandinavians as particularly fit for US citizenship, thereby
granting them white privilege. Her varied source material offers insight into
how racial hierarchies shaped American constructions of gender norms,
beauty ideals, and moral and civilizational fitness. The Scandinavian immi-
grants were sometimes mocked in Anglo-American media for being “dumb
blonds” or stupid, strong “Vikings”, but their racial position would come to
be coveted by the Anglo-Americans. While being sensitive to how the creation
of Nordic Whiteness was a process in which both Swedes and Anglo-Ameri-
cans were taking part, Jackson pays less attention to how these discourses
were traveling back and forth between Sweden and the US. However, the large
variety of source materials shows how Nordic Whiteness permeated the public
discourse.56

55 Jørn Brøndal (2014) "’The Fairest among the So-Called White Races’: Portrayals of
Scandinavian Americans in the Filiopietistic and Nativist Literature of the Late Nineteenth
and Early Twentieth Centuries," Journal of American Ethnic History, 33(3); Blanck (2014);
Fur (2014). Jens Björk Andersson, “Folkets Röst – Ras och vithet i en svenskamerikansk tid-
ning” in Tobias Hübinette, ed. (2017) Ras och vithet: Svenska rasrelationer i går och i dag, 1
ed., (Lund: Studentlitteratur).
56 Erika K. Jackson (2019), Scandinavians in Chicago: The origins of white privilege in
modern America, (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press).
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Another work in the same vein is the edited volume Nordic Whiteness and
Migration to the USA: A Historical Exploration of Identity (2021). There, case
studies present insights into the varied ways in which immigrants from Nordic
countries shaped their white identities in relation to the US’s ethnoracial hier-
archies. The anthology chapters focus on shorter periods, and mainly on Dan-
ish- and Norwegian-American experiences. Together with the above-men-
tioned work by Erika K. Jackson, these works provide great openings for tell-
ing a longer and more detailed history of Swedish immigrants and the meaning
of Swedishness in the US.57

Drawing on research on how Swedish-American cultural, national, and ra-
cial identities were formed, this thesis turns to Swedish-language newspapers
to examine how views on Swedishness, Americanization, and the ideal Swe-
dish American related to discourses on race between 1860 and 1920. In the
next section, I outline the theoretical perspectives and methodological strate-
gies that will be used to approach these questions.

Theory, sources, and methodological strategies
In the field of US immigration history, there has been extensive debate over
how to understand the concepts of ethnicity and race and their relationship.
This is not the place to exhaust the theoretical positions that have been sug-
gested and debated over the last four decades. Instead, I will draw on parts of
the discussion on ethnicity and race to develop a framework that makes the
theoretical understanding of these concepts useful for historical analysis.

First, I turn to the concept of ethnicity and discuss how it has been em-
ployed in historical research. I then review how race has been reintroduced
into immigration history to challenge earlier theories of ethnicity. Third, I sug-
gest that ethnicity and race can be viewed as functioning as two modes of
constructing differences, operating on the same plane. In this way, race and
ethnicity can be understood as discursive concepts, elements actors can em-
ploy in their discursive boundary-making strategies. Fourth and lastly, I draw
on theories of ideology to suggest how newspapers can be viewed as ideolog-
ical apparatuses and how the process of interpellation can help explain their
discursive function.

57 Sverdljuk et al. (2021).
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Ethnicity, nationality, or race?
In Beyond Ethnicity (1986), Werner Sollors shows that the scholarly use of
the term “ethnicity” experienced an upswing in the 1970s. Tracing the origins
of the term, he argues that it had been in use in US discourse at least since the
early 1940s, functioning as a category denoting shared culture, origins—and,
perhaps most importantly, otherness. In the 1960s and 1970s, sociologists and
anthropologists used ethnicity as a category structuring social life in the US,
where people belonged to an ethnic group just as they were identified with
categories such as class or gender. During these decades, ethnic identification
was repeatedly stressed as voluntary and performative, as much constructed
by the immigrants themselves as by the societal structures they found them-
selves in. Interestingly, the slight cultural differences between ethnic groups
had little explanatory power; instead, ethnicity seemed to hinge on the very
process of ethnic construction. Thus, Sollors suggests going beyond the term
ethnicity, focusing instead on the “cultural construction of the codes of con-
sent and descent”. which he views as central to the drawing of boundaries
between peoples. By turning to the languages of consent and descent, the
means by which ethnic identities were forged gained focus rather than the cul-
tural content of the ethnic groups.58

In the late 1980s, sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant argue that
the ethnicity paradigm put too much emphasis on shared culture, lifestyle, or
kinship. The understanding of race had been turned into that a cultural phe-
nomenon; race became as much an aspect of cultural life as language or tradi-
tion. Omi and Winant further stress that the ethnicity paradigm moved focus
away from processes of racialization to the European immigrant ethnicities in
the US. The mass immigration of Europeans came to form the historical
ground on which theories of ethnic hierarchies were developed. In an effort to
bring race back into the analysis of how differences between people are con-
structed, Omi and Winant define race as a concept that makes a distinction by
drawing on bodily differences. This move firmly divides ethnicity and race
into analytically separate categories, where ethnicity refers to voluntary par-
ticipation in and the creation of culture, and race concerns difference con-
structed with reference to the human body. As I will return to below, this for-
mal separation of the two concepts tends to oversimplify historical realities.59

Much ethnic scholarship has advanced the understanding of ethnicity con-
struction as a process involving active choice. Particularly illustrative is the

58 Werner Sollors (1987), Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Culture,
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, Incorporated), 20–39, quote on 39.
59 Michael Omi and Howard Winant (2014), Racial formation in the United States, (London:
Routledge).
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view that ethnicity is “invented”. Paraphrasing Eric Hobsbawm’s The Inven-
tion of Tradition (1983), Kathleen N. Conzen and colleagues argue in an in-
fluential 1992 article that ethnicity could be recovered as a relevant concept
when viewed as a process of constant reinvention, in which immigrants ac-
tively participate in self-identification and in resisting or accepting ascribed
identities. While not entirely free from constraints, such a process places im-
migrants’ agency at the forefront of struggles for ethnic identification. Studies
on how Swedish and Norwegian immigrants in the US created their imagined
ethnic communities benefited from this theoretical turn, veering attention to
how immigrants actively took part in constructing ethnic identities by com-
bining their traditions with new cultural impulses from the US.60

However, problems arise when applying theories of ethnicity to historical
sources. Arguing that ethnicity became an important classificatory category in
the nineteenth-century US, Conzen et. al. also point to the fact that, at the time,
nationality was the term used.61 Of course, this is not surprising, as nationalism
emerged as a powerful political ideology of difference during the nineteenth
century.62 However, in theories of nationalism, ethnicity and nation have been
treated as clearly different concepts. The sociologist Anthony D. Smith, for
example, produces a taxonomy in which ethnic communities and nations are
distinguished by the fact that the former are linked to a homeland. On the other
hand, the latter reside in the homeland. In the context of Swedish migration to
the US, people of Swedish origin would form an ethnic community. In con-
trast, those born and residing in Sweden would form a national community. In
analytically separating ethnicity and nationalism, however, Smith abstains
from analyzing the potential overlaps and sliding meanings of both concepts.
Moreover, Smith’s taxonomy does not include the emphasis on kinship and
heritage by blood, or shared “national character”. which might be features of
both ethnic and national communities and might complicate the separation be-
tween the two types of communities.63

60 Kathleen Neils Conzen et al. (1992) "The Invention of Ethnicity: A Perspective from the
U.S.A," Journal of American Ethnic History, 12(1); E. J. Hobsbawm and T. O. Ranger (1983),
The invention of tradition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press); Orm Øverland (2000),
Immigrant minds, American identities: Making the United States home, 1870–1930, (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press); Orm Øverland (2004) "Becoming White in 1881: An Immigrant
Acquires an American Identity," Journal of American Ethnic History, 23(4); Blanck (1997);
Terje Mikael Hasle Joranger (2019) "The Creation of a Norwegian-American Identity in the
usa," Journal of Migration History, 5(3).
61 Conzen et al. (1992), 6.
62 E. J. Hobsbawm (1992), Nations and nationalism since 1780: Programme, myth, reality, 2nd
ed., (Cambridge England: Cambridge University Press).
63 Smith does discuss ethnic nationalism as part of nationalist ideology and argues that it is hard
to make analytical separations between civic and ethnic nationalisms. However, he does not go
as far as to question his own analytical differentiation between nation and ethnie. Anthony D.
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For this study, these ambiguities form the core of the theoretical problem.
What does it mean to merge the historical use of nationality into the category
of ethnicity? Is the invention of nationality the same kind of process as the
invention of ethnicity? While it is evident that cultural and social identities
have always been invented and negotiated among people, the sliding between
these concepts makes it impossible to study these processes through the notion
of ethnicity alone. Thus, who is actually inventing ethnicity—historical actors
or historians? Is ethnicity an analytical or historical concept? Finally, what are
the relations between ethnicity, nationality, and race?

One attempt to go beyond ethnicity has been to understand the construction
of immigrant groups through race. As critical race and whiteness studies
gained ground in the 1990s, histories of immigrants in the US show how, for
example, Irish or Italian immigrants “became white” after arriving in the US.
Studying groups that would have been considered white on arrival, to borrow
a phrase from Thomas Guglielmo, scholars show that race and whiteness
greatly influenced how European immigrants established themselves in the
US. While European nationalism in the late nineteenth century was centred
around the fetishization of “the people” and its vernacular language, the US
society was organized around racial classifications. This did not mean that
European immigrants were unfamiliar with racial classification. However, as
James Barrett and David Roediger put it, the qualitative difference was that
the European immigrants in the late nineteenth century arrived in a country
“obsessed by race”.64 Racial classifications were employed in defining “good”
or “bad” immigrants. Both the newer and older immigrant groups, such as
those of Swedish origin, found themselves in a position where whiteness and
racial differentiation were not given, but important to claim and articulate.65

The racial classifications, however, were by no means stable or unchang-
ing. Matthew Frye Jacobson shows how European immigrants were separated
and differentiated racially on a legal level, while they at times utilized the
blurriness of these categories in their own favor. Not only were racial catego-
ries up for negotiation, but they were also filled with ideas about the heritabil-
ity of, for example, national, cultural, and moral traits. The category of race
thus encompasses social and cultural, as well as biological dimensions as

Smith (2010), Nationalism: Theory, ideology, history, Second Edition ed., (Cambridge: Polity),
10–16, 42–46.
64 Barrett and Roediger (1997).
65 Hobsbawm (1992), 101–130; Russell A. Kazal (2004), Becoming old stock: the paradox of
German-American identity, (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press); Øverland (2004);
Noel Ignatiev (1995), How the Irish became white, (New York: Routledge).
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factors of determination.66 However, tracing the creation and upholding of ra-
cial divides in the legal and intellectual spheres, as a process of trickle down
from the ruling classes of the US, tends to miss the messiness of these histor-
ical processes. Instead, racial categories have historically been produced and
reproduced in all spheres of society, not least by immigrants themselves.67

While this by no means erases the importance of ethnicity as an analytical
concept, the “racial turn” in ethnic history brought to the surface its complex
relationship to race and nationality. The concepts seem to slide constantly, and
their meanings have historically been open for contestation.68

In a series of published lectures on the concepts of race, ethnicity, and na-
tion, the sociologist and cultural theorist Stuart Hall argues that race is a slid-
ing signifier. This means that the concept of race is a vehicle with which the
physical differences between human bodies are not merely observed, catego-
rized, and systemized, but given meaning. Thereby, race, as a discursive ar-
ticulation, seeks to fix the meanings of bodily differences, of what appears as
“natural”, with differences that are grounded in the cultural. Race as a sliding
signifier means that, since it tries to fix meaning in the constantly changing
field of culture, the meaning of race will inevitably slip and slide. By under-
standing race this way, Hall’s argument renders it pointless to examine what
race means formally. Instead, there is a need to examine the discursive func-
tion of race: this is a task that is inevitably historical.69

In shifting the focus from formalizing the meaning of ethnicity and race,
and instead aiming to uncover their discursive functions, Hall states that:

whereas race is grounded in the biological and slides toward the cultural, eth-
nos or ethnicity … appears to be grounded exclusively in the cultural, in the
realm of shared languages, specific customs, traditions, and beliefs, yet it con-
stantly slides … toward a transcultural and even transcendental fix in common
blood, inheritance, and ancestry, all of which gives ethnicity an originary foun-
dation in nature that puts it beyond history.70

66 Matthew Frye Jacobson (1998), Whiteness of a different color: European immigrants and
the alchemy of race, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press). See also: Cybelle Fox
and Thomas A. Guglielmo (2012) "Defining America's racial boundaries: Blacks, Mexicans,
and European immigrants, 1890–1945," The American journal of sociology, 118(2); Thomas
A. Guglielmo (2006) "Fighting for Caucasian Rights: Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and the
Transnational Struggle for Civil Rights in World War II Texas," The Journal of American
History, 92(4); Guglielmo (2003).
67 David R. Roediger (2007), The wages of whiteness: Race and the making of the American
working class, (London: Verso), 9.
68 Ignatiev (1995); David R. Roediger (2005), Working toward Whiteness: How America's
immigrants became White: The strange journey from Ellis Island to the suburbs, (New York:
Basic Books); Guglielmo (2003).
69 “Chapter 1: Race—The Sliding Signifier” in Stuart Hall (2017), The Fateful Triangle: Race,
Ethnicity, Nation, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press).
70 Hall (2017), 108–109.
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Ethnicity and race thus operate within what Hall terms the same discursive
chain, and in similar ways; both seek to stabilize the correspondence between
differences that appear to the eye and those grounded in the cultural. The com-
monality in the discursive function of ethnicity and race is what makes the two
concepts theoretically hard to separate.

The sociologist Loïc Wacquant provides a compelling illustration of the
relation between the two concepts. Understanding race and ethnicity as oper-
ating on the same plane, as signifiers of difference between peoples, Wacquant
manages to retain their different impetuses. Imagining ethnicity at one end of
a horizontal continuum, it is at its thinnest, based on active choice of self-
identification, operating on a plane of “equal” or non-hierarchical ethnicities.
This could, for example, refer to how ethnicity has operated in the relation
between German Americans, Swedish Americans, and Danish Americans—
ethnic groups that were historically constituted as different but not hierar-
chical, as in one better or worse than the other. At the other end of the contin-
uum, the thickest form of ethnic identity is race. As Wacquant puts it, “race is
denegated ethnicity”. meaning that race functions in that “it denies its sym-
bolic rooting”.71 Race, as a thick form of ethnicity, he claims, is characterized
by its tendency to deny its foundation in the cultural, as it seeks to naturalize
ethnicization.

This leads to the conclusion that race and ethnicity constitute the extremes
of the same discursive chain. They both function as ways of signifying differ-
ence, but their respective effects vary in the degree of naturalization. Keeping
in mind that both concepts are sliding signifiers, it is important to analyze how
they have historically slid and the strategies used to construct various forms
of ethnoracial difference.

Boundary-making
Most theories of ethnicity assume that it is socially constructed. Nevertheless,
when studying this ethnic construction, scholars have usually assumed that
somewhere in the world there exists a group of people whom this constructed
ethnic identity refers. However, as Andreas Wimmer argues, within-group dif-
ferences such as class position, religious beliefs, family ties, or locality might
have a larger bearing on how individual immigrants with shared origins fare
in their new country than their “ethnic” character. In this case, treating “Swe-
dish Americans” as the object of study, it cannot be assumed that there was a
natural cultural homogeneity among the Swedes who migrated to the US.

71 Loïc Wacquant (2024) "Notes on race as denegated ethnicity," Ethnicities, 25(3), 4.
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Instead, the focus should be on studying if and how these people came to con-
struct themselves as a unified ethnic entity.72

As previously mentioned, people of Swedish origin in the US held diverse
religious and political beliefs and class positions. Within the larger Swedish-
American imagined community, then, a variety of intersecting social identifi-
cations were harbored. Moreover, the assumption of shared culture might well
hold for some ethnic groups. However, it does not show how ethnicity shapes
the formation of groups and their boundaries. The fact that some common cul-
tural components were emphasized and promoted by people of Swedish origin
in the US does not help explain why these specific elements were important
to the historical actors in different contexts.

The sociologist Rogers Brubaker has proposed the perhaps most radical
critique of taking ethnic groups as units of analysis. In his view, studying how
ethnicity, race, or nationality become tools by which groups are constituted
and politicized, there is a contradiction in taking the existence of such groups
for granted. If the existence of Swedish Americans is assumed, the possibility
of analyzing how “Swedish American” became a meaningful category, who
put it forth, and the grounds on which it was cast as an important identifier is
short-circuited. Instead of risking contributing to the reification of ethnic, ra-
cial, or national groups, the analysis has to focus on processes of ethnicization,
racialization, and nationalization. The newspaper material provides an oppor-
tunity to analyze how such processes unfolded in the public discourse.73

While Brubaker’s analysis springs from the specific questions and prob-
lems in studying ethnic conflicts, there are reasons to take his critique seri-
ously in a broader sense. This means that the analytical focus in this thesis will
not attempt to define who belonged to the group of Swedish Americans and
why. Instead, it is the very process of contestation—of debating what it meant
to be Swedish or Swedish American—and how notions of ethnicity, race, and
nationality were employed in that contestation, that will be analyzed. The
Swedish-language newspapers were among the spaces where such contesta-
tions played out.

A framework suggested by Andreas Wimmer, focusing specifically on the
processes of making ethnicity, can be summarized as boundary-making strat-
egies. Wimmer draws on the theories of ethnic boundaries proposed by Fred-
rik Barth, who moves the emphasis in research on ethnicity from cultural con-
tent to the drawing of boundaries between groups. While Wimmer is

72 Andreas Wimmer (2013), Ethnic boundary making: Institutions, power, networks, (New
York: Oxford University Press).
73 Rogers Brubaker (2002) "Ethnicity without groups," European Journal of Sociology, 43(2),
167; Rogers Brubaker (2009) "Ethnicity, Race, and Nationalism," Annual Review of
Sociology, 35.
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concerned with creating a general taxonomy of the different means, or strate-
gies, with which ethnic boundaries are drawn—through discourse, violence,
discrimination, coercion, and so on—I am focusing in this thesis on how
boundary-making takes place primarily through the means of discourse.74

Analyzing the processes of discursive boundary-making enables the iden-
tification of the discursive elements used to draw and redraw boundaries
around “Swedish Americans” in Swedish-language newspapers. While the
analysis is susceptible to how the concepts of shared culture, language, herit-
age, gender, and race were employed in boundary-making, it also seeks to
show how these had concrete impacts on the organization and structuring of
the lives of Swedish immigrants and people of Swedish origin. In the follow-
ing, I discuss a few contexts for boundary-making that are important for the
thesis.

Nationalism, race, religion, and gender
Nationalist ideologies developed and changed as industrial capitalism ex-
panded and propelled the globalization of corporations, trade, markets, and la-
bor during the time period with which this thesis is concerned (1860–1920).75

This section discusses how to understand the links between the spread of na-
tionalism and notions of race in a globalized capitalist economy, as well as how
these ideas intersect with notions of gender. Thereby, I develop the main lines
along which boundaries were drawn and negotiated during the period.

To understand the historical (re)production of a nationalist collective, or
some form of Swedishness, in the US, I draw on an intersectional perspective.
This means that the discourses of race, class, nation, gender, and religion can-
not be understood in isolation from one another. As the economic historian
Paulina de los Reyes and the gender studies scholar Diana Mulinari argue,
employing an intersectional analysis means being sensitive to how different
modes of identification and social categories co-constitute one another. Such
a view makes visible how various forms of social hierarchy intersect and how
they are often inseparable. As the historian Helena Tolvhed argues, this ap-
proach avoids reducing the complexity of the human experience into simple,
essentialized categories. In our case, the making of a nationalist collective, or
of Swedishness, has to be related to a variety of categories invoked in this
process. This will, for example, analyzing how Swedishness has been racial-
ized or gendered, and how class has played into the definition of both

74 Fredrik Barth (1969), Ethnic groups and boundaries: The social organization of culture
difference, (Boston: Little, Brown and Co.); Wimmer (2013).
75 O'Rourke and Williamson (1999); Hobsbawm (1992).



57

ethnoracial status and Swedishness. An argument I make throughout this the-
sis is that Swedishness cannot be understood without studying its conceptual
and ideological intersection with race.76

In studying how an imagined Swedish-American community was con-
structed and produced on the pages of Swedish-language newspapers, atten-
tion needs to be paid to how racial tropes, religion, and gender norms were
articulated and used to draw these boundaries. The scientification of racial
ideas, the intersection of religion and race, as well as the gender boundaries
that were and are produced through nationalist ideology, all make important
elements of our investigation of the discursive boundary-making in the Swe-
dish-language newspapers in the US.

As Benedict Anderson argues, print capitalism and the spread of newspa-
pers in vernacular languages increased the possibility of imagining communi-
ties that transcended locality, time, and place. In his account, the spread of
nationalist ideology was closely connected to, and made possible through, the
development of this medium and its increased accessibility through both the
language in which it was printed and its spread to a broad readership. Con-
structing links between people who had never met and establishing a notion
of community that was no longer solely connected to place but to imagination
were made possible through the newspapers.77

Anderson’s argument focuses on the material conditions for the early
spread of nationalist ideology and imagined community. In the context of the
Swedish immigration to the US in the late nineteenth century, these conditions
were already in place. The Swedish-language press in the US thus confronts
us with a slightly different problem, since these newspapers were directed to
a Swedish readership located in the US, outside their geographic boundaries
of the Swedish nation-state. They were published in and for an imagined com-
munity of people who had immigrated to the US from the same country. The
kind of nationalism that is interesting in this context can thus be seen as a form
of exile nationalism, not aimed at forming an independent state, but rather at
carving out national specificity in relation to other immigrants and the imag-
ined majority population in the US. What notions of difference were drawn
upon when constructing such a national specificity? I argue that nationalism
is usually linked to the construction of specific notions of race, religion, and
gender. Finally, I assume that the production of a Swedish-American exile

76 Paulina De los Reyes and Diana Mulinari (2005), Intersektionalitet: Kritiska reflektioner
över (o)jämlikhetens landskap, 1 ed., (Malmö: Liber), 90; Helena Tolvhed (2010)
"Intersektionalitet och historievetenskap," Scandia, 76(1), 62–64.
77 Anderson (2016).
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nationalism in the US played a role in the formation of nationalist ideology in
Sweden, and vice versa.78

As the introductory quote implies, constructing some kind of national sub-
ject, or spreading some form of nationalist sentiment, was explicitly under-
stood by the “newspapermen” as a central function of the newspaper. If
spreading ideology did not necessarily mean fostering a radical nationalist po-
litical subjectivity, the newspaper editors at least sought to reproduce the read-
ership of the Swedish-language papers. The newspapers this thesis is con-
cerned with were published during a period when the US industrial economy,
as well as the newspaper economy, was transforming. As businesses, the
newspapers had an interest in reproducing their readership to stay alive and
relevant. As advertising revenue came to outgrow subscriptions in importance
for sustaining the newspapers, this, too, can be assumed to have influenced
their reproduction of ideology. So, while I expect the newspapers to (re)pro-
duce some form of national ideology based on the shared Swedish language,
I might also expect them to produce a commercial or business ideology con-
cerned with the relationship between producer and consumer.79

Nationalism and notions of race have historically been ideologically inter-
twined. In the late nineteenth century, the rise of eugenics and Social Darwin-
ist ideas created the most radical version of the nationalist preoccupation with
the “quality of the nation” and its reproduction. Around the turn of the century,
the belief that humans were divided into separable races—even if there was
no consensus on what this hierarchy or division looked like, or how it should
actually be measured—was combined with theories of racial “purity”, and
how to achieve that by social policy. Associations promoting eugenic policies
were established in the first decades of the twentieth century in both Sweden
and the US, as well as in other European countries. These ideas traveled inter-
nationally, but operated in very different social contexts80

78 It has been suggested that nationalism has historically been closely related to the phenomenon
of exile. While exile implies an unwilling or forced removal from the country of origin, di-
asporic nationalism can be said to bear on the same myths and narratives as those of patriots in
exile. For a discussion on the meaning of exile for the feeling of belonging, see Edward W. Said
(2000), Reflections on exile and other essays, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press).
For discussions on how exile influences the sense of nationalism among the diaspora as well as
in the “country of origin”, see Maurizio Isabella (2006) "Exile and Nationalism: The Case of
the Risorgimento," European History Quarterly, 36(4); David Thomas Brundage (2016), Irish
nationalists in America: The politics of exile, 1798–1998, (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press).
79 Anderson (2016); Nord (1984).
80 Martin Ericsson (2023), Vetenskapen som försvann?: Svensk rasforskning efter 1935, (Lund:
Arkiv förlag), 39–64; Daniel A. Kracov (2022) "Eugenics and the Development of U.S. Food
and Drug Law," Food and Drug Law Journal, 77(2).
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While not necessarily cohesive or structured, ideas about racial hierarchies
were widely spread by the 1880s in Sweden. This was true among public intel-
lectuals, in academic circles and student associations, and among the working-
class taking part in the folkbildning [popular adult education] movement.
Swedes emigrating to the US in the decades around the turn of the twentieth
century were thereby likely to be familiar with ideas of race, albeit with a lack-
ing everyday experience of racial hierarchies compared to the US context.81

In 1921, the Swedish parliament decided to establish an institute for “Racial
Biology”. a decision backed by all parties at the time. This institute would
come to focus on rashygien [eugenics or “racial hygiene”] as both a scientific
and social problem, and ideas of improving the “Swedish race” reached the
popular discourse and even amounted to government policies such as sterili-
zation programs. For early eugenics, the practice of measuring, indexing, and
visually categorizing and ranking “races” was commonplace. While these de-
velopments occur outside the time frame of this thesis, I believe that they are
crucial to bear in mind when studying the period that preceded the peak of
eugenics. However varied and unstable the discourse on race was in the late
nineteenth century, ideas of race, peoplehood, and nation were intertwined
everywhere: on both sides of the Atlantic, in Sweden and the US, and in intel-
lectual spheres as well as among the broader public.82

The combination of the spread of nationalism and racism is an important
part of understanding the US economy during the late nineteenth century. Co-
lonial racism influenced commodity production through what Anne
McClintock has termed commodity racism. Commodity racism means the var-
ious ways in which racism is embedded in the production and consumption of
commodities, and thus how racist ideology spreads through the everyday prac-
tices of consumption. Such commodity racism, according to McClintock, was
central to the British nationalist project in reinforcing national identity in the
late nineteenth century. Connecting these processes provides an understanding
of how newspapers and advertising mediated notions of race.83

Another contextual background concerns the intertwinement of race and
religion. While being a country of free religion, Protestantism and Catholicism

81 Håkan Blomqvist (2006), Nation, ras och civilisation i svensk arbetarrörelse före nazismen,
(Stockholm: Carlsson).
82 For literature on the Swedish Institute for Racial Biology, see Gunnar Broberg (1995), Statlig
rasforskning: En historik över Rasbiologiska institutet, (Lund: Avd. för idé- och
lärdomshistoria); Gunnar Broberg and Mattias Tydén (2005), Oönskade i folkhemmet:
Rashygien och sterilisering i Sverige, 2., [utök.] uppl. ed., (Stockholm: Dialogos); Ulrika
Kjellman (2013) "A Whiter Shade of Pale," Scandinavian Journal of History, 38(2).
83 Anne McClintock (1995), Imperial leather: Race, gender and sexuality in the colonial
contest, (London: Routledge). For an overview of the historic and contemporary racism in mar-
keting, see Judy Foster Davis (2018) "Selling whiteness? – A critical review of the literature on
marketing and racism," Journal of marketing management, 34(1–2).
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were the two religions that would shape much of the debates about political
and national unity, education, family politics, and the role of the church in
nineteenth-century US.84 As Swedish immigrants to the US were predomi-
nantly Protestant and Lutheran, their views on Catholicism and people from
Catholic countries makes an important context for how differences were
drawn between immigrants in the US. Already from the early days of settler-
colonialism, exemplified in the Alien and Seditions Act of 1798, ideas of na-
tivism—the ideology of native-born Anglo-American85 supremacy in the
US—had, to varying degrees, influenced views on immigration and the immi-
gration legislation. However, it was not until the 1850s that the state began
systematically classifying the population as native- or foreign-born in the cen-
suses. This coincided with the emergence of organized anti-Catholic political
nativism in the form of the Native American Party (also called the Know
Nothing Party). This organization was politically active for only about a dec-
ade before becoming dormant. After the Civil War, however, Catholicism
again was seen as the main threat to the ideal of a Protestant Anglo-American
state.86

The fact that the censuses classified people into native or foreign-born was
related to ideas of immigrants’ varying degrees of fitness for citizenship. Be-
liefs about the Irish immigrants’ lack of political conduct and fitness were
widespread in the late nineteenth century. They were closely connected to the
making of the Irish American as different from Anglo-Saxons or “native” An-
glo-American whites. When large numbers of Irish immigrants arrived in the
US in the 1840s and 1850s, they were viewed as both religiously and racially
different from the older Anglo-Saxon population and perceived as a threat to
the republic. The racialization of Irish Americans in the 1840s was intertwined
with the later “broad popular consensus that the Irish were ‘constitutionally
incapable of intelligent participation in the governance of the nation.’”87 The
example of the Irish Catholics show that the drawing of boundaries between
immigrants sometimes conflated national origin with both race and religion,
where all these factors contributed to the process of “othering”.

84 Jon Gjerde and S. Deborah Kang (2011), Catholicism and the Shaping of Nineteenth-Century
America, (New York: Cambridge University Press).
85 “Anglo-American” was the term used to refer to people in the US of English origin. Native-
born Anglo Americans referred to those of English origin born in the US.
86 Paul Schor (2017), Counting Americans: How the US Census Classified the Nation, 1 ed.,
(New York: Oxford University Press), 138; See also Blanck (2014), 40; John Higham (1955),
Strangers in the land: Patterns of American nativism, 1860–1925, (New Brunswick, N.J.:
Rutgers University Press), 28ff.
87 Jacobson (1998), 39–90. For the study of the popular view of the Irish in the US, and the
racial stereotyping of the Irish, that Jacobson is referring to, see Dale T. Knobel (1986),
Paddy and the republic: Ethnicity and nationality in antebellum America, 1st ed. ed.,
(Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press).
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The reproduction of nationalist ideology is, and has historically been,
closely related to intersecting notions of gender. Nira Yuval-Davies shows
how gender relations, as well as racial hierarchy, in present and historical
times have been significant for the construction of national collectives. In the
context of nationalism, and in extreme cases in which becoming a member
requires being born into the national collective, the relation between the con-
struction of nations, the reproduction of nations, and the woman’s role in these
processes is extremely intimate. Beyond the constitution of the heterosexual
family and the mother-woman as the core reproducer of nationalist collectives,
the categories of race and class tend to become important factors in nationalist
views of the biological reproduction of the nation. Since women are seen as
the biological reproducers of national collectives, the governing of female sex-
uality, the propriety of women, their class position, and “racial purity” become
important aspects of defining and maintaining nationalist morality.88

Closely connected to the gender norms in the reproduction of nationalist
collectives, the period saw changing political and economic gendering of the
“woman”. As wage-earning became more common, the norms surrounding
women, families, and the domestic sphere were under discussion. Women had
been at work throughout the century, but with industrialization, the meaning
and position of women in the domestic sphere changed. According to the his-
torian Alice Kessler-Harris, heterosexual marriage was idealized as the
woman-wife as the competent homemaker, allowing the man-husband to ex-
cel in his career as breadwinner. This is what Kessler-Harris calls the domestic
ideology of the industrializing nineteenth-century US, providing a gendered
and class-based domestic code. This code articulated work as a temporary step
for women in their path towards marriage, as marriage and reproduction were
seen as the central functions of women. If married women worked, this was
seen as a failure of the breadwinner husband. The middle-class family was the
reference, and came to shape the lives of women of all classes, including im-
migrants.89

In sum, the categories discussed above intersected and influenced one an-
other in the processes of boundary-making in the late nineteenth-century US.
The following section discusses how to understand the role of the Swedish-
language press in drawing such boundaries.

88 Nira Yuval-Davis, Floya Anthias, and Jo Campling (1989), Woman-Nation-State,
(Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan); Nira Yuval-Davis (1997), Gender and
Nation, (London: SAGE Publications Ltd); Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003), Feminism
without borders: Decolonizing theory, practicing solidarity, (Durham: Duke Univ. Press), 133;
Jennifer Thomson (2020) "Gender and Nationalism," Nationalities Papers, 48(1).
89 Alice Kessler-Harris (1982), Out to work: A history of wage-earning women in the United
States, (New York: Oxford U.P.).
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Interpellation: Newspapers as ideological apparatuses
Connecting the above theoretical discussion to newspapers as source material,
I will propose in this section a way to operationalize the concept of discursive
boundary-making. Drawing on Marxist ideology critique and post-Marxist
discourse theory, I understand the newspapers as taking part in the reproduc-
tion of ideology. Below, I outline how to understand the function of newspa-
pers in the reproduction of ideology and ideological subjects.

One way to understand the relation between the nineteenth-century Swe-
dish-American newspapers and the reproduction of ideology is to turn to Louis
Althusser’s discussion of where ideology reproduction occurs. Althusser un-
derstood ideology as materialized through various societal institutions, or in
his words, apparatuses. While Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs) function
primarily by violence or repression, Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs)
function by ideology. Althusser was primarily interested in how the educa-
tional system, as a key ISA, upholds the subjection under the ruling order. But
he importantly pointed out culture and communications, including news me-
dia, as contributing to the reproduction of ideology.90

Following the sociologist Göran Therborn in his development of the Al-
thusserian theory of ideology reproduction, I see these institutions as ideolog-
ical apparatuses rather than state apparatuses. There are degrees to which
ideological apparatuses are connected to the state. Newspapers, for example,
are not necessarily formally connected to a state. Further, I view ideological
apparatuses as sites where ideological conflicts are played out. I also assume
that ideological apparatuses can stand in conflict with one another, exposing
contradictions in the prevailing order. Here, the immigrant newspapers can be
understood as sites where ideology is contested and (re)produced, without
confusing them with the exertion of state power, or with being in some way
part of “the state”. Moreover, the newspapers are not static entities or static
sites of conflict. The newspaper economy changes during the period studied,
and makes an important part of understanding the changing function of news-
papers as ideological apparatuses.91

Nevertheless, how is ideology reproduced through newspapers? My theo-
retical and methodological approach is inspired by the theories of discourse
and ideology developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Discourse
here refers not only to a textual or linguistic dimension of social life, but also

90 “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes towards an investigation” in Louis
Althusser (2001), Lenin and philosophy and other essays, (New York: Monthly Review), 85–
126.
91 Göran Therborn (1999), The ideology of power and the power of ideology, (London: Verso),
84–89.



63

to the structuring of meaning in a social context. Articulation refers to speech
acts (verbal as well as non-verbal) that seek to claim stability of meaning of a
discursive element in any given setting. By analyzing articulations in Swe-
dish-American newspapers, it is possible to see how ideology is discursively
produced, and how attempts are made to fix the meaning of, for example, what
it means to be “Swedish” or “Swedish-American”, or what it means to belong
to a specific “race”.92

In Louis Althusser’s account, ideology functions through constituting and
reproducing its subjects through interpellation. Interpellation here refers to the
process by which ideology constitutes its subjects in reproducing the prevail-
ing order. Hailing an individual through a printed message, for example, con-
stitutes the subject in the current ideological system, and therefore suggests its
position in the social world.93 Stuart Hall develops this discussion, and argues
that it is required “not only that the subject is ‘hailed’, but that the subject
invests in the position”. which “means that suturing has to be thought of as an
articulation, rather than a one-sided process”.94 Zachary Levenson makes a
similar observation, arguing for the process of ideological interpellation as the
re-articulation of existing discursive elements. Ideology cannot be imposed
into empty vessels, but has to encounter subjects in a process of negotiation.95

Göran Therborn proposes a similarly dialectical view of how ideology op-
erates, as an extension or modification of the Althusserian focus on interpel-
lation. Instead of seeing the interpellation as a one-directional process, Ther-
born, just as Hall and Levenson, opens up for the possibility of individuals to
reject subjection, or to be unqualified. An ideological interpellation thus car-
ries an inherent risk of rejection or contradiction. As Therborn puts it, “new
kinds of qualification may be required and provided”. and “new skills that
clash with the traditional forms of subjection” may become qualifying factors.
An interpellation is not always successful.96

Understanding interpellation as a form of discursive articulation can pro-
vide an opportunity for identification. In other words, interpellation is the at-
tempt to construct a subject-position to which the interpellated can relate.97

The newspaper material, which is further discussed in the susequent section,

92 C.f. Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (2001), Hegemony and socialist strategy: Towards
a radical democratic politics, (London: Verso).
93 Althusser (2001).
94 Stuart Hall (2011), "Introduction: Who Needs ‘Identity’?," in Questions of Cultural Identity,
ed. Stuart Hall and Paul du Gay (London: SAGE Publications Ltd), 6.
95 Hall and du Gay (ed.) (2011), "Introduction: Who Needs ‘Identity’?."; Zachary Levenson
(2021), "Make ‘Articulation’ Gramscian Again," in Ethnographies of Power: Working Radical
Concepts with Gillian Hart, ed. Zachary Levenson et al. (Wits University Press).
96 Therborn (1999), 17–18.
97 Hall and du Gay (ed.) (2011), "Introduction: Who Needs ‘Identity’?," 5–6.
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is thus viewed as providing sites where discursive boundary-making takes
place, and where interpellations are made as attempts to reproduce ideological
subjects. Focusing the analysis towards how newspaper discourse intervened
in various aspects of life, such as religion, immigrant aid, work and consump-
tion, and home and family, I aim to show how different dimensions of Swe-
dish-American life intersected in producing notions of Swedishness. Moreo-
ver, by studying attempts at discursive boundary-making, it is possible to
grasp the nuances and sliding meanings of the historical categories of race,
nationality, and Swedishness.

Newspapers as objects of study
The Swedish-language newspapers are the core source material for this dis-
sertation. Among the various source materials concerning Swedish Ameri-
cans, such as church archives, secular societies’ archives, and letters from
Swedish immigrants back to Sweden, the newspapers have in previous re-
search repeatedly been pointed out as a rich source in need of more thorough
study. Nevertheless, only a few studies have systematically employed the
Swedish-language newspapers in writing the history of Swedish immigrants
in America. As mentioned above, this dissertation is the first to take the digit-
ized newspaper database as a starting point for a systematic empirical study.98

So, what is a newspaper? In this thesis, the term newspaper refers to weekly
(or sometimes more frequent) publications containing news, advertisements,
and other social, cultural, and political texts. The Swedish-language newspa-
pers in the US in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reported news
from Sweden, sometimes very regional, as well as political news about the US
and the world. News from Sweden included information on marriages and
deaths, and sometimes crime or murder reports; articles were not seldom re-
published and reused across newspapers and geographies.99 The papers would
also include information on Swedish-American events, such as church gath-
erings, fundraisers, soirees, entertainment, or meetings for associations or fra-
ternal orders. Advertising was also an important part of the papers’ pages.100

98 The following works all use Swedish-American newspaper to some extent as source mate-
rial: Ulf Beijbom (1977) "The Printed Word in a Nineteenth-Century Immigrant Colony: The
Role of the Ethnic Press in Chicago's Swede Town," Swedish Pioneer Historical Quarterly,
28(2); Beijbom (1971); Björk (2000); Björk (1987); Jackson (2019).
99 Ryan Cordell (2015) "Reprinting, Circulation, and the Network Author in Antebellum
Newspapers," American Literary History, 27(3); Patrik Lundell et al. (2023), Information flows
across the Baltic Sea: towards a computational approach to media history, (Lund:
Mediehistoriskt arkiv).
100 Björk (2000).



65

As mentioned above, the largest Swedish-American newspapers were
owned by people with connections to other branches of business or social or-
ganizations. These men belonged to the cultural and economic elite among the
Swedish immigrants. In other words, the newspapers were deeply embedded
in social contexts that are not easily separated from the economic. I use the
term embedded in the sense developed by Mark Granovetter, meaning that the
actions of the businessmen involved in the newspaper businesses cannot be
taken to follow either a purely economic or a purely social logic. Personal
relations and business networks were significant economically and socially,
with trust forming around everyday Swedish or, sometimes, Scandinavian or-
igins. This has been shown for Swedish-American financial entrepreneurs and
were likely important in the Swedish-language newspaper business as well.101

The people working in newspapers in the early days belonged to a class of
more or less educated men, often self-taught. In this thesis, I will refer to them
as newspapermen since the 1800s had not yet seen a professionalization of
journalism. Moreover, working with a newspaper entailed slightly different
tasks than what the contemporary term “journalism” brings to mind. Editors
of and contributors to the religious papers were mainly pastors, Lutheran or
other, and, for the secular papers, a diverse group of men. Some of them had
worked as newspaper writers in Sweden before they arrived in the US, and
some were poets or authors. According to Ernst Skarstedt, who worked for
several years at the editorial office at Svenska Amerikanaren, being a newspa-
perman was associated with low pay and overwork.102

Another question that arises while studying the newspaper material regards
representativity. Whose opinions were aired in the newspapers? As the early
papers were tied to and run by entrepreneurial and religious elites among the
Swedish Americans, the newspapers with the most extensive reach might not
mirror the variety of political and cultural leanings that the Swedish-language
press covered at the time.103 Most likely, readers sometimes disagreed with the
editorial content or the views expressed in the newspapers. Editorials pro-
moted the outlooks of their religious or secular associations, or the business
interests of the owners.

101 Mark Granovetter (1985) "Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of
Embeddedness," American Journal of Sociology, 91(3); Petersson (2024), 58–60. For a discus-
sion on the meanings of ethnicity and personal networks in “ethnic economies”, see Antoine
Pécoud (2010) "What is ethnic in an ethnic economy?," International Review of Sociology,
20(1).
102 See, for example, posts about Herman Roos, Magnus Elmblad, and Johan A. Enander in
Ernst W Olson, Martin J. Engberg, and Anders Schön (1908), History of the Swedes of Illinois,
vol. 1–3, (Chicago: The Engberg-Holmberg Publishing Company). Ernst Skarstedt et al.
(1914), Vagabond och redaktör: lefnadsöden och tidsbilder, (Washington: E. Skarstedt), 113–
158.
103 Beijbom (1971), 288–301; Beijbom (1977).
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Sections devoted to readers’ letters were introduced in most of the papers
in the late 1800s. Ulf Jonas Björk has studied the Minneapolis paper Svenska
Amerikanska Posten and the changing contents of their letters’ pages between
1907 and 1911. He concluded that the editorial office was not always in agree-
ment on which types of content were appropriate for these pages. Readers
were often very personal in their letters, contributing to a familiar tone.104

Apart from correspondence from different parts of the US, having been part
of Hemlandet since the early days, the readers’ section “Tankeutbyte” [Ex-
change of thoughts] was introduced in 1890. It quickly grew from one or two
columns to covering more than half a page in each issue. In 1891,
“Tankeutbyte” had grown into a full-page section where readers were getting
involved in lively discussions on all sorts of topics.105 Svenska Amerikanaren
had included correspondence sections of mainly news-reporting character
since at least the 1870s.106 They were published under the headline “Röster
Från Folket” [Voices from the People] in the 1870s, and in 1891 the section
was renamed to “Våra vänners afdelning” [Our friends’ section]. At first, it
covered about two columns next to an advertising space, but by mid-1892, it
had come to fill almost a full page in each issue. Many letters had the form of
reports from states and cities in the surroundings of Illinois, while others con-
sisted of jokes and anecdotes, political critique, discussions on the ideal char-
acter of men and women, or on the meaning of Swedishness.107

Through the newspaper material, then, only so much can be said about the
voices and opinions of individuals and readers. However, the fact that these
newspapers were well-read and that their editors and newspapermen were of-
ten public figures involved in other associations makes it reasonable to assume
that the views expressed in the newspapers carried some weight in public dis-
course. Additionally, the opinions of any particular individual are less im-
portant. Instead, the central issue is how discursive meaning emerged over
time, enabling individuals to make articulations. The pages devoted to letters
from readers are therefore used in parts of the analysis to highlight that the
newspaper content was co-created and reproduced by the editorial staff, ad-
vertisers, as well as the readers.

104 Björk (1999).
105 Hemlandet, 30 January 1890, 4.
106 Hemlandet relied on correspondence and news-reporting from ministers from around the
North and Midwest, but the “Tankeutbyte” section opened up for any reader to share their
opinions and thoughts.
107 “Röster från folket”, Svenska Amerikanaren, 9 July 1891, 7; Renamed to “Våra vänners
afdelning” in the issue of 16 July 1891, 5.
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Newspapers as sources
The collecting and archiving of newspapers began in 1859, when the head
librarian of the Swedish National Library, Gustaf Klemming, and the Swe-
dish-American Lutheran pastor T.N. Hasselquist began collaborating to ar-
chive every copy of Hasselquist’s newspaper Hemlandet in Sweden and the
US. When Hasselquist later got a position at Augustana College, he started a
Swedish-American archive, which during the 1860s was an important part of
the Augustana Synod’s organization, collecting Swedish-language newspa-
pers and historical documents.108

The study of the newspapers has been made possible through the Minnesota
Digital Newspaper Hub, a joint project including the Minnesota Historical So-
ciety, the Swedish Royal Library, the American Swedish Institute, and the
Swenson Immigration Research Center at Augustana College (Rock Island,
Illinois). Launched in 2016, the digital newspaper archive comprises 39
scanned Swedish-American newspapers, published weekly in the US between
1857 and 2007. The database is searchable since the newspaper images have
been treated with Optical Character Recognition (OCR). Imperfections in the
software technique have created omissions, noise, and misreading in the digi-
tal text. However, the keyword search function complements manual brows-
ing of the issues. It also provides opportunities for connecting discussions,
debates, and advertisement texts across titles and time.109

In addition to gaps and omissions in the OCR, the database does not include
all newspapers. It lacks some of the most widely spread newspapers during
the time period, such as Skandinaven and Svenska Kuriren. The selection of
newspapers has been limited to those that are currently included in the Swe-
dish-American newspaper database.110 While incomplete, the selection repre-
sents a wide range of local and national papers. Most importantly, it includes
several of the most long-lasting and widely read papers from 1860–1920: the
Chicago papers Hemlandet, Svenska Amerikanaren, and Svenska Tribunen. In
the table below, the newspapers that have been used for this thesis are listed.
The abovementioned titles are the most frequently used, while the others have
been analyzed at least once.

108 Ulf Beijbom (1980) "The historiography of Swedish America," Swedish Pioneer
Historical Quarterly, 31(4), 258f.
109 On the problems and challenges with digitized newspapers, see Johan Jarlbrink and Pelle
Snickars (2017) "Cultural heritage as digital noise: Nineteenth century newspapers in the digital
archive," Journal of documentation, 73(6).
110 As of the fall of 2025, additional digitization is underway. More newspaper and magazine
titles will be added to the database.
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As the table shows, particularly for Svenska Amerikanaren and Svenska Tribunen,
ownership and publisher shifted for some newspapers, while titles were reused or
remained the same. The newspapers, therefore, are not to be taken as static insti-
tutions over time. Contents, format, political leanings, and ownership all changed
in most newspapers during the period studied. The changes in ownership will be
further discussed in the empirical chapters when relevant to the analysis.

Beyond newspaper material, the analysis draws on a range of sources. In Chap-
ter 1, for example, personal correspondence from the 1860s is used to analyze
internal relations among the Lutheran ministers involved in the newspaper. The
bulk of the letters used are collected from the Swedish Lutheran Publication So-
ciety’s (SLPS) letterbooks, found in the archive of the Abakanowicz Research
Center, Chicago History Museum (Chicago, Illinois). The SLPS letterbooks have
been damaged over time, and a large part of the nearly 600 pages are either un-
readable or entirely blank. It is clear that the letterbooks were used most fre-
quently during the 1860s, and thereafter, correspondence records were probably
moved elsewhere. For the first chapter, over 200 letters of varying readability—
the majority of them written between 1864 and 1872—have been reviewed. The
letters contain information on sales orders, subscriptions, advertisements, article
requests, and book orders, giving a broad but fragmented picture of the organiza-
tion’s network. It also provides insights into the editors’ daily work. Other col-
lections containing personal letters and published and unpublished autobiog-
raphies have also been consulted. Those have been found at the Swenson Immi-
gration Research Center at Augustana College (Rock Island, Illinois) and in the
Swedish American Archives of Greater Chicago at North Park University (Chi-
cago, Illinois).

Various other source categories have been reviewed besides the newspapers
and the letter correspondence. Swedish-American authors and journalists such as
Ernst Skarstedt, Ernst Wilhelm Olson, Martin Engberg, and Anders Schön pub-
lished biographical collections of Swedish Americans in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.111 These have been used to cover and describe connec-
tions between owners, journalists, and other people involved in both the newspa-
pers and other Swedish-American organizations in Chicago. For Chapters 2 and
5, works discussing the character of Swedish Americans, travelogues published
by Swedish authors and officials visiting America, and official records such as
Emigrationsutredningen [The Emigration Inquiry] (1907–1913) have been ana-
lyzed. The Swedish-American authors’ works on the character of Swedish

111 Ernst Skarstedt (1897), Våra pennfäktare: Lefnads- och karaktärsteckningar öfver svensk-
amerikanska tidningsmän, skalder och författare, med porträtter samt talrika utdrag ur den
poetiska och humoristiska litteraturen, (San Francisco, Calif.: E. Skarstedt); Olson, Engberg, and
Schön (1908).
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Americans were often published and sometimes discussed in the newspapers, as
were the visiting Swedes. Besides statistical information, Emigrationsutred-
ningen included interviews with Swedish-American public figures and reports on
the conditions of Swedish Americans in Chicago, presented to the Swedish gov-
ernment. The supplement authored by Gustav Sundbärg, Det Svenska Folklynnet
(1911), discussed the “Swedish national character” and was attached to the public
investigation. It also sold copies to a broader audience in Sweden.

Together, the source material offers varying perspectives on what it meant to
be Swedish American and provides ample ground for studying interpellations and
discursive boundary-making strategies. There are, however, limitations when it
comes to reaching the individual level of the people of Swedish origin in Amer-
ica. The only opportunity in this material to study individual responses to ideo-
logical interpellation, or individual interventions in the public debates, is through
the letters to the editor, or through the personal letters that make up a tiny part of
the source material. Nevertheless, as outlined in the theory section, I view the
newspapers as ideological apparatuses, part the (re)production of discourse and
ideology. This mode of analysis is less concerned with the specific actors and
their agency and more with how the widespread Swedish-language newspapers,
the works of Swedish officials and authors, and the discourses in the US press
negotiated and contested the meaning of being Swedish in the US.

Methodological strategies
In answering the research questions, I have chosen to divide the analysis themat-
ically and chronologically. The different chapters thus deal with both a delimited
time period and a specific set of questions. The theoretical approach remains the
same across the chapters, while the empirical material shifts according to what
questions are to be answered. By varying the focus, I aim to cover the different
ways in which the newspaper operated, in both form and content. This reflects
the changing functions of the newspapers as ideological apparatuses. It also al-
lows me to study the various forms of interpellation and articulation.

Since one aim of this thesis is to analyze newspapers as ideological apparat-
uses, I have deliberately chosen to focus on specific moments when newspapers
intervened in discourses and the organization of everyday life. Chapters 2 and 3
examine the drawing of religious boundaries within the Swedish immigrant group
and between Swedes and other immigrants. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on how such
margins influenced Swedish immigrants’ views on the labor market and were
gendered in relation to Swedishness in both work and consumption. The sixth
chapter turns to the transatlantic debate over immigration and Swedishness and
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investigates how discursive boundaries were drawn and negotiated on both sides
of the Atlantic.

Throughout this thesis, the Swedish-language newspapers form the core ma-
terial. When the papers refer to other types of sources or engage in debates and
discussions that were ongoing in Anglo-American discourse, these sources are
included as well. To understand how the meaning of being Swedish American
was negotiated, perspectives from Anglo-Americans, other immigrant newspa-
pers, and other sources would benefit the analysis. However, studying the Swe-
dish Americans “from within”, through their own discussions on national and
racial belonging and boundaries, provides an opportunity to examine the shifts
and continuities of this process closely. Moreover, since this thesis is concerned
with the role of newspapers in the otherwise well-studied Swedish-American so-
cial and organizational landscape of Chicago, their issues and content constitute
the most relevant source material. While the focus on Swedish-language press
might not provide sharp comparisons with other immigrant groups, the focus on
Swedish-American sources provides clarity on how these authors and newspa-
permen handled the various problems and debates around what it meant to be
Swedish American.

The qualitative analysis of the newspaper content has been carried out in two
ways due to the innaccuracy of the OCR treatment of the newspapers available
through the Minnesota Historical Society’s Swedish-American Newspaper data-
base. Since I have not been able to rely on the lists produced by keyword searches
due to the many omissions, no conclusions have been drawn from these results.
Instead, the keyword searches have been used to open up starting points for cov-
ering themes and topics. From keyword searches, I have followed and traced re-
curring themes and debates in the newspapers by manually browsing through is-
sues. When other literature has been referenced or discussed in the material, or
when discussions have built on articles in another Swedish-language or US news-
paper, I have, when possible, turned to those sources as well. This could be arti-
cles from the Chicago Daily Tribune, from a Swedish local newspaper, or trave-
logues published by Swedish visitors. Browsing and tracing referenced sources
has provided unexpected openings in the material and further intertextual contex-
tualization.

I have also used keyword searches, including concepts, topics or themes,
names of persons, associations, businesses, events or debates, and names of or-
ganizations. The keyword searches have been partly determined by theoretical
interest in nationalism, Swedishness, and race. This method points to a specific
delimitation of the source material. Searching for discussions on Swedishness
rules out other potential discourses of national belonging that might have offered
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alternative interpretations. However, the keyword searches have primarily
opened up the material, as described above. I also hold that the concepts I have
chosen for this study are the most relevant to answer the research questions.

Keywords have also been chosen to find information on social issues, such as
employment opportunities, advertisements, and strikes. Different keywords re-
lated to male and female workers have also been employed. The search strategy
was primarily used to gather materials for Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. It was used
as a complement to source materials for Chapter 6.112 As mentioned above, key-
word searches cannot be considered exhaustive due to the inadequacies in the
OCR. However, the results have sometimes provided hits across issues and news-
papers, something that would not have been as quickly discovered through man-
ual browsing. In that sense, they have functioned as a productive complement to
other strategies.

I have further browsed issues published during specific periods of interest,
such as those surrounding the establishment of the Free Swedish Employment
Bureau, or those in which new sections were introduced or changed. This strategy
has allowed me to compile large numbers of articles covering a single theme, a
time period, or a specific keyword. By this method, I do not claim to have covered
all the material related to the specific keywords, themes, or topics discussed. Nev-
ertheless, by combining keyword searches, browsing, and tracing, it has been
possible to gather sufficient material to cover relevant themes and time periods
and to observe changes over time.

Finally, two data sets have been compiled. One consists of information on the
number of people employed by the Free Swedish Employment Bureau between
1897 and 1908, and the other examines the volume and categories of advertise-
ments in Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren between 1857 and 1910. These
data sets are visualized and discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively, and are
presented as descriptive time series.

Three approaches
As the newspapers act both as objects of study and as source material, I approach
the material from three analytical starting points. These starting points, in turn,
are designed to complement each other in answering the research questions.

112 Keywords such as ras [race], svenskhet [Swedishness], svenskheten [the Swedishness], svensk
nationalitet [Swedish nationality], svenska arbetare [Swedish workers], etc., were used to trace the
use of national and racial concepts and make up the primary source material for Chapter 3 and
Chapter 4. Keywords such as Svenska Nationalförbundet, Swedish National Association, Fria Sven-
ska Arbetsbyrån, and Free Swedish Employment Bureau were used to find content discussing the
nationalist association and the establishment of the employment bureau in Chapter 4. Searches on
tjänsteflicka or tjensteflicka [different spellings of “servant girl”] are examples of keywords used
to trace discussions on Swedish women in domestic service, also used in Chapter 4.
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First, I study how newspapers mediated between businesses, organizations,
and other social activities. This approach focuses on what I call the newspaper
economy. This approach seeks to answer the question of the connection between
the discursive level of the newspapers’ contents and the social and material as-
pects of the Swedish immigrant experience. As there is minimal source material
on financial activities, accounting, or bookkeeping, I have mainly relied on sec-
ondary literature and histories of the newspapers. One way to study changes in
the newspaper economy is through the medium’s form. Changes in the number
of pages per issue, the proportion of advertisements, and ownership and editorial
staff are among the dimensions considered. Regarding content, job announce-
ments, advertisements, recommendations, calls for participation in public events,
and reviews of such public events make up part of the source material. This ap-
proach has allowed me to show how the newspaper debates and contents were
not confined to textual discourse, as ink on paper, but that they had material im-
pacts in the organizing of social activities, in consumption practices, and in polit-
ical mobilization.113

Second, I have approached the contents of newspapers as articulations, focus-
ing on their linguistic constructing of meaning, and on the use of images, primar-
ily when dealing with advertisements. Through this approach, and by employing
the concept of interpellation, I aim to show how the contents of the newspaper
pages constructed the readers as subjects. Following the theoretical discussion,
this methodology does not allow us to say anything about the subjects themselves
or whether they accepted or rejected the interpellations in question. Instead, it
helps me uncover the efforts made in the newspapers to interpellate their readers.
It is this approach that has enabled me to analyze how the Swedish language re-
lated to ideas of racial belonging, how the Swedish-American male and female
worker was idealized, and how the female reader was constructed through the
newspapers.114

Third, I have studied the intertextual dimension of the newspapers. I draw on
the concept of intertextuality, coined by the literary theorist Julia Kristeva. The
concept holds that texts are always shaped by and embedded in a network of other
texts. I draw on Kristeva’s theorization but modify it to suit my historical meth-
odology. In the concrete methodology for this thesis, considering intertextuality

113 This methodological strategy is inspired by the discussion in Stephen Vella, "Newspapers" in
Miriam Dobson and Benjamin Ziemann, eds. (2009) Reading primary sources: The interpretation
of texts from nineteenth- and twentieth-century history, (London/New York: Routledge), 192–208.
See also the discussion of how the historical news press provides unique openings to the social and
political processes, in Johan Jarlbrink, Patrik Lundell, and Pelle Snickars (2019), Mediernas
historia: Från big bang till big data, (Lund: Mediehistoriskt arkiv), 126.
114 Laclau and Mouffe (2001); Althusser (2001); Therborn (1999); Marianne Winther Jørgensen
and Louise Phillips (2002), Discourse analysis as theory and method, (London: Sage).
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means that I look for texts, such as travelogues, advertising materials, or lectures,
that are referred to and discussed in the newspapers. The approach serves to an-
swer the question of how the transatlantic discussion on emigration and immigra-
tion dealt with what it meant to be Swedish in America, and how texts circulated
and were commented on by the weekly press. The selection of travelogues has
been made based on their mentions in the Swedish-language press in America,
with the aim of covering the transatlantic discourses and, to some extent, textual
exchanges. When Swedish visitors have been mentioned in the Swedish-language
newspapers in America, I have turned to their published works. Similarly, when
Swedish-American works have been debated in the newspapers, those have been
analyzed as well.115

Outline
This thesis consists of seven chapters, and this introductory chapter presents the
research problem and provides background and previous research. The following
Chapters 2 through 6 are empirical, while Chapter 7 provides a concluding dis-
cussion. Each empirical chapter examines slightly different time periods and spe-
cific topics, but they all examine how Swedish-American readers were interpel-
lated through discursive boundary-making processes. This means the chapters do
not necessarily have to be read in order, and that some overlap in thematic and
chronological focus. This outline enables analysis of the relationship between
changes in the newspaper economy and the content of newspapers, as well as how
debates on various social and economic topics contributed to the construction of
Swedishness. For each chapter, a short introduction with relevant research back-
ground related to the specific topic and time period will be presented. The outline
is as follows.

Chapter 2 studies the establishment and early development of the two news-
papers Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren from the late 1850s to the mid-
1870s. It draws on letterbooks from Hemlandet’s publishing company and dis-
cusses the networks and organizations behind the newspapers. The chapter dis-
cusses the constant tension between the economic realities of running and the
paper’s efforts to present themselves as idealist projects.

Chapter 3 turns to the question of the Swedish language and how debates over
Swedishness and Americanization changed between 1878 and 1900. It also places
this theme in the context of growing anti-Catholicism, as well as economic

115 A comprehensive discussion on the concept of intertextuality can be found in María Jesús
Martínez Alfaro (1996) "Intertextuality: Origins and development of the concept," Atlantis, 18(1/2).
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turbulence in the 1890s, and shows how language and national belonging were
racialized. The establishment of the Swedish National Association (SNA) is used
as a case study to examine how anti-Catholic sentiment was tied to Swedish na-
tionalist mobilization.

Chapter 4 focuses on Swedish immigrants in the labor market and examines
the employment bureau established in Chicago by SNA, run by Othelia Myhr-
man. It uses both newspapers and US and Swedish official investigations to dis-
cuss how the male and female Swedish workers were constructed differently,
both in relation to gender and race.

Chapter 5 examines the changes in newspaper contents around the turn of the
twentieth century, and especially the development of women’s pages in Svenska
Amerikanaren and Hemlandet. Together with an analysis of advertisements, this
chapter examines how the early 1900s Swedish-language press developed and
changed, and how this affected the interpellation of the Swedish-American
reader.

Chapter 6 opens the view to the transatlantic discussion of the Great Migration,
and what Swedishness meant in that context. Examining works published on both
sides of the Atlantic, as well as newspaper discussions, the chapter investigates
the negotiation over whether Swedes in the US were as much Swedes as those
who stayed, or whether they had become something else.

Chapter 7 presents thesis’s the key results. It provides an analysis of how the
form and content of the newspapers changed over time, summarizes the chapters,
and highlights thesis’s the key contributions. It also provides a discussion of the
theoretical and methodological contributions, as well as discussing possible con-
temporary implications.
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Chapter 2. Managing survival

In almost every major city where Swedish immigrants settled in the US, they
launched a Swedish-language newspaper. Chicago became the center of early
Swedish-language newspaper publishing in the 1860s. As discussed in the intro-
duction, the Swedes in Chicago gathered in both religious congregations and sec-
ular associations; the newspaper landscape came to grow out of these social or-
ganizations.116

For some of the earliest groups of immigrants leaving Sweden for the US, re-
ligion had been one of the push factors. Pietist collectives in Sweden that chal-
lenged and came into conflict with the Swedish State Lutheran Church sought
refuge in the US, where they could practice their freedom of religion. Similar to
German immigrants, Scandinavians established Lutheran organizations that pro-
vided not only religious services but also social, educational, and health services
for their members. In a sense, these organizations came to mimic the functions of
the state church in their country of origin, creating a strong welfare infrastructure
for their members.117

Besides religious organizations, some early Swedish immigrants in Chicago
formed secular societies. These were often fraternal orders, providing both social
and financial aid to their members, or associations centered around cultural ac-
tivities such as singing, theatre, or concerts. This secular sphere established its
own newspapers, promoting values different from those of the religious sphere.
They were often owned and run by established businessmen or by men involved
in several secular societies. Similar to the religious organizations, these societies
established their own social welfare infrastructure, albeit for a wealthier class.118

For both Lutheran and secular publishers, the newspapers were launched as
extensions of broader projects, embedded in their social spheres, and promoting
differing ideas about how Swedish American life should be organized. This led
to conflict. Some of these early conflicts have been studied in previous works.119

116 Park (1922); Beijbom (1977).
117 Mark Granquist (2015), Lutherans in America: A New History, (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress
Press). See especially Chapters 6 and 7.
118 Gustafson (2018).
119 See for example Beijbom (1977); Beijbom (1971).
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However, with access to the correspondence of the early years of the Swedish
Lutheran Publication Society, this chapter provides an analysis of how the Lu-
theran publishers reacted to the entrance of a secular competitor and how their
positions were articulated. Further, since so many Swedish-language newspapers
were short-lived, studying the early years of these long-lasting newspapers might
give us insight into how they were operated and sustained.

This chapter takes its starting point in the early history of Swedish-language
newspaper publication in the US, and focuses on one religious and one secular
newspaper in Chicago. The first two research questions are: How were the early
Swedish-American newspapers Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren orga-
nized, and how did they manage to survive? What impact did their conflicts have
on the material and social life of Swedish immigrants in Chicago? In asking these
questions, I reexamine the early conflicts between the religious and secular asso-
ciations. I also discuss the functions they served for their respective organizations
and for their readers. By analyzing previously unused letter correspondence from
the archives of the Swedish Lutheran Publication Society, studying the newspa-
pers’ advertising practices, and examining editorial debates, the chapter discusses
how these papers defined themselves against one another.

Early Lutheran publishing
In the mid-nineteenth century, Lutheran congregations published periodicals to
connect pastors across the US, inform them about religious activities, and discuss
theology. With increased German immigration right before the Civil War, the
Lutheran publishing activities grew, and the German language became the norm
in many synods. Scandinavians made efforts to unite into a single Scandinavian
Lutheran Synod in the 1860s but ended up scattered. Norwegian Lutherans
formed several competing Lutheran churches, while Swedish immigrants formed
their own. The vernacular language was used in these churches’ activities and in
their publications. Several other Lutheran synods were emerging among Scandi-
navian immigrants, including Methodist, Baptist, Free, and Mission churches.
The religious field was competitive, and the different churches fought to enroll
their countrymen in their respective congregations. An important way of spread-
ing their faith was through publishing.120

120 Granquist (2015).



78

The first Swedish-American publishing organization was established by Er-
land Carlsson and Tufve Nilsson Hasselquist in Galesburg, Illinois, in 1854.121

They were both Lutheran ministers, and the printing facility was established as a
response to the perceived need for a religious and political newspaper. As men-
tioned above, the religious landscape consisted of several churches competing for
the Scandinavian population in the Midwestern US. Starting a Swedish-language
newspaper was seen as a way to reach out, plead for the Lutheran cause, and
attract members to the newly founded Immanuel Lutheran Church that Carlsson
had recently established in Swede Town, Chicago. Due to practical reasons,
mainly a lack of time on Carlsson’s part, Hasselquist, who lived in Galesburg at
this time, decided to initiate the publishing organization. The project’s financing
was primarily from various contributors in Galesburg, and the assembled capital
was used to purchase printing materials and typefaces from an old German print-
ing company. In 1855, the first issue of the newspaper Hemlandet was published.
In the following years, the organization would expand to publish not only the
newspaper, but Swedish-language Lutheran literature as well.122

The Lutheran church’s publishing activities were quickly recognized as im-
portant to the religious cause. At the Lutheran Mississippi conference in 1856, it
was decided to hand over the publishing organization from Carlsson and Hassel-
quist to the church. In 1858, after only a few years, the Swedish Lutheran Publi-
cation Society (SLPS) was formed to formalize and subsume it under the Swedish
congregations of the General Lutheran Synod. At this point, the cousins and fel-
low Lutherans Eric Norelius and Jonas Engberg were publishing the Swedish-
American newspaper Minnesota-Posten in Red Wing, Minnesota, which SLPS
sought to buy and incorporate into their organization. This was soon realized, and
Norelius, Engberg, and Hasselquist were financially compensated for the over-
taking of the newspapers and printing material. The society was to be formed on
a stock basis, with a nominal value of $20 per share. This way of organizing the
printing business gave each shareholder voting power, limited the shareholders’
liabilities over the company’s finances, and made a new inflow of capital possible

121 Backlund argues that the first newspaper printing in which Swedes participated was actually
Skandinaven, which was published and distributed for the first time around 1851. This, however,
was a cooperation among Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians, and it was irregularly published until
1853, when the business was closed. It is interesting to note is that a couple of Lutheran ministers,
later joining the Augustana Synod, had been in contact with Skandinaven. Eric Norelius even vis-
ited their printing shop, according to Backlund. Jonas Oscar Backlund (1952), A century of the
Swedish American Press, (Chicago, Ill.: Swedish American Newspaper Co.), 11–13.
122 Ernst W. Olson (1910), En bokhandelshistoria, (Chicago, Ill.: Engberg-Holmberg Pub. Co.),
6–7; Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), 761.
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through transferable stocks.123 SLPS aimed to continue to print and publish Hem-
landet, alongside printing books and material of a strictly Christian character,
specifically of the Lutheran confession. After merging with the newspaper Min-
nesota-Posten, the publication society relocated its printing and editorial office
to Chicago, and the state of Illinois incorporated its statutes.124

The Augustana Synod, formed in 1860, consisted of Lutherans of Scandina-
vian descent, but the Swedish members would soon gain an increasing power
over the Synod. One of the central institutions of the Synod, besides the churches,
was the Theological Seminary. Initially as an irregularly organized gathering in
Chicago educating young men in the Lutheran tradition, specifically the Au-
gustana confession, the Synod decided to establish a more formal college in Pax-
ton in 1863, which in 1875 was moved to Rock Island, Illinois. The SLPS was an
important institution for both the college and the Synod in general, responsible
for providing religious texts and books both for educational and ceremonial pur-
poses. In turn, Hemlandet was the primary organ for garnering support for both
religious and political views among the Swedish immigrant population across the
Midwest.

During the 1860s, Carlsson and Engberg were both acting managers of SLPS
in Chicago. They were close friends with Eric Norelius, the Minnesota reverend
who devoted his life to the Lutheran church in Red Wing and Vasa. Norelius was
initially a frequent correspondent of SLPS and Erland Carlsson, and contributed
extensively to Hemlandet with articles and even served as editor for a brief pe-
riod, together with the long-lasting editor T. N. Hasselquist.125 Norelius would
come to be president of the Synod in the 1870s, and later in his life published
several historical works about the Augustana Synod.126 As one of the managers
of SLPS, Carlsson corresponded with both Swedish and Scandinavian ministers.
Besides discussing church matters, conferences, and meetings, a large part of the
correspondence dealt with subscriptions, advertisements, and book distribution.

An important part of the daily work was receiving articles from all around
Minnesota and Illinois, often written by members of Lutheran congregations,
sales agents, or travelling agents. In a letter to a P. Carlsson in October 1864,

123 Eric Hilt, Naomi R. Lamoreaux, and John Joseph Wallis (2017), "Corporation Law and the Shift
toward Open Access in the Antebellum United States," in Organizations, Civil Society, and the
Roots of Development (United States: University of Chicago Press).
124 Olson (1910), 21–25.
125 Between 1864 and 1866, five extensive letters are recorded in the SLPS letterbook as having
been sent to Norelius from Carlsson, discussing Norelius’ contributions to Hemlandet as well as
the state of the business. These letters were generally more personal in character than other corre-
spondence. M1981.0010 Swedish Lutheran Publication Society Letterbooks, Folder 1–4, Chicago
Historical Museum, Chicago, Illinois.
126 Nils Bohman and Torsten Dahl, eds. (1949) Svenska män och kvinnor: Biografisk uppslagsbok
5 Lindorm-O, 8 vols., vol. 5, (Stockholm: Bonnier), 536.
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Erland Carlsson was complaining that the “brothers in Minnesota are all too spar-
ing with messages for Hemlandet, but they aren’t much better in Illinois”.127 Sus-
taining the newspaper with content thus seems to have been a collective endeavor,
dependent on combined efforts of the Lutheran network of congregations and
ministers. Carlsson often reached out to fellow ministers and priests, asking them
to send in articles, or help the newspaper increase its number of Swedish-Ameri-
can subscribers, since he had heard that the Methodist paper Sändebudet [The
Messenger] had increased their subscribers.128 This further highlights the symbi-
otic relationship between the newspaper and the church, and that the newspaper
was highly valued in spreading the faith, especially in competition with other
religious groups. Another such letter was sent to Norelius, begging him to “make
our best friends in your parish too, take care of it, set up subscription lists, and
visit their countrymen, and try to gather many and new subscribers”.129

SLPS soon expanded its operations, as the company was not only reprinting
and selling Swedish books but also publishing its own literature. That literature
was primarily designed use in churches, Sunday schools, and theological semi-
nars across the Midwest. Swedish Lutherans had brought Swedish-language
psalm books and liturgies. However, to further mark their difference towards the
Swedish State Church, they rewrote Swedish hymn books to use in US.130 The
works—mostly hymnal books like Hemlandssångerna [The Homeland Songs]
and Swedish-language bibles—were distributed through correspondence with
priests and ministers in affiliated churches around the states of Illinois and Min-
nesota, who took upon themselves to provide the books to their members. More-
over, these affiliated priests acted as colporteurs and agents for SLPS. The organ-
ization was thereby fundamentally dependent on the church, both through the
aims stated in the bylaws and through the distribution network. At this time, nei-
ther Carlsson nor any of the ministers acting as agents for the publication society
were compensated for their work.131

However, it seems that this way of organizing sales—selling books by com-
mission and relying on church ministers and priests for distribution and payment
collection—was not satisfactory to SLPS. Already in 1861, Hemlandet, in a two-
column text, stressed the importance of forwarding payments to SLPS. Because
of large imports from Sweden and invoices due soon, the organization was highly
indebted. To incentivize their customers actually to pay for the books, SLPS de-
cided to publish lists of received payments, including names, in Hemlandet. They

127 Erland Carlsson to P. Carlsson, 27 October 1864, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 16–17.
128 Erland Carlsson to Peterson, 1 December 1864, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 29–30.
129 Erland Carlsson to Eric Norelius, 3 December 1864, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 27–28.
130 Granquist (2015).
131 Olson (1910), 29–34.
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also stressed that “The book shop is not ours. It belongs, as well as the printing
shop and the newspapers, to the congregations, and we hope that our friends shall
not let this useful institution break down because of the unfortunate credit sys-
tem”.132

So, what did the networks on which the publishing relied look like? In the
SLPS letterbooks, there is evidence for a wide range of contacts. Erland Carlsson,
Anders R. Cervin, and later Jonas Engberg corresponded frequently with various
publishers, bookshops in both Sweden and the US, and Lutheran ministers. They
managed advertising and subscriptions for Hemlandet, handling book imports,
printing, and distribution. Requisitions were sent to the company from church
ministers, and payments were recorded and handled primarily by Cervin or Eng-
berg.133 The distribution of bibles was organized in connection with The Ameri-
can Bible Society and the Chicago Bible Society, and the imports and exports
were arranged through correspondence with other bookshops and publishers.
SLPS appears to have served as a key distributor of religious books in both Swe-
dish and English, and some correspondence concerns forwarding books from
other publishers to ministers or congregations outside Chicago. One such exam-
ple is Carlsson ordering a subscription of the Lutheran Sunday School Herald
from colleague F. L. Schrack in Philadelphia, to be sent to Jacob A. Hetland in
Iowa.134 The cooperation with F. L. Schrack regarding the Sunday School Herald
would continue through the years, where Carlsson acted as colporteur and dis-
tributor of Schrack’s paper to his Lutheran colleagues, through SLPS.135

The distribution of these books relied on formal and organizational networks,
as well as personal contacts. SLPS was run in the same way as the rest of the
church’s activities, with active participation from the ministers and everyone’s
willingness to contribute, mostly without compensation. Besides the distribution
network of Lutheran institutions and ministers in the US, SLPS also established
transnational contacts, especially with publishers and bookshops in Sweden. A
large requisition of books from publisher Gleerups in Lund, Sweden, was made
in 1866, containing a significant number of hymnal books and Lutheran

132 “Bokhandeln är ej vår. Den tillhör såväl som tryckeriet och tidningarna våra församlingar, och
vi hoppas att våra vänner icke skola tillåta denna nyttiga inrättning stranda på det beklagliga kre-
dit-systemet.” Hemlandet, 20 March 1861, 2–3.
133 Examples of book requests, requisitions of books from Sweden, and invoices, can be found in
the following posts: Erland Carlsson to Brother Peterson, 9 December 1865, SLPS Letterbooks,
folder 1, 60–61; Anders Cervin to M Stenbeck, 20 February 1866, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1,
74; Anders R. Cervin and A. Lindell to A. S. Johnson, 13 September 1866, SLPS Letterbooks,
folder 1, 109.
134 Erland Carlsson to F. L. Schrack, 14 October 1864, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 14.
135 Erland Carlsson to F. L. Schrack, 5 February 1864, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 70.
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literature.136 Just as the broad network of congregations in the US, the transatlan-
tic contacts would prove to be of great importance for the future survival of the
SLPS.

Despite its vast distribution network, the publishing society was frequently
under financial strain. SLPS was constantly indebted. Most of the revenue was
used to pay the printing shop workers’ salaries. At the same time, Carlsson and
the priests who organized the sales and distribution were seldom compensated.137

Furthermore, in the fall of 1865, Erland Carlsson saw increasing numbers of Swe-
dish immigrants arriving in Chicago, which resulted in more work at his Imman-
uel Lutheran Church. He expressed emotional concern over the state of these im-
migrants, writing that “[T]he countless crowds of emigrants really depress me…
many souls have started to ask for guidance, and some of them have found it”.138

Carlsson also complained over the state of SLPS’s finances to Norelius, saying:

I often have reason to be annoyed to death, but the Lord has given me grace to
work and in patience overcome … But we need money … I cannot pay in advance
anymore. The Brothers must help. We cannot do without our bookstore and news-
papers, and instead of throwing it overboard and [sic] we ought to work and pray
for it.139

The publication society and the attached bookshop were, according to Carlsson,
crucial to the religious cause, and while complaining about its financial state, he
was prepared to labor to keep it afloat.

During SLPS’s first ten years, the publication society had become a crucial
part of the religious mission, embedded both economically and ideologically in
the Lutheran project. The commitment to both church work and the publication
society was central to the men involved, especially for Erland Carlsson. However,
Carlsson complained that working with the newspaper was tiring, as it involved
to so much work and constant indebtedness. Despite SLPS’s the financial strug-
gles, the society did not seem to concern the General Synod during these first ten
years, indicating that the project was deemed important enough to pursue. Provid-
ing literature and a religious newspaper for Swedish-Americans was part of a
grander purpose: to win over Swedish immigrants and help them find God and

136 Erland Carlsson and A. R. Cervin to Gleerups book shop, Lund, 21 March 1866, SLPS Letter-
books, folder 1, 87–95; Olson (1910), 43.
137 Olson (1910), 26–29.
138 Erland Carlsson to Eric Norelius, 23 (?) October 1865, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 57–58.
139 “Jag har ofta anledning att förarga mig till döds, men Herren har gifvit mig nåd att arbeta och i
tålamod öfvervinna. […] Men vi behöfva penningar. […] Jag kan icke längre förskottera. Brö-
derna måste hjelpa. Vår bokhandel och Tidningar kunna vi ej undvara, och istället för att kasta
dem öfverbord och [sic] böra vi arbeta och bedja för de samma.” Erland Carlsson to Eric Nore-
lius, 9 January 1866, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 64–65.
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become part of the Lutheran faith. For the SLPS and the Augustana Synod, Lu-
theran values were seen as the cornerstones of a strong, sound Swedish-American
community. During the early 1860s, SLPS’s distribution of books and publishing
of Hemlandet dominated the Swedish-American publishing sphere. However, in
the late 1860s, the dominating position of Hemlandet would come to change.

The Svea Society and secular publishing
Outside the church, other initiatives to build social and cultural community
among Swedish Americans began to emerge. In 1857, the vice consul of Sweden,
Charles J. Sundell, issued a call for a meeting at Hoffman Hall, N. Clark Street,
Chicago, to establish a a secular society. The meeting resulted in the formation
of the Svea Society—a fraternal order devoted to educating the Swedish Ameri-
cans and providing entertainment for its members. One of the central aims of the
society was to establish a library of Swedish and Swedish-American literature. In
1860, a revised version of the statutes for the society named “Svea” was printed
by the Hemlandet Office. The statutes dealt with membership fees and the ar-
rangement of the library, together with rules regarding book loans.140

The first event hosted by Svea in 1857 was a fair that brought in $130, which
was supposedly spent on acquiring books.141 Moreover, Gustaf Unonius of the
older generation of Swedish-American immigrants contributed with his collec-
tion of books. Soon, Svea’s library expanded to contain around 400 titles. For the
expense of $56 a year, the Society also subscribed to the Swedish newspaper Af-
tonbladet, which had at the time become an influential liberal voice in the Swe-
dish newspaper landscape, for their members to read.142 The subscription fee
amounted to about two monthly wages of a male white-collar worker in Illinois
in 1860.143 While it is hard to know precisely how affordable such a subscription
would be for an individual member of Svea, it seems reasonable to assume that
the society provided the subscription since they could both afford it through the
collected funds, and as the board members were in personal contact with the

140 Stadgar för sällskapet Svea, (1860) Chicago, Ill.: Hemlandet Office.
141 Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), 888.
142 Jonas Harvard (2010), "Medial mobilisering: Representationsreformen och opinionsstormen,"
in 1800-talets Mediesystem, ed. Jonas Harvard and Patrik Lundell, Mediehistoriskt Arkiv
(Stockholm: Kungliga biblioteket).
143 While it is hard to estimate how much money the members of Svea made, as their occupations
ranged from agents for insurance companies to bankers, real estate agents, retailers, and artisans, I
have used the average pay of a male school teacher as a reference. An average monthly wage of a
male teacher in Illinois in 1860 was $28,81. See "Biennial report of the Superintendent of Public
Instruction of the State of Illinois,"  (1858), in Illinois school report 1863/64–1867/68, 1876/77–
1964/66 (Springfield, Ill.: The Superintendent), Table F, 456.
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Swedish publishers and newspapermen. Due to good relations with a Swedish
postman, Hellberg, director of the post office in Hamburg, the cost of the Af-
tonbladet subscription was later cut by half. Sick benefit was also added to the
bylaws at a level of $5 per week to members who fell ill.144

The collection of books, the arrangement of Swedish newspaper subscriptions,
and the emerging social benefits included in the membership, together, created a
social structure similar to that provided by the religious sects and congregations
to their countrymen. Svea came to promote itself as an alternative to religious
social organizations. The association’s board members were predominantly from
urban Chicago, held clerical or white-collar occupations, and portrayed the soci-
ety as an alternative to the religious community. Just as in the case of SLPS, Svea
relied on personal connections and contributions to provide readings, cultural,
and other educational activities for Swedish Americans.145

The members of the Svea Society were deeply embedded in the networks of
the higher social strata, in both Sweden and Chicago. While some might have
been working class, most were from the financially well-off stratum of Swedish
immigrants in Chicago. They were business owners, clerks, and craftsmen. Some
had contacts in the Swedish political and publishing spheres. O.G. Lange, well-
known among Swedish Americans in Chicago and a member of Svea, was on a
journey back to Sweden in 1866. He was assigned the task of collecting Swedish
books for Svea’s library. According to his autobiography, Lange worked hard to
meet prominent Swedes who could help the society in their cause. He contacted
August Sohlman, the editor-in-chief of Aftonbladet, and managed to secure an
advertisement in Aftonbladet asking for help collecting books. Since the adver-
tisement yielded no results, Lange decided to meet several people from Sweden’s
cultural and political elite in person. In his autobiography, Lange mentions that
he managed to get a meeting with Prince Oscar, who also signed a couple of his
own works as a gift to Svea. Due to these connections, he finally managed to
gather a small collection of books to bring back to Chicago.146

The Svea Society was probably the first association to organize Swedish Chi-
cagoans outside the religious sphere. While not growing into as large an organi-
zation as the Augustana Synod, Svea developed a loud voice, as the members it

144 See previous for a discussion and comparison with the average monthly wage of a male hold-
ing a white-collar occupation. An unskilled laborer had an average daily wage of $1.03 in 1860.
See Edith Abbott (1905) "The Wages of Unskilled Labor in the United States 1850–1900," The
Journal of Political Economy, 13(3), Table X, 363. For details on the establishment of Svea, see
Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), 888–889; Eric Johnson and Carl Fredrik Peterson (1880),
Svenskarne i Illinois: Historiska anteckningar, (Chicago, Ill.: W. Williamson), 256–258.
145 Beijbom (1971), 276–277.
146 English translation of O.G. Lange’s autobiography, SAAGC 060 Olof Gottfried Lange Papers,
Box 1, Folder 2, 41.



85

attracted would be key figures in establishing alternative publication societies.
The majority of Svea’s board members came from Swedish noble or bourgeoisie
backgrounds and held clerical and white-collar occupations; several of them ran
for political office in Chicago elections.147 Some served in the Scandinavian corps
during the Civil War, an event celebrated broadly in the Swedish-American com-
munity upon their return to Chicago. Their participation in the war granted them
a mediating position between their fellow countrymen and the Anglo-Americans,
as did their business and entrepreneurial networks.148

While not belonging to the same class as the mass of the Swedish immigrants
in Chicago, this group used their wealth and class position to form associations
less based on religion and aid to people experiencing poverty, instead revolving
around hosting cultural events with a nationalist undertone.149 In this sense, it was
through ideals of liberalism, entrepreneurial spirit, and national brotherhood that
Svea built its organization and network. This would come to pose a real challenge
to the church’s dominant position in organizing people of Swedish origin, pri-
marily by representing liberal and secular values as desirable for a successful life.
As noted above, one of Svea’s key aims was to provide Swedish literature to its
members. At this time, the SLPS was publishing only religious literature. As
waves of immigrants arrived in Chicago, the opportunity arose to contest who
would have the most significant influence over the Swedish-American commu-
nity. That contestation would partly play out through the printing press. In the
next section, I turn to the origin and founding of Svea’s publishing society and
what would become an influential newspaper.

Svenska Amerikanaren
In 1866, a group of the Svea Society members established one of the first truly
successful secular newspapers in Chicago, Svenska Amerikanaren. As Ulf
Beijbom has noted, the birth of this paper should be put in the context of the
increased number of Swedes arriving in Chicago during the late 1860s; the gen-
eral expansion of non-religious associations and organizations.150 Moreover, as

147 Among those running for offices were P. L. Hawkinson, C. J. Sundell, C. F. Billing, J. A. Nelson.
Beijbom (1971), 329.
148 Anders Bo Rasmussen (2022), Civil War settlers: Scandinavians, citizenship, and American
empire, 1848–1870, (Cambridge/New York, NY: Cambridge University Press); Anders Bo
Rasmussen (2016) "'Drawn Together in a Blood Brotherhood': Civic Nationalism amongst
Scandinavian Immigrants in the American Civil War Crucible," American Studies in Scandinavia,
48(2); Petersson (2024), 163–171.
149 Beijbom (1971), 280–287.
150 Beijbom (1977), 84.
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the newspaper itself stated in its first editorial in September 1866, there was a
perceived need for a republican and liberal political newspaper after the end of
the Civil War. Hemlandet had been republican from the start, so the focus on
liberal values was what distinguished the new paper. One of the aims of this
newly established newspaper was thus to provide the Swedish population in the
Midwest with a voice of “freedom, truth, enlightenment and equality before the
law”.151

A joint-stock company called “The Swedish American Publishing Co.”
(SAPC) was established to provide a financial base for the publication of Svenska
Amerikanaren. The board of directors was made up of men closely connected to
the Svea Society, including John A. Nelson (president), N. E. Nelson (vice pres-
ident), Peter J. Hussander (treasurer), Peter L. Hawkinson (secretary), Charles J.
Strömberg, P. L. Eastman, C. F. Billing, F. T. Engström, P.M. Almini, and a few
men from outside Chicago. Charles J. Sundell and Olof G. Lange were, according
to Olson, strongly sympathetic with the project.152 The board of directors was
almost entirely mirroring the board members of the Svea Society. They were suc-
cessful businessmen, managers, or clerks. This would also shape the various po-
sitions Svenska Amerikanaren took on political issues, as well as its advertising,
where businesses and activities of Svea’s members were frequently promoted.
One of the founding members, painter and artist P. M. Almini, hosted Svea’s
early meetings in his home.153 The secretary of SAPC, Hawkinson, had a standing
advertisement on the front page for several years, declaring his position as vice
consul of Sweden and Norway in America. The treasurer, Hussander, was repeat-
edly advertising his tailoring, getting larger ads over the years. These men had
previously advertised in Hemlandet, but by expanding their advertisement into
the new newspaper, their reach and visibility increased. Not unlike the SLPS and
Hemlandet, Svenska Amerikanaren was founded by a group of men bound by
shared values, and the newspaper and book collection were seen as crucial to the
society’s tasks.

Hans Mattson was invited to be the editor for the new paper. Being a former
colonel during the Civil War, he held a high reputation among Swedish Ameri-
cans. During the late 1860s, he would gain increasing official influence, being
appointed secretary of the Board of Immigration in Minnesota, and working as
an agent for land sales and railway companies. Mattson’s participation in Svenska
Amerikanaren was, at least according to himself, initially non-voluntary. In his
memoirs, Mattson explained that he was considered a candidate for chief editor

151 “Den föreslagna tidningen skall ej advocera annat än frihet, sanning, upplysning och jemlikhet
inför lagen.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 8 September 1866, 1.
152 Svenska Amerikanaren, 8 September 1866, 1; Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), 783.
153 Johnson and Peterson (1880), 257.
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without even being asked. However, when the offer reached him, he accepted it;
he stayed as the editor from September 1866 until February 1867, thereafter re-
placed by Herman Roos.154 It turned out that Roos was just as, if not even more,
involved in writing the editorials under the leadership of Mattson. Thus, in line
with Petersson’s argument about the Swedish-American banking sector, having
Mattson attached to the newspaper seemed important for trustworthiness. Since
his network spanned both the religious and secular branches among the Swedish
Americans, the choice of him as editor could be interpreted as an effort to bridge
the gap to the Lutheran congregations.155

SLPS and the Augustana Synod were concerned about this development and
would soon see the establishment of Svenska Amerikanaren as a threat to the
church’s influence among the Swedes in the US. Hans Mattson was projected as
the center of the conflict, since he had long been seen as a loyal member of the
Lutheran congregations in Minnesota.156 In a letter to reverend Eric Norelius, who
had become a prominent minister of the Augustana Synod, Erland Carlsson of
SLPS discussed Mattson’s participation in the startup of the new paper:

The new newspaper [Svenska Amerikanaren] will be launched this week. I think
that Colonel Mattson will be a good editor, and hope that the new newspaper under
his leadership will be “sound in doctrine and morals”. But while our congregations
or teachers value having a newspaper whose publisher they can appoint and whose
nature they can determine; we as a society will in due time be punished for the
complacency regarding what kind of reading is put in the hands of our people. You
have lost Mattson. In Red Wing he was a friend of our church. What he will be in
this company is hard to say. I have not had the opportunity to meet him. Saw him
in church once in the company of a Danish officer, ex. Colonel.157

The new enterprise and Mattson’s involvement sparked a discussion about what
this would mean for Lutherans and for the idea of the Swedish-American com-
munity as a whole. Without prior competition, the church strongly influenced

154 Svenska Amerikanaren, 8 September 1866; 13 February 1867; Hans Mattson (1890), Minnen,
(Lund: Gleerups), 112–114.
155 Petersson (2024), 163–171.
156 Ernst W. Olson (1917), The Swedish element in Illinois: Survey of the past seven decades: With
life sketches of men of today, (Chicago: Swedish-American biographical association), 82. Olson,
Engberg, and Schön (1908), 548.
157 “Den nya Tidningen lär komma ut i weckan. Jag tror att Öfverste Mattson blir en god ut-
gifvare, och hoppas att den nya tidningen under hans ledning blir ’Sound in doctrine and morals’.
Men hvarom wåra församlingar eller lärare lägga wigt på att hafva en tidning hvars utgifvare de
kunna tillsätta och hvars beskaffenhet de kunna bestämma; så torde wi såsom samfund wäl i si-
nom tid blifva straffad för liknöjdheten om hvad slags lecktyr som sätts i händerna på wårt folk.
Du har förlorat Mattson. I Red Wing war han en wän af wår kyrka. Hwad han bli här i det säll-
skap han kommit är swårt att säga. Jag har ej haft tillfälle träffa honom. Sett honom i kyrkan en
gång i sällskap med en dansk officer, f.d. Öfverste.” Swenson Swedish Immigration Research
Center, MSS P1 Eric Norelius Papers, Folder 15, Erland Carlsson to Norelius, 4 September 1866.
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what literature was put in the hands of Swedish Americans, and the Lutheran
church served as the leading social institution. The Lutheran values, as well as
the dominant position of the organization, were challenged by the Svea Society
and its establishment of SAPC. In this respect, the concerns about Mattson’s loy-
alty bear witness to a broader anxiety about cultural and social leadership within
the imagined Swedish-American community.

Further highlighting his bridging position, Mattson stated in his first editorial
of Svenska Amerikanaren that the new newspaper would seek to avoid conflicts
over religious and personal matters. A column devoted to the question of the
newspaper’s view on the church stated that “since this is not a church paper, it
will not deal with these subjects, neither will it be in conflict with them”.158 In
trying to avoid conflict with the Lutherans, this diplomatic articulation in the
newspaper was carving out a position that in theory could exist in harmony beside
Hemlandet. At this time, there were no strict boundaries between the religious
and secular communities, which could explain Svenska Amerikanaren’s ambition
to maintain good relations with the Augustana Synod. In fact, Svenska Ameri-
kanaren advertised its establishment and sought subscribers in Hemlandet.159

Mattson had a broad network and was well acquainted with many of the members
of Augustana—something that could serve as a resource in establishing mutual
respect between the publishers.

Commenting on the first issue of Svenska Amerikanaren, Hemlandet judged
the new enterprise to be good and sound, especially since the issue recognized
the “good work” and “sound reason” of all Lutheran priests in the various denom-
inations.160 In other words, the newspaper was deemed good insofar as it did not
challenge the values, or the position, of the church. However, it was precisely
around questions of values, ethics, and morals that conflicts arose during the win-
ter of 1866.

One debate arose around how SAPC was financially organized and, in exten-
sion, about profit in newspaper publishing. Hemlandet had published a small par-
agraph stating that it “has not arisen through corporate men, has no obligations to
such people, neither any such funding to draw upon”. and thus “should be sup-
ported by all Swedes”.161 Svenska Amerikanaren picked up on this paragraph in
their next issue, and used it as an example of how Hemlandet seemed to be jealous

158 “Vi vilja blott tillägga att som detta ej är en kyrkotidning kommer den ej att befatta sig med
dessa ämnen, dock blir den ej stridande deremot.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 8 September 1866, 2.
159 Hemlandet, 9 October 1866, 4.
160 Hemlandet, 11 September 1866, 2.
161 “Hemlandet är ej uppkommet genom bolagsmän, har ej några förpligtelser till sådana, el heller
någon fond att draga på av sådana. Det är alla swenskars i landet, der arbetar, utan egennytta, utan
winstberäkning, för dem alla. Ergo – det bör af swenskarne underhållas.” Hemlandet, 24 Decem-
ber 1866, 2.
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of Svenska Amerikanaren. They admitted that Svenska Amerikanaren was fi-
nanced through a stock company. However, they also claimed “that none of those,
who acquired stocks in Sv. Amerik., did so out of self-interest or profit-seeking,
but on the contrary, expecting that it from a monetary perspective would be a loss
for them, and a burden in supporting a good cause”.162 That both SLPS and SAPC
were incorporated stock companies did not seem to be of importance in this de-
bate. Instead, I argue, the crucial issue was whether a newspaper founded by busi-
nessmen could be considered morally sound. The Lutherans made clear that they
were free from any conflicting loyalties, while SAPC argued that it was unprob-
lematic to be both a businessman and an idealist. This distrust in businessmen’s
morality became central to the growing conflict between Hemlandet and Svenska
Amerikanaren.

In the adjacent column, the editors of Svenska Amerikanaren responded to an
article by reverend T. N. Hasselquist from the previous issue of Hemlandet, in
which he had expressed strong concerns about the contents of the new newspa-
per.163 Svenska Amerikanaren argued that they unwillingly had to defend them-
selves,

now that he [Hasselquist] has entered the political field and with assumed author-
ity, not so different from that with which the Pope Pius IX recently protested
against civil marriage etc., not only audaciously judges who is Christian or not,
but also wants to prescribe the Swedish people in America what political newspa-
per to read, it is our duty to defend ourselves and our paper…164

The allusion to the pope and to Catholicism drew on the widespread anti-Catholic
sentiment in the US in the mid-nineteenth century. The Swedish-American Lu-
therans had not necessarily been articulating overly anti-Catholic views through
Hemlandet. However, as a religious organization, the boundaries towards Cathol-
icism had been a central theme in their self-understanding and theological de-
bates. The distancing from Catholicism was an important element in the for-
mation of the Augustana Lutheranism.165 When comparing Hasselquist to the

162 “Vi påstå att ingen enda af dem, som togo aktier i Sv. Amerik., gjorde så af egennytta eller
vinstberäkning, utan tvärtom gjorde det, förväntande att det i pekuniert hänseende troligen blefve
en förlust för dem, och en last för att befrämja ett godt ändamål.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 16
January 1867, 2.
163 Hemlandet, 25 December 1866, 2.
164 “men nu då han trädt in på det politiska fältet och med en påtagen myndighet, ej så mycket
skild ifrån den hvarmed påfven Pius IX helt nyligen protesterade emot de civila äktenskapen
m.m., ej blott dristigt dömmer öfver hvilka som äro kristna eller icke, utan också vill föreskrifva
den svenska allmänheten i Amerika hvilken politisk tidning den skall läsa, så är det vår pligt att
försvara oss och vår tidning…” Svenska Amerikanaren, 16 January 1867, 2.
165 Granquist (2015), 164–165.
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pope, then, Svenska Amerikanaren made use of a comparison that they knew
would strike hard against the Lutherans.

Hemlandet took up the torch anew and ridiculed Svenska Amerikanaren for
claiming to be investing in a project with no expectations of financial returns. If
this were true, Hemlandet argued,

then this company really is the most non-self-interested corporation one can im-
agine, and the editor of Heml. is stunned and bows in the dust of such honorable
men, who have made such great monetary sacrifices without wanting to win any-
thing else than only and solely the good cause to provide their countrymen with
such a well needed and excellent newspaper that they imagined Svenska Ameri-
kanaren would be.166

Hasselquist also expressed his disappointment with Mattson as editor, but then
tried to tone down the conflict.167 This move was ineffective, and Svenska Ameri-
kanaren replied once again in the next issue. This time, they held that Hasselquist
indirectly accused the readers of Svenska Amerikanaren of being okristna [“un-
christian”]. The once again lengthy column ended with expressing hope of being
able to end and bury the clash.168

However, the venomous debate would not end there. Instead, the positions
were made clear. The quarrel continued as both papers struggled to remain finan-
cially viable—they kept begging readers to pay their subscriptions on time to
keep the newspapers going. When Herman Roos officially took over as chief ed-
itor of Svenska Amerikanaren in February 1867, he was eager to defend the edi-
torial board on religious matters. In his general announcement, he defended
Mattson against accusations of being a “godless man”, and proclaimed that he
himself “believe in God, is a follower of true Christianity, and that I want, as
far as it aligns with the activities of a political newspaper, to support this kind of
Christianity’s preachers and interpreters, who are inspired by true zeal, in their
endeavor to initiate the people into the teachings of Christianity”.169 A few of the
founding members of Svea and SAPC were faithful Christians and even members
of the Swedish Episcopal Church, St. Ansgarius, founded by Gustav Unonius in

166 “… då är detta bolag sannerligen en den mest oegennyttiga korporation man kan föreställa sig,
och utgifwaren af Heml. står alldeles förbluffad och bugar sig i stoftet för så wördnadswärda män,
hwilka gjort så stora pekuniära uppoffringar utan att wilja winna annat än endast och allenast det
goda ändamålet att förse sina landsmän med en så wäl behöflig och så förträfflig tidning som de
föreställde sig att ‘Amerikanaren’ skulle blifwa.” Hemlandet, 22 January 1867, 2.
167 Hemlandet, 22 January 1867, 2.
168 Svenska Amerikanaren, 30 January 1867, 2.
169 “då jag härmed förklarar att jag tror på Gud, att jag är en anhängare af sann kristendom
och att jag vill, så vidt det står i förening med en politisk tidnings verksamhet, understödja denna
slags kristendoms af sann nit eldade förkunnare och tolkare i deras sträfvan att i kristendomens
läror inviga folket.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 6 February 1867, 2.
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Chicago.170 However, Roos’ defense and the members connections to the Episco-
pal faith did not soothe the relations with the Lutherans. After the turn of the year,
the conflict had reached such levels that Svenska Amerikanaren ironically stated
that Lutheran priests had become their new agents, as they were so occupied with
proclaiming to their members how bad Svenska Amerikanaren was. Svenska
Amerikanaren seemed to argue that any publicity was good publicity.171

Despite initially being hesitant to denounce each other completely, the two
newspapers quickly became competitors and rivals. Hans Mattson—initially per-
ceived as a possible link between the respective camps—instead came to stand in
the midst of a battlefield: both newspapers struggled to win him over, while he
himself kept a low profile, eventually leaving the role as editor. One of the most
pressing issues in the debate was financing. As SLPS and Hemlandet claimed to
be fundamentally a collective endeavor, supported by and serving its broad base
of members, the fact that SAPC was financed through a joint-stock company was
used as an argument for its insincerity. On the other hand, Svenska Amerikana-
ren’s need to stress that it was not a profit-seeking project shows that it was im-
portant to them to come across as morally equal to the Lutheran publication so-
ciety. The relation between the two papers would never really improve. Even if
some accounts argue that editorials were hardly of interest for anyone other than
the newspapermen themselves, the pace with which the conflict between the pa-
pers grew shows that they were both invested in appearing morally superior.172

Both of the Swedish-language Chicago papers studied above started as pub-
lishing organs dependent on networks and personal connections, and with clear
idealist motivations. While SLPS was the Augustana Synod’s leading institution
for spreading the Lutheran faith in ink, through literature and in the newspaper,
SAPC emerged as a secular alternative, funded and run by businessmen. The am-
bitions of both SLPS and SAPC centered around their claims to provide suitable
reading—religious or secular—for the Swedish Americans in Chicago. However,
it was precisely through moral arguments that the newspapers came into conflict
with one another. Moral decency was the center of conflict rather than the com-
petition for subscribers and advertisers in the papers—the latter conflict most
likely simmered in the background, just as important a factor in their existence.
While SLPS sought to use its publication society to interpellate Swedish-Ameri-
can newspaper readers as Lutherans, SAPC pushed the boundaries of this self-
identification, focusing instead on entertainment, education, and social and

170 Beijbom (1971), 268.
171 Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 January 1868.
172 The view that editorials were of little interest for the average reader was expressed in the auto-
biographical account of Ernst Skarstedt, where he discusses reading habits in rural Swedish-
American communities. Skarstedt et al. (1914), 29.
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cultural activities outside the realm of religion. When Svea and SAPC continued
to influence the social life of Swedish immigrants in both ink and social life, they
contributed to the articulation of conflict between the religious and the entrepre-
neurial business spheres—conflicts that might have been harsher in ink than in
social life.

Expansion, crisis, and rebuilding
During the last years of the 1860s, the Svea Society and SAPC had established a
vital alternative within the sphere of Swedish-American Lutheranism, in litera-
ture, social organization, and newspaper production. In the late 1860s, the reach
of the newspapers expanded. This could be seen in changes to the newspapers’
recommendations and business advertisements. This section examines aspects of
the newspapers’ advertising and discusses one significant conflict: how to organ-
ize the arrival of new Swedish immigrants and which organization would take the
lead in that process. It also reviews the impact of the Great Chicago Fire in 1871
on the two publishing societies and how they remained in publication despite the
financial strain caused by the fire.

A crucial issue that caused conflict was the self-reporting of circulation fig-
ures, as both papers sought to boost their circulation. Bragging about the circula-
tion numbers was important for several reasons. First, it made an important ele-
ment in the debate over which paper was the most influential and had the highest
number of loyal readers. As there are no statistics on single-copy sales in the
archives, it is difficult to determine the extent to which single-copy sales comple-
mented income from subscribers. However, the papers in these early years were
mainly distributed through subscriptions. Secondly, it was important for the
newspapers themselves to present high subscriber rates, since advertising firms
used these numbers to help businesses determine where to advertise their prod-
ucts and services. The higher the circulation number, the greater the chance of
attracting many advertisers. Such catalogs were usually directed towards busi-
nesses that sought to advertise nationwide, while the Scandinavian-American
business advertisements were probably recruited through personal networks and
with less difficulty.173

Reports from Hemlandet estimated that the number of subscriptions rose from
about 600 in 1861 to about 4,000 in 1870. These numbers were refuted by Sven-
ska Amerikanaren, which in turn reported a subscriber base of around 5,000 in

173 Carolyn Stewart Dyer (1980) "Census Manuscripts and Circulation Data for Mid-19th Century
Newspapers," Journalism History, 7(2); Ulla Carlsson, ed. (2003) Pennan, penningen & politiken:
Medier och medieföretag förr och nu, (Göteborg: NORDICOM); Laird (2019), 210–246.
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1870.174 After 1870, Beijbom argues, it is reasonable to estimate the newspapers’
combined circulation at around 8,000 subscriptions. Since about 7,000 Swedes
were registered in the 1870 census of Chicago, the newspapers probably reached
most of the Swedish-speaking people in Chicago, as well as transit immigrants
and some readers outside Chicago.175

In the following, an overview of the newspapers’ advertising over time is pre-
sented, and I will place changes in their advertising and design in the context of
a changing newspaper economy.

Advertising practices over time
From its early years of existence, the advertisements in Hemlandet were primarily
for railroad companies, and most were for big companies rather than smaller busi-
nesses.176 Hemlandet used part of their ad space to promote the other magazines
affiliated with Augustana, such as Det Rätta Hemlandet [The True Homeland].177

In the early years, Hemlandet had been exclusively recommending the SLPS
bookshop in its advertising space and articles, as well as in lists of books and
prices.178 In 1863, they began advertising Chicagoan bookshops other than their
own.179

From having between one and a half to five and a half columns of advertise-
ments on the fourth and final page of each issue, the space dedicated to advertis-
ing grew to between four and seven columns after 1864. From 1869, the adver-
tising space doubled to 14 columns per issue, meaning that advertisements cov-
ered almost 40 per cent of the issue. That year, the advertising space in Hemlandet
was classified according to geography, with separate columns for Swedish or
Scandinavian businesses in Galesburg, Vasa, Rock Island, Moline, and so on. The
issues usually contained advertisements for Scandinavian-American and Anglo-
American grocery stores, banks, insurance companies, or other businesses. Some
of these advertisements, especially for insurance and banking services, included
recommendations in fine print by the SLPS attached pastor Erland Carlsson or
secretary Jonas Engberg; sometimes, these men acted as agents for various

174 Svenska Amerikanaren’s reported numbers were questioned and criticized in Hemlandet, 14
June 1870, 2. Hemlandet’s critique was refuted in Svenska Amerikanaren, 21 June 1870, 2.
175 Beijbom (1977), 94; Beijbom (1971), 111.
176 See Hemlandet, 7 January 1859; 1 February 1859; 1 March 1859; 4 January 1860; 4 January
1861.
177 Hemlandet, 3 January 1862.
178 See for example Hemlandet, 21 September 1859.
179 Advertisements for Strömberg & Anderson’s bookstore began appearing in Hemlandet, 25 No-
vember 1863, 4. The ad campaign continued in 1864.
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firms.180 In this sense, the advertising practice was embedded in, and made use of,
the trustworthiness of the Lutheran church as well as the people in charge of
Hemlandet and the SLPS. Thereby, Hemlandet functioned partly as an organ that
recommended businesses in which the men of SLPS and their affiliates were in-
volved. Following 1869, Hemlandet had gained such a broad readership that ad-
vertising from businesses in several regions outside Chicago was relevant.

The data presented in this section should not be taken as a comprehensive or
exhaustive illustration of the advertising practices in the two newspapers. Data is
drawn from the first issue of each year of observation. For three years (Hemlandet
1899 and 1900, and Svenska Amerikanaren 1878), no January issues or issues
from any month were available, leading to a few observations from other months
and occasional omissions in the data set. Moreover, the share of advertising in
the first issue of each year might not be representative of the year as a whole.
Nevertheless, for the purpose of giving an overview of changes over time, ob-
serving the same month each year was reasonable. It also proved challenging to
determine whether any month other than January would be more or less repre-
sentative of the year.

For each observation, the number of columns that were advertisements and the
total number of ads were gathered. The advertisements were subsequently classi-
fied into Scandinavian-American, Anglo-American, and Other categories, as seen
in Figure 2.3. These classifications were made when advertisements explicitly
stated that the businesses were “Swedish” or “Scandinavian”, and based on
whether the advertisement was signed with Scandinavian-seeming last names.
Ads were classified as Anglo-American businesses based on English-appearing
last names, and despite announcing that they had a Swedish or Scandinavian
agent or clerk. When possible, the company names have been researched to de-
termine their categorization.181

When studying the development over time, as shown in the following figures,
the sizes of advertisements are not considered. A decrease in the number of ad-
vertisements does therefore not imply that they occupied less space in each issue.
Additionally, since the number of pages per issue increased in both papers around
1880, and then increased further in the 1890s, the decrease in the share of adver-
tisement space per issue does not necessarily indicate a decrease in the number

180 Engberg worked for some time with consul P.L. Hawkinson, who was later a member of Svea
Society, selling insurances, and Carlsson acted as a reference for Henry Greenbaum’s Banking
House. See, for example, Hemlandet, 15 February 1865, 4.
181 The classification by nationality should be used with caution. There are obvious flaws and the-
oretical problems associated with attempting to classify these businesses according to nationality.
The main objective of my analysis has been to illustrate the relative share of Scandinavian versus
other advertisers in the papers.
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of advertisement columns. In Svenska Amerikanaren, the number of advertise-
ment columns per issue oscillated between 7 and 22 from 1867 to 1907, with a
mean of around 15.5. In the years after 1907, the number of advertisement col-
umns rose to 30, making up 30 per cent of the issue’s space. Hemlandet ranged
between 1.5 and 19 advertising columns from 1857 to 1905, with a mean of
around 12.3 per issue. Just as for Svenska Amerikanaren, Hemlandet’s number of
advertisement columns doubled after 1905, covering 25 to 30 per cent of the is-
sues.

Figure 2.1. The proportion of advertising over time. Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikana-
ren, 1857–1910

Sources: Hemlandet 1857–1910; Svenska Amerikanaren 1867–1910

Notes: The lines show the share (%) of the total columns per issue that were advertising.

Figure 2.1 illustrates the changes in advertising space over time, showing the
share of each issue that was paid advertisement space. This grew in both news-
papers after the establishment of Svenska Amerikanaren in 1866, while the drop
in the share of advertising in 1872 could be explained by the destruction of both
newspapers’ offices after the Great Chicago Fire in 1871. In 1873, only about a
year and a half after the fire, the proportion of advertising space in Svenska
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Amerikanaren peaked, covering half of the issue. Svenska Amerikanaren showed
a consistently larger proportion of ads than Hemlandet until the mid-1880s.

Figure 2.2. The number of pages and pages with ads per issue. Hemlandet and Svenska
Amerikanaren, 1857–1910

Sources: Hemlandet 1857–1910; Svenska Amerikanaren 1867–1910.

Notes: The two solid lines indicate the total number of pages per issue, and the dashed
lines indicate the number of pages per issue displaying at least one advertisement.

As Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 show, there was an increase in the number of adver-
tisements per issue, the share of the pages being advertising space, and the num-
ber of pages per issue displaying advertisements. The number of pages per issue
increased over the decades: from four to eight in 1878–1879, and from 8 to 12 in
1897 for Svenska Amerikanaren, and 1902 for Hemlandet. This can be interpreted
in the context of cheapening costs of paper and printing over the time period, and
shows that Svenska Amerikanaren was quicker to adapt to these changing condi-
tions and adopt a larger issue size.182 In Hemlandet, in the years following 1857,
advertisements were displayed on one or two pages out of four per issue, but in
1869 they appeared on all four pages. Svenska Amerikanaren placed

182 Kaplan (2015).
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advertisements on each of the issues’ four pages as early as 1867. Svenska Ameri-
kanaren did not show ads on fewer than four pages per issue until the 1890s; for
these years, the total number of ads was significantly lower for both papers. How-
ever, the number of ads in Svenska Amerikanaren reached its lowest level for the
entire period between 1894 and 1897 (see Figure 2.3 below). This might be in-
terpreted in the light of the overall economic downturn that followed 1893, when
many businesses underwent bankruptcies and mergers. While there has been no
systematic analysis of advertisement size, the combination of the economic
downturn and the shift towards larger advertisements in the late 1890s could ex-
plain the slight rise in the proportion of ads, rather than the more minor change
in the number of advertisements.183

183 The Panic of 1893 will be further discussed in Chapter 3. For an overview, see Mark Carlson
(2013), "The Panic of 1893," in Routledge Handbook of Major Events in Economic History, ed.
Randall E. Parker and Robert M. Whaples (United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis Group). For the
development of larger and more decorative advertising, see Laird (2019).
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Figure 2.3. Number of ads, classified by nationality. Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikana-
ren 1857–1910

Sources: Hemlandet 1857–1910; Svenska Amerikanaren 1866–1910.

Notes: The classification of advertisements into Scandinavian-American was based on
explicit statements of nationality in the ads, such as “Swedish bookshop” or “Scandina-
vian doctor”. Ads promoting that the business had Swedish or Scandinavian clerks or
agents were not automatically counted as Scandinavian-American. Classification into An-
glo-American or Other was made based on last names, brand names, or company names,
and is thus much more inaccurate.

When Svenska Amerikanaren started publishing in 1866, its advertisement pages
were broader in scope than those of Hemlandet. Ads were placed on each of the
four pages per issue, covering 30 per cent of the total issue, and presented more
ads for Scandinavian-American businesses than for German and Anglo Ameri-
can. Businesses and shops from all over the Midwest were represented, indicating
that Svenska Amerikanaren was a newspaper aspiring to reach nationwide and
was apparently attractive to businesses for advertising. The first bookstore adver-
tised was explicitly labeled “Scandinavian”, located on East Kinzie Street (later
moved to 174 Halsted Street), and both sold literature and offered book loans. As
the advertisement stated, it provided “all sorts of entertaining and worth-reading
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literature in various languages”, including Norwegian and Swedish.184 There
seems to have been an apparent demand for Swedish literature. In contrast to
Hemlandet, Svenska Amerikanaren allowed advertisements for novels and other
entertaining literature—something the Augustana Synod saw as worldly and even
damaging.

In response to the perceived increase in the distribution of “unchristian” liter-
ature—meaning literature not aligned with the Lutheran morals—the Lutheran
bookstore published a short column in Hemlandet in the summer of 1867, re-
questing that its friends and members intensify their efforts to spread Lutheran
books. They held that “each and every one of us should also be keen to spread
Confessional texts, so that these, to some extent, can replace the big lack of
preaching of the Word that prevails in many places”.185

The change in the types of businesses advertised indicates that the Chicago
economy was expanding, incentivizing businesses to reach out to a growing num-
ber of Swedish-American newspaper readers and consumers. It also implies that
the newspapers used their positions as nodes in the Scandinavian-American busi-
ness environment, acting as middlemen and mediators between consumers and
producers. For some years, advertisement columns were classified as specifically
“Swedish-American” or “Swedish”, indicating that national identification played
an important role in promoting businesses such as grocers, doctors, tailors, watch-
makers, pharmacists, bankers, and lawyers. Early on, both newspapers seemed to
advertise a variety of businesses run by Scandinavian or German immigrants, or
Anglo-Americans. Hemlandet not only expanded advertising, but also, in the
early 1870s, experienced an increase in the share of Scandinavian businesses that
advertised. In the 1880s, Scandinavian-American businesses dominated both
newspapers’ advertising spaces, while Anglo-American corporations using new
forms of product brand advertising began appearing on the pages. In the first six
months of 1890, Svenska Amerikanaren dedicated the last page to a list of ad-
dresses to Swedish- and Scandinavian-American businesses, listing around 200
names per issue. When the newspaper that same year was reduced from 12 to 10
pages, this catalog was removed and did not recur.186

Advertising was not only a source of income for the newspapers. By combin-
ing ads with recommendations, the newspapers often directed consumers toward
businesses in which the newspapermen themselves were involved. A common

184 “Allehanda underhållande och läsvärda arbeten på olika språk äro här att tillgå,” Svenska Ame-
rikanaren, 8 September 1866, 4; 17 October 1866, 4.
185 “Men en hvar av oss bör ock vara angelägen att bekännelsetrogna skrifter flitigt sprides, så att
dessa i någon mån kunna ersätta den stora brist på Ordets predikan som mångenstädes förefin-
nes.” Hemlandet, 16 July 1867, 2.
186 Svenska Amerikanaren, 2 January 1890, 12; 19 June 1890, 12.
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element was the newspaper’s explicit recommendations for specific businesses
or products, a practice that continued into the 1900s. Additionally, advertisements
from businesses with close ties to the newspapers provided a predictable income.
In this sense, the pages of the newspapers produced a view of the Swedish-Amer-
ican business community, as well as introducing readers to other businesses in
Chicago and its surroundings. The advertising pages came to contribute to the
interpellation of Swedish Americans as consumers, suggesting which businesses
to trust and which goods to buy. Through advertising practices, it is possible to
discuss the kind of market the Swedish-American reader-consumer faced. This
market was divided along national lines, and Swedishness was explicitly used as
an asset in marketing and promotion.187

From this brief discussion of the newspapers’ advertising over time, there are
a few conclusions that I will discuss here. First, it is notable how the share of
Scandinavian-American advertisements grew in both papers in the 1870s and
continued to grow in the latter half of the 1880s. The newspapers were gaining
enough subscribers and readers for businesses to see advertising as meaningful.
It also shows that Scandinavian businesses marketed themselves precisely as
Scandinavian, and sometimes Norwegian or Swedish. The Swedish-language
newspaper readers were thus constructed as a specific consumer segment thought
to support the businesses of their compatriots. Drawing on the notion of shared
nationality appears to be deemed a sound business strategy. What also becomes
clear is the similar trends in both newspapers regarding the amount and type of
ads over the time period. However, Hemlandet maintained a more consistent
number and share of ads throughout the period. In contrast, Svenska Amerikana-
ren showed greater volatility in the number and proportion of ads per issue.

Another sign of expansion in the newspapers’ activities can be observed in their
increased engagement with the question of newly arrived Swedish immigrants.
The following section examines the debate between the newspapers that emerged
in connection with the increasing influx of Swedish immigrants to Chicago.

The emigrant hostel debate
In 1868–70, as the number of immigrants to the Midwest increased, the hostility
between the newspapers was explicitly articulated. Both Hemlandet and Svenska
Amerikanaren began addressing questions about how to help these migrants, sug-
gesting their own affiliated organizations as the most suitable for welcoming and
safeguarding their fellow countrymen.

187 Cf. Petersson (2024).
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Various immigrant agencies and help organizations tried to support newly ar-
rived immigrants navigate their arrival in the US harbors. The growth of interna-
tional steamship companies, and the growing transatlantic trade infrastructure,
with ticket agents and advertising, made possible larger numbers of migrants.188

However, the industry and the growing number of agents also was viewed with
suspicion in the press.189 In the 1850s pre-state Minnesota, the primary goal of
legislative initiatives had not been restriction—rather the opposite. The state pol-
icies promoting settlement and cultivation of the territories were articulated
through positive legislative action by official authorities, with one reservation:
the migrants had to be of the right “character”. People from the Nordic countries
generally fit this arbitrary description. Official agents were appointed to promote
settlement in these areas during the 1850s, and apart from interrogating immi-
grants at arrival in, for example, Castle Garden, New York, immigrant control or
restriction was not yet in place.190

In this setting, the older immigrants in the US would come to play an important
role in facilitating migration for their countrymen. Acting as middlemen, brokers,
agents, and runners, they would connect the individual emigrant with transport
and land grant companies. Shared nationality and language were important for
establishing a trusting relationship. Scandinavians in Illinois and Minnesota with
ambitions to help their countrymen in making their way to the Midwest were thus
increasingly recruited as agents for steamship companies and land-grant railroad
companies.191 In the years of peak migration from Europe, and as steamship com-
panies came to control the market, it became hard to distinguish between these
different layers of middlemen. Legislation thus far had failed to prevent the ac-
tivities of unauthorized intermediaries who exploited gray zones to circumvent
laws and authorities.192

188 About the connection between colonization projects, railroading, and steamship companies, see
Kristian Hvidt (1971), Flugten til Amerika eller Drivkræfter i masseudvandringen fra Danmark
1868–1914, (Aarhus: Aarhus Universitet), 364–375.
189 Perhaps the most radical attack against the involvement of Swedish-American newspapermen
in the “Scandinavian Emigrant Agency” came from Isidor Kjellberg in his paper Justitia, published
in 1871. Justitia, 25 February 1871.
190 Appel & Blegen provide some examples of how the promotion of immigration was of great
concern for Midwestern territories during the 1850s. Source material and discussion can be found
in Livia Appel and Theodore Christian Blegen (1923) "Official encouragement of immigration to
Minnesota during the territorial period," Minnesota History Bulletin, 5(3), 179–183; John Higham
(1956) "American Immigration Policy in Historical Perspective," Law and Contemporary
Problems, 21(2).
191Torsten Feys (2013), The battle for the migrants: The introduction of steamshipping on the
North Atlantic and its impact on the European exodus, (St. John's, Nfld.: International Maritime
Economic History Association), 71ff.
192 Feys (2013), 85–88.
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Newspapers in Sweden began reporting on the topic more frequently. At times,
these reports were republished for the US audience, as in Svenska Amerikanaren
in 1867. In the article titled “Six victims of the modern soul-trade”,193 originally
published in the Swedish conservative daily newspaper Dagligt Allehanda [Daily
Miscellany], the migrant agents were often portrayed as allied with steamship
companies, having no other objective than making money on emigrants. A very
concrete way of protecting emigrants from the risk of being tricked by unreliable
agents and runners was to establish hostels, or so-called “boarding houses”. To
earn the immigrants’ trust, these hostels charged only a small fee for accommo-
dation and protection. The first such Scandinavian emigrant hostel in Chicago
was founded by the Lutherans as early as in 1866 under an organization called
“Swedish Emigrant Aid Society”. As mentioned earlier, Erland Carlsson was a
priest of the Immanuel Lutheran Church in Chicago, which formed a major Swe-
dish center on the north side of the Chicago River. Besides his managerial work
with SLPS, Carlsson devoted much of his time helping the newcomers find their
way to the church.194

As Beijbom discusses, the question of boarding houses and immigrant aid was
an important field of conflict in 1868.195 In the context of increased Scandinavian-
American migration, Svenska Amerikanaren published an anonymous letter, sug-
gesting that a fundraising campaign be launched for an emigration company. Ac-
cording to the letter, such a company could acquire a steamship, begin transatlan-
tic voyages, and thereby provide a completely safe route for the Swedish mi-
grants. In that same issue, Svenska Amerikanaren’s editors supported the sugges-
tion, proposing the Svea Society to take the lead.196 Hans Mattson, the previous
editor of Svenska Amerikanaren, had already been involved in immigration pro-
motion for the State of Minnesota for several years. He also served as secretary
of the Minnesota Board of Immigration. This agency’s primary aim was to aid
emigrants arriving in New York by helping them reach Minnesota.197 Herman
Roos also had connections to the migration business. He would later on travel
back to Sweden to work as an immigrant agent for the Inman Line.198 Mattson
would also become increasingly involved in the private immigrant business as an

193 Sv: “Sex offer för den moderna själahandeln”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 10 July 1867; Nya Dag-
ligt Allehanda, 11 June 1867, 3.
194 Erland Carlsson to Eric Norelius, 23 (?) October 1865, SLPS Letterbooks, folder 1, 57–58.
195 Beijbom (1971), 301–305.
196 It is hard to tell where the suggestion really came from. In the same issue of Svenska Ameri-
kanaren (5 February 1868), a letter to the editor proposing funding an emigrant hostel and an edi-
torial note supporting the suggestion were published on the same page.
197 Mattson (1890), 114–117; Ristuben (1964), 186.
198 Nils Bohman and Torsten Dahl, eds. (1949) Svenska män och kvinnor: Biografisk uppslagsbok
6 P-Sheldon, 8 vols., vol. 6, (Stockholm: Bonnier), 322.
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agent for the Northern Pacific Railway Company. In his role as both public and
private agent, Mattson supported newcomers in various ways both in Minnesota
and back in Sweden during the 1870s and 1880s.199

An integral part of the Swedish-American newspapers was to provide infor-
mation and recommendations of reliable transport companies and migrant agen-
cies. That Svenska Amerikanaren supported the idea of establishing an emigrant
hostel in Chicago was, in this context, not surprising—both Mattson and Roos
were involved in emigrant promotion and aid, in close connection to both state
and railroad company interests.

However, the suggestion that Svea should fundraise for an emigrant hostel
faced significant criticism from Hemlandet. An early response in Hemlandet ar-
gued that the proposal for a new emigrant house was not well thought through
and would pose significant risks to the emigrants. It would be better, it was ar-
gued, if Skandinaviska Emigrantföreningen [The Scandinavian Emigrant Asso-
ciation]—the Lutheran counterpart—took care of these matters since Svea had no
experience of administering emigrants, and it would possibly be driven by eco-
nomic and morally doubtful, instead of purely humanitarian, interests.200 Arguing
that the project should be disbanded altogether, Hemlandet also attacked Svenska
Amerikanaren and Svea regarding for whom the hostel would be established—
should it really be named “the Swedish Emigrant Hostel”, and should it be re-
stricted to “countrymen” only?201 Svenska Amerikanaren responded that all Scan-
dinavian emigrants would be welcome to stay. In the same issue, Svenska Ameri-
kanaren counterattacked Hemlandet for having complete “humbug morals”.
They had published “essays” about the increasing demand for hops in the Western
states and provided recommendations on how to grow it best. Svenska Ameri-
kanaren argued that growing hops and selling it for beer production could not
possibly be seen as aligned with Christian morals.202

Both parties addressed two important issues. Firstly, moral decency was cru-
cial in determining how the emigrant hostel should be organized and run. The
mere fact that Hemlandet associated Svea with pleasures such as theater and
dance made them question their morals: non-Lutheran associations were, by def-
inition, morally deprived, and any chance of cooperation between the church and
Svea was thereby completely ruled out.203 In return, Svenska Amerikanaren was

199 Bohman and Dahl, eds. (1949), Svenska män och kvinnor: Biografisk uppslagsbok 5 Lindorm-
O, 262. See also Mattson (1890).
200 Hemlandet, 18 February 1868, 2.
201 Hemlandet, 21 April 1868, 1.
202 The essay on hops, and where to grow it best, takes up two columns in Hemlandet, 7 April
1868. The debate continued in Hemlandet, 21 April 1868; Svenska Amerikanaren, 29 April 1868.
203 Hemlandet, 18 February; 7 April; 21 April 1868.
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constantly attacking the clergy at Hemlandet for having double standards, and for
only striving towards having power over the immigrants. Secondly, there was the
issue of how inclusive the emigrant hostel should be, both in terms of which na-
tionalities would be welcomed and who should have a say in the organization. It
was important for both the Lutherans and the secular organizations to build trust
among all Scandinavian immigrants. While Hemlandet was wary of entrusting an
organization of secular businessmen with the management of an immigrant hos-
tel, Svenska Amerikanaren and Svea quickly leveraged these contacts to raise
funds for their enterprise. Both Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren occasion-
ally expressed a desire for cooperation and peace between the organizations, but,
as before, these efforts were futile.

As a result, two separate emigrant hostels were established in 1868—one gov-
erned by Svea and the other by the Lutheran-affiliated Scandinavian Emigrant
Aid Society. They were erected in proximity to each other, both on Illinois Street.
The inauguration of Svea’s Emigrant House included “innocent pleasures” such
as music and eating strawberries and ice cream, according to Svenska Amerikana-
ren. Supposedly, a priest from the church next door had told Svea that he had not
been disturbed by their activities, but instead expressed his approval.204 This story
was, of course, important for both Svea and Svenska Amerikanaren in proving
the honesty of their enterprise, and perhaps also to convince the Lutherans that
their intentions were genuine. However, the two emigrant hostels would still be
debated when summer turned to fall. Hemlandet continued to argue that Svea
handled the emigrants roughly and without sympathy, and that drunkenness and
violence reigned. Svenska Amerikanaren defended the hostel and argued that
Hemlandet was too eager to denigrate Svea Emigrant Hostel to review the trust-
worthiness of their sources.205

The debate over the emigrant hostel reveals that the conflicts between Hem-
landet and Svenska Amerikanaren were not only fought in ink but also left con-
crete marks in the material life of Swedish immigrants in Chicago. The papers
engaged seriously in arguing for their respective vested interests, which ulti-
mately came down to the securing of readers and subscribers. What was at stake
was more than the housing of the newly arrived Swedish immigrants: it was trust-
worthiness and moral superiority. The moral arguments that used tropes of
power-hungry priests and morally depraved businessmen were often so hostile
that the ideological standpoints seemed less important than winning the current
debate and coming off as the most influential newspaper.

204 Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 July 1868; 8 July 1868; Beijbom (1971), 304.
205 Hemlandet, 22 September; 29 September 1868. Svenska Amerikanaren, 30 September 1868, 2
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Crisis and rebuilding: The aftermaths of the Great Chicago Fire of
1871
The expansion of the newspapers’ activities during the 1860s, and the debate
leading up to the erection of two separate emigrant hostels, faced a sudden crisis.
In October 1871, the Great Chicago Fire swept through Chicago in the course of
a few days. Belongings and buildings were destroyed, including the abovemen-
tioned hostels, forcing a large part of the immigrant population that lived in the
northern areas of Chicago to flee their homes. The fire left a third of Chicago’s
total population homeless; among these were a large number of Scandinavian
migrants. The rebuilding of the city that followed the devastation became part of
the city’s legendary narrative, as it rose like a phoenix from the ashes. But as
Chicago was socially divided along class and ethnoracial lines, the fire hit the
city’s peoples differently, and the rebuilding process came to reinforce old social
hierarchies.206

The SLPS stated that they suffered a loss of material valued at approximately
$18,000. However, since Jonas Engberg had kept a private copy of the financial
ledgers, the organization was quickly relaunched, and Hemlandet was published
in a smaller edition only five days after the fire had demolished the center and
northern parts of the city. Engberg managed to restart the bookshop in an apart-
ment at 25–27 Milwaukee Ave, where the editorial office of Hemlandet was also
moved.207

In December 1871, a couple of months after the fire, there was interest in Red
Wing to launch a newspaper and open a bookshop. In a letter to P. Sjöblom, a
Red Wing Lutheran minister, Jonas Engberg discussed whether starting a new
newspaper would be beneficial for the Synod or only spur internal competition.
“You want both a newspaper and bookshop up there”. Engberg wrote, “and it is
probably better, and will do more good, if at least the Lutherans can stay to-
gether—there are complaints that Swedes cannot do that in any case”.208 After
emphasizing how successful Hemlandet and the bookshop had been, he assured
Sjöblom:

206  Jackson (2019), 37; Karen Sawislak (1995), Smoldering city: Chicagoans and the Great Fire,
1871–1874, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press); Timothy J. Naylor (1975) "Responding to
the Fire: The Work of the Chicago Relief and Aid Society," Science & Society, 39(4).
207 Olson (1910), 46.
208 “Ni vilja ju ha både tidning och bokhandel deruppe. Och nog är det ändå bättre och uträttar
mera godt om åtminstone Lutheranerna kunna hålla hop.- man klagar ju öfver, att svenskarne ej
kunna det i något fall.” Correspondence SLPS Letterbooks, Engberg to P Sjöblom, 27 December
1871, 123–124.
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With that said, I am not implying that any other, or even ten more newspapers (or
book companies), edited by the Synod’s priests, would not have the (moral) right
to start. This is the land of free enterprise. And each and every one has the right to
earn money and start a business, even if his brother ran the same business and had
to suffer by the emergence of another. But it is a different thing if the matter is not
of profiting, but of benefitting.209

Engberg is trying to balance the arguments: would the establishment of a new
Lutheran newspaper in Red Wing compete with Hemlandet? While being diplo-
matic and promoting the freedom of enterprise, Engberg carefully hints at the
possible adverse effects of starting another paper and bookstore. Seemingly wor-
ried about the already apparent struggle of SLPS to get the congregations to con-
tribute to Hemlandet, Engberg continued:

It will not be long until the economic aspect of the matter comes to light, even
among other newspaper companies, then envy will arise and then a collecting, each
and every one for their newspaper, putting aside the utility and benefit for the
whole, and thereby also becoming fragmentizing instead of uniting. Let our con-
gregational members take this into account, not to speak about those who are left
out. Towards the latter, the forces are also weakened. Nor does the Printing Society
collect money for individuals, but for common purposes, and without improving,
the business cannot expand.210

The discussion points to how Engberg tried to balance, on the one hand, the pos-
sible negative impact of launching another Lutheran newspaper with distribution
in Red Wing and, on the other hand, the benefits of expanding the distribution of
Lutheran newspapers and books in general. Here, one of the core dilemmas of the
Synod’s publication activities comes to light. The need for the business to expand
and broaden its reach was weighed against the fear of appearing too greedy,
thereby obscuring the primary purpose of the publishing activities: spreading the
Lutheran faith. Alternatively, the fear of internal competition contributed to Eng-
berg’s caution. A new paper in Red Wing may have been interpreted as

209 “Derom vill jag dock icke hafva sagt att någon annan eller till och med tio andra tidningar (el-
ler bokhandels-företag), redigerade af Synodens prester - icke skulle ha (moraliskt) rätt att uppstå.
Detta land är ett fritt näringarnes land. Och hvar ock en har rätt förtjena pengar ock börja en rö-
relse, om ock bror hans idkade samma rörelse och finge lida genom en ny rörelses uppstående.
Men annat är det, der fråga icke är om att förtjena, utan att gagna.” Correspondence SLPS Let-
terbooks, Engberg to P Sjöblom, 27 December 1871, 123–124.
210 “Det skall icke dröja länge förrän den ekonomiska sidan af saken träder i förgrunden äfven vid
andra tidningsföretag, då uppstår afund och så ett samlande hvar och en för sin tidning, med åsi-
dosättande af det helas nytta och gagn och på det sättet också det ett förskingrande i stället för ett
församlande. Låt våra församlingsmedlemmar betrakta detta, att icke tala om dem som äro utan-
för. Gent emot de sistnämnda försvagas äfven krafterna. Så samlar ju heller icke Tryckföreningen
pengar för enskildas utan för gemensamma ändamål, och utan att förkofra sig, kan ju dess verk-
samhet ej utvidga sig” Correspondence SLPS Letterbooks, Engberg to P Sjöblom, 27 December
1871, 123–124.
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challenging the dominance of the Chicago-based Hemlandet. Not until 1877 did
Sjöblom take part in establishing a Lutheran paper in Red Wing, Evangelisk Lu-
thersk Tidskrift [Evangelical Lutheran Journal]. In the 1880s, growing competi-
tion from within the Augustana Synod in Minnesota led to the establishment of a
St. Paul branch office of Hemlandet.211

In late December 1871 and early January 1872, Jonas Engberg reached out to
a broad network of contacts to ensure the survival of the publishing and distrib-
uting business. He wrote to the Rock Island-based Augustana paper Missionären
[The Missionary] and Lutheran Sunday School Herald based in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, to ask if they could republish the advertisement for SLPS, so read-
ers would know that the organization was back on its feet.212 Engberg also ordered
a thousand copies of Sunday school literature, “Busy bee” as well as of the “Lu-
theran Almanack”, which arrived in January. When the books arrived, he reached
out to about 20 of the brothers and reverends to inform that the material was in
stock, and encouraged them to order their shares from the bookshop.213 Moreover,
during the first month of 1872, Engberg corresponded with partners in Philadel-
phia, as well as with Gleerups in Lund, Sweden, to inform them about the current
state of the bookshop. He encouraged previous partners to renew their advertise-
ments as the bookshop was reopened and SLPS was back in business.214 Hem-
landet was also spreading the word about the reopening; readers were urged to
subscribe to the newly obtained Sunday School material through persistent ad-
vertising.215

In the first few months of 1872, Engberg frequently corresponded about prices,
requests, distribution questions, and information about invoices and payments.
Even if the relaunch of the organization was extraordinarily fast, given the cir-
cumstances, the Synod and the board of the SLPS soon began to doubt whether
the financial situation would ever stabilize. In the last pages of the remaining
letterbooks from February 1872, which are unfortunately more sparsely used and
the letters increasingly difficult to read, there are some indications that Engberg
worried about the association’s sales. In a letter to G. L. Laurin at Norstedt Pub-
lishing, Stockholm, Engberg wrote that he wished he had “taken 2,000 calendars
instead of 1,000. They would have been sold”.216 In other letters from February
and March, Engberg wrote about the bookstore’s inventory being too small to

211 Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), vol 1: 505; 773.
212 Correspondence SLPS Letterbooks, Engberg to P Garrison, undated 1871, 122; Engberg to J K
Schrack, 27 December 1871, 125–126; Engberg to C F Seiss Esq. 27 December 1871, 127.
213 Correspondence SLPS Letterbooks, Engberg to various recipients, 152–168.
214 Correspondence SLPS Letterbooks, Engberg to various recipients, 169–201.
215 Hemlandet, 4 January 1872; 9 January 1872; 13 February 1872; 20 February 1872; 27 Febru-
ary 1872; 5 March 1872.
216 Correspondence SLPS Letterbooks, Engberg to G. L. Laurin, 5 February 1872, 233.
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distribute throughout the state and the reconstruction aid needed for church mem-
bers in Chicago, while also trying to postpone a bill due to the printing company’s
poor financial condition.217 During the year after the fire, this led to a question of
whether to keep the SLPS attached to the Synod.218

It was not only the loss of capital and the subsequent decline in sales after the
fire that spurred this doubt. During the same period, Augustana College had made
a costly move by relocating its school building from Chicago to Paxton, and there
was a pressing need to generate revenue to cover the school’s costs and debts.
Selling the publishing organization seemed like a good way to address the issue.
In a two-step process, the newspaper and the printing shop were sold in 1872 to
Enander & Bohman under the name “Johan A. Enander & Co”. They bought the
newspaper for $10,000, which was paid off in $500 installments every half year
until the total was met. After a couple of years and many turns in defining the
contract, the bookstore was sold separately in 1874 to Jonas Engberg, Charles P.
Holmberg, and Charles O. Lindell under the name of “Engberg, Holmberg &
Lindell”. This purchase amounted to $17,000, a bid placed by the buyers in ques-
tion; this sum was also paid off for several years.219 With this arrangement, the
Augustana Synod, and especially the college, had secured steady financing for a
period of time. The buyers were all closely affiliated with the church, and the
selling contracts included paragraphs that ensured that both the newspaper and
the bookstore would continue to serve the Synod primarily.

The sale of these entities did not change their orientation or function for the
Augustana congregations. The bookstore and newspaper were still considered of
great importance to the church and the college, providing their members with
literature and an organ to promote their interests. This was explicitly detailed in
the contracts, where the companies Enander & Bohman and Engberg, Holmberg
& Lindell both agreed not to support or publish any newspaper other than Hem-
landet, and to remain loyal to the Synod by refraining from publishing any “im-
moral books”. Further, the publishing business of Engberg, Holmberg & Lindell
was obliged to work for the interest of the Synod, which in practice meant that
they got hold of copyrights of earlier published material and that they were to act
as the leading publisher of the Synod’s future publications.220

Examining the buyers of the bookshop and newspaper, clearly, the sale did not
move these businesses very far from the Synod’s control. All of the above-

217 Correspondence SLPS Letterbooks, Engberg to various recipients, 14 February 1872, 254; 17
February 1872, 268–269; 14 March 1872.
218 Hemlandet, 14 October 1871; Olson (1910), 46–47.
219 Hemlandet, 8 October 1872; Olson (1910), 48–53.
220 Sales contract between the SLPS and Engberg, Holmberg & Lindell, 1874, reprinted in Olson
(1910), 51–52.
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mentioned buyers were members of the Augustana Synod; they were considered
faithful and loyal men, and in this sense, the affair was merely a rotation of capital
within the existing network. Instead of in-house publishing, the Synod received
additional funds while maintaining control over the production and sale of reli-
gious literature. The contract that set out the obligations of the new owners bound
the publishing society to the Synod. In a sense, the change of ownership seems to
primarily reflect the personal investment of Enander, Bohman, Engberg,
Holmberg, and Lindell, in the church’s publishing business.

Not only the Lutherans suffered losses due to the fire. Svenska Amerikanaren
had an even harder time recovering than the publishing organization of SLPS,
since they did not have a copy of the financial ledgers rescued from the fire. The
printing facilities and the paper’s office were destroyed entirely. Nevertheless,
they relaunched publication about ten weeks after the fire, on 28 December 1871.
Due to financial struggles, the newspaper was sold in April 1873 to the jeweler
Charles J. Stenqvist. The newspaper changed its name to Nya Svenska Ameri-
kanaren. However, it kept most of the editorial staff, including Herman Roos.221

Stenqvist was a member of Svea and a frequent advertiser of his clock and jewelry
businesses in Svenska Amerikanaren before his acquisition. As with many of the
members of Svea who advertised in Svenska Amerikanaren, his businesses were
explicitly recommended by the paper in advertisements as well as in editorials.222

Thus, Stenqvist’s procurement of the paper, even if it was articulated as the start
of a new era with no ties to the old editorial board,223 shares characteristics with
the reorganization of SLPS. The newspaper was closely affiliated with Svea, and
the sale meant not so much a change in character as an inflow of new capital.
Stenqvist would remain the sole owner of Svenska Amerikanaren until 1877,
when the paper was sold to Hans Mattson. Subsequent mergers and reorganiza-
tions would again be initiated.

While both newspapers suffered losses from the fire, the crisis only paused
their operations for a moment. Publication and expansion resumed. The condi-
tions for the survival of these newspapers after the fire crisis are probably a com-
bination of their previous growth in circulation and advertising, and their respec-
tive personal and business networks. Ownership shifted, but in both cases, the
publication enterprises remained closely affiliated with the founding organiza-
tions. Even in times of financial crisis, the publication societies seem too im-
portant to let go. It is also clear that these networks of men depended on main-
taining good relations with wealthy individuals. For the church, loyalty to the

221 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 December 1871; Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), 784.
222 One of the first advertisements for Stenqvist is found in Svenska Amerikanaren, 29 May
1867, 2.
223 Svenska Amerikanaren, 21 April 1873, 1.
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religious cause could serve as a compelling argument for richer people to rescue
and reinvest in the publishing society. However, the fear of seeming greedy ap-
pears just as central for the Lutherans as for the Svea Society. For the Svea Soci-
ety, there seem to have been few problems finding willing new investors among
its members. In that case, keeping the newspaper afloat was probably seen as a
core task of the Svea Society and SAPC.

The devastation after the fire prompted a rethink of how newspapers were fi-
nanced. Both Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren were deemed important
enough to be rescued and reestablished by private individuals investing in the
enterprises. The Lutherans found new owners among their affiliates, men who
had made money on their businesses and were willing to support the religious
publishing. SAPC found a buyer in the wealthy Svea Society member who had
clear personal ties to the old ownership. In a sense, the fire showed that within
the networks of both the Lutheran and the secular publishing spheres, there were
strong interests in keeping newspapers and book publishing businesses alive.

Concluding remarks: Conflict, competition, and
consolidation
The two newspapers studied both emerged as initiatives embedded in social or-
ganizations: the Lutheran Augustana Synod and the secular Svea Society, respec-
tively. SLPS and Hemlandet functioned as extensions of the Lutheran Augustana
Synod, intended to spread church news and educate a Swedish-American reader-
ship in Lutheran values. The Svea Society, SAPC, and the launch of Svenska
Amerikanaren, in contrast, came to position themselves as promoters of liberal
and secular values. While the Svea Society was a smaller social organization than
the Augustana Synod, its newspaper was quickly seen as an equal to Hemlandet
in the Swedish-language newspaper sphere. The concerns raised by Hemlandet
upon the launch of Svenska Amerikanaren, the debate over self-reported circula-
tion numbers, and the quantity and share of advertisements in both papers exem-
plify this.

This chapter shows that networks were important for the papers’ ability to con-
tinue running, particularly in the case of Hemlandet through the SLPS letter-
books. In the early days of Hemlandet, the constant correspondence between Eng-
berg, Carlsson, and the Synod’s ministers was fundamental for gathering articles
and increasing the number of subscribers. So were the contacts with Swedish
publishing houses and distributors, which provided the organization with books
and educational materials for the newspaper readers and church members. By
mobilizing both US and transatlantic contacts, the two publishing organizations
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quickly became key actors in the newspaper and publishing sphere, providing
both Swedish- and English-language literature. Moreover, despite both papers’
constant complaints about absent subscription payments causing financial strug-
gles, they managed to attract financial support and restructure ownership because
of their importance for and embeddedness in social and economic networks. In-
vestments in these newspapers, I argue, were motivated by the varied functions
of the papers: as business mediators, ideological apparatuses, and as possible
profit-producers.

While presenting themselves as catering to the entire Swedish-American pop-
ulation, the papers were in conflict with one other. SLPS and Hemlandet ex-
pressed concern over the morality of launching a secular newspaper run by busi-
nessmen. At the same time, SAPC argued that it was unproblematic to be both a
businessman and an idealist. The issue of distrust in businessmen’s morality, or
in their good intentions, became central to the growing conflict between Hem-
landet and Svenska Amerikanaren. In this sense, a boundary was drawn between
two interpellations of the Swedish-American reader. Hemlandet articulated a
Christian faith as the cornerstone of Swedishness, while Svenska Amerikanaren
promoted liberal secularism. The ideological conflicts were driven by competi-
tion over the interpellation of readers and the attraction of advertising revenue.
Comparing to Jon Gjerde’s observations of the rural ethnic communities in the
Midwest, the ethnic communities were changing, fostering constant renegotia-
tion, and “the basis of community was a basis for conflict as well”.224 In a sense,
the hostile dynamic gave both papers a firm reason to keep competing for becom-
ing the most influential paper, as long as the readers continued to consume the
papers. The consolidation of their opposing views was crucial to the newspapers’
ability to survive.

The disagreements over emigrant hostels are an example of how editorial con-
flicts affected the social and economic life of Swedes in Chicago. The disagree-
ments regarding the emigrant houses were so pronounced that they materialized
in the erection of two buildings, organized separately. Here, the business of caring
for newly arrived immigrants was used by the associations to promote their re-
spective social spheres. Svenska Amerikanaren and Hemlandet were actively pro-
moting and fundraising for the respective projects.

Further, the chapter shows how tightly connected the newspapers were to the
Swedish-run businesses in Chicago. Through advertisements and recommenda-
tions, Swedish- or Scandinavian-owned businesses were marketed and associated
with the newspapers and their editors. Businesses advertised were often connected
to the editors or the editorial board, turning the newspaper organs into advocates

224 Gjerde (1997), 114.
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for businesses linked to the editorial offices during this period. In addition to being
idealist, as the newspapers wanted to proclaim, the publications were also deeply
embedded in the business life of both Lutheran and secular Swedish-American
entrepreneurs.225 These two early newspapers were, in this sense, developing from
being mouthpieces of social organizations in the mid-1860s to becoming nodes
and mediators between businesses and consumers of Swedish origin in the 1870s
and 1880s. This development is further discussed in Chapter 5.

The differing ideas of the meaning of being Swedish in America are thus con-
nected to the two papers’ respective interests. Rather than struggling over a par-
ticular definition, the secular and religious spheres competed for the power to
define Swedishness, to interpellate the readership, or to become the ideological
leaders of the Swedish-American community. Boundaries were thus initially
drawn on religious and ideological grounds, within the Swedish-American public
sphere. The next chapter delves further into how boundaries were drawn against
others outside the imagined Swedish-American community.

225 Granovetter (1985).
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Chapter 3. Mobilizing Swedish-American
nationalism

The preservation and maintenance of a Swedish cultural heritage in America were
heated topics of discussion in the newspapers. In an educational setting, as in
discussions within Augustana College, the Swedish language had been deemed
foundational to understanding the literary and cultural heritage of the old country.
Language was also articulated as a key factor in what gave Swedes in America a
sense of belonging to the same group of people.226 Losing the Swedish language
was thus not only a question of losing a cultural heritage, but of losing the main
element, and the most significant boundary, connecting people of Swedish origin.
The debates about maintaining the Swedish language were, of course, questions
of reproducing the basis of the educational institutions built up by the Augustana
Synod, and the Swedish-language press that both secular and religious societies
had a stake in. Nevertheless, the question of Swedishness and Americanization
was not only a debate between the religious and the secular spheres: it was also
related to the broader issues of immigration and the drawing of boundaries to-
wards others.

As immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe increased, anti-immigrant
sentiments gained momentum, opening up for questioning who really was white
and worthy of citizenship in the US. During this period, the notion of the US as a
“melting pot”, where immigrants would “amalgamate” into a new American na-
tion, was challenged by a nationalist discourse on assimilation, demanding immi-
grants to “become American”.227 The Americanization discourse of the late 1890s
came to tie notions of US nationalism more closely to beliefs in the superiority

226 Blanck (1997).
227 The historian Frederick Jackson Turner offers one of the early influential narratives of the Amer-
ican “composite nationality”, or melting pot assimilation. However, such theories had long been
common in American discourse, based on the Declaration of Independence. After the turn of the
twentieth century, Grover G. Huebner is one of those who criticized the amalgamation theory. See
Frederick Jackson Turner (1894) "The Significance of the Frontier in American History," Annual
Report of the American Historical Association; Grover G. Huebner (1906) "The Americanization
of the Immigrant," The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 27(3).
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of the “Anglo-Saxon race” and to move away from the previous focus on the
country’s democratic institutions and citizenship as the basis for its nationalism.228

The need to compare with the Anglo Americans was integral to nationalist
formation among immigrants in the US in the late 1800s. This tendency has, for
example, been observed in the German-American newspapers from that period,
where they articulated how German immigrants and Anglo Americans possessed
a shared racial whiteness in an ambition to construct and elevate German Amer-
icans as a group.229 The same kind of process has been observed in the Slovak
American press during the same period. There, learning to navigate the racial
hierarchy, particularly the distancing from Afro Americans, was key for the Slo-
vaks to assert themselves as white Americans.230 As a study of three Swedish-
language Chicago papers between 1904–1908 indicates, the adverse reporting on
Italian and Chinese immigrants dominated the items dealing with other immigrant
groups.231 As the formation of Anglo-American nationalism during this period
was built partly on producing whiteness, distancing from the Chinese and the
Irish and Italian Catholics, as well as on the division of “good” and “bad” immi-
grants, this most likely influenced the way in which Protestant immigrants artic-
ulated their national or racial identity. What did processes of national and racial
formation look like in the Swedish-language newspapers?

This chapter examines how Swedishness and Americanization were debated
in the newspapers around the turn of the twentieth century. The questions that
guide the chapter are: How was Swedish-American nationality articulated and
negotiated in Swedish-American newspapers during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries? What differences can be seen over time and across newspa-
pers? How did the articulations of Swedishness relate to changes in anti-immi-
gration sentiment and policies, and the emerging “scientific” racism?

In the first part, I outline how debates over Swedishness and Swedish-language
usage changed over time in the Swedish-language newspapers. The source mate-
rial consists of articles that explicitly discuss Swedishness, language, and race,
and have been gathered through keyword searches using the concepts mentioned
or related concepts.232 I use these examples to point to the process in which no-
tions of national character, culture, and language were conflated with notions of
race. I then investigate the establishment of the Swedish National Association as

228 Eric Foner (1997) "Who Is an American? The Imagined Community in American History," The
Centennial review, 41(3).
229 Kazal (2004), 109–129.
230 Zecker (2013).
231 Ulf Jonas Björk (2018) "Sicilian Evensong: Chicago's Swedish Press Covers Other Immigrant
Groups, 1904–1908," Swedish-American Studies, 69(4).
232 See the section “Methodological strategies” in the Introduction chapter for a more detailed dis-
cussion on source selection.
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a case study of how Swedish nationalism gained momentum in Chicago in the
1890s and how anti-Catholicism played a role in the association’s formation.
Lastly, I investigate the newspaper discourse on nationality and race around the
turn of the twentieth century and its relation to the by-then-popularized “scien-
tific” racism.

Swedishness and Americanization before 1890
One of the most recurring debates in the Swedish-language press concerned
whether Swedes should become Americanized, and, implicitly, what it meant to
be Swedish or American. An early example of an articulate critique of
Americanization was published under the editorship of C.F. Peterson in the newly
established Chicago newspaper Svenska Tribunen in 1878. That paper was the
product of the merger of Nya Svenska Amerikanaren and Nya Verlden [The New
World] in 1877. It remained a liberal, secular, and Chicago-oriented newspaper,
owned by the Swedish American Publishing Company, in which C. F. Peterson
and Hans Mattson, among others, held stock.233

Under the title “Regarding False Americanization”, the question was not
whether or not Americanization was good, but rather how Americanization could
play out in different ways. According to the writer, some among the Swedish
immigrants were ready to do just about anything to become American. This
group, according to the writer, was subsequently divided into two “elements”:
one that “builds the American character upon the Swedish” and another which
tore down the “inherited” character that was “brought” from Sweden.234 It was
thus a question of constructing either a Swedish-American character or tearing
down the Swedish to replace it with the American. The editorial was highly crit-
ical of this latter kind of Americanization. It was considered “weaker” and “soil-
ing your own nest”—as opposed to a “strong” and “clean” national character—
and the proper way to Americanize was to preserve and maintain both the Swe-
dishness and the Americanness. Instead of being too eager to forget, and even
despise, everything Swedish “as soon as they are able to manage on their own
with an American”, the article stressed the importance of being proud of one’s
Swedishness—the Swedishness that, according to the writer, was actually praised
by Americans themselves.235

233 Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), vol. 1, 784–786.
234 “ett som bygger, så att säga, den amerikanska karaktären på den svenska, och ett annat hvilket,
så långt som möjligt, nedrifver, bildvis taladt, den ärfda och hit medförda i samma mån som och
oftare än det förvärfvar sig en ny.” Svenska Tribunen, 1 May 1878, 4.
235 Svenska Tribunen, 1 May 1878, 4.
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Articulating national character in hierarchical terms—putting either Swedish-
ness or Americanness first—also affected how other immigrant groups were
viewed and ranked. In the article’s introductory paragraph, after stating that not
all Europeans could be Americanized, a parenthesis read: “Americanization of
Asians and Africans is naturally out of question”.236 Swedes were thus positioned
closer to the Americans, in terms of ability to acquire or internalize their national
character, at the same time as it was argued that Americans appreciated Swedish-
ness. In US nationalist discourse, this way of thinking was commonplace, even
when combined with developing Social Darwinist ideas. As Higham puts it, some
nationalists held a “happy belief that the Anglo-Saxon had a marvelous capacity
for assimilating kindred races, absorbing their valuable qualities, yet remaining
basically unchanged”.237 The Swedish Americans thus made use of the opening
provided in US nationalist and racial discourses at the time, suggesting that Swe-
dish immigrants were easily Americanized.

The notion of the “real American” usually referred to Anglo Americans. Even
if discussions in the Swedish-language papers would criticize the notion that there
was a hierarchy of who was more or less American, it was in relation to the Anglo
Americans that comparisons or articulations of being “real Americans” were
made. In the article “Hvem är amerikansk inföding?” [“Who is native Ameri-
can?”], printed in Svenska Folkets Tidning and republished in Svenska Ameri-
kanaren, it was argued that Anglo Americans considered themselves Americans
“par preference”. At the same time, a native American, according to Svenska Fol-
kets Tidning, should mean everyone who was “born in America”. There was an
apparent dissatisfaction with Anglo Americans’ understanding of themselves as
dominating the hierarchy. However, in discussions of Americanization, Swedish-
language papers often engaged with this assertion, either by confirming the ex-
cellence of the Anglo Americans or, as in this example, by arguing that their na-
tivism was irrational. They were, however, still seeking the acceptance and re-
spect from Anglo-Americans.238

Efforts to claim similarities between Anglo Americans and Scandinavians had
been made since the early nineteenth century, drawing on the history of the Vi-
kings. As English writers and historians aimed to connect the Anglo-Saxon her-
itage to the Vikings or Norsemen, Scandinavian Americans—most notably the
Augustana pastor Johan Alfred Enander—used the fact that Vikings had reached
North America in the eleventh century to argue that Scandinavians were just as
native to North America as the Anglo Americans. Enander’s project culminated

236 Svenska Tribunen, 1 May 1878, 4.
237 Higham (1955), 33.
238 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 15 February 1882, 4; Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 February 1882, 2.
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during the Chicago World’s Fair (1893), where he presented his story of Viking
settlements as a counter-narrative to Columbus’s “discovery” of North Amer-
ica.239

The Swedish-language newspapers often disagreed over Americanization. In
an 1881 article, Svenska Tribunen accused Hemlandet of “sailing under a false
flag” when sometimes advocating Americanization and at other times arguing
that Swedish-American interests were separate from American ones. Svenska
Tribunen pointed out that Hemlandet oscillated between the position that “Amer-
ica is one nation, not a number of small states loosely connected, and sometimes
that we are a number of nationalities brought together by destiny, and that as such,
we should nurse, develop and perpetuate what was brought here; the Swedish,
German, French and Russian element, whatever might be”.240 Hemlandet denied
standing solely for the preservation of Swedishness and argued that everything
Swedish that was compatible with Americanism should be preserved; at the same
time, parts of Swedishness that were obstacles to Americanization should be
abandoned. The traits or elements were not specified.241 For both newspapers and
the church, the preservation of Swedishness was a matter of survival. Without
readers, Swedish-language newspapers would be obsolete. Without a community
of Swedish Americans, the specific Swedish-American brand of Augustana Lu-
theranism would soon lose its members to the other denominations. The discus-
sions on whether to Americanize and, if so, how that process should take form
are thus important parts of the interpellation of the Swedish-American reader and
subject.

Svenska Amerikanaren presented a non-binary approach by placing Swedish-
ness and Americanness as equally important aspects of Swedish-American life.
When discussing the tasks of the Swedish-American press, Svenska Amerikana-
ren distinguished between the religious and the secular newspapers. While the
religious papers had an easier time attracting and resonating with their Lutheran
readers, the secular papers were in a more precarious situation, the column rea-
soned. “Due to the circumstances”. it was written,

239 Dag Blanck (2016) "The Transnational Viking: The Role of the Viking in Sweden, the United
States, and Swedish America," Journal of Transnational American studies, 7(1). See also Annette
Kolodny (2012), In search of first contact: The Vikings of Vinland, the peoples of the dawnland,
and the Anglo-American anxiety of discovery, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press).
240 “Således anser detta emellan tvänne poler oscillerande blad ibland, att Amerika är en nation, ej
ett antal löst sammanfogade småstater, och ibland att vi äro ett antal af ödet sammankastade olika
nationaliteter, och att vi såsom sådana böra vårda, utveckla och föreviga det hit medförda
svenska, tyska, franska och ryska elementet, som fallet må vara.” Svenska Tribunen, 17 August
1881, 4.
241 Svenska Tribunen, 13 June 1883, 8; Hemlandet, 6 June 1883, 8.
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they [i.e., the secular newspapers] are forced to take a purely American position,
and strike their blows, not for Swedishness, not for the religious ideas that unite
Swedish hearts, and not for any Swedish economic interests, but for what they
regard as American in the very broadest sense.242

At the same time, the column held, they had to defend their Swedishness against
attacks from American newspapers. This was the most challenging task for the
secular newspapers: to balance between the Swedish “that speaks primarily to the
heart”, and the American, which “usually is a matter of the head”.243 Here, a
distinction, which would reappear later, was made between a political and a
cultural Americanization process. The Americanization promoted by Svenska
Amerikanaren entails adaptation to the political context but allowed for a
distinctive cultural Swedishness—a Swedishness upon which a Swedish-
American nationality could be built.

A week later, the editor Peterson emphasized precisely the importance of this
hyphenated nationality. This, he argued, had to do with the dual experience of the
Swedish American and the capability of Swedish Americans to cherish
Swedishness as much as Americanness. The primary task for Swedish Americans
was therefore neither to speak only Swedish nor to reject its usage. Instead, it was
to have a broader reach, to bring the fundamental aspects of Swedishness—
described as a clear sense of moral justice and an appraisal of Swedish historical
greatness—into the cosmopolitan American society. Not only was this a way of
being Swedish in the US, but this was seen as a form of Swedishness that would
“help creating a better humanity, a nobler race”.244 This reasoning again alluded
to the “melting pot” optimism in US nationalist ideology, in which the best parts
of each immigrant group would blend to improve the whole of the American
people. The preservation of Swedishness was articulated as fully compatible with
melting into, and even enhancing, the American people.

Discussions in the newspapers tried to balance the preservation of Swedish
specificity with some form of strategic Americanization. However, the liberal-
secular newspapers seemed to try to harbor a positive attitude towards
Americanization. They even argued that holding this position was a strategy to
meet the preferences of their audience, an audience they believed was more open

242 “De äro af omständigheternas makt tvungne att intaga en rent amerikansk ståndpunkt och slå
sina slag, icke för svenskheten, icke för de religiösa idéer, som förena svenska hjertan och icke för
några svenska ekonomiska intressen, utan för hvad de anse vara amerikanskt i så vid bemärkelse
som möjligt.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 26 January 1888, 4.
243 Svenska Amerikanaren, 26 January 1888, 4.
244 “Att känna allt detta och att med ett hjerta svällande af ädel stolthet deröfver bekantgöra det
för andra, det är en svenskhet, som aldrig bör upphöra i Amerika, ty det är en svenskhet, som i vä-
sentlig mån hjelper till att bilda en bättre mensklighet, en ädlare ras.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 2
February 1888, 4.
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to Americanization than the readers of the Lutheran news press. Interesting to
note is how preserving Swedishness and the Swedish language was seen as
contributing to the improvement of the whole American culture, or even “race”,
by these liberal-secular papers. While the focus lay on the preservation of culture
and language, there was also an opening for and flirtation with notions of
“contributing to” or “bettering” the “American race”.

Nationality, culture, or race?
In the face of large waves of Southern and Eastern European immigration, new
rounds of discussion of immigration restriction emerged in the late 1880s and
early 1890s. In contrast to earlier settler-oriented immigration, those arriving at
this time were more likely to remain in urban and industrial centers. The
Immigration Act of 1882 primarily targeted Chinese immigrants. While no new
immigration law was passed, the Act was amended in 1891, granting federal
support for deporting those who did not qualify for immigration. The legal
framework was not changed in any dramatic way, but restrictionist sentiment,
fearing the new waves of immigration, spread over the country and came to
influence the political discourse.245

Svenska Tribunen expressed its opinion in a short column in 1890, defending
immigrants’s place in the country’s history. The peculiar proposals for
immigration restriction, the article argued, were based on the actions of a few
German “brushufvuden” [hotheads].246 The article continued to say that these
short-sighted officials had, thinking like “know-nothingers”, clearly forgotten
that everything in the American culture was, in fact, brought from Europe.247 The
heightened sense of urgency in the restrictionist discourse may have contributed
to a similar feeling regarding the fate of Swedishness.

The paper continued to argue for the Americanization of Swedes and
thoroughly discussed the nature of the process. Just as the Augustana Synod had
promoted Americanization since its early days, Svenska Tribunen held that this
development was inevitable for the Swedish “element”. However, even if the
political aspect of the Swedish nationality would Americanize according to the
naturalization process—in which citizenship could be acquired after five years of
residence in the US—it was unclear how long it would take until one nationality
“in a cultural-historical perspective, loses its identity and becomes one with the

245 Higham (1956), 219–220.
246 This was most likely a reference to the Haymarket events in 1886. “‘De der utländingarne.’”
Svenska Tribunen, 16 October 1890, 4.
247 “‘De der utländingarne.’” Svenska Tribunen, 16 October 1890, 4.
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other elements”.248 This was bound to happen eventually, they argued. According
to Svenska Tribunen, assimilation was taking a very long time, primarily due to
the efforts of the churches and the press to preserve Swedishness. While also
admitting that conservatives—i.e., Lutheran priests—had done the most to
preserve the Swedish element, Svenska Tribunen rhetorically asked whether the
“liberal element” of the Swedish Americans, to which Svenska Tribunen
belonged, was able to “do more for the nationality, for which we often speak
grandly?”249

Again, Americanization was seen as a split process: one part political and one
part cultural-historical. While Americanization was seen as inevitable in a
political sense, the stickiness of cultural-historical Swedishness was a fact,
Svenska Tribunen argued. While claiming for the possibility of working harder
to preserve cultural Swedishness, thus admitting that Swedishness needed to be
actively “preserved”, this view remained largely deterministic and essentializing
in its configuration. The idea that “elements” blend into one nationality was
borrowed from theories of amalgamation and racial thinking, and was part of the
discourse of preserving “national character”.

In Hemlandet in 1893, the anonym “X” argued that the Swede actually
developed to his full potential in the US. Everything a Swede did in the US, he
did quicker and better than he would at home, X claimed. Writing that “there also
is a strong spiritual bond between the American Anglo-Saxon race, and the
Scandinavian—one that pulls the two together”,250 X maintained that Swedish
Americans were, contrary to the belief of Swedes at home, developing their
spiritual and national character through confrontation with the American. The
line of argument is aimed at countering the Swedish conceptions of Swedish
Americans as spiritually degraded and morally deprived. Interestingly, X’s
argument used perceived “racial” similarities between Swedes and Anglo-
Americans to promote an Americanization process that also enhanced and
elevated the Swedish national character. An Americanized Swede, according to
X, was a more developed Swede than the one back home.

In the Jamestown-based Swedish-language paper Vårt Land [Our Country], it
was argued that the diminishing importance of the Swedish population in the US
was inevitable.

248 “Hur länge nationaliteten skall vänta, innan den i kulturhistoriskt afseende förlorar sin identitet
och varder ett med de öfriga elementen, står icke i statsförfattningen, men att det likväl någon
gång sker, derför borgar en lag, starkare och ofelbarare än den nyssnämda i sina verkningar”.
Svenska Tribunen, 29 October 1891, 4.
249 Svenska Tribunen, 29 October 1891, 4.
250 “Det finnes också en stark andlig frändskap mellan Amerikas anglo-saxiska ras och den skan-
dinaviska—något som drar den ena till den andra.” Hemlandet, 21 December 1893, 11.
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In the United States, the English race is ‘the ruling race’. It is in every aspect the
strongest, and the others have to bow to it. There is no use in reciting that the
Americans are strangers to the Native settlers, the Indians. The fact is, that the land
is now under control of the Anglo-Saxon race, and that this race determines
language, traditions, institutions, and, as the most numerous and strongest, soon
will absorb the others.251

The hierarchy of race was articulated through the notion of the English or Anglo-
Saxons as “the ruling race”. As X argued in Hemlandet, Swedes were portrayed
as particularly able to assimilate and Americanize. The efforts to preserve
Swedishness in the US seemed futile to the writer, and Swedes were more willing
and better at Americanizing than other immigrant groups. The article argued that
Southern Europeans and the Chinese were impossible to assimilate. Moreover,
the writer maintained that “Jews remain, as we know, Jews: now as much as when
they were in Babylon”, most likely referring to the biblical story of the
Babylonian Exile, in which the Jewish exile or captivity in Babylon only
strengthened their faith.252 Again, religious beliefs and racial belonging are
conflated as anti-Semitic, anti-Catholic, and Sinophobic sentiments were
reproduced. The reason that Swedes were more easily assimilated, it was argued,
was the “racial similarities” between Anglo-Americans and Swedes. “When two
similar people meet on the same soil”. the text stated, “it is only natural that they
soon enough melt together. The stronger absorbs the weaker”.253 Speaking in
terms of “a dying nation” and concerns about the influx of “fresh blood” roots the
argument in ideas of racial hierarchy and mixture. Here, the Swedes are not only
articulated as bearers of a distinct culture or language, but as a specific race of
people, inevitably blending into “the ruling race” of America.

The examples above, from editorials and letters to the editor, show that the
discourse on Americanization between the late 1870s and the mid-1890s
underwent a slight shift. By focusing on the possibility of simultaneously
harboring both American and Swedish senses of nationality, a fear of losing
Swedishness in the process of Americanization was articulated in the 1890s. This
change in emphasis was made possible by the intertwining and mixing of
understandings of racial, political, and cultural assimilation. The fear of

251 “Den engelska rasen är i Förenta Staterna ‘the ruling race.’ Den är i alla afseenden starkast,
och för den måste de öfriga böja sig. Det gagnar till intet att deklamera om att amerikanarne äro
främlingar gentemot de ursprungliga inbyggarne, indianerna. Faktum är, att landet nu är i den
anglosaxiska rasens våld och att denna ras bestämmer språk, plägseder, samhällsinstitutioner och,
såsom den talrikaste och starkaste, småningom uppslukar de andra.” Vårt Land, 1 November
1894, 4.
252 “Judarne förblifva, som bekant, judar; lika mycket nu som under vistelsen i Babylon.” Vårt
Land, 1 November 1894, 4.
253 “När tvenne beslägtade folk mötas på samma jord, så ligger det i sakens natur, att de snart nog
skola sammansmälta till ett. Den starkare uppslukar den svagare.” Vårt Land, 1 November 1894, 4.
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immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe prompted Swedish-American
commentators to argue that Swedes stood closer to Anglo Americans and thus
should be seen as “good” immigrants, compared to others. However. the belief
that Swedes were easily assimilated also threatened the very existence of
Swedishness.

Language and nationalism
Parallel to the question of assimilation, language was argued to be important for
the survival of institutions, such as churches that taught or newspapers that
communicated in Swedish. However, it also functions as a central factor in what
was perceived as Swedishness. As scholars of Scandinavian-American history
and nationalism show, language has historically been a central element in
establishing a sense of common heritage and specificity. The European
nationalisms emerging in the nineteenth century emphasized vernacular
communities tied to geographical origin and heritage. The focus on preserving
the national language as a means of fostering a sense of community was thus
already familiar to European immigrants upon arriving in the US.254 Preservation
of the Swedish language was a topic for discussion in the Augustana Synod in
their publications, churches, and the college. It came to the fore in the 1890s, and
the teaching of Swedish became a central concern for preserving a Swedish
identity. The main arguments held that language functioned as a window and a
key into Swedish cultural heritage. If Swedish was no longer spoken, the
Augustana ministers argued, the Swedish heritage would be forgotten and
abandoned.255

The Swedish-American press was also interested in the language debates
taking place in Sweden. When conflict arose in Finland in the early 1880s over
which language to use in public education, the Swedish-American press watched
from a distance. The Finnish nationalist movement was at this time working to
elevate the Finnish vernacular in a society in which Swedish had long been the
administrative language. Svenska Tribunen published a reprint from the Swedish
newspaper Göteborgs Handels- och Sjöfartstidning [Gothenburg Trade and
Shipping Newspaper]. The article argued that the critique, pointing to educational
stratification along class and national lines, was misdirected. Yes, the article
claimed, Swedes were privileged in the current system. However, they should, in
fact, be thanked for awakening the Finnish national and language-sentiment.256

254 Hasselmo (1974); Terje Hasle Joranger (2016) "Migration, Regionalism, and the Ethnic Other,
1840–1870," American Studies in Scandinavia, 48(2), 37; Hobsbawm (1992); Anderson (2016).
255 Lindmark (1971); Blanck (1997).
256 Svenska Tribunen, 9 February 1881, 1.
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Reprinting another article from Göteborgs Handels- och Sjöfartstidning in 1882,
Hemlandet provided their readers with the view that the language battle in
Finland could be understood as a “war between races”. This war materialized in
the language fight, it was stated, since language was the only remaining sign of
difference between people of Swedish and Finnish origin.

The “race war” was simultaneously a “class war”, since Swedes were said to
be representing the elite while Finns were representing the working and farming
classes, according to the reproduced stereotypes. These stereotypes were far from
reality. In fact, the intellectual avantgarde of the Fennoman movement often
belonged to the Swedish-origin upper class.257 But in intersecting race and class,
the Swedish-language press again reproduced the notion that language was tied
to other social categories. Language was articulated as a representation of
essential difference, and the lines between the social categories were blurred.

That this sentiment of Swedish-American nationalism was becoming more
pronounced within the Augustana Synod is evident not only in language debates
related to education. In an issue of Hemlandet in 1887, “[T]he conditions for the
greatness and influence of a people” was discussed. In the short, agitating article,
“unity and vigilance” were argued to foster that strong, special national sentiment
that impressed the Anglo American. For the Swedish-American nationality to be-
come significant and influential, in this sense, all traces of jealousy and imitation
of other peoples had to be thrown away. Instead, a specific kind of Swedish
Americanism needed to be fostered—the contents of which were not specified.
While pursuing the strengthening of a pride in being Swedish American, the ar-
ticle maintained that it was this nationalist pride that gained the respect of the
Anglo American.258 Similar views were expressed in Svenska Amerikanaren,
where the Swedish American, “removed” from his homeland and “taken in” by
the US, was said to be perfectly conditioned to harbor the purest nationalist sen-
timent. They were not only both a Swede and an American, they were a better
Swede and a better American than the native-born Americans, since they had
gained a “healthy distance” to both nations.259

Still, another way in which the Swedish national sentiment was related to its
reception among Anglo Americans can be discerned from an article in Hemlandet
a month later. The writer complained that Anglo-American newspapers

257 Hemlandet, 6 September 1882, 11. For the Finnish nationalism, the so-called ‘Fennoman’
movement, see Aira Kemiläinen (1998), Finns in the shadow of the 'aryans': Race theories and
racism, (Helsinki: Finnish Historical Society SHS); Derek Fewster (2006), Visions of past glory:
Nationalism and the construction of early Finnish history, (Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society);
Risto Alapuro (2018), State and revolution in Finland, 2 ed., (Leiden: Brill).
258 “Villkor för ett folks storhet och inflytande.” Hemlandet, 26 March 1887, 4.
259 Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 October 1887, 4.
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extensively covered the nationalist movement in the constituent country of Ire-
land with approval, or praised Irish-American nationalist meetings in the US. At
the same time, according to Hemlandet, they were utterly silent on, say, Swedish
or German nationalist topics. Regardless of whether the article’s statements were
factual, the clear expression of feeling less appreciated by the Anglo-American
press is well in line with the paper’s belief that a strong Swedish-American na-
tionalism could and should impress the Anglo Americans. Hemlandet repeatedly
expressed resentment at allegedly not being noticed by the Anglo-American
press.260 When correcting Anglo- and German-American newspapers’ on spread-
ing false information about Scandinavian politics, and for confusing Norwegians
and Swedes, the culprits were argued to be the newspapers’ Irish-American em-
ployees.261

In a reprint in Hemlandet of a lecture delivered at Augustana College in Rock
Island, the national sentiment was again emphasized as deeply rooted in common
origin, shared historical memories, language, and, sometimes, religion. Language
is the most heated sphere in which the national battle was fought, the article
stated, and agreed that Swedish Americans should regard Swedish as worth more
than gold in their “national development”.262

In 1890, Hemlandet launched the page “Tankeutbyte” [Exchange of thoughts]
as a space for readers to get shorter opinion pieces published.263 While it is
impossible to verify who wrote these texts, it can be assumed that readers
produced the majority of these texts. In June, the reader’s page included two texts
discussing the language question. Josua Lindahl, a former professor of natural
sciences at Augustana College, wrote the first one. In his text, Lindahl criticized
the college’s management, which sometimes allowed teachers to spend more time
on other activities than teaching. What he specifically pointed to was the need for
stronger loyalty to the college, and one core aspect of this, according to Lindahl,
was the promotion of a Swedish-American national sentiment. The discussions
regarding the use of Swedish language at the college, he proposed, should be left
entirely to the faculty to decide, since many of them had gone through Swedish
education and therefore naturally could defend the use of Swedish in teaching.264

The second article on that theme was titled “Our national life” and signed
“Dodo”. Here, Dodo introduced the topic by arguing for the Swedish-American
national sentiment and specificity as a people:

260 Hemlandet, 30 April 1887, 4; 24 September 1887, 4.
261 Hemlandet, 25 February 1888, 4.
262 Hemlandet, 10 March 1888, 4.
263 See the first issue of the year 1890: Hemlandet, 30 January 1890, 7. The development of these
pages is further discussed in Chapter 5.
264 Hemlandet, 12 June 1890, 7.
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It has become increasingly clear to us that we are a specific people, with a specific
temper, and our own characteristics. If we are born and raised in Sweden, the
nature and folklife of Sweden have put a mark on us that can never be erased. […]
Around us, the sea of peoples roars with a deafening noise. We do not want to be
carried away in its whirls and drown therein. Self-preservation is conjoined with
every species of life. To ignore our origin, our and our people’s memories, and do
everything to fully assimilate with other peoples, would be spiritual suicide.265

The development described in the quote, that it had become increasingly clear
that Swedes were a specific people in the “sea of peoples”, points to the urgency
with which Dodo approached the topic. According to Dodo, the Swedish people
were destined either to mix with other peoples or, in other ways, to abandon their
origins. Origin, memory, and language needed to be preserved to avoid spiritual
“suicide”. For Dodo, language was linked to the specific divisions of peoples
around the world. As the text stated, the melting together of peoples was “not
included in the divine world-order’s plan”; the division of peoples was a
natural—even divine—border that separated different languages. Dodo pressed
the connection between language and peoplehood: “The national life of a people
is truly reflected in its language. If a language dies, the national life dies too. Our
people seem to have increasingly come to realize this”.266 The nationalism Dodo
promoted was founded on the vernacular as the carrier of culture and national
specificity.

Nevertheless, there was also a strong connection to the place of origin. In the
1890s, a generation of US-born children with parents of Swedish origin was
growing. Dodo’s emphasis on the geographic origin of national character and
spirit may have reflected the realization that fewer and fewer Swedes in the US
had memories from Sweden. With the focus on national spirit, character, and
language, Dodo argued for the construction of an imagined Swedish-American
community, a “spiritual home”, based on the maintenance of the Swedish
language.267

A similar intertwining of culture, geography, language, and race is seen in an
editorial article from October of the same year. Discussing the history of the US,

265 “Mer och mer har det blifvit klart för oss, att vi äro ett särskildt folk, med eget skaplynne, egna
karaktärsdrag. Äro vi födda och uppfostrade i Sverige, så har Sveriges natur och folklif tryckt en
stämpel på oss, som aldrig kan utplånas. […] Omkring oss brusar folkhafvet med ett döfvande
sorl. Vi vilja ej ryckas med i dess hvirflar, så att vi skulle drunkna deri. Sjelfbevarelsedriften är
förenad med hvarje art af lif. Att vi skulle ignorera vår härkomst, våra och vårt folks minnen och
göra allt för att helt assimileras med andra folk vore andligt sjelfmord”. Hemlandet, 12 June 1890,
7.
266 “Ett folks nationella lif är troget återspegladt i dess språk. Dör ett språk ut så dör nationallifvet
också. Vårt folk tyckes mer och mer hafva kommit till insigt häraf”. Hemlandet, 12 June 1890, 7.
267 “Vårt hem blifver således ett andligt hem, men är derför icke mindre verkligt—ty det utgör just
grundbeståndsdelen i allt hvad hem kallas i verlden”. Hemlandet, 12 June 1890, 7.
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the column argued that neither the Americas nor Africa should be titled the
birthplace of civilization. It was written that “the physical geography of a country
greatly influences the land’s population and its culture”, and that “a large
unbroken land mass”, and the “absence of protecting natural borders and an
appropriate division of water and land” were bad conditions for the thriving of a
people. This, the text went on, established that Europe and more precisely
Scandinavia was the perfect site for fostering the best peoples. With reference to
the geologist and scientific racist, as well as slavery advocate, Nathaniel
Southgate Shaler (1841–1906), the Aryan people was argued to have originated
in Scandinavia. Therefore, Scandinavia should be called “Vagina gentium”—the
origin of peoples268—as it had all of the geographical characteristics needed for
fostering a people of “high culture”.269 After reproducing some racist tropes,
Africa, America, and Australia were described as having no thriving culture that
was not of European or Asian origin. The summarized case held that
Scandinavians were, in fact, connected to the origin of the Aryan, allegedly the
superior race.270

The question of language usage was not only addressed in connection with
education, but was also grounded in everyday observations of how people of
Swedish origin communicated. In a letter to the editor in Svenska Tribunen, the
signature S.L. claimed that Swedes who did not speak Swedish to each other were
ridiculous. Instead, he argued, “let us, when we encounter each other on the
streets or elsewhere, greet each other with ‘godmorgon’ [good morning],
‘godmiddag’ [good day], ‘godkväll’ [good evening] or something similar”. He
continued: “Almost always, we got to know each other precisely because we are
countrymen; therefore, we should be honest and admit our shared blood, greeting
each other in Swedish”.271 Upholding the Swedish language usage in everyday
encounters was, according to S.L., a way of manifesting shared nationality, as
well as shared blood.

On the pages of the big Swedish-language Chicago papers in the late 1880s,
readers were repeatedly confronted with discussions of language and nationalist
sentiment. The majority of those articles in Hemlandet put language at the center

268 The expression might also be read as “the origin of nations”.
269 For N. S. Shaler’s ideas of how environmental, national, and racial features were intertwined,
see David N. Livingstone (1987), Nathaniel Southgate Shaler and the culture of American science,
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press).
270 Hemlandet, 2 October 1890, 6.
271 “Låtom oss, då vi träffas på gatorna eller annorstädes, helsa hvarandra med ‘godmorgon’,
‘godmiddag’, ‘godqväll’ eller något dylikt, då blir det lättare att fortsatta på svenska. Det är i de
allra flesta fall för det vi äro landsmän, som vi gjort bekantskap; vi borde då också vara uppriktiga
och så mycket erkänna vår blodsförvandtskap till hvarandra, att vi helsa med svensk helsning”.
Svenska Tribunen, 1 June 1892, 7.
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of discussion, and some were disappointed with the Anglo-American press for
failing to recognize expressions of Swedish nationalism. The language question
was not only discussed in the Augustana circles, but also related to the education
of new generations of Swedish Americans. It made its way into the press; both
editors and readers printed their arguments in ink. Drawing upon the discourses
of assimilation and preservation, the Swedish language was articulated as a
central bearer of shared cultural heritage. However, at times it was expressed as
something more: an indicator of shared blood. These articulations gave give
language a dimension of heredity, a heredity tied to the place of birth.

Hemlandet stood for a significant part of the texts devoted to discussing the
Swedish, or more often Swedish American, national sentiment and its importance
for the preservation of language and culture. Oftentimes, Irish Americans were
used as an example of successful gathering in a nationalist community across the
US, and the recognition they allegedly gained in the Anglo-American press was
envied. Hemlandet’s propagation of the awakening of a Swedish-American na-
tionalist sentiment was part of a larger effort to launch a nationalist movement
across the US. In 1889, the Svea Society, led by the member Olof Gottfrid Lange,
decided to declare September fourteenth “Våra förfäders dag” [The Day of Our
Ancestors], celebrating the arrival of Swedes to the lower branch of the Delaware
River in 1638. This Swedish-American ‘national day’ was encouraged by several
Swedish-language papers in Chicago and Minneapolis to be widely celebrated;
committees were established to arrange festivities in several cities.272 The fund-
raising for a monument of “The Flower King”, Swedish natural scientist Carl von
Linné, in Lincoln Park, Chicago, was another example of how the Chicago papers
promoted national unity. A committee was established in 1887, and until the mon-
ument was finally in place in 1891, the newspapers recurrently urged readers to
contribute to the project and held fundraising concerts. Urges to the Swedish-
American nationalist pride and sentiment was commonplace in these promo-
tions.273

The liberal Swedish-language press, Svenska Amerikanaren and Svenska Trib-
unen, continued to argue that Swedish nationalism could be combined with
Americanization, without an internal hierarchy. They advocated that Swedish na-
tionalist sentiment could be harbored next to the American, and could even

272 Svenska Amerikanaren, 9 May 1889, 4; Hemlandet, 11 May 1889, 4; Svenska Folkets Tidning,
22 May 1889, 4; Svenska Amerikanska Posten, 28 May 1889, 1; Svenska Folkets Tidning, 28 Au-
gust 1889, 8; Hemlandet, 31 August 1889, 8.
273 Svenska Amerikanaren, 11 August 1885, 4; 5 June 1886, 4; Hemlandet, 19 May 1886, 4; 16 July
1887, 1. For a study of the fundraising for the Linné-monument, see Eric Johannesson, “The Flower
King in the American Republic: The Linneaus statue in Chicago, 1891” in Anderson and Blanck,
eds. (1992), 267–282.
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enhance the American culture, as well as the whole of the American people.
Moreover, the Anglo American was, while not agreed to be, at least accepted in
these accounts as the “real” American, the one from which Swedish Americans
needed recognition. In that way, most papers took a similar position in arguing
for nationalist awakening among the Swedish Americans: to show national pride
should, in theory, foster respect among the Anglo Americans.

These differences in reasoning between, on the one hand, Hemlandet and, on
the other, Svenska Amerikanaren, Svenska Tribunen, and Svenska Folkets Tid-
ning can be understood as different strategies of for interpellating the readers.
Hemlandet articulated the need for a stronger Swedish nationalist formation
around the Swedish language, culture, and heritage, constructing a conservative
Swedishness that had to be safeguarded from excessive influence from “Ameri-
can” culture. The other papers articulated the possibility of an Americanization
that could harbor both Swedishness and Americanness, offering a broader inter-
pretation of Swedish-American nationalism. Where Hemlandet was prone to em-
phasize the preservation of Swedishness and to condemn those Swedes who
quickly wanted to become American, the other papers promoted a double-hy-
phenated Swedish Americanness. By articulating these differing views on Amer-
icanization, two different Swedish-American reader segments are interpellated.
These segments are, just as in the 1860s and 1870s, divided into one Lutheran-
conservative and one secular-liberal branch. While sharing similar, albeit not
openly stated, aims—i.e., the reproduction of a Swedish readership—the two
branches pursued different strategies to realize them. In that process, they came
to define the meaning of being Swedish American differently.

Economic turbulence and the Chicago World’s Fair, 1893
Economic and demographic changes in late nineteenth-century Chicago put
discussions on immigration and race in a new light. The 1880s were a period of
intense expansion in railroading and manufacturing in North America, and the
former sector triggered the Panic of 1893. When the Philadelphia & Reading
Railroad Co. was the first to fail in February 1893, a large number of other highly
leveraged companies soon followed. Banks started to fail, and bank runs occurred
in several states in the northern US, not least in Chicago. Along with a steep stock
market drop, the crisis was a fact, and the following depression severely affected
the financial and real economies. In terms of unemployment, the period between
1893 and 1898 was a long depression with only a slight recovery in 1895.

Parallel with the economic downturn and increased immigration flows from
Southern and Eastern Europe, the violence of the racial and social hierarchies in
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the US, as well as among Chicago immigrants, was intensifying. As John Higham
argues, the growing movement for immigration restriction in the mid-1890s, most
prominently expressed in the Immigration Restriction League, established in Bos-
ton in 1893, came to construct the new immigration as distinctly different from
older forms. Initially focusing on language, arguing for a literacy test, the immi-
gration restriction movement connected language to ideas of biological determin-
ism in its conception of race. Not infrequently, older immigrant groups also took
a radical stance in favor of immigration restriction on racial grounds.274 In this
context, the construction of a collective national consciousness among Swedish
Americans can be put in a new light. While there were surely many reasons why
the 1890s had such an upswing in the promotion and preservation of Swedish-
ness, the Swedish language, and Swedish culture, a few events were significant
for this particular movement.

The Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, or the “World’s Columbian Exposition”,
coincided not only with the panic of 1893, but with what Jackson terms the peak
of Social Darwinism and performance of racial whiteness—symbolically
articulated in the naming of the exposition area in Jackson Park as “The White
City”.275 The fair was meant to symbolize the vitality of Chicago and its ability to
rebuild after the catastrophe of the Great Fire in 1871. However, it also  reinforced
ideas of racial difference, especially by dedicating one day to each participating
nationality. Further symbolically enticing, the “White City” area in Jackson Park
was complemented by a neighboring area in Midway Plaisance, hosting
amusements and attractions. The Midway was also where leading American
anthropologists and ethnologists, organized by the fair’s Department of
Ethnology and Archaeology, exhibited their “scientific” findings on indigenous
peoples from around the world. “Exotic” peoples were displayed and objectified
as mannequins in artificial dioramas; one of the main goals was to display the
racial character of each group. A distinct feature of the 1893 Fair was thus the
public display and performance of racial and national differences and hierarchies
as a core part of the development and “progress” of Chicago and the whole of the
US.276

274 Higham (1956), 223–224; Jacobson (1998), 77f.
275 Jackson (2019), 45ff; 59ff.
276 Curtis M. Hinsley and David R. Wilcox (2016), Coming of age in Chicago: The 1893 world's
fair and the coalescence of American anthropology, 1st ed., (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press); Robert W. Rydell (1984), All the world's a fair: Visions of empire at American International
expositions, 1876–1916, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press); Gail Bederman (1995), Manliness
& civilization, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 31–41.
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Figure 3.1. The Swedish pavilion at the Chicago World’s Fair, 1893

Source: Swedish-American Museum, Chicago, Ill.
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Figure 3.2 The American Union of Swedish Singers, 1893

Source: Swenson Swedish Immigration Research Center, Augustana College, Rock Is-
land, Illinois.

The year before the World’s Fair, an umbrella organization that gathered Swedish
choirs in the US was formed. They planned to hold their first festival—Swedish
Singing Days—in June 1893. The creation of the so-called American Union of
Swedish Singers is one example of how Swedish national unity was articulated
in conjunction with the World’s Fair, celebrating the national pride of Swedes in
America. As can be seen in Figure 3.2 above, the association chose to have its
photo taken next to the Carl von Linné statue in Lincoln Park, Chicago,
associating its singing festival with the collective effort of raising the statue a
couple of years earlier.277

On 20 July 1893, Sweden Day was celebrated. The religious organizations
were not part of the planning and did not officially take part in the celebrations.

277 Blanck, "Swedish-Americans and the 1893 Columbian Exposition" inAnderson and Blanck, eds.
(1992), 283–295.
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However, Hemlandet reported positively on the event.278 In general, the Swedish-
language papers praised the Swedish singing clubs that performed Swedish
songs, as well as the long array of associations that participated. Besides publish-
ing portraits of prominent Swedish participants, Hemlandet devoted the entire
front page to detailing the parade’s marching order and reviewing all the Swedish
concerts and events at the Fair. Svenska Tribunen published a detailed description
covering two full pages.279 Hemlandet further emphasized that this was a unique
moment for the Swedish Americans, who otherwise had difficulties in cooperat-
ing and gathering under the same banner.280 The same was argued in Svenska
Amerikanaren, where the patriotism shown at the Fair’s Sweden Day was excep-
tional, arguing that “an old well-known truth is that exceptions only prove the
rule in the world”.281 Swedish Americans were argued to have been more Swedish
than ever, as “many do not become patriots, until far away from their land of
birth”.282 As the previous section shows, newspapers had been debating, advocat-
ing, and trying to mobilize a Swedish-American nationalist sentiment among
their readers already by the end of the 1880s. The celebrations on the Sweden
Day of the World’s Fair thus performed a Swedish-American nationalism that
had been the aspiration of Lutheran priests, educators, newspaper editors, and
other public figures for several years. As Anita Olson discusses, the growing na-
tionalism among Swedish Americans coincided with the Fair and the economic
depression. I argue that these conditions were key for understanding the develop-
ment of the Swedish-American nationalism that would follow. If the Fair func-
tioned as a temporary escape from the economic turbulence and distress, it took
its shape in a performance of national and racial hierarchies.283

The shooting of Swan Nelson: The Irish Others
Another effort to construct national unity is the establishment of the Swedish
National Association (SNA). The association was founded during rather dramatic
circumstances: in the wake of a murder. Swan Nelson, a twenty-two-year-old

278 For a detailed historical account of the planning of the Swedish activities and their perfor-
mance, see Blanck, "Swedish-Americans and the 1893 Columbian Exposition" in Anderson and
Blanck, eds. (1992), 283–295.
279 Svenska Tribunen, 26 July 1893, 4–5.
280 Hemlandet, 27 July 1893, 1; 4.
281 Svenska Amerikanaren, 25 July 1893, 1.
282 Svenska Amerikanaren, 25 July 1893, 1.
283 Gustafson (2018), 122–128. For examples of events or narratives that have been argued to
have gathered Swedes under the nationalist banner, see, for example, Anderson and Blanck, eds.
(1992); Adam Hjorthén (2018), Cross-border commemorations: Celebrating Swedish settlement
in America, (Massachusetts University of Massachusetts Press).
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cigar maker and shop owner of Swedish origin, had been murdered by two police
officers around Christmas Eve of 1893—a shooting which, in the Swedish-
American press, was articulated as an act of corrupt Irish-Catholic officers.284

The exact order of events on that Christmas Day morning is unclear. The
Swedish-American newspapers claimed that the two police officers, Healy and
Moran, encountered Nelson looking through the window of the Northfelter
Saloon near his cigar shop on Archer Avenue, and that Nelson offered the officers
a drink, which they accepted. While some stories held that the police officers
never joined Nelson in the saloon, most of them—as well as the stories of the
witnesses—alleged that the police officers had a drink with him and that he
refused to buy them another round. Some accounts stated this led to a fight
breaking out in the saloon. When Nelson was later thrown out of the saloon, an
exchange of words led to yet another fight, whereupon the officers arrested
Nelson. He then tried to run away and the officers fired a few shots at him but
lost sight of him as he ran into an alley. Nelson had later been found wounded by
shots in his lower back and was brought to the county hospital, where he died.285

As Svenska Amerikanaren proclaimed, “the shooting, more than anything
else, has created unity among the Swedes”.286 This unity resembled the
exceptional rank-and-file during the Swedish days at the exposition, and was
quite strongly articulated in objection and indignation towards the police
department. The whole police organization was said to be overrepresented by
Catholic Irishmen, and therefore, it was argued, corrupted to its core. The case
served as a means of claiming the position of the Swedes in Chicago, using the
Irish as the primary Other. Since Nelson was not an American citizen, the article
asked what the old motherland would think about this shooting—would it react,
or would it leave such actions unpunished?287 Rectification from the two officers
was not to be demanded by the Swedish government, but from “Uncle Sam”. The
police officers were not to blame, it was argued, because “if they are animals,
they will act like animals”. Instead, authorities that put Irish “animals” in
powerful positions should be brought to trial, according to the article.288

284 SNA as an organization has only been briefly discussed in Gustafson (2018), 126–128.
285 Svenska Tribunen, 27 December 1893, 8; Hemlandet, 28 December 1893, 8; Chicago Daily
Tribune, 8 January 1895, 9. For a study of the trial records, and the events and aftermaths of the
shooting, see Eric R. Lund (2014) "The Shooting of Swan Nelson," Swedish-American Historical
Quarterly, 65(1).
286 Svenska Amerikanaren, 23 January 1894, 4.
287 “Gamla moder Svea! Skall du blunda och ostraffadt tillåta sådana illgerningar”. Svenska Ame-
rikanaren, 23 January 1894, 4.
288 “Säkert skall icke svenska regeringen släppa saken så lätt ifrån sig. Den skall ej fordra upprät-
telse af mördarne, utan af onkel Sam. Vi ha på sätt och vis icke rätt att klandra poliserna, ty om de
äro ena djur, så handla de djuriskt”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 23 January 1894, 4.
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As the introduction chapter discusses, anti-Catholic sentiment had a long
history in the US. Political mobilizing against Irish-Americans was revived in the
early 1890s. It was expressed through the American Protective Association
(APA), established in Clinton, Iowa, in 1887. It is argued that the APA initially
opposed the local Irish-Democratic elite in Clinton. However, as the association
grew in 1892–1893, its political motivation was based more on general anti-
Catholic and anti-Irish sentiments. The APA’s membership numbers rose quickly
in the Midwest, and the Swedish-language press reported on the association
during 1893. After the shooting of Swan Nelson, the discussions and analysis of
the expansion of APA became more frequent.289

The Swedish-American resentment towards the Irish Americans did not
appear out of nowhere: it had been simmering for some time. The Republican
Party’s defeat in the 1892 presidential election by Democrat Grover Cleveland,
supported by the Irish Americans, increased Swedish-American hostility towards
Irish Catholics. Swedish-American newspapers across the country, especially the
Lutheran papers, usually sympathized with the APA’s political aims in the early
1890s. The shooting of Swan Nelson made religion, and especially the anti-Irish-
Catholic sentiment, a key point of boundary-making.290

The aftermath of the shooting
The shooting of Swan Nelson in late December 1893 amplified the nationalist
sentiments among those who saw Swedishness as a potential political mobilizer.
At the end of January 1894, the Chicago Herald  published a report of Chicago’s
salaried officials. Svenska Amerikanaren presented their analysis, claiming that a
significant number of Irishmen were listed as officials. Since the same names
reoccurred several times, Svenska Amerikanaren insinuated that there were many
Irish officials who received double, and sometimes even triple, pay. The article
continued: “As it seems, it is not enough that Irishmen monopolize all the public
positions, from bookkeepers at the writing desk, to policemen and firemen, but
everyone working in the streets and by water canals, everywhere, are Irish, Irish,
and only Irish”.291 All of this would be fine and well, Svenska Amerikanaren
maintained, if it were not repeatedly proven that the Irish police officers shot
peaceful settlers instead of catching thieves and robbers. The article finished with

289 Jo Ann Manfra (1996) "Hometown Politics and the American Protective Association, 1887–
1890," The Annals of Iowa, 55.
290 Fritiof O. Ander (1937) "The Swedish American Press and the American Protective
Association," Church History, 6(2).
291 Svenska Amerikanaren, 30 January 1894, 4.
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a wish: “If we had a police force, composed of people other than Irishmen, we
would expect more order and less crime”.292

Figure 3.3. National origin as share of workers in public administration and as general
laborers. Cook County, 1880 and 1900

Sources: US Bureau of the Census, IPUMS (2024, 2025).

Note: Count is for Cook County, Illinois. Nationality refers to the birthplace of the father.
Six countries with the most significant representation in public administration were se-
lected for the comparison. The occupational categories have been compiled by using the
IND1950 codes for “Public administration”. Included in public administration are postal
workers, federal, state, and local public administration workers. The OCC1950 code for
“Laborers (n.e.c.)” has been used for the category of “Laborers”.

In 1880 and 1900, people of Irish origin accounted for more than half of those
working in public administration, followed by those of German origin (see Figure
3.2). People of Irish or German origin made up the largest share of workers in
general labor, indicating their strong overall presence compared to other immi-
grant groups in Cook County. The statements of Swedish Americans that the Irish

292 “Hade vi en poliskår, sammansatt af annat folk än irländare, så skulle vi kunna vänta oss bättre
ordning och mindre brott”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 30 January 1894, 4.
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were holding positions of power in Chicago correspond to what the censuses
show. How the Swedish-American contemporaries contemporaries explained
this, however, drew on religious and racial discourse.

At the end of February, about two months after the shooting of Swan Nelson,
Svenska Amerikanaren published an article simply titled “A.P.A.” Maintaining
that Irish Catholics had taken over political and official positions everywhere,
Svenska Amerikanaren explained that the reason behind the rise of APA was that
this “overtaking” had been done by nefarious means. “If the Catholics had not
misappropriated both this and that in the political realm”, the article stated, “and
thereby eaten their Protestant brothers out of all political work and influence,
then, surely, APA would never have been organized”.293 The article thus turned
towards the argument that Irish Catholics seized power in a way that was
“natural” for them as a group. The last sections of the article made the religious-
national stereotyping of the Irish-Catholic clear, which can be seen in the
argument that “to get the Catholics to peacefully retreat, is a vain thought. Evil
must be fought with evil”, since “law and justice does not exist for them”.294

In the next issue, Svenska Amerikanaren would deny that they ever had been
in favor of APA—something Svenska Kuriren had noted in a recent issue.
Svenska Amerikanaren, in turn, argued that it had only pointed out that APA
emerged as a counterweight to the Irish “rabble” currently governing the US and
its politics. The article continued to accuse Svenska Kuriren of misunderstanding
Svenska Amerikanaren’s position, while simultaneously echoing and approving
of the opinions of APA.295

In this way, the intensified emphasis on corruption among public officials,
instead of being about politics, become a question of conflicting religions.
Eventually, it would even be framed as a battle between “races”. The APA, even
if not completely and openly endorsed by Svenska Amerikanaren, provided ways
to explain the malfunctioning political system in Chicago through religious and
national boundaries—something the Swedish-language press used to define its
difference from the Irish, as well as its sameness with the Anglo Americans.

In April 1894, reports on mass meetings regarding the shooting of Nelson
were frequent in the newspapers. Associations arranged concerts, masquerade
balls, and other events to support the established litigation fund. Interestingly,

293 “Hade icke katolikerna ‘tillsnuslat’ sig både smått och stort inom den politiska verlden och
dermed ätit ut sina protestantiska bröder från allt politisk såväl arbete som inflytande, så skulle
helt visst A P. A. aldrig organiserats”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 27 February 1894, 4.
294 “Att få katolikerna på fredlig väg att dra sig tillbaka, är en fåfäng tanke. Med ondt måste ondt
hämmas”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 27 February 1894, 4.
295 “Det är att märka, att Svenska Amerikanaren aldrig uppträdt som någon sorts vapendragare för
sagda förening. Vi ha påpekat, att den uppstått såsom en sorts motvigt mot det irländskt katolska
pack, som f n. regerar För. staterna och dess politik”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 13 March 1894, 4.
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Svenska Amerikanaren reported that many of these occasions were sparsely
attended, attributed to people’s inability to attend so many happenings. Beyond
cultural events, meetings were held for the “Nelsonian cause”. Gustaf Myhrman
participated in several of these mass meetings around the city of Chicago. At the
meeting in the Swedish Music Hall, according to Svenska Amerikanaren,
Myhrman arose discontent by stating that “the Swedes were a lazy people, in need
of waking up”.296 This was in line with the general discontent regarding the
perceived lack of unity among the Swedish Americans and their lack of political
participation. However, the Svenska Amerikanaren reported that one of the
speakers, a young professor Kindblom, argued that the Nelsonian case should not
fuel hatred towards any specific nation, but instead work to bring about justice,
and increase Swedish-American participation in political elections. This latter
perspective seems to have been overshadowed; instead, the event was mobilized
to draw racial boundaries. Reports from the trial, held a year after the shooting,
show that racial notions played an important part in not only the anger towards
the policemen, but also in advocating for the innocence of Swan Nelson. One of
the appointed prosecutors had pressed the need to “consider Swan Nelson’s
antecedents, paying high tribute to the Scandinavian race”.297 The second trial in
the Nelsonian case was completed 9 February 1895. The two policemen were
sentenced to jail for 14 years.298

The use of Irish Catholics as a racial Other continued to appear in reports and
articles in the Swedish-language newspapers. Under the provocative headline
“Upcoming race war?”, Svenska Amerikanaren reported on violence in
conjunction with the Kansas City election day, where several people were killed
and wounded in a bloody fight between members of the APA and Catholics. It
was claimed that “no man holds anything against the Irish because of their being
Catholic; but what you righteously can accuse them of, is them trying to turn their
religion into propaganda”. The text continued, “[r]ace war is not at all necessary,
neither a war of religion in the freest of republics, and the Irish would better
‘lowering their pipes’”. It finally added: “The question of race or religious war
would, however, not be on the agenda, if only the sons of the Green Island would
‘contain themselves’ [Sw: hålla sig i skinnet]”.299 These blurred distinctions
between religion, nationality, and race, especially in the case of Irish Catholics,
were common. In the writings of the English historian James A. Froude in 1879,
Irish Catholicism was portrayed as part of their blood. While his work was known

296 Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 April 1894, 8.
297 Lund (2014), 45.
298 Svenska Tribunen, 13 February 1895, 4. For the coming six years, however, the case would be
appealed, reversed, and put on trial again. See Lund (2014).
299 Svenska Amerikanaren, 10 April 1894, 4.
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in the US, he was not uncontroversial for his strong critique of Irish Catholics and
their struggle for autonomy within the British Empire. In his article “Romanism
and the Irish Race”, published in The North American Review, Froude argued that
“[t]he Irish peasant has suffered so long for his religion that it is in the granules
of his blood”, and that “[t]he Irish nationality, like the Jewish, is bound up with
its religion, and stands or falls with it”.300 As Jacobson states, it is clear that
“religion was … seen as a function of race”.301 Svenska Amerikanaren invoked
similar ideas by discussing the eventual necessity of “religious” or “race war”,
particularly by holding the Irish responsible. It seems as if nothing other than
conflict was to be expected.

The APA and the resentment towards Irish Catholics were a “necessary evil”,
according to Svenska Amerikanaren. By racializing the question, even while
trying to reduce the proportions of that dimension in the conflict, there was a clear
tendency to merge the ideas of racial and religious differences. The otherness of
an Irish Catholicism was, in that sense, tied to the idea of them being of a distinct
“stock” of people: a particular element of the white “race”. This is an example of
the process of fracturing whiteness in which race was employed not only to
separate whites from non-whites, but also for articulating difference within the
category of white.302 Drawing this discursive boundary towards the Irish Catholics
was fundamental in fueling efforts to unite the Swedes on racialized grounds. The
mobilization of Swedish nationalism seems to have been driven by support for a
countryman in need and by the opportunity to draw a clear boundary, marking a
sharp difference, towards the Irish Catholics. In the immediate reactions after the
shooting, the event was elevated into a conflict between nations, where the
Swedish government was called upon to rectify the wrongdoings of the US, which
was argued to have had the ultimate responsibility for the actions of the Irish-
American police officers. The nationalist mobilization was thus much less a
positive construction of Swedish Americanness and, fundamentally, a reactive
effort based on the drawing of racial and religious boundaries.

The Swedish National Association
Following the events of December 1893, the explicit agitation for national unity
among Swedish Americans intensified. During the first few months of 1894,
several meetings on the Nelsonian case were held throughout Chicago. Most of

300 James Anthony Froude (1879) "Romanism and the Irish Race in the United States. Part I," The
North American Review, 129(277), 522–523.
301 Jacobson (1998), 70.
302 See Chapter 2 in Jacobson (1998), 39–90.
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these events were organized to cover the costs of taking the Nelsonian case to
court, and they were frequently reported in the Swedish-language press. While
many of the calls for action were directed to male-dominated associations, one
stood out: a call for all “Swedish patriot women to unitedly cooperate for the
promotion of this cause” and to answer the call from the Swedish men to help
raising funds for the court costs.303 One of the leading women was Swedish-born
Othelia Myhrman, a devoted temperance activist for the International Order of
Good Templars in Illinois, who continued to be involved in Swedish-American
public life in the subsequent decades.304

Svenska Amerikanaren took a leading role in promoting Swedish-American
nationalism. At a well-attended meeting in Svea Hall in late April 1894,
according to Svenska Amerikanaren, the decision was made to establish the
Swedish National Association (SNA), chaired by F. A. Lindstrand. He was the
current owner of Svenska Amerikanaren, frequently writing columns under the
pseudonym “Onkel Ola”, and had been the chairman of “Svithiod Singers” for
several years, established from the fraternal Independent Order of Svithiod.305

Lindstrand was deeply embedded in the Swedish-American social life and
newspaper world. He was also financially well-off due to his career as a jeweler
and clockmaker. As “Onkel Ola”, he would continue to promote the association’s
events and concerts in the newspaper.306

The nationalist rhetoric colored Svenska Amerikanaren’s editorials. Pointing
back to a glorious history of the Swedish people, specifically highlighting the
heroic fights for religious freedom during the Thirty Years’ War, one editorial
argued that “it is the unity and the victories that have thereby been won that we
want as ideals of today and the future”.307 By restating that the Irish were
occupying all important positions in the political apparatus of Chicago, the text
proclaimed that Swedes had to organize to improve their political influence. As
seen in the case of Swan Nelson, when the first jury did not sentence the
perpetrators, the article encouraged collective resistance to injustice. Clearly put,

303 “Skall något kunna uträttas, är det dock i första hand nödvändigt, att alla fosterlandsälskande
qvinnor enigt samverka för denna saks befrämjande.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 20 March 1894, 8.
304 For example, Myhrman served as president of the cultural association American Daughters of
Sweden in the 1920s, an organization that raised funds for scholarships for women of Swedish
origin in cooperation with several universities and colleges. Anita Olson Gustafson, "Myhrman,
Othilia Mörk" in R.L. Schultz and A. Hast, eds. (2001) Women Building Chicago 1790–1990: A
Biographical Dictionary, (Indiana University Press), 615–617.
305 Helmer Örtengren (1971) "Swedish Chorus Singing in America 'A Feat of Culture'," Swedish
Pioneer Historical Quarterly, 22(1); Lilly Setterdahl (1992), A Century of Song: American Union
of Swedish Singers, (Chicago: AUSS Cultural Heritage Foundation).
306 See, for example, Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 May 1894, 8.
307 “Det är enigheten och de segrar, som dermed vunnits, hvilka vi vilja ta som ideal för nu- och
framtid”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 5 June 1894, 4.
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“[t]he Swedes have now awoken and become conscious of their duties towards
their countrymen”.308 The text argued that the SNA had to be supported by all
Swedes who wanted to defend justice. Several editorials in Svenska
Amerikanaren over the years praised the SNA for being the strongest expression
of Swedish national unity in Chicago.309

As the economic downturn following the Panic of 1893 reigned in Chicago,
calls for Swedish-American national unity continued. However, there was also a
growing critique of the changed character of immigration. Svenska Tribunen
reported that immigration decreased due to worsening economic conditions. The
inflow had turned toward what was labelled “unwelcome immigrants”—people
from Eastern Europe whose “lack of working skills and even their ignorance and
superstition have made them barely more welcome than the Chinese”.310 The
discourse of welcome and unwelcome immigrants was mobilized by Svenska
Tribunen, distinguishing the “good” immigrant from the “bad” along national
origin. The turn towards immigration restriction under the Democratic
government had backfired. Accompanied by the economic downturn, this only
led to a diminishing number of “welcome immigrants”, while the stable inflow
of “unwelcome immigrants” continued, according to Svenska Tribunen. Some of
the best workers, it was said, were even leaving the US for their homeland.311

The SNA decided to take action, and in 1895 Othelia Myhrman established an
employment bureau for Swedes through the association, called Fria Svenska
Arbetsbyrån [Free Swedish Employment Bureau]. The aim was to match Swedish
workers with employers, free of charge.312 In the subsequent years, Swedish
singing clubs were invited to perform, and the SNA organized public events and
concerts to raise funds for the employment bureau. In this way, SNA combined
promotion of what they regarded as Swedish values and interests with
employment and insurance services. In conjunction with a 1897 campaign to
celebrate of Swedish Midsummer in Burlington Park, Chicago, the SNA declared
that its sole purpose was to work for the moral betterment and temperance among
citizens of Swedish origin and to help those in need. By asking employers to
permit their Swedish employees to take a day off, the SNA hoped to arrange a
Midsummer celebration that would fundraise for its employment bureau and
other charitable enterprises. Swedish nationalism and traditions formed the basis
on which funds were raised.313

308 Svenska Amerikanaren, 5 June 1894, 4.
309 See, for example, Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 January 1896, 1.
310 Svenska Tribunen, 27 June 1894, 4.
311 Svenska Tribunen, 27 June 1894, 4.
312 Svenska Amerikanaren, 12 November 1895, 4. The Bureau is studied in detail in Chapter 4.
313 Hemlandet, 26 May 1897, 8.
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In the view of some, the SNA failed to unite the Swedish Americans in
Chicago. Letters to the editor discussed why Swedes were less prone than other
immigrant groups to unify and maintain a nationalist project. The scatteredness
among Swedes in political, religious, and regional affiliations often served as
explanations. The scatterdness also served as an excuse for the failure to unite
Swedish Americans under a collective national banner for any more extended
period. One Hemlandet article in 1898, describing the history of Swedish national
consciousness, used that narrative. From ancient times, it was argued, Swedes
had been more tied to family, kin, and soil than to a broader sense of the nation.
This developed into a broader regional identification during Christianization, the
article continued, and even into the nineteenth century, Swedes were either
regionally attached or cosmopolitanized through public education. No wonder the
task of awakening some national sentiment among Swedes was difficult, the
article maintained. The peace between the religious and the secular spheres of
Chicago, which had been called for by Lindstrand in Svenska Amerikanaren, did
not persuade this reader of Hemlandet.314

By trying to historicize the sense of nationality among Swedes in this manner,
the conclusion was that national consciousness only arose when Swedes arrived
in America, when they left their land of birth. This articulation of a sort of exile
nationalism was built on the spatial difference, which was seen as producing a
stronger experience of national differences and belonging.

The establishment of the SNA was made through a boundary-making
involving both religious and racializing components. Svenska Amerikanaren, as
well as Svenska Tribunen, were active in the process as ideological apparatuses.
The articulation and assertion of a Swedish nationalism were closely related to
constructing the Irish Catholics as the primary Other. The press took advantage
of the long tradition of anti-Catholic sentiment in the US to draw a boundary
between Swedes and the foreign and dangerous—the Irish Catholics. In doing so,
this placed Swedes with Anglo Americans. The push for Swedish national unity
in the mid-1890s was thus amplified, if not primarily originated, by the
performance of national specificity in two ways. First, by the performance of
Swedish-American nationalism on the Sweden Day of the World’s Fair in 1893,
a performance that was made with the backdrop of a Fair that articulated national
difference and racial hierarchy as part of the progress of civilization. Secondly,
through the mobilization for the Nelsonian cause, framing the Irish Catholics as
an external threat to all Swedish Americans.

314 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 January 1896, 1; Hemlandet, 20 April 1898, 4.
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Racializing Swedishness at the turn of the century
As the twentieth century approached, discursive boundary-making in Swedish-
American newspapers was shaped by popular understandings of “scientific”
notions of race. Chicago World’s Fair of 1893 had been a showcase of
anthropological efforts to divide peoples into firm categories of racial and
national belonging. Coupled with Social Darwinist theories of the evolution and
progress of civilization, people were popularly seen as belonging to different
stages in a hierarchy of civilization.315 In the German-American press, closeness
to the Anglo Americans was often used to elevate the German American and draw
boundaries with other immigrant groups. Discussions of which immigrants had
the best “national characters” decided their closeness to Anglo Americans; such
discussions were often ignited by observations or derogatory comments made by
the Anglo-American press.316

The idea of sharing racial attributes with Anglo Americans was presented
explicitly in the Swedish-American press. In 1896, Hemlandet published an
article noting the emerging pessimism among Anglo Americans regarding the
idea of a fusion of several nationalities or “races” to one American people. With
reference to the natural scientist Eduard Friedrich Poeppig (1798–1868), the
article claimed that a union of naturally distinct species would not be fit for
reproduction. Even if humans were not governed by nature to the same extent as
animals, the quotation continued, such a combination would disturb the morality
of the human offspring. The reasoning also specifically pointed to the Anglo-
Saxons, Nordic peoples, Normans, and the Caucasians as fit for racial fusion,
excluding the possibility of a successful blend with the other races in the US.
These discussions on racial intermixing were thus indirectly producing notions of
proper sexuality and reproduction, tied to emerging eugenic ideas, articulating
which marriages were deemed suitable to reproduce the “American people”.317

Others’ views of Swedish Americans sparked some of the most radical
arguments about the Swedish character—sometimes expressed by Swedes
visiting the US or by other Americans. In an issue of Svenska Amerikanaren in
early 1896, a letter to the editor originally published in the Evening Post was
cited. The letter argued about the dangers of allowing Swedes and Norwegians to
migrate to the US, and the Swedish-language press seemed to be urged to
respond. Under the headline “Shall we cry or laugh?”, Svenska Amerikanaren
republished two columns that first appeared in the Norwegian-language

315 Rydell (1984).
316 Kazal (2004).
317 “De olika nationaliteternas sammansmältning till en.” Hemlandet, 22 April 1896, 4. See also
Yuval-Davis (1997).
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newspaper Skandinaven. Written in English, the columns were a response to the
Evening Post with a clear ambition to refute the allegations and defend the
position of Scandinavian Americans.318 The Evening Post letter to the editor,
signed with C.A.J. started by discussing the political parties’ attitudes toward the
Scandinavian immigrants:

Both parties are at present flirting with a vast Swedish society in this state, to gain
the weight of its vote, without counting the consequences of lifting into power a
very undesirable race of whilom serfs of Norway, as well as descendants of cold-
blooded robbers. A good Swede is one of the purest and most exemplary of men;
but, unfortunately, such are rare, the majority being cunning, aggressive, narrow-
minded; selfish, excitable, rebellious and clannish, and not well versed in the
science of mine and thine.319

This frontal attack on Swedish and Norwegian immigrants clearly showed,
Svenska Amerikanaren argued, that the writer was not the only one having these
opinions, since the Evening Post editor had apparently approved such a
“laughable” piece. The response from Skandinaven, published in Svenska
Amerikanaren, denied all the accusations. However, the assertion that there was
a specific “Swedish race” was not questioned; it was instead rearticulated. “[o]ur
race is found to be dangerous, because we love music, because we have concerts,
etc.”, the response sarcastically noted, continuing by trying to elevate the status
of the “northern race”:

But furthermore: the northern race is ignorant [according to the Evening Post
writer]. There we are. Let us see what the statistics say about the question. For the
year 1892, from March to December, the per cent of immigrants to this country,
over 16 years old, not able to read and write, is as follows: From Italy 66 per cent;
from Poland 56; from Hungary 28; from Russia proper 20; from England 10; from
Ireland 8; from Wales 6; from Germany 2. And among the Scandinavian
immigrants there was not one in 100 who could not read and write.320

Here, the comparison with other groups is key to the argument that the “northern
race” was particularly suited to US society. The ability to read and write was part
of the political discourse of being a “good” immigrant and the Swedes proved to
meet that requirement, Svenska Amerikanaren argued. That racial heritage also
played a part in being a “good” immigrant was clear, as the last paragraph of the
response—written in English—argued that “Norse” blood ran in the veins of
almost all European peoples.

318 Both the article from the Evening Post and the response were republished from the newspaper
Skandinaven (Chicago, Ill.). Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 January 1896, 7.
319 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 January 1896, 7.
320 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 January 1896, 7.
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If the disturbed lady patriot of the [Evening] Post accounts herself of pure English
stock, she has the great misfortune of having Norwegian or Danish blood coursing
through her veins; should there be a French tinge in her blood, she may trace it
back to some of the Norwegians who conquered England from their stronghold in
Normandy. Even if she be a Celt, her blood is likely to show Norse streaks;
because, once upon a time, the Norwegians were established in Ireland for a period
of a hundred years, and the result is that a very large number of Irishmen are half
Norwegians.321

The triggered response sparked racial arguments to refute the reasoning of the
Evening Post. To present Swedish and Norwegian immigrants as desirable, the
strategy argued for their positive racial characteristics. These characteristics were
not just rooted in cultural heritage but determined by blood lineage and thus
connected to a biological understanding of race.

In 1898, the previous editor and part-owner of Svenska Amerikanaren, Carl
Fredrik Peterson, published the book Sverige I Amerika [Sweden in America].
Peterson had, by this time, published several works beyond his newspaper work,
dealing with the history of the Swedish immigrants in Illinois and other books
compiling poems and speeches.322 In his Sverige I Amerika, racial boundaries
were drawn between the Anglo-Saxons and the Swedes, while still arguing for
their racial similarities. Peterson argued that the Anglo-American race had sprung
from the British, and that, however well-regarded Swedes were in the eyes of
Anglo Americans, they drew a sharp racial line between themselves and all other
races. Swedes were, however, possibly one of the first races to be accepted and
“adopted” into the great Anglo-American race, Peterson maintained, since there
were historically grounded racial similarities between the Brits and the North-
men.323 Peterson’s book was recommended in the Swedish-American press in
both Illinois and Minnesota. While the ideas expressed in the book did not di-
rectly reach the average newspaper reader, its format allowed Peterson to dwell
on the subject. His thoughts about the racial relation between Swedes and Anglo
Americans were part of a broader discourse on national character, where raciali-
zation was commonplace.324

When the Augustana pastor and teacher Gustav Andreen travelled to Sweden
in 1903, Hemlandet reported on the lectures gave about “Swedish-American con-
ditions” for the KFUM [YMCA] in Stockholm. In the introduction of his speech,

321 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 January 1896, 7.
322 For a biographical sketch of C. F. Peterson, see Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), 797.
323 Carl Fredrik Peterson (1898), Sverige i Amerika: Kulturhistoriska och biografiska teckningar,
(Chicago, Ill.: Royal Star Co.), 260–266.
324 Svenska Amerikanaren, 17 May 1898, 4; Svenska Tribunen, 11 May 1898, 5; Svenska Ameri-
kanska Posten, 31 May 1898, 11. The book was discussed and reviewed a year later in Svenska
Tribunen, 18 October 1899, 1.



145

Andreen emphasized that there was a “chemical kinship” between the Swedish
and the American culture, since they both sprang out of the same “Germanic
root”. Further, through historic presence and participation in American events,
such as the literal sacrifices for the nation in the Civil War, the Swedes had been
firmly rooted in the US. Nevertheless, Andreen argued, this had not made the
Swedishness vanish.

Not only the blue eyes and the pale skin bear witness of the origin of the Swedish
Americans; to the tenth generation, the forefathers’ blessing shall be the passing
down of the inherited inner qualities, a strong love for Sweden, and the pride of
originating from there.325

In claiming that there was no contradiction—rather the opposite—between Swe-
dishness and Americanness, Andreen mixed notions of cultural and physical, or
biological, inheritance and kinship in his rhetoric. His audience was Swedish, so
the primary concern seems to have been to inform them of how Swedish the Swe-
dish Americans were, even when living in the US. However, preserving Swedish
culture seemed to be too weak an argument; the shared and inherited racial traits
functioned to assure the audience of the Swedish-American Swedishness.326

During the spring of 1903, Andreen continued to give lectures and speeches
on Swedish-American culture, touring Sweden. In Karlshamn, he stated that
“Sweden is greater than the political Sweden”. arguing that wherever Swedish
was spoken—in Finland or the US—Sweden was present. This explicit articula-
tion of the imagined Swedish community, stretching across political borders,
came at a time when the Swedish government was starting to pay more attention
to, and worry about, the conditions of the Swedes in America, as well as the effect
of emigration on Sweden.327 Andreen’s speech, therefore, has to be understood as
a defense of the Swedish Americans as proper Swedes. Arguing again that the
US was built by the “Germanic culture”, consisting of the Swedish, Norwegian,
Danish, German, and English, all blended together, Andreen proposed that this
must be seen as better than if America’s riches had been left for the “yellow Chi-
nese”. This coupling of Swedes with the broader Germanic culture, drawing a
racial boundary towards the “yellow” Chinese, worked in two ways. It articulated
the primarily cultural solidarity and sameness of Swedes, Anglo Americans, and

325 “Ej blott de blåa ögonen och den ljusa hyn vittna om svensk-amerikanernas ursprung; till tionde
led skall såsom fädernas välsignelse följa de inre egenskapernas arf och den starka kärleken till
Sverige samt stoltheten att stamma därifrån.” Hemlandet, 8 April 1903, 6.
326 Hemlandet, 8 April 1903, 6.
327 This is further studied in Chapter 6.
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Swedish Americans, and drew a racial boundary around the “Germanic culture”
by articulating its difference from the Chinese.328

In various ways, ideas of racial traits were intermixed with articulations of
cultural specificity, or traits connected to the more vaguely defined “character”
of a people. Edward A. Ross, a famous Stanford eugenicist, would in 1901 argue
that the central scientific causes for racial superiority were to be found in the
“stability of character”, “pride of blood” and having “a strong sense of [the race’s]
superiority”.329 This way of establishing racial differences as ”scientific” had al-
ready gained ground during the 1890s and would come to dominate the discourse
after the turn of the century.

In Hemlandet, these articulations were recurring in the early 1900s. In an issue
from 1905, with the same reasoning as in 1896, it was argued that the old theories
of racial fusion had become obsolete. Since waves of immigration of Italians,
Hungarians, Bohemians, Greeks, Jews, and other Southern Europeans had
significantly increased, English-speaking Americans had begun to reject the
possibility of a blending of all races, the article said. Nationalities stemming from
the same root, it continued, could melt together without the danger of
deterioration. At the same time, that was hardly the case with people of different
roots and even less for peoples from “different human races”.330

The same line of reasoning was seen again in 1906 and 1907, when one article
on “the national future goal” argued that the old immigrants, except for the Irish,
belonged to the “Germanic race” and would easily blend with the Americans of
English origin. “Mixed marriages” were viewed with suspicion by the Anglo
Americans—and rightly so, the article argued. “The duty of the citizen is to ‘keep
the English blood pure’”, it continued, and as “foreign races” were “flooding the
country”, it was highly doubted that it was possible to “make pure gold through
an amalgamation of gold, silver, and large quantities of copper, lead, and iron”.331

Another article similarly questioned the desirability of a nation composed of an
“amalgamation” between all the Southern and Eastern European nationalities and
the people already residing in the US. The article referred to an old Swedish
saying: “The more water I add to the gruel, the thinner she becomes”. The final
sentences argued that, despite this, thousands of people were in favor of
immigration, stating sarcastically that these so-called “patriots” argued that more

328 Nordstjernan, 26 March 1903, 7.
329 Edward Alsworth Ross (1901) "The Causes of Race Superiority," The ANNALS of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science, 18(1), 83–85.
330 The term folkstam was used for peoples that were said to be closely related and thus made part
of the same race, in Swedish människoras. “Den amerikanska sammansmältningsteorien.” Hem-
landet, 19 September 1905, 7.
331 “Det nationella framtidsmålet” Hemlandet, 13 March 1906, 6.



147

cheap labor to America was only good. That kind of patriotism was nothing that
Hemlandet aligned with.332

A similar text went further with the metallurgical metaphor, claiming that
“theories of amalgamation” had become completely out of fashion. Alluding to
the new Immigration Act of 1907, the article quoted that the American nation was
viewed only in a political sense. Sudden changes in races and peoples, the article
argued, are contrary to the law of nature. More explicitly than before, Hemlandet
was positive towards this change of attitudes among the Anglo Americans.
However, they continued, there were still a few Swedish Americans who
defended the theories of amalgamation, even as their old advocates had
abandoned that position.333

The readers also discussed whether the US could become a unified nation. In
a letter to the editor in Svenska Amerikanaren in 1907, signed by the recurring
writer “Åke”, Americanization was said to be unable to blend all nationalities,
“not even those who are of the same race and in closest kinship”. Even if immi-
gration completely stopped, Åke maintained, there would never be an “American
nationality”. While suggesting that the only way towards progress was for people
of different nations to know each other better, Åke remained pessimistic about
the ability of nations to ever coexist without “competing like two Irish foremen”.
Using the derogatory stereotype of rowdy Irish immigrants, Åke not only drew
on anti-Irish sentiment, but racialized both Swedish and American nationality.334

In the examples above, the focus on racial specificity and difference was tied
to claims about the position of Swedish immigrants vis-á-vis Anglo Americans.
When Swedishness, or the national character of Swedish Americans, was
explicitly discussed, ideas of racial heritage and origin were evoked. Swedish-
American observers drew racial boundaries to differentiate themselves from other
immigrant groups, claiming their similarity with the Anglo Americans and their
ideals. After the turn of the century, the fear of the new immigration was
racialized. The theories of amalgamation were revisited and discussed, and
Hemlandet rejected the idea that “amalgamation” or “fusion” of peoples, meaning
the blurring of national and racial boundaries, could have a positive impact on the
whole population of the US. Hemlandet here took a clear position, articulating
immigration as threatening the racial homogeneity and whiteness of America. In

332“Ett svenskt ordspråk meddelar, att en allmogeqvinna i vårt gamla fosterland yttrade vid ett till-
fälle: ‘Ju mer vatten jag slår i vällingen dess magrare blir hon’. Men det finnes tusentals medbor-
gare här i landet som hysa alldeles motsatta åsikter. Ju flera ’billiga arbetskrafter’, som komma hit
från södra och sydöstra Europa, dess bättre är det, enligt dessa ’patrioters’ åsikter.” Hemlandet, 24
April 1906, 10.
333 Hemlandet, 28 May 1907, 6.
334 Svenska Amerikanaren, 17 September 1907, 9.
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this sense, as could be seen in Svenska Amerikanaren, racial boundaries were
drawn between Swedish Americans and other immigrants, while those towards
Anglo Americans were blurred.

Concluding remarks: Racialized Swedish Americanism
This chapter shows that, before the 1890s, the discussion on Americanization in
the Swedish-language press was varied and roughly divided into two perspec-
tives. In the secular-liberal papers, the view was that one could preserve one’s
Swedishness while also Americanizing. The best parts of each national character,
or “element”, would combine and produce an improved American nation. Those
discussions drew on the idea of the US as a melting pot; the assimilation process
was articulated as partly cultural and racial. In the secular-liberal press, cherish-
ing and performing Swedishness was often expressed as part of becoming a good
American. In the Lutheran press, however, the preservation of Swedishness was
viewed as threatened by Americanization.

In the late 1880s, amid new immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe
and growing restrictionist sentiment, the Swedish-language papers’ promotion of
nationalist sentiment and national unity intensified. This, I argue, was tied to an
ambition to portray Swedes as “good” immigrants and as closer to Anglo Amer-
icans. According to the secular-liberal papers, Swedishness, or the Swedish “na-
tional character”, was argued to be ideally suited for blending into, and even im-
proving, the Anglo-American nation of the US. By drawing clear boundaries
around other immigrants in defining Swedishness, a double-edged problem arose.
Swedish immigrants were argued to be “good” immigrants, but their swift Amer-
icanization was simultaneously seen as a threat to the preservation of their Swe-
dishness. In Hemlandet, there was a recurring disappointment with Anglo Amer-
icans’ lack of appreciation for Swedish expressions of nationalism. The debates
on Swedish nationalist sentiment thus shifted from mainly a question of preserv-
ing the Swedish language to one of belonging to the category of “good” immi-
grants. This was a change that moved the focus from internal discussions to the
discursive boundary-making towards others and to the explicit arguing for simi-
larity with Anglo Americans. Sometimes these articulations were made through
notions of “national character”, but at other times these boundaries were racial-
ized.

The chapter further show that the founding of the Swedish National Associa-
tion (SNA) in the mid-1890s has to be understood in relation to three main con-
textual factors. Firstly, there is the change in the political immigration discourse
towards restriction. Secondly, the performance of national differences at the
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Chicago World’s Fair in 1893 became articulated as part of America’s progress,
and as part of modernization and civilization. Thirdly, the long history of anti-
Catholic sentiment regained momentum with the shooting of Swan Nelson. As I
argue, the founding of the SNA drew heavily on anti-Catholicism and making the
Irish Catholics the primary Other. The essentialization of the Irish Catholics is an
example of how religion was racialized in the anti-Catholic discourse. This sen-
timent was nothing new among Swedish Americans; it had been simmering for a
long time.

I also show that Svenska Amerikanaren, Svenska Tribunen, and Hemlandet all
reproduced nationalist rhetoric. The shooting of Swan Nelson came to function
as a catalyst for the newspapers’ mobilizing under a Swedish nationalist banner.
Through the close ties to the SNA, Frans A. Lindstrand and his Svenska Ameri-
kanaren promoted the SNA by rearticulations of anti-Catholic sentiment and na-
tionalist mobilization. Interestingly, the founding of the SNA had no explicit po-
litical strategy for gaining influence, other than the ambition to finance the legal
costs of people of Swedish origin who were wrongly accused. Similar to what
Jørn Brøndal finds in the case of Scandinavian-American political mobilization
in Wisconsin, the contents of Swedish nationalism were vaguely defined.335 Be-
yond the festive events and fundraisers that drew on Swedish holidays and tradi-
tions, the main thrust of the SNA was Swedish unity through anti-Irish-Catholi-
cism.

Lastly, the chapter shows the “scientification” of racial discourse among Swe-
dish writers and newspaper editors in the early 1900s. I argue that these ideas
were not entirely new but built on discourses of assimilation and language that
had already been established in the late 1870s. Cultural and national traits were
articulated as inherited or as essential to people of specific origins. While a hier-
archy of nations and races was reproduced, writers and commentators were also
preoccupied with determining whether racial mixing could benefit the American
people. Swedes were articulated as racially different from the Anglo Saxons, yet
simultaneously as particularly fit for racial assimilation and blending. These
views were spread both in Sweden through visits by Swedish Americans and in
the Swedish-language press in the US.

In the examples from Hemlandet, a marked turn towards a racialized view of
Swedishness can be observed after the turn of the century. Theories of national
or racial amalgamation were discussed, and Hemlandet turned towards the belief
that the “mixing” of peoples was bad for the Swedish as well as the American

335 Jørn Brøndal (2004), Ethnic leadership and midwestern politics: Scandinavian Americans and
the progressive movement in Wisconsin, 1890–1914, (Northfield, Minn: Norwegian-American
Historical Association), 250.
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nation. In a sense, this shows continuity in Hemlandet’s beliefs about the preser-
vation of Swedishness from the 1880s to the 1900s. The key difference, however,
is that Swedishness shifted from being mainly a question of language and culture
to being understood as a matter of race. The efforts and ambitions to preserve the
Swedish language and culture, and to preserve a Swedish “blood-line”, were
combined in a joint effort to preserve the “Swedish race” in the US. As ideologi-
cal apparatuses, the newspapers interpellated the Swedish-American people as
racially specific. In the beginning of the twentieth century, then, the notion of a
Swedish-American nationality was sliding between the cultural and the biological
sphere, and implied the existence of a thicker “Swedish-American race”.336

336 Wacquant (2024); Hall (2017).
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Chapter 4. Swedish workers wanted:
Constructing the ideal Swedish-American
worker

Swedish workers are the most sought after for the many railway constructions go-
ing on in the Northwest. The requests that are handed in to the employment offices
in St. Paul often reads “Send only Swedes” or “Swedes preferred”. The Nordic
power does not deny itself.337

The typical Swedish immigrant, since the early years of the transatlantic migra-
tion, was characterized as a farmer, seeking land to cultivate in the rich farmlands
of the Midwestern states. This depiction was accurate for the early waves of Scan-
dinavian immigrants, who settled in the Midwestern states as settler-colonization
was promoted by states and railroad companies.338 However, later waves of Swe-
dish immigration changed character. As the quote above shows, the businesses
engaged in railroad expansion employed people of Swedish origin; Swedes were
sometimes even said to be preferred. The Swedish-American newspapers re-
ported on and reproduced the articulations of Swedish workers as highly de-
manded. Aside from railroading, Swedes could be found in various industries that
entailed heavy physical work, both in urban and rural areas. Not only did compa-
nies express preferences for the types of immigrants they desired. The Swedish-
American newspapers and organizations were also highly involved in discussing
what jobs suited workers of Swedish origin.

The US labor market was divided along racial and national lines, and women
and men were generally employed in separate sectors of the economy. The pre-
vious chapter shows how nationalist sentiment and racialized language were re-
produced on the pages of the Swedish-language newspapers around the turn of
the twentieth century. The main thrust of this nationalist movement, I argue, was
to draw boundaries between Swedes and other immigrants through notions of

337 “Svenska arbetare äro mest eftersökta för de många jernvägsbygnader, som nu pågå i nord-
vestern. I de order, som inlemnas på arbetskontoren i St. Paul, heter det ofta ’Send only Swedes’
eller ‘Swedes preferred’. Den nordiska kraften förnekar sig ej”. Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 October
1885, 5.
338 Ristuben (1964); Hansen (2013). See the previous discussion on the character of the migration
in Chapter 1, under the section “The Transatlantic Migration”.
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race and religion, and to emphasize what immigrant groups were “good” or “bad”
for American society. However, these boundaries were not only drawn in ink on
the newspaper pages; they also functioned as a way of making sense of and re-
producing racial segregation in the city’s spatiality and labor market. As histori-
ans have shown, all parties in the labor market employed racial boundaries to gain
advantages, not least immigrants themselves.339

This chapter investigates how Swedish-American newspapers, Swedish offi-
cials, American newspapers, and state officials participated in discursively repro-
ducing labor market segregation along ethnoracial and gendered lines. The re-
search questions that guide the chapter are: How was the ideal Swedish-American
worker constructed in Swedish-American, Swedish, and US accounts in the late
nineteenth century? How did ideas of class, gender, and race contribute to these
ideals?

Drawing on discussions of suitable occupations, labor market conflicts, and
issues of class and gender, this chapter examines how the Swedish-American
worker was viewed and interpellated. I further seek to illuminate how notions of
race, class, and gender were drawn upon in the discourse on the Swedish-Amer-
ican worker.

The chapter uses both Swedish-American and American newspaper sources,
as well as reports and published material from Swedish observers. It focuses on
how these sources interpellated the Swedish Americans; how they attempted to
define what a Swedish American worker was. I also analyze how the SNA and
its Free Swedish Employment Bureau helped people of Swedish origin find em-
ployment in Chicago and its surroundings, and how Othelia Myhrman, as head
of that organization, articulated the Swedish worker in a transatlantic discussion.
This contributes to a historical understanding of how ideas of race, gender, work,
and Swedish specificity were (re)produced both in the US and through transna-
tional connections, and how such ideas permeated the labor market.

To start, I provide an overview of the occupational distribution among immi-
grants of Swedish origin in the US. I will then turn to how Swedish-American
newspapers, the Free Swedish Employment Bureau, and Swedish officials and
observers discussed the situation of Swedish Americans and newly arrived
Swedes in the Chicago labor market. Male workers and female workers will be
assessed separately.

339 Roediger (2005); Kessler-Harris (1982).
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Swedish immigrants in the American labor market
European emigration to the US steadily increased during the 1880s, and Swedish
immigration saw yearly numbers between 17,000 and 46,000 during that decade.
In 1887, the number of Swedish immigrants peaked at 46,252. However, in 1894,
it dropped to 9,529 and would not rise above 15,000 per year until 1900. The
1880s saw a high-wage labor market in the US and a crisis in the Swedish agri-
cultural sector. The economic depression following the Panic of 1893 presented
new challenges and, in combination with improving conditions in Sweden, con-
tributed to lower emigration rates after 1893. A greater number of single immi-
grants characterized the period of 1879–1893 than in earlier family-centered mi-
gration. This trend would continue into the 1900s.340 As an example, in the 1890s,
single women comprised around 33 per cent of the total migration from Sweden
to non-European countries, and single men stood for around 37 per cent.341

A shift in settlement patterns occurred at this time, as shown in the statistics
on occupational distribution among people of Swedish origin in the US. Chicago
was undergoing a rapid industrial growth and an increasing number of Swedes
decided to stay in the city rather than continue westward in pursuit of farmland.
Beijbom’s research on the occupational distribution of Swedish immigrants in
Chicago, 1850–1880, shows that the most common occupations among the male
population during this period were industrial workers, construction and steel
workers, and workers in trades and communications. For the Swedish women,
domestic work was the most common occupation, followed by textile work.342

This trend was even further strengthened by the turn of the century. Table 3 below
presents the occupational distribution of the entire Swedish-origin population in
the US in 1900.

340 Sten Carlsson, "Chronology and Composition of Swedish Emigration to America” in Runblom
and Norman, eds. (1976), 114–148; Hoffmann (1956), 151.
341 Statistiska Centralbyrån, (1969) Historisk statistik för Sverige. Del 1: Befolkning, 2 uppl.
1720–1967, (Stockholm). Tab. 49, 129; Joy K. Lintelman (1989) "'America Is the Woman's
Promised Land': Swedish Immigrant Women and American Domestic Service," Journal of
American Ethnic History, 8(2).
342 Beijbom (1971), 166–167.
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Table 3. Occupational distribution, people of Swedish origin in the US, 1900

Category Men Women Total

Agriculture and
forestry

118,845 (33%) 2,619 (3%) 121,464 (27,5%)

Industry 126,896 (35%) 14,890 (18.5%) 141,786 (32%)

Commerce and
transport

52,475 (14.5%) 4,945 (6%) 57,420 (13%)

Servants, workers 57,667 (16%) 55,596 (68.5%) 113,263 (25.5%)

So-called liberal
professions

6,131 (1.5%) 3,098 (4%) 9,229 (2%)

Total 362,014 (100%) 81,148 (100%) 443,162 (100%)

Source: Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, pp. 118–120.

Notes: Data collected for this table were rearranged and translated for Emigrationsutred-
ningen and originally appeared in “Special Reports: Occupations at the Twelfth Census”,
Department of Commerce and Labor, Bureau of the Census, Washington, 1904. Table
LXXVL. Distribution by Specified Occupations, of Males and of Females of Each Spec-
ified Parentage Gainfully Employed: 1900-Continued. pp. cciii-cciv (males), ccv-ccx (fe-
males).

Lumped together in the category of “industry”, a considerable number of men
and women of Swedish origin were employed outside the agricultural sector. Ta-
ble 3 above presents the categories that Emigrationsutredningen [the Swedish
Emigration Inquiry] constructed from the 1900 census, where more detailed oc-
cupations were listed. The broad categories leave many questions unanswered, as
large portions of workers were categorized as “non-specified” industrial or agri-
cultural workers in the census. The non-specificity probably referred to the fact
that many of these workers changed employers frequently or had no stable con-
tract with a single employer. Urban Swedish Americans would probably look for
work in the countryside during harvest season, while taking employment in in-
dustries or workshops during the winter. While the categories are broad, they
show that Swedes were highly represented in industrial labor.343

The most common occupations among Swedish female workers were domes-
tic service and waitressing; if not, they were usually employed as seamstresses or

343 See discussions on the difficulties of classifications in “Special Reports: Occupations at the
Twelfth Census”, Department of Commerce and Labor, Bureau of the Census, Washington, 1904,
xxi.
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laundry workers. Swedish-American women were far more represented in indus-
try and service than in agriculture, which reflects the fact that women working in
agriculture and in the countryside or women performing domestic reproductive
labor were not categorized as workers by the census, while urban wage-earning
women were.344 However broad and questionable these categories are, it is clear
that industrial labor was more common than farming and agriculture in the work-
ing lives of Swedish Americans at the turn of the century.

In the discussion provided in Emigrationsutredningen that followed this sum-
marized table, the distribution was somewhat unexpected. Assuming the “land-
hunger” as the main driving force of Swedish immigrants, the fact that so many
Swedes were in the urban labor market was explained by a qualitative change in
the driving forces of the more recent, late nineteenth-century, migration.345 The
old stereotype of the Swedish immigrant as a settler-farmer prevailed and haunted
the understanding of the Swedish worker in the US. When Beijbom argued that
the image of the Swedish migrant as primarily a rural farmer must be differenti-
ated, this claim was directed just as much to the scholars on emigration in the
1970s as to the narratives of the Swedes and Swedish Americans around the turn
of the twentieth century.346 The tendency to articulate Swedish workers in the US
as primarily farmers prevailed in the Swedish as well as Swedish-American dis-
courses, constructing an ideal that did not necessarily match a changing reality.

In the following, I turn to how Swedish-language newspapers advertised and
discussed job opportunities. I then discuss the Free Swedish Employment Bureau,
established by the SNA, and how it actively helped Swedish immigrants gain
employment. Additionally, I examine how the Bureau’s head, Othelia Myhrman,
strongly contributed to the construction of the ideal Swedish male and female
workers.

Male workers in a racialized labor market
In Chicago, the economy and labor market were highly volatile, suffering recur-
ring banking panics between 1870 and 1900.347 As production industries ex-
panded in the industrial areas of the cities and company towns outside city bor-
ders, and as immigration continued to add to the US labor force, reports about
conflicts between workers and capitalists were common in the newspapers. For

344 “Special Reports: Occupations at the Twelfth Census”, Department of Commerce and Labor,
Bureau of the Census, Washington, 1904, xxi.
345 Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 119.
346 Beijbom (1971), 11.
347 Wicker (2000).
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newly arrived Swedes seeking employment, social networks and recommenda-
tions had long been crucial for navigating the labor market. However, obtaining
employment through agents, bureaus, or advertisements was sometimes de-
scribed as posing a risk to the immigrant worker.

The press would publish letters to the editor and reports warning of fraudulent
people; scams were also sometimes alleged to have been committed by Swedish
countrymen. One story detailed a group of Swedish workers who had been em-
ployed at the Des Moines Canal in Keokuk, Iowa, in 1870. Not only was canal
work the most challenging and dirtiest work, the workers argued, but the contrac-
tor, Williams & Co., had tried to lower their wages and extend their working
hours. They responded by initiating a strike and warned other Swedes from taking
jobs from newspaper advertisements.348 Another letter to the editor from the same
year explained a situation in which a group of Swedish workers had been offered
work at a sawmill by a fellow countryman. When they arrived, the employer ar-
gued with an Irishman about the pay. While the wage was agreed to be 30 cents
per hour, the group of Swedes were only paid 20 cents per hour. Realizing that
the Irish had been paid more, the newly arrived workers tried several times to
confront the employer, but without any result.349

It is hard to know whether these warnings about fraudulent people were exag-
gerated or how common such incidents were. Nevertheless, the stories they tell
show how the labor market was divided along national lines, and that the Swedish
worker thought of himself as precisely a Swedish worker, different and treated
differently from other immigrants. In the accounts above, the risks lie not only in
competition with other immigrant workers but even in trusting one’s countryman.
Pitting groups against one another to press down wages, as in the example above,
was a common strategy among employers, which would prevail well into the
twentieth century.350

Getting a job through contacts or job advertisements did not always imply a
smooth entrance into the labor market. Swedish-American newspapers, interest-
ingly, served as both a link between employers and Swedish immigrants and a
forum for warnings against such ads. Employers advertised directly in Hemlandet
and Svenska Amerikanaren. These papers and their networks functioned as nodes
in a broader sense than through advertising. The Swedish Emigrant Association
and the Scandinavian Emigrant Agency functioned for some years as employ-
ment bureaus, as did the editorial office of Svenska Amerikanaren. The newspa-
pers thus occupied a peculiar and contradictory position as labor market actors:

348 Svenska Amerikanaren, 22 March 1870, 3.
349 John Johnson in Svenska Amerikanaren, 26 July 1870, 1.
350 Roediger (2005), 72ff.
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being mediators of positions through their offices, active facilitators of employ-
ment opportunities through advertising, while simultaneously publishing warn-
ings in editorials and letters from readers.351

Employment bureaus that charged job-seekers an application fee were de-
picted as especially dangerous, and they were said to target the weakest workers
during economic depressions. One newspaper story from 1894 reported that hun-
dreds of Swedish immigrant workers in Rockford, west of Chicago, applied for
jobs with a newly established employment bureau run by the Swedish American
Oscar Nelson. After receiving the $1 application fee and taking on other debts,
Nelson reportedly vanished.352 Swedish workers were not unionized to any sub-
stantial degree at this time. A few Scandinavian craft unions were established in
the 1860s and 1870s, but they primarily dealt with issues of price cooperation and
lowering competition between artisans.353

After the Panic of 1893, unemployment rose. Articles and letters to the editor
in the Swedish-American newspapers reported that factory, railroad, and mining
companies were refusing to pay workers their wages; some were shutting down
their businesses entirely, while others were cutting wages or firing large groups
of workers.354 As the winter of 1893–1894 proceeded, workers in the construction
business, such as bricklayers, painters, and timber workers, were struck by the
general stoppage.355 For Swedish male workers, this meant a precarious labor
market with increased risks of underpayment, overwork, or complete unemploy-
ment. For female domestic workers, however, demand remained constant. In aid-
ing Swedish immigrants to find employment, the newly founded Swedish Na-
tional Association (SNA) came to play an important role.

The Free Swedish Employment Bureau
Shortly after its establishment in the aftermath of the shooting of Swan Nelson,
the SNA decided to act as a free mediator between Swedish workers and employ-
ers. In November 1895, amid the depression that followed the Panic of 1893, the

351 Hemlandet, 23 February 1869, 3; Svenska Amerikanaren, 18 March 1868, 2; 23 February
1869, 2; 16 March 1869, 2; 20 April 1869, 2; 13 September 1870, 3; 20 September 1870, 3.
352 Copied notification from Rockfords Posten in Svenska Tribunen, 29 April 1894, 5.
353 Ulf Beijbom argues that “[t]he almost absolute silence on Swedish involvement in the labor
movement has contributed to the tendency to label the Chicago Swedes as Republican preservers
of society”. While there is evidence of Swedes participating in both Socialist and Communist un-
ions during the period he studies (1846–1880), Beijbom’s conclusion rather highlights the bour-
geoisie Swedish-American newspapers’ lack of interest in labor movements at the time. See
Beijbom (1971), 330–331; 335.
354 Svenska Amerikanaren, 19 December 1893, 4; Several letters to the editors describing deterio-
rating labor market conditions, 11.
355 Svenska Tribunen, 11 April 1894, 4.
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SNA founded the Free Swedish Employment Bureau.356 Such institutions
emerged in both Europe during industrialization and in the US after the Civil War.
In the US, they were often aimed at recruiting unskilled workers, mainly immi-
grants, as well as providing housing or financial services. Early agencies were
directly connected to both employers, such as railroad and steamship companies,
involved in transatlantic migration. Others were funded by benevolent societies
and relied on personal networks and contacts. Employment agencies and bureaus
often sent workers for railroading and mining to locations sometimes far outside
the city or state borders.357

Not required to pay any fees, Swedish immigrants were offered help with em-
ployment matching through the Free Swedish Employment Bureau. Newspapers
cheered this new project; Svenska Amerikanaren became the most frequent ad-
vertiser of the Bureau as Frans A. Lindstrand was the owner of Svenska Ameri-
kanaren and one of the founders and chairman of the SNA.358 Othelia Myhrman,
also one of the founders of the SNA, was appointed director of the Bureau and
stayed in that position until the Bureau was detached from the association to be-
come Myhrman’s own project. Beyond having worked as a domestic servant for
several years, Myhrman was actively participating and, for some years, the rep-
resentative of the temperance movement in Illinois.359

Excerpts from the Bureau’s yearly financial reports were published once a year
in the Swedish-American press between 1897 and 1908. These statistics provide
a glimpse into the Bureau’s work matching workers with employers.

356 From now on, it will only be referred to as the Bureau for brevity.
357 An employment bureau for migrants was established in New York in 1868. Svenska Amerikana-
ren, 1 July 1868, 2. Similar initiatives emerged in 1871. Svenska Amerikanaren, 11 April 1871, 2.
For literature on the history of European and US employment agencies, see Sigrid Wadauer, Thomas
Buchner, and Alexander Mejstrik, eds. (2015) The History of Labour Intermediation: Institutions
and Finding Employment in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, (New York, NY:
Berghahn Books); Joshua L. Rosenbloom (2002), Looking for work, searching for workers:
American labor markets during industrialization, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 46–79.
358 Svenska Amerikanaren, 12 November 1895, 4; 19 November 1895, 8.
359 Svenska Amerikanaren, 4 February 1896, 7; Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), vol. 2, 37.
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Figure 4.1. Placements made by the Free Swedish Employment Bureau, 1897–1908

Sources: Svenska Amerikanaren, 19 October 1897; 10 January 1899; 12 December 1899;
15 January 1901; 24 December 1901; 20 Jan 1903; 22 December 1903; 27 December
1904; Svenska Tribunen, 10 January 1900; Hemlandet, 21 January 1903; 9 January 1906;
8 January 1907; Claiming that 35,000 people received employment through the Bureau
since 1894, in the issues of 7 January 1908 and 23 February 1909.

Already after four months of operation, in 1896, a report from Myhrman stated
that “in spite of the winter’s poor labor conditions, employment has been pro-
vided for around 90 men and 10 lads, partly as laborers, janitors, in livery stables,
on farms, in factories, porters, teamsters, in offices, and so on”.360 The report con-
tinued: “The demand for Swedish maidservants has been so great that we haven’t
been able to fill more than two-thirds of the announced positions”.361 As Figure
4.1 shows, the number of people obtaining employment through the Bureau in-
creased steadily after the turn of the century. While the Bureau provided employ-
ment primarily to women during the first year for which figures are reported
(1897), the trend shifted to yearly employment for around twice as many men as
women. The years 1904 and 1908 stand out as years in which women and men
were close to equally represented among those who found employment through

360 Svenska Amerikanaren, 4 February 1896, 7.
361 Svenska Amerikanaren, 4 February 1896, 7.
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the Bureau. The number of women employed was relatively stable, while the
number of men fluctuated more dramatically. This might be because women em-
ployed in households experienced a more steady demand, while men employed
in construction and industrial production were more directly affected by ups and
downs in the overall economy. The placements made around the year 1900 match
what previous scholars have estimated to be the average placement per bureau in
Chicago at that time.362

The year 1908 was a particularly tough year for the economy in general, as
well as for the work of the Bureau. People who applied for jobs had to pay $1 of
their first salary to support the Bureau, which typically relied on income from
ticket sales for public events and private donations. The report for 1908 said that,
for the people employed that year, “all occupations are represented, from the low-
est paid newcomer to the highest paid professional. And among the employers,
Chisago’s [sic] most prominent business houses and factories are noted. Workers
have been conveyed to almost every state in the Union, to the sunny California,
Florida, Kentucky, Texas, Mexico, as to the forests and farms of Minnesota,
Michigan, and Wisconsin”.363

The mention of the broad dispersion of Swedish immigrant workers across
states could be taken either as an indication of how easily Swedes were employed
despite economic hardships or as an indication of worsening labor market condi-
tions, pushing Swedes further away from Chicago. Hemlandet, for example, re-
ported that Swedish workers were even returning to Sweden to sit out the crisis.364

Reports from an employment bureau in New York described similar struggles:
Swedish Americans who had resided in the states for as long as 10 years came to
the bureau for help but were rejected, since not even newcomers could be offered
positions.365 Swedish-American newspapers reported on the growing unemploy-
ment in Chicago, a city with a population of around two million, citing numbers
between 75,000 and 100,000. To provide housing and aid for these people, the
Chicago Tribune had established a committee to buy properties and convert them
into boarding houses. Various benevolent societies, including the SNA, came

362 Rosenbloom (2002), 63.
363 “Ibland dessa äro alla yrken representerade, från den minst aflönade nykomlingen till den
högst betalta yrkesmannen. Och bland arbetsgifvarne märkas Chisagos förnämsta affärshus och
fabriker. Till nästan alla stater inom unionen ha arbetskrafter förmedlats, såväl till det soliga Cali-
fornia, Florida, Kentucky, Texas, Mexico, som till Minnesotas, Michigans och Wisconsins skogar
och farmar”. Hemlandet, 23 February 1909, 12.
364 Hemlandet, 14 January 1908, 2.
365 “Arbetsutsigterna i Amerika”, Svenska Folkets Tidning, 26 February 1908, 1. The article was
republished from the Swedish press and consisted of an interview with the director of an employ-
ment bureau dedicated to helping newly arrived Swedes in New York. See also the Swedish
newspapers Kalmar, 29 January 1908, 3, and Grenna Tidning, 5 February 1908, 4.
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together to get an overview of the situation.366 The SNA and the Bureau had, by
this time, become an important actor aiding Swedish immigrants and Swedish-
American workers.

The Bureau followed the practices of other aid societies in Chicago at the time.
Under the flag of the Bureau and the SNA, soup kitchens were organized, and at
times they provided discounted steamship tickets back to Sweden for the sick and
poor Swedish immigrants who had no way to earn a living. Rather than handing
out cash checks, the Bureau provided the necessary groceries, clothes, or paid the
rents for those who were unable to pay.367 Concluding from their activities re-
ported in the press over the years, the SNA seemed to function mainly as a be-
nevolent society with two main aims: (1) to support Swedes who were wrongfully
accused and needed juridical support or defense; and (2) to help poor or unem-
ployed Swedish Americans and newly arrived Swedes. The SNA and the Bureau
thus worked like religious and secular societies had for decades, creating a wel-
fare infrastructure for its members. Funds for these activities and for the Bureau
were raised through ticket sales for theatre performances, choir concerts, and
through arranging cultural activities such as picnics and celebrations of Swedish
holidays.368

In line with what economic historian Joshua L. Rosenbloom has argued for
employment agencies in general, the Bureau both acted on and enforced estab-
lished labor-market patterns. They worked along national lines and provided var-
ied services, part of a broader Swedish-American economic and social network.
Further, national solidarity formed the core around which the Bureau organized
economic aid; nationalist sentiment was mobilized to support countrymen in a
labor market already divided by nationality.369 Outside the growing labor move-
ment, then, the SNA established itself as a bourgeois alternative to labor organi-
zations. They provided insurance, juridical support, and employment services for
Swedish male and female workers. Rather than organizing the workers from the
bottom up, the SNA and the Bureau inhabited a mediating position between work-
ers and employers. Their activities were frequently reported in the Swedish-lan-
guage press, and the association’s board members occupied prominent roles as

366 Svenska Amerikanaren, 14 January 1908, 11.
367 Hemlandet, 14 January 1903, 12; 9 January 1906, 12; 23 February 1909, 12; Emigrationsut-
redningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 160.
368 Some examples of fundraisers and private donations can be found in the following articles:
Svenska Amerikanaren, 14 January 1896, 7; “Så skall det låta!” Svenska Amerikanaren, 7 April
1896, 8; Svenska Amerikanaren, 30 June 1896, 7; Svenska Amerikanaren, 12 January 1897, 8;
Svenska Amerikanaren, 19 October 1897, 4; Svenska Amerikanaren, 10 January 1899, 7; Svenska
Amerikanaren, 20 February 1900, 6; Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 April 1900, 12; Svenska Amerika-
naren, 14 June 1904, 12.
369 Rosenbloom (2002), 55.
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newspapermen and public speakers in the Swedish-American public sphere.
When Swedish authorities sought to investigate the conditions for Swedish work-
ers on the American labor market, the Bureau was one of the sources they con-
sulted.

Swedish officials investigating Chicago labor market conditions:
Producing an ideal male worker
Back in Sweden, the significant spikes in migration during the last decades of the
nineteenth century had only increased the sense of national loss and trauma in
Swedish public discourse. Emigration was partly understood in racial terms, ar-
ticulated as a loss of strong, healthy blood from the Swedish stock. The launched
investigations by the state aimed at preventing further migration and promoting
the return of as many Swedes as possible. One way of doing that, as was sug-
gested to the parliament in 1907, was to establish a state-run employment bureau
for the Swedes abroad. Not only should such a bureau work for an increased re-
patriation, but they were also to secure “that the bond to the fatherland is not lost
but strengthened, and that the Swedishness is upheld among the Swedes who re-
side there”.370 While this proposition was never realized, mainly due to the legal
problems tied to a Swedish agency operating abroad, the Swedish Emigration
Inquiry pursued information about the Swedish workers in the US. Continued
official support of the National Association Against Emigration—a Swedish as-
sociation that had been founded in 1907, aimed to prevent Swedes from emigrat-
ing to the US—as well as of Swedish associations abroad, was the suggested best
way forward. From the perspective of the Swedish officials, the best way of help-
ing Swedes in the American labor market was to make them return to Sweden.371

During his special inquiry for the Emigration Inquiry, G.H. von Koch visited
the Free Swedish Employment Bureau in Chicago to obtain first-hand infor-
mation on Swedes in the Chicago labor market. Von Koch was part of the social
reform movement in Sweden, primarily active in promoting wholesale coopera-
tives and interested in questions of economic aid and health care for the poor.
When von Koch interviewed Othelia Myhrman about labor market conditions,
she specifically noted the strong demand for Swedish women in domestic service.
While the Swedish immigrants from the upper classes were overrepresented

370 “I konsulernas instruktion borde då ingå, att de skulle ha till uppgift att arbeta för att samhörig-
hetskänslan med fäderneslandet icke förlorades utan stärktes och att svenskheten hölles uppe
bland där bosatta svenskar.” Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX, Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911,
12. The proposition in its entirety can be found on pp. 11–13.
371 Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 38ff; Anna Lindkvist
(2007), Jorden åt folket: nationalföreningen mot emigrationen 1907–1925, (Umeå: Institutionen
för historiska studier, Umeå universitet).
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among those who failed to provide for themselves, she said, drunkenness was
also a problem among the Swedes. In general, however, Myhrman was confident
that Swedish immigrants had a good reputation as workers, especially as tailors,
bricklayers, and carpenters. In his description of the 1908 visit to the Bureau, von
Koch noted that many of those seeking work said they were ready to take on
whatever jobs were offered. He then reiterated a story about a group of 150 Swe-
dish and Norwegian workers who were placed on a westbound train paid for by
the company in question. When the train arrived, only 27 workers remained on
board. All the others had, during their travels, been lured by agents to other
places. The story warned of the dangers of the US labor market, where agents
would try to persuade workers to take employment opportunities, and expressed
annoyance at Swedish workers who did not remain loyal to the Bureau’s work.
Such events hampered the Bureau’s trustworthiness—an important currency for
both employers and Swedish job seekers.372

There was widespread skepticism among public officials and reformers about
the operations and trustworthiness of immigrant employment agencies.373 The
question of the Bureau’s trustworthiness and legitimacy seemed to emerge at
times when labor market conditions were harsh, as in 1908. In early 1909, a Swe-
dish journalist residing in Chicago, Ragnar Frölich, sent a letter to the Swedish
liberal paper Göteborgs-Posten. Painting a picture of the conditions for Swedes
in Chicago, Frölich explained that many employment bureaus demanded that
their applicants be English-speaking during the spring; at the same time, “Scan-
dinavian preferred” could be seen on their signs later in the year. Frölich’s general
opinion was that these bureaus could not be trusted: workers were often sent to
workplaces where they were denied their promised pay. According to him, the
Free Swedish Employment Bureau was no exception. All Swedish workers in
Chicago had, according to him, lost their trust in the Bureau.374 Svenska Ameri-
kanaren could not help but respond to the Göteborgs-Posten article in their pa-
per—Svenska Amerikanaren had indeed long been promoting both the activities
of SNA and the Bureau. Referring to the Bureau’s self-reported statistics for
1908, Frölich’s accusation was denounced as ignorant and ugly. There was a fight
over the narrative of the Swedes in the labor market, as well as of the Bureau’s
work.375

In the excerpt from the yearbook of the Swedish National Association pro-
vided by von Koch, there was a discussion on how the SNA and the Bureau
viewed the situation for “particularly vulnerable” immigrants. While Swedes

372 Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 132.
373 Rosenbloom (2002), 68.
374 Göteborgs-Posten, 9 January 1909, 4f.
375 Svenska Amerikanaren, 4 February 1909, 14.
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usually avoided becoming a “societal burden”, two types of Swedish newcomers
often needed substaintial help, according to the yearbook report. Firstly, some did
not know either language or customs; secondly, the so-called “failed individuals
of our people”.376 That some individuals were bound to succumb was only natural
according to the SNA and had to be seen as the cost of progress. The Swedish
population eventually left their old Swedish neighborhoods as they climbed the
socioeconomic ladder and moved to the suburbs. Some Swedes would inevitably
stay behind, they argued, and when new nationalities inhabited the old areas,
these people would be lost and forgotten. Regarding the kinds of occupations the
SNA and the Bureau wanted to see the Swedes in, there was an inclination to
place as many as possible in the countryside. While the Swedes had an excellent
reputation in the cities, it was argued, it was primarily as pioneers and farmers
that the Swedes had earned their position in the eyes of the American nation.377

In this government investigation, then, the SNA and Myhrman’s views were
cited and reproduced. Interestingly, both Myhrman and other commentators
struggled with the narrative of Swedish male workers on the US labor market.
While frauds were said to be common, the Bureau argued that this was partially
unavoidable, just as it was unavoidable that some Swedish immigrants would fail
to find employment or subsistence. Others would accuse the Bureau of being part
of the problem. In the accounts, a common view of the labor market as insecure
and dangerous was produced. As an employment Bureau, SNA was reproducing
and enforcing the already established occupational norms. They actively partici-
pated in articulating which occupations were suitable for Swedish workers, which
character traits were common among Swedish men and women, and, by exten-
sion, in the placement of the Swedish immigrant worker in the ethnoracially di-
vided labor market.

In the accounts of SNA and Myhrman, the Swedish male was primarily por-
trayed as an agricultural worker, even though a large share of Swedes were em-
ployed in industry. Articulating the Swede as a pioneer and a farmer-settler was
important for SNA and the Bureau in their aid and employment work. Working
in urban industries was portrayed as frightening to the young Swedish-American
men from the countryside. Their “very sensitive and easily downcast” personali-
ties made them particularly unfit for industrial work, but perfectly fit for working
in the countryside.378

376 “Den andra klassen består af vårt folks misslyckade individer.” Emigrationsutredningen, Bi-
laga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 134.
377 Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 134–135.
378 “Den svenska immigranten är mycket stillsam och anspråkslös, och i åtskilliga fall ytterst
känslig och nedslagen. Storstadens lif och bråk verkar hart när skräckinjagande på den unge



165

Similar views were expressed by Swedish-American observers, such as Dr.
Carl Swensson, who argued in 1903 for Swedes to establish their own colonies.
He emphasized the importance of farming for the betterment of the Swedish char-
acter, quoting his friend Abel Anderson, who had explained that a Swede was
much better off in the countryside than in the city. When a Swedish American
owns a farm in the countryside, when he is self-employed as our forefathers were,
the quote continued, he is free, happy, and autonomous.379 As far as possible, the
SNA and the Bureau aimed at placing Swedish immigrant workers in the coun-
tryside as it suited their understanding of the capacities of the Swedish worker,
simultaneously essentializing what it meant to be Swedish. That exact positioning
was expressed in Hemlandet as well. In an article from 1905, the Swede was de-
scribed as predestined to work in the countryside because that was where he came
from originally came. “Do not stay in the large cities!”, the title read, arguing that
Swedish immigrants in the cities had to compete with workers of other national-
ities; on the other hand, in the countryside, they could take greater control of their
destiny. They could even establish “Swedish-American colonies”, which had
been done competently by previous communities of Swedes, the article argued.380

From the industry’s viewpoint, however, efforts were made specifically to at-
tract workers of Swedish origin. In fact, urban industries at times provided op-
portunities tailored to Swedish workers, treating them as a distinct segment. Dur-
ing the summer of 1905, the Pressed Steel Car Co. advertised several times in
Svenska Amerikanaren to hire several hundred Swedish workers. The Bureau was
highly involved in recruiting. Initially calling for Swedish men, the small adver-
tisement in subsequent issues specified that “[m]arried Swedish Ironworkers”
were particularly wanted, indicating that marital status was yet another tool to
segment the labor force. In August, a longer advertisement clarified that the de-
cision to hire Swedish workers was made by the company’s chief engineer, who
was himself Swedish. It was the Swedes’ “superior intelligence and well-known
fitness for work that the company wants to utilize and which motivates this noti-
fication”.381 In the same ad, however, it was said that “anyone can learn how to
become a riveter”.382 In other words, Swedes were articulated as particularly

mannen, som kommer från de lugna landtkommunerna i moderlandet.” Emigrationsutredningen,
Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 135.
379 Svenska Tribunen, 9 September 1903, 1.
380 Hemlandet, 19 September 1905, 6.
381 Cf. Svenska Amerikanaren, 20 June 1905, 12; 27 June 1905, 11. Swedish quote: “Det är svens-
karnas överlägsna intelligens och kända arbetsduglighet som bolaget vill benyttja sig utaf och som
ligger till grund för denna notis.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 August 1905, 12. The notification was
also published in the following issues, as well as in Hemlandet, 8 August 1905, 12, and subse-
quent issues.
382 “att blifva nitare kan hvem som helst lära sig”, Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 August 1905, 12.
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skilled and intelligent. However, the tasks they were asked to perform were ap-
parently so simple that anyone could learn the trade, or at least any Swede. This
form of advertising shows how ideas about immigrant groups’ skills or experi-
ences could be framed as a simple product of their racial or national belonging.
The company wanted Swedish workers because they were Swedish. The shared
language most likely made communication and control over the workers easier
for the manager, thereby contributing to the practice of hiring based on national-
ity. The example also shows how Swedish immigrants who succeeded in acquir-
ing managerial positions could leverage their Swedish origin to hire countrymen
and shape the company’s workforce.

Emigrationsutredningen reproduced some of the Swedish-American inform-
ants’ views of Swedish-American workers. They depicted Swedes as easily as-
similated, hardworking, and well-liked by American employers. One of the
“problems” with Swedish immigrants, however, was that they always looked for
better employment, according to the director of the newly established employ-
ment bureau in New York. This was, of course, more of a “problem” for the em-
ployers than for the Swedish immigrants themselves. Statements like these un-
derscore the fact that some Swedes had room for maneuver in the labor market,
or at least that they articulated themselves as having high standards. From von
Koch’s Swedish perspective, the narrative was more pessimistic. His own evalu-
ation of the situation differed from that of his Swedish-American informants: he
argued that Swedish male workers had to work very hard and take any available
job to survive in the big cities. This further articulated the urban, industrial labor
market as undesirable for the Swedish male workers.383

The idealization of the Swedish immigrant as a farmer was well established in
public discourse on both sides of the Atlantic and was part of the aspirations of
the immigrants leaving Sweden for the US. When information pamphlets about
how to emigrate to the US circulated in Sweden, people were actively discour-
aged from taking employment in railroading and industry, and instead encour-
aged to look for farmland.384 Such statements upheld the view of the countryside
as the ideal space for the Swedish immigrant, reinforcing the image of Swedes as
primarily an agricultural people, even though many had emigrated from urban
areas in Sweden and ended up working in Chicago factories. Regarding the

383 Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 129–139.
384 “Deremot vilja vi icke tillråda någon att gå till jernvägsarbetena, ty ehuru aflöningarne oftast
kan vara ganska höga, lemna de dock, på grund av familjelivet, ingen behållning, och dertill äro
dessa arbetare oftast utsatta för sjukdomar, hvarifrån landtbrukaren i allmänhet är befriad.” Brö-
derna Larsson & c:o, “Tillförlitliga och säkra råd för dem som skola resa till Amerika, samt intyg
från öfwer 400 personer, om hwilken ångbåtslinie man bör wälja för resan dit” (Göteborg, 1882),
18.
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Swedish female workers, no such articulation of preference was made: the SNA
was proud over the Swedish women’s reputation among Americans and boasted
of the significant demand for Swedish maids among the “finest families in the
city”.385 In other discussions, however, the views and ideas about the role of the
Swedish maidservant in the Swedish-American community, as well as in the
American social and racial hierarchy, were more conflicting.

Before turning to the discourse on Swedish-American female workers in the
labor market, a final example of how Swedes were positioned and imagined in
the ethnoracial hierarchy appears in reporting on strikes and conflicts around the
turn of the century.

Swedish workers compared to others
The US was repeatedly articulated as the land of progress, modernity, and hard
work. This was especially true when molding the ideal Swedish male worker in
the US. For Swedish observers and in the general newspaper discourse, there was
a tendency to portray work in the US as both qualitatively and quantitatively dif-
ferent from work in Sweden. In 1883, an excerpt from the Swedish politician,
editor, and author Ernst Beckman’s book Amerikanska studier [American stud-
ies] was published in Svenska Amerikanaren. Beckman, just as G.H. von Koch,
was working on labor-related questions in Sweden and had already published a
travelogue based on his journey in the Midwest in 1877. He then turned to a more
focused study of the situation of the Swedes in the US. In the book, Beckman
argued that many of his informants told him that one was not entirely sure of what
working meant before arriving in America.386 Beckman painted a picture of hard,
strenuous work, entirely at the mercy of seasons and weather, as well as the
whims of the boss or foreman. However, the fact that workers had to work harder
and faster in the US was also held as an explanation for the higher American
wages. With this labor market picture as a backdrop, the Swedes in the most
backbreaking occupations—railroaders, timber workers, stonecutters, bricklay-
ers, mine workers, and so on—were described as rather miserable. Not only were
working conditions unhealthy, newly arrived Swedes usually had to endure hos-
tilities from already established workers, according to Beckman, especially in

385 Excerpt from SNA’s yearly reports: “De svenska tjänsteflickorna äro allmänt omtyckta för sin
snygghet, intelligens och villighet att arbeta. Många af de bästa hemmen i staden erhålla sina bi-
träden genom oss…” printed in Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911,
135.
386 Ernst Beckman (1883), Amerikanska studier. Förra delen: Våra landsmän i Amerika,
(Stockholm: Z Häggströms Förlagsexpedition).; Svenska Amerikanaren, 19 June 1883, 6.
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railroading and mining. In those sectors, the Swedish workers were, from time to
time, being harassed and violently attacked by their co-workers.387

The Swedish male worker was stereotyped as diligent, hard-working, and self-
sacrificing. Even if the Swede had to endure mockery and hostilities from both
bosses and other workers, he was depicted as liked by the employers. Svenska
Amerikanaren bragged about the demand for Swedish workers among the rail-
road companies, claiming that the “Nordic power does not deny itself”. The press
also gladly reported the success stories of Swedish workers, who were well re-
ceived by companies such as the Edison Company in New York, particularly em-
phasizing the careful, orderly, swift, and neat work the Swedish men were per-
forming.388 In Beckman’s view, the Swedish male worker was toiling and looking
for higher wages while dreaming of a farm of his own, implying the Swedish
worker’s consistent strife for upward mobility but also enforcing the view that
had been pushed by SNA. For Swedish immigrants who did not own a farm, ag-
ricultural work in the countryside was the goal. Picturing the worker dreaming of
owning his own land imbued the Swedish ideal worker with a sense of agency
that, for many Swedish-American men, was severely constrained by rapid sea-
sonal changes and the ups and downs of the business cycle.

While both Beckman and the SNA portrayed the Swedish workers as calm,
hard-working, and loyal, other commentators offered different perspectives. In
one instance of labor unrest, such as in the 1893 railroad strikes, Anglo-American
papers portrayed Swedish workers as particularly violent. Hemlandet reported on
a riot in Lemont, Illinois, where the foremen had been beaten and a Black man
had been hit by a train while trying to flee the hostilities. In widely circulated
telegraph reports, the Swedes were wrongly accused of being the worst perpetra-
tors, according to Hemlandet. It had become a habit, they argued, to blame the
Swedish workers, even though the reported names of the accused of such riots
spelled “Schwartzburg, Pedersen, Fish, Cardi, Swango, Swotka, etc.”.389 The
question of worker resistance, protest, and rioting was racialized from two direc-
tions: by the Anglo-American newspapers, blatantly accusing Swedes, and by
Hemlandet, defending the Swedes by pointing fingers at Polish and German-
sounding names. The idea that national origin determined the level of violence of
a group was taken as a given, accepting the employers’ efforts to pit workers
against one another. What had to be argued for, then, was that Swedes were in-
herently less violent than other immigrants.

387 Beckman (1883), 96–108.
388 ”Den nordiska kraften förnekar sig ej.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 October 1885, 5. For a short
column about the Swedish workers at Edison in New York, see Svenska Amerikanaren, 22 Au-
gust 1889, 2; Hemlandet, 31 August 1889, 1.
389 Hemlandet, 8 June 1893, 4. See also “Quarry men riot”. Chicago Daily Tribune, 3 June 1893, 1.
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When the large steel and mechanical industries in South Chicago started to
press down wages in 1895, Swedish-American newspapers explained the work-
ers’ reactions through the lens of ethnoracial hierarchies. At the Illinois Steel
Works, where Swedes had formerly comprised a large portion of the workers,
Svenska Amerikanaren reported, a strike had erupted. When Swedish workers left
their positions due to lower wages, their positions were systematically filled by
Slavic or Italian immigrants who accepted the reduced wages. These workers
were like machines, the article argued, and they were said to lead an “animalistic
life”. In line with how the eugenicist Edward A. Ross would later describe the
“Slavs”, as Robert Zecker notes, they and the Italians were in Svenska Ameri-
kanaren characterized by their supposed ability to endure conditions that no white
man could handle.390 The same reasoning was put forward in Svenska Folkets
Tidning in the 1880s, reporting on Chinese immigrant railroad workers going on
strike in California: the railroad company would not be able to starve out the
Chinese, since they allegedly could survive anything.391

After explaining the Illinois Steel Works conflict through the metaphor of an
abused dog that eventually struck back at its owner, Svenska Amerikanaren at-
tacked the new immigrants for threatening the position of Swedish workers.

These half-civilized people, who have gradually eaten away at the Swedes over
the years, are now beginning to consume each other in the same manner. If these
half-civilized Slavs, with their modest demands for their livelihood, had not come
and taken over vacant positions over the years, labor prices would not have been
so low in the end that those who can survive on a pittance could not even earn
enough for their subsistence.392

Acknowledging that the workers’ situation was ultimately caused by the depres-
sion and the logic of the capitalist economy, the article still blames the poorest
workers from the South and Eastern European countries for “taking the bread
from the mouths of the others”.393 The article combined a critique of capitalists
pitting workers against one another with essentializing articulations about South
and Eastern European workers. These dehumanizing and downgrading

390 Zecker (2013), 69; Edward Alsworth Ross (1914), The Old World in the New: The significance
of past and present immigration to the American people, (New York: The Century co.), 291.
391 “Jernvägskompaniet kan ej genom svält förmå dessa arbetare att åter taga till spaden, ty kine-
sen kan lefva hur som helst”. Svenska Folkets Tidning, 11 July 1883, 1.
392 “Dessa halfciviliserade människor, som ha ätit ut svenskarna så successivt under årens lopp,
börja nu äta ut hvarandra på samma sätt. Hade icke dessa halfciviliserade slaver, med sina små
anspråk för sitt lifs uppehälle, kommit och intagit platser efter dem, som lemnats under årens
lopp, så skulle ej arbetspriserna varit så låga till sist, att de, som kunna existera på en spottstyfver,
icke ens kunde få förtjena nog för sitt uppehälle.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 14 May 1895, 4.
393 “Och den, som förtjenar på affären, det är han, som med välbehag ser på, hur den ene arbetaren
tar brödet ur munnen på den andre.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 14 May 1895, 4.
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articulations were part of the broader discourse on South and Eastern European
immigrants that categorized them as “bad” immigrants and as stealing jobs from
Scandinavian immigrants. The article in Svenska Amerikanaren took advantage
of the available discursive moves to elevate the Swedish workers, using tropes
that were by that time standard in the discourse on immigrants from Southeastern
Europe.394

Hemlandet pushed a conservative perspective at this time and sought to main-
tain a clear distance from the more radical elements of the Swedish immigrant
working class. In an issue from the summer of 1902, nearly a full editorial page
dealt with workers or working-class questions. “There are no Swedish Anar-
chists” was the title of an article proclaiming that, up to that point, Swedish Amer-
icans had been proud of the lack of revolutionary elements in the Swedish work-
ing class. Unfortunately, the article argued, the situation in Sweden seemed to
have changed, and socialist and anarchist ideas were gaining ground. On the same
page, a reprinted Swedish article argued that the workers’ struggle for equality
was only deemed sound and just if carried out non-violently. While it was stated
that the bourgeoisie did not have the welfare of the whole society in mind, that
precise concern was nevertheless expected of every worker if he aspired to be-
come a “knight of labor”.395 Advocating for the non-radical—often moral rather
than political—struggle of workers generally colored the pages of Hemlandet.
This view again resonated with what would later be put forth by the eugenicist
Edward A. Ross, who described workers of different nationalities as employing
“riots, barricades, and street turbulence”, allegedly unfamiliar political strategies
to the Scandinavian peoples.396 As Hemlandet sought to construct a tension be-
tween the socialist views of Swedish workers and the less radical workers of
America, it was constantly implied that radicalism was not part of the Swedish
character.

This view distinguishes Hemlandet from the other major Swedish-language
newspapers in Chicago. Svenska Amerikanaren usually hesitated to support rad-
ical worker resistance on its pages; however, from time to time, agitation for a
strike, as the workers’ only weapon, appeared on the readers’ pages or in editori-
als.397 Svenska Tribunen’s reports on strikes and labor market conflict were also
more sympathetic to the workers’ cause, especially when Swedes were involved
or affected. In an issue from 1898, a reprinted article from the Pennsylvania paper

394 Adopting the American discourse on Southeastern European immigrants was a tactic that was
also adopted in the Slavic immigrant press as well. See Chapter 4 in Zecker (2013).
395 Hemlandet, 18 June 1902, 4.
396 Ross (1914), 92.
397 “Från Diskussionsklubben i Chicago”, Svenska Amerikanaren, 14 March 1889, 2; “I arbetare-
frågan”, 3 April 1894, 7.
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Svenska Veckobladet [The Swedish Weekly] discussed the dismissal of coalmine
workers in Clermont. Only Swedes and Italians had been relieved from work; the
fact that the Irish workers had been unaffected was met with suspicions of polit-
ical involvement from Irish Democrats.398 While Svenska Amerikanaren and
Svenska Tribunen covered such events more often than Hemlandet, their reports
still mobilize notions of differences between immigrants as key aspects of the
conflicts.

Tensions among immigrants and Swedes in Sweden were also discussed in the
Swedish-American press. In a 1904 reprint, caution was raised about the intro-
duction of foreign labor into factories in Helsingborg, Southern Sweden. Partic-
ularly, sugar and pottery factories had pushed down Swedish wages to such levels
that capitalists started importing cheap labor from Eastern Europe.399 Working
conditions were poor; police patrolled the Ifö pottery company area to make sure
the public had no chance of communicating with the workers.400 Interestingly, this
inflow of foreign labor power was in the Swedish article connected to the, at that
time, global discourse of the “yellow peril”: the racist fear of immigrants from
Asia being assimilable or a social, economic, and public health threat. Workers
in Sweden were already said to experience this “yellow peril”, but “in white dis-
guise”.401 In a more categorical sense than in the Svenska Amerikanaren article
about the Illinois Steel Works, the problem of wage dumping was mainly articu-
lated in racial terms, as an invasion and takeover of foreigners, rather than as a
result of economic power relations.

Another example of how Swedish workers’ conditions were discussed can be
found in an issue of Svenska Tribunen-Nyheter (Tribunen-Nyheter), reporting on
a case in which Swedish workers at a paper mill in Norrköping attempted to ne-
gotiate wages and working conditions. The employer had responded that if the
workers were not happy, they could leave for another paper mill or travel to
America. Tribunen-Nyheter mocked the employer, who, according to them, was
pushing autonomous and competent Swedish workers into exile, instead import-
ing Galician, English, and Swiss “rabble”.402 Just as the American labor market
was permeated with racial divides, the foreign workers in Sweden were viewed
through the lens of racial hierarchy. Employers hiring foreign workers was proof

398 Svenska Tribunen, 16 February 1898,5.
399 Seen in for example Gotlands Allehanda, 16 April 1904, 1. Reprinted in Svenska Amerikana-
ren, 10 May 1904, 2.
400 Svenska Amerikanaren, 19 July 1904, 2.
401 Erika Lee (2007) "The 'Yellow Peril' and Asian Exclusion in the Americas," Pacific Historical
Review, 76(4). Svenska Amerikanaren, 10 May 1904, 2.
402 “En äkta patentfosterländsk uppmaning! Man vill jaga själfständiga, dugliga svenska arbetare i
landsflykt och importera galiziskt, engelskt och schweiziskt slödder. Äkta fosterlandskärlek.”
Svenska Tribunen-Nyheter, 16 June 1908, 1.
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of their lack of love for the fatherland. In this way, the racial hierarchies in the
US were reproduced in Swedish-American newspaper discourse and transferred
into observations about the Swedish context.

This part of the chapter shows that conflicts on the labor market were under-
stood through a racialized discourse in the Swedish-American newspapers. The
papers did not object to employers’ and Anglo-American papers’ dividing of
workers into racial hierarchies, but instead reproduced and drew upon these racial
divisions of the labor force. Swedes were mainly interpellated as hard-working
and non-radical, and Southern and Eastern European workers’ strikes were
blamed for causing their deteriorated conditions. Workers in Sweden experienced
the same: employers pitted workers of different origins against each other. The
Swedish American newspapers made sense of these conflicts through racialized
terminology; there is reason to believe that Swedish workers leaving for America
already viewed the competition between different immigrant groups on the labor
market in racial terms. Even the liberal-secular press, generally more positive to-
wards the workers’ movement, saw the competition between workers as rooted
in racial or national differences. Thereby, the press portrayed the Swedish indus-
trial workers as having higher standards and as being more hardworking and loyal
toward their employers than other immigrants. However, working in the industry
was understood as a temporary phase for the Swedish immigrant. The interpella-
tions from the Bureau, as well as from the Swedish officials and commentators,
made clear that the Swedish male worker should primarily strive to own his own
land. If not, working in the countryside was the most appropriate. When the Swe-
dish female workers were discussed, other factors seemed to be important in the
discourse on what occupations were the most appropriate.

The “Servant Girl Problem”: Swedish female workers in
the Chicago labor market
In the history of the nineteenth-century US labor market, domestic service dom-
inated women’s working lives. In the colonial economy, social and economic or-
der was thought to be fostered through the family hierarchy. In the nineteenth
century, the patriarchal family continued to normatively govern women’s work.
In the domestic ideology of the industrializing USA, women were articulated as
the purer sex, responsible for the reproduction of the nation, labor force, as well
as of the home. The domestic ideology articulated middle-class married women
as competent homemakers, while their husband, breadwinners, excelled in their
careers. This ideology thus deemed women working in industry failures, as
women were supposed to embody their domestic roles as reproducers of the
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nation and the next generation of US workers. While this code or discourse was
centered on a middle-class ideal, the lives of wage-working immigrant women in
the US would also be shaped by its effects. As women, they were expected to be
out to work only temporarily, before settling for marriage; before the 1890s, mar-
ried women at work were not part of the domestic ideology.403

As the occupational distribution statistics of 1900 showed, the most common
occupation among Swedish female workers in the US was either in domestic ser-
vice or in the textile industry. In this part of the chapter, I use the term “maidser-
vant” for the women working as domestic servants, since it lies closer to the Swe-
dish usage of the word “tjänsteflicka”, which frequently appeared in the Swedish-
American newspaper discourse, and primarily referred to women employed in the
homes of others.404 The use of the words “servant girl” or “domestic servant” by
employers as well as observers signaled how women working in other people’s
homes were articulated as young, nearly underage, and as serving rather than
working for their employing family, even as they were salaried. Domestic work-
ers held different positions and needed different skills, varying by household:
tasks could include cooking, cleaning, sewing, caring for children, serving meals,
and more. If a household employed several servants, there was often an internal
hierarchy among them based on skill, race, and gender, which determined wage
differences. The general wages for domestic work in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries in the US were equal or higher than for other occupations.405

The Swedish maidservant has, in previous research, often been used as an ex-
ample of how well Swedish women fared on the American labor market. Studies
have shown that Swedish maids who sent letters back to Sweden were happy with
their pay and their work; their high demand fostered a sense of autonomy on the
labor market. The job also contributed to their upward mobility and, it has been
argued, their successive assimilation into American society.406

Already in the 1860s, Swedish-American newspapers mentioned Swedish
maids as especially sought after by American households. Coupled with the high
demand, the pay was reportedly high. In 1864 Chicago, Swedish maids could

403 Kessler-Harris (1982); Yuval-Davis (1997).
404 Piga [peasant maid or farm maid] would in Swedish sometimes mean the same as maidservant,
but in the Swedish-American press, maidservant [tjänsteflicka] was the most common term used,
and mostly referred to the domestic workers in urban or suburban middle-class households.
405 A discussion on the different tasks and the wage setting for domestic work can be found in David
M. Katzman (1978), Seven days a week: women and domestic service in industrializing America,
(New York: Oxford U.P.), Appendix 3.
406 Lintelman (1989); Matovic, "Embracing a Middle-Class Life: Swedish-American Women in
Lake View" in Christiane Harzig, ed. (1997) Peasant maids, city women: From the European
countryside to urban America, (Ithaca N.Y.: Cornell University Press); Castillo (2024); Jackson
(2019), 91–104.
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expect a weekly pay ranging from $2 to $3, according to Hemlandet.407 This could
be compared to the average daily wage of a male worker in the US, which was
just around $1 in the 1860s, and to a female industry worker whose average daily
wage was half a dollar in 1850.408 In 1867, Svenska Amerikanaren suggested that
Swedish women in domestic service could be paid around $100 a year—amount-
ing to just below $2 a week—and sometimes even more.409 In the early 1900s,
Swedish maidservants in the urban areas of the United States could sometimes
receive up to three or four times their earnings in Sweden. With lower living
costs, since lodging was often included, Swedish maidservants had relatively high
incomes compared to women working in industry or manufacturing.410 Infor-
mation about these conditions was usually spread through letters to the editor in
Swedish-American papers and in articles framed as information to readers in
Sweden considering migrating to the US. Knowledge about job opportunities of
Swedish women in domestic service was already widespread when the new
waves of young Swedish women arrived in the US in the 1880s. Many of these
women were leaving the Swedish countryside, where the prospects of owning
their own land had worsened. Having worked as pigor [maids] in either rural or
urban Sweden, these women saw greater opportunity in emigrating to the US.
Some even stated in letter correspondence that they emigrated with the intention
of taking employment as maidservants.411

Studying the autobiographies and personal letters of Swedish maidservants,
Lintelman shows that they often articulated their labor-market participation as a
positive experience. She concludes that Swedish young women generally had a
better experience of domestic work than their native-born peers; they often pre-
ferred American domestic work to returning to Sweden and working as farm
maids. In that sense, the women who migrated saw their opportunities for upward
class mobility in contrast to what was possible back in Sweden.412

While Ulf Beijbom suggested that the Swedish maidservants experienced up-
ward mobility and greater assimilation than the Swedish male workers, Joy K.
Lintelman argued that the ethnic community—as in shared language and

407 Hemlandet, 6 July 1864, 2.
408 Average wage data for male non-farm laborers in 1860 and female cotton or wool laborers in
1850, retrieved from the chapter, “Wage Trends, 1800–1900” by Stanley Lebergott in National
Bureau of Economic Research, (1960) Trends in the American economy in the nineteenth century;
A report of the National bureau of economic research (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press),
Table 2, 462.
409 “Lönen är hög, intill 100 doll. årligen och stundom öfver.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 April 1867,
1.
410 Castillo (2024), Paper III.
411 For discussions on Swedish young women’s intentions of becoming maidservants, see
Lintelman (1989). and Beijbom (1971), 172–174.
412 Lintelman (1989).
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immigrant experience among young women—remained an important element in
their lives. Their family networks and contacts among countrymen were im-
portant factors in getting a job or finding somewhere to stay between jobs.413 In
that sense, Swedish immigrant women in domestic service occupied a kind of
middle-ground in both class and ethnoracial categories, as they “moved between
the two worlds of the American middle-class household and the Swedish-Amer-
ican ethnic community”.414

This group of wage-earning immigrant women attracted public commentary,
both Swedish-American and American. Erika K. Jackson showed how the Swe-
dish maidservant was demanded and mocked in Anglo-American cultural and
newspaper discourse.415 However, the Swedish-American newspaper discourse,
and the transatlantic character of the debate on the maidservant, have been less
studied. The autonomy gained by the maidservants’ ability to choose their em-
ployer and to earn and spend their own money challenged the moral ideas about
a woman’s position in social and ethnoracial hierarchies.

In the following, I analyze how the Swedish maidservant was discussed in the
Swedish-language and American press. I also investigate what Swedish observers
had to say about the Swedish maidservants, and how this played into the domestic
ideology: the moral discourse on women on the labor market.

Maidservants: Immigrants in US households
Domestic service in US homes had long been strongly associated with immigrant
women. US-born young women despised the position, usually due to its conno-
tations with servility and subjugation. Irish-American women were well repre-
sented as maidservants in Northern US urban households in the mid-nineteenth
century. Their willingness to take on the job no American girl wanted served the
young Irish women economically, as they experienced little to no competition for
those positions. However, there were also downsides. Working in a household
left little time for private life or control over working conditions and hours. As
Andrew Urban has put it, the worst-off servants worked and lived “under closely-
monitored conditions that middle class mistresses themselves regularly described
as akin to slavery”.416 Further, the Irish maidservants were portrayed—through

413 Lintelman (1989), 17f.
414 Lintelman (1989), 19.
415 Jackson (2019), 79–108.
416 Andrew T. Urban (2009), An intimate world: Race, migration, and Chinese and Irish domestic
servants in the United States, 1850–1920, (Minnesota: University of Minnesota), 5. For a larger
discussion on the history of how domestic work has been located in the grayzone between free
and unfree labor, see Jane Whittle (2017), Servants in Rural Europe: 1400–1900, vol. 11,
(Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer).
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the masculinized figure of “Biddy”—as a threat to the domestic order of the white
American household. Biddy, or the Irish maidservant, was seen as simultaneously
aggressive and violent and an inherently servile character. Young Irish women
had to endure harassment based on discourses of class, gender, and race. How-
ever, domestic service could be one of the few ways to gain economic independ-
ence. The Irish maidservant came to function as a racial marker for the growing
urban middle-class: having an Irish domestic servant manifested the racial supe-
riority of the white American housewives. Closing in on the turn of the twentieth
century, against the backdrop of rising anti-Catholicism, the increase in Irish im-
migration was seen as a threat to the American nation. Irish maidservants in
American protestant homes were viewed with increasing suspicion.417

The Swedish immigrant women entering domestic service thus faced a situa-
tion where racial hierarchy was explicitly played out. The Anglo-American de-
mand for Swedish maidservants can be understood alongside racial status of Swe-
dish immigrants. In the ethnoracial hierarchy, Scandinavians most often qualified
as white and desirable. As Katzman points out, when American mistresses were
asked for their preferences for maidservants in the 1910s, “43 percent favored
Scandinavians and 27 percent, Irish”.418 In an article in Chicago Daily Tribune
from 1872, domestic servants were characterized and classified according to their
national origins as a way for mistresses to weigh the pros and cons. While Irish
were said to be “born to servitude, and accept the situation without question”,
Swedish and Norwegian girls were described as “good tempered, fair-haired” and
“elephantine”, meaning clumsy. While described as “usually phlegmatic”, the
Swedish and Norwegian girls were said to be “neat, diligent”. and “capable”
when educated and assimilated to their task.419 The employers often explicitly
stated in their advertisements that they wanted servants according to racial pref-
erences. If not, they used language that articulated attributes of strength and com-
petence, floating on the discursive border between skills and racial attributes. As
Erika Jackson suggested, the demand for “strong” Swedish or German girls was
not necessarily aimed at physical strength, but alluded to the desire for young
women of “strong racial stock”.420

417 Andrew T. Urban (2009) "Irish Domestic Servants, ‘Biddy’ and Rebellion in the American
Home, 1850–1900," Gender & History, 21(2); Hasia R. Diner (1983), Erin's daughters in
America: Irish immigrant women in the nineteenth century, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press), 81–83, 93–94.
418 However, ethnic or racial preference seems to have been inversely related to the supply of do-
mestic servants in the local labor market. Mistresses seemed to prefer other nationalities than
those available. Katzman (1978), 70.
419 Chicago Daily Tribune, 20 October 1872, 7.
420 Jackson (2019), 94–95.
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Whereas the demand for Swedish women in domestic work seems to have
been high since the late 1860s, and payment was better than in Sweden, Swedish
women seeking employment nevertheless had to accept subjugation in their roles
as servants. Tied to the family’s needs, servants had little freedom to determine
their working hours. The risk of various forms of violence—sexual, verbal, or
physical—was also imminent. The press told stories like that of a 23-year-old
Norwegian immigrant, Carrie Larson, in 1902, who took employment as a maid-
servant but ended up in the kitchen of a boat. There, she was killed by her drunk
employer. Such stories, exemplifying the risk of violence women were exposed
to in the labor market, enforced the idea of women as vulnerable in a dangerous
labor market. Narratives like these were thus, in a peculiar sense, a warning for
the risks of the outside world, enforcing the notion that the domestic sphere was
the ideal workplace for women.421

As with the Irish domestic servants, the preference for Swedish maidservants
coexisted with a depreciation of the intelligence of Swedish young women and
men. This was particularly visible in the trope of the “dumb blonde”. The fact
that ideas of white superiority made Swedish maids highly sought-after, while
their halting language skills and servant status ranked them as inferior, is an ex-
cellent example of the intersection of race and class. The employers’ depreciation
of the intelligence of Swedish maidservants served to mark both class and racial
superiority. Wealthy Anglo-American families thus managed to articulate them-
selves as racially superior through the domination of an immigrant “white race”.
Around the turn of the century, the typical Swede, as well as the Swedish maid
inhabited a position permeated by conflicting images and values—something that
would also inform how Swedes understood the Swedish-American wage-earning
woman.422

The moralization over Swedish maidservants
The ambivalence towards the autonomy and economic power of a growing group
of Swedish single wage-earning women was an issue already in the 1860s, and
shared characteristics with the discussion on Irish maidservants. The fact that the
young Irish women sent large portions of their earnings back to Ireland was
looked upon with respect and pride. For both working women and observers, the
economic aspect was usually seen as positive. Instead, the morality was seen as
the main issue. Male Irish commentators blamed domestic service for why the

421 Svenska Amerikanaren, 8 April 1902, 11. For a collection of quotes about the difficult working
conditions of domestic servants, as told by the servants themselves, see Katzman (1978).
422 Jackson (2019), 49, 95. See also Margareta Matovic, “Embracing Middle-Class Life: Swedish-
American Women in Lake View” in Harzig, ed. (1997), 289.
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Irish did not climb the social ladder. Working away from home was contrary to
many Catholic pastors’ ideals of family life, and some feared that the Protestant
host families would try to convert the young Irish women from Catholicism.423

For Swedish women in the occupation, Swedish-American newspapers ex-
pressed slightly different moral doubts. In a letter to the editors of Svenska Ameri-
kanaren in 1867, the author argued that Hemlandet and Lutheran priests, during
their church services, moralized over the consumption of Swedish women in do-
mestic service. Instead of subscribing to and supporting Hemlandet and the
church, the priests had supposedly preached that these girls were buying nice-
looking clothes and luxury goods.424 The letter can, of course, be seen as a con-
tribution to the ongoing conflict between Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren;
however, it also reveals that the wage-earning women with purchasing power
provoked public commentators. Fashion, as previous research argued, was an im-
portant aspect of the lives of immigrant women working in domestic service. As
wage-earners in urban US, they were perhaps for the first time in their lives able
to spend money on themselves and adopt a middle-class aesthetic. Such spending
did not align with the Lutheran ideals of frugality and dedication to the religious
cause. The Lutheran critique can be interpreted as disappointment with female
wage-earners spending on themselves rather than financially supporting the con-
gregation.425

There were also concerns about how far young women’s autonomy should
stretch. In a reprinted speech, inititally held in La Crosse, Wisconsin, by Norwe-
gian journalist and editor Paul Hjelm-Hansen, it was argued that physical work
was the greatest virtue: “Here in America, the simple, the strenuous physical work
leads to reputation and wealth”.426 Since he rightly predicted that migration from
Scandinavia to the US was going to continue for many years, Hjelm-Hansen
wanted to share the information he had gathered about American conditions with
the people of Norway. At the end of the speech, he declared that young Norwe-
gian women could be sure to receive better pay and treatment as domestic serv-
ants in the US than as farmmaids in Norway. However well they would be treated
in the US, Hjelm-Hansen argued, he did not wish these women too much freedom
“because I want a housemaid to remain a housemaid”.427 In other words, young

423 Diner (1983), 91–92.
424 Svenska Amerikanaren, 15 May 1867, 2.
425 Matovic, “Embracing Middle-Class Life: Swedish-American Women in Lake View” in
Harzig, ed. (1997), 280–281.
426 “Här i Amerika är det simpla, det ansträngande kroppsliga arbetet vägen till anseende och väl-
stånd.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 11 December 1867, 2; Continued in the issue of 18 December
1867, 4.
427 “ty jag vill att en tjensteflicka skall vara en tjensteflicka.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 18 Decem-
ber 1867, 4.
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women were welcome to enter the well-paid work as maidservants, but further
aspirations were inappropriate. The strenuous physical work was seen as a virtue
that would grant all migrants upward mobility—but only within the confines of
class and gender.

This ambivalent attitude towards the position of the female domestic worker
persisted over the decades. The maidservant was continuously used as an example
of an excellent occupation for unmarried working-class women. As railway
strikes were underway in 1877, an article compared the railroad workers’ wage
demands with the purported complaints about low wages for shop assistants.
Maidservants and cooks, the article argued, were much better off since their
higher pay was combined with free lodging and meals. Instead of complaining
about their wages, why do these shopgirls not take on work as maidservants?428

In a letter to the editor published in Svenska Amerikanaren in the late 1880s, the
signature “Kjerstin” argued that Swedish maidservants sometimes worked for
very low wages; Kjerstin urged them not to settle for less than they were worth.
What primarily determined this worth, Kjerstin argued, was the loyalty. Being a
loyal maidservant would benefit not only the maidservants themselves, but the
reputation of all Swedes in the eyes of the Americans.429

A similar effort to keep maidservants in place can be found in an article in
Svenska Tribunen in 1891, as part of a series called “Chicago-bilder” [Pictures of
Chicago]. Under the pseudonym “Jeppe”, the editor C.F. Peterson told the story
of how a typical Swedish piga [farmmaid] would come to America, take employ-
ment as a maidservant, and enjoy the higher wages and the luxuries of urban life
in a middle-class home. With time, he argued, she would demand even higher
wages, but since maidservants seldom organized, this discontent usually only led
to them leaving their positions for other work. Nevertheless, he asked, were they
not better off as servants? Do these girls really enjoy more autonomy working for
a factory boss than working for a respectable family? Let the “stronger sex” oc-
cupy the role of dying in factories for the cause of civilization, Peterson patron-
izingly argued, as the women will get their fair share of heat in the domestic
sphere.430

While admitting that the position of maidservants allowed young women a
taste for higher wages and a better life, Peterson—just like Hjelm-Hansen—ques-
tioned a woman’s right to choose her own field of work. He argued for the

428 Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 August 1877, 1.
429 “Bref från Hyde Park”, Svenska Amerikanaren, 14 March 1889, 2.
430 “The Servant Girl” Svenska Tribunen, 10 December 1891, 1. The article has been referenced
and discussed in Jackson (2019), 100–101. Jackson argues that the article explained how maidser-
vants could climb the social ladder by acquiring the tastes and etiquette of middle-class ladies.
However, Jackson does not recognize the article’s mocking tone and ambivalent attitude.
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maidservants to remain and not get too greedy. For Peterson, autonomy was not
an appropriate ambition for women in domestic work. Peterson was, in other
words, asking them to be careful what they wished for. The risks and dangers of
factory work were for men only, he argued.431

For the Swedish-American male observers, two aspects influenced their mor-
alization of Swedish domestic workers. Firstly, there was a clear class aspect to
how the female wage-earners’ autonomy was viewed. While Swedish female
workers in the domestic sphere were deemed appropriate in a gendered sense, the
risk of their having ambitions for upward class mobility—flirting with the aes-
thetics of the middle class or continuously seeking better positions—was deemed
inappropriate. Secondly, defining the labor market as dangerous or the stressing
of factory work as hazardous for women was a way of protecting women from
what was seen as too perilous in the production industries. While mostly aligned
with the domestic code, it is interesting to note that the aspiration to the middle
class was deemed inappropriate, even as the code idealized middle-class life. The
striving for the Anglo-American middle class can be seen as challenging the eth-
noracial hierarchy, a boundary that Swedish maidservants were not deemed al-
lowed to cross.

The “Servant Girl Problem”
Both Swedish-American and Anglo-American newspapers in Chicago regularly
came back to discussions of the so-called “Servant Girl Problem” between 1870
and 1910. The “problem” was usually depicted as a labor-market issue: servants
tended to leave their employers in search of higher wages and better working
conditions. This had been a recurring debate in the US since the early nineteenth
century, and in Sweden closer to the turn of the twentieth century. The problem
of the shortage of servants for the growing demand of the bourgeoisie and middle-
class households would never really be resolved. As noted above, the ideology of
domestic work, or female wage work more generally, presented it as a temporary
step for young women preparing for marriage. There were, in a sense, double
expectations on female workers: they should be loyal to their employer, but they
should not work for wages for any more extended period of time.432

As the wealthiest families could always afford the domestic workers they de-
manded, the lack of affordable maidservants was primarily a “problem” for the

431 “The Servant Girl” Svenska Tribunen, 10 December 1891, 1.
432 Kessler-Harris (1982); Therese Nordlund Edvinsson and Johan Söderberg (2010) "Servants and
Bourgeois Life in Urban Sweden in the Early 20th Century," Scandinavian Journal of History,
35(4).
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middle class.433 Relations between mistresses and domestic servants were said to
be dysfunctional and maidservants were in such high demand that they could eas-
ily change employment if unhappy with the host family or the working condi-
tions. In a 1874 issue of the Chicago Daily Tribune, “The Servant Girl Problem”
headlined a short article that described the situation in US homes as a grave evil.
The old dream of diligent and competent servants was long gone. American
homes had to endure the “untidy, dish-breaking, door-slamming, loud-talking
damsel who comes on Wednesday and goes on Saturday”.434 To solve the prob-
lem, household education was to be provided to both mistresses and maidser-
vants. Such schools and institutions had already been established in various cities
in the US.

Mistresses were thus criticized for not being adequately educated in how to
instruct their domestic servants. A whole generation of young American women
had been raised, the Chicago Daily Tribune argued in 1885, knowing even less
about housework than their predecessors. Rather than educating both mistresses
and servants, the article argued, the mistresses’ daughters—the “do-nothings”—
were the ones in real need of education.435 The moralization over women in the
domestic sphere was evidently not confined to the workers. The fear that middle-
and upper-class daughters did not know how to run a household stirred equally
strong moral fears, threatening the domestic code. This is a perfect example of
how the domestic code produced a paradox in the late nineteenth century. As
household work for middle- and upper-class daughters was made more  abundant
through domestic servants or technological change, these daughters ended up in
limbo. While they were expected to do domestic labor, paid or unpaid, their skills
were no longer needed. Looking for a job outside the domestic sphere was not
seen as an option. In this sense, the “lazy” middle-class daughters, or the “do-
nothings”, are products of the domestic code clashing with a changing econ-
omy.436

The worries about women leaving the domestic sphere to seek work in facto-
ries were expressed in an article from 1893 in Skandinavia, a Swedish-language
newspaper published in Worcester, Massachusetts. According to the article, an
increasing number of maidservants chose to leave for factory work in the hope of
gaining more autonomy. Just as Peterson had argued, the article in Skandinavia
articulated the maidservant as a more honorable and morally decent occupation
for women than factory work. Why, then, did these maidservants complain about
their conditions? In fact, the article concluded, the maidservant was freer than the

433 Katzman (1978).
434 Chicago Daily Tribune, 11 September 1874, 4.
435 “The Servant-Girl Problem.” Chicago Daily Tribune, 11 October 1885, 4.
436 Kessler-Harris (1982), 113f.
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factory worker. And, perhaps more importantly, the maidservant’s skills contrib-
uted to making her more attractive as a wife: if she were a factory worker, her
competence in homemaking would vanish.437

This way of emphasizing the moral decency of domestic work and the dangers
or downsides of factory work is central to the view of the separate spheres of men
and women in the nineteenth-century US. Moreover, there was a recurring effort
to persuade women, using moral arguments, to remain in domestic work rather
than seek other occupations: to follow the domestic code. As was the case for
many women in domestic service, the position of a maidservant was usually seen
by them and by society as a prerequisite to marriage. Breaking that circle would
mean breaking the social norms surrounding gender, class, and work that had
prevailed in Europe and the US since early modern times. Having a stable supply
of women to employ in domestic work was important for maintaining the middle-
class boundary against the working class. For the Swedish observers, the mainte-
nance and fulfilment of expectations for women to work in domestic service and
then get married were important for securing Sweden's reputation among other
immigrants.438

In some instances, the efforts of the Swedish maidservants to influence their
wages also reveals how Scandinavian girls used their position and how immigrant
groups were pitted against each other. There were attempts to unionize and Swe-
dish and Norwegian maidservants took the lead. During the year of the Chicago
World’s Fair in 1893, the Chicago Daily Tribune reported that a newly organized
“servant girl trust” was demanding a minimum weekly wage of $10, which
equaled the average pay of a male laborer in construction in Chicago at that
time.439 The Tribune published short interviews with employment bureaus and
intelligence offices. The reports showed a general disbelief in the success of such
a union. Several respondents claimed that maidservants were already paid too
much; they were spoiled and that “she thinks she is the lady of the house”. Other
women—such as the Irish Americans—would be ready to take their place, it was
argued.440 Implying that the maidservant wanted to take control of the whole
household is a common way of posing the problem and pinpointed the fear of
confusing class positions. The wage-working woman could not be seen as run-
ning the household, even if she did so in practice. This fear was further

437 Skandinavia, 6 April 1893, 4.
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emphasized in comedic representations, where the man of the house would refer
to the maidservant, rather than to his wife, as the “lady of the house”.441

In a response to the article in the Chicago Daily Tribune, a Swedish maidser-
vant shared her experiences in Svenska Tribunen. According to her, the middle-
class mistresses were not interested in educating their servants, even when asked
for help. If the servant was not fulfilling her tasks as the mistress wished, the letter
to the editor explained, she merely replaced the servant with another girl. In her
experience, the social distance between mistress and servant was greater in the
US than in Sweden.442 From the maidservant’s point of view, the problem was the
great class divide between the women ordering the work and the women perform-
ing it.

Another article in Skandinavia from 1897 reported that an American paper
covered Swedish maids in Portland who weretrying to influence the terms of their
employment. Before taking a position, they would want to negotiate wages,
hours, and the duties to be included. This had led to American families agreeing
to start employing black women from the South that, in turn, reportedly, had made
the Swedish girls embarrassed of their apparent miscalculations.443

As has been noted in the case of domestic workers in the US at the time, the
conditions of the work, in several ways, stood in the way of women organizing
in unions. Often working in isolation, without close colleagues, and leaving the
occupation within only a few years, domestic workers had a harder time organiz-
ing collectively than, for example, factory workers. When women did organize,
they often did so in “protective” unions. These associations usually operated as
employment bureaus, primarily concerned with unified wage setting and negotat-
ing with several employers. Support from unionized men was limited before the
turn of the century. As the Knights of Labor disintegrated after the Haymarket
affair in 1886, the proportion of unionized women declined until 1900.444 While
Swedish immigrant women were slightly more involved in the Swedish-Ameri-
can temperance and labor movement in Chicago after the turn of the century,
spaces for organizing and discussing labor market issues were still heavily dom-
inated by men. The labor force, as well as the labor movement, was divided along
both gender and racial lines. As the labor movement gained force around the turn
of the century, Swedish maidservants continued their efforts to organize their own
unions. This suggests that they were not regarded as part of the same labor force

441 “‘No,’ said Fogg in reply to the person on the doorstep, ‘the lady of the house is not in; it is her
evening out. But my wife is in; perhaps she might do as well.’” The joke was titled “The Servant-
Girl Problem”. in Chicago Daily Tribune, 27 January 1884, 13.
442 Svenska Tribunen, 1 June 1892, 7.
443 Skandinavia, 30 June 1897, 8.
444 Katzman (1978); Kessler-Harris (1982).
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as men, not regarded as “real” workers. Swedish women in domestic work were
seen as salaried workers but were not fully included in the labor market.445

The reporting on “The Servant Girl Problem” reveals a broad range of issues
going beyond lack of competence or problems of communication between mid-
dle-class mistresses and immigrant maidservants. Maidservants’ demands for
high wages and influence over their working conditions were seen as disturbing
the social and moral order, but so was the alleged problem of mistresses not being
educated enough in household work to instruct their servants efficiently. The
complaints of dysfunctional relations between mistress and servant were thus
forcefully thrown back at the women themselves: they had to be taught how to
run and work in a household. While Swedish-American newspapers expressed
moral concern over maidservants leaving the domestic sphere for factory work,
the Chicago Daily Tribune articulated the mistresses as too lazy and the maidser-
vants as too greedy.

The threat to employ other immigrant women if the Swedish maidservants
were to unionize reveals how practices of pitting immigrant workers against each
other were standard in the domestic sphere as well. There was general skepticism,
expressed by both Anglo Americans and Swedish Americans, towards maidser-
vants who sought to improve their conditions by organizing collective demands.
For the Anglo Americans, Swedish maidservants who demanded better condi-
tions were obstructing the class divides between immigrants and Americans. Sim-
ilarly, Swedish-American observers saw the maidservants’ growing power in the
labor market as challenging the ideal of the loyal, domestic woman-worker. The
debate was thus permeated with fears of changes in gender norms, in which
women’s assertions of freedom to choose occupations challenged the trope of the
male breadwinner. It also disturbed expectations of mistresses and maidservants,
who were supposed to train primarily to run a household. The more influence
maidservants demanded, the more they were viewed as threatening their class and
gender position: threatening the domestic code.

Female factory workers
Beyond the Swedish maidservants, Swedish women working in factories also
caught the interest of the Swedish-American press. The debate on female workers
continued in the first decade of the 1900s and ideas of race were coupled with
gender norms. As the “servant girl problem” raised concerns about women

445 For example, “The Servant Girls’ Union” was established in July 1901, and a Swedish-Ameri-
can woman, Hannah Johnson, was elected as a board member. Svenska Amerikanaren, 30 July
1901, 11. For a discussion on the role of women in the workers-oriented café and social club Café
Idrott, see Nordahl (1994), 116–119.
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switching employers and households too often, women working in the production
industry drew attention from influential public figures. Job advertisements di-
rected to Swedish women had long appeared in Hemlandet and Svenska Ameri-
kanaren, as well as information about job opportunities in households and facto-
ries from the Employment Bureau. Nevertheless, the thought of women in the
industrial labor market stirred up fundamental moral doubts in editorials and in
news articles.

On the first page of Hemlandet on 17 March 1908, the headline warned of “A
Great National Danger”. The danger was not that working in the factories threat-
ened the health of the textile workers. Instead, the famous eugenicist Edward A.
Ross had delivered a speech organized by the Illinois Federation of Women’s
Clubs, where he warned about the supposed “racial degeneration” that would fol-
low if women kept working in the textile industry. The machines constantly in-
creased the pace of labor and the physical work was too repetitive, which would
contribute to a degenerating race, he argued. Ross imagined this deterioration in
both gender and racial terms. The American working-class woman would soon
be as weak as the women of the Russian farmers’ class; their decreasing feminin-
ity would, in the long run, threaten the entire US nation. The main thrust of Ross’
argument was that working conditions in the textile industry were deplorable.
However, from his point of view, this did not call for improvements in working
conditions, workers’ health, or the position and influence of workers in the labor
market. Instead, he feared that women would become too similar to men—some-
thing that would imply a “deterioration of the race”.446

While women had long been working in factories, this was seen as inappropri-
ate from both moral and economic perspectives by legislators and social reform-
ers. Worries about the racial future of a nation where women worked in factories
emerged. These worries should be understood in light of the “racial degeneration”
theories. At the beginning of the twentieth century, social reformers in the US
pushed for legislation on women’s working hours, citing the importance of
women to family life and reproduction. Laws regulating working hours, mini-
mum wage, and night work were passed in several states. Notably, several US
courts passed legislation arguing that women had a special role as “mothers of
the race”. being primarily concerned with the woman as central to the reproduc-
tion of the nation and the labor force.447

This view of female factory workers partly explains why contemporary Swe-
dish-American writers and commentators viewed maidservants as a source of

446 Hemlandet, 17 March 1908, 1.
447 Kessler-Harris, “The Paradox of Motherhood: Night Work Restrictions in the United States” in
Ulla Wikander et al. (1995), Protecting women: Labor legislation in Europe, the United States, and
Australia, 1890–1920, (Urbana, Ill: University of Illinois Press), 337–358; McClintock (1995), 116.
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pride. Johan Person devoted a chapter in his Svensk-amerikanska studier (1912)
to argue that the “Serving Sister” made a significant contribution to the reputation
of the Swedish Americans.448 One of the core arguments was that “if the maid-
servants, in the eyes of the Americans, are an honor for the Swedish immigrants,
there is reason for the latter to see them that way too”.449 Not willing to comply
with the American view of Swedes as an inherently servile people, however, Per-
son argued that it was probably the combination of the Swedish women’s kind-
ness and their beautiful appearance that made Americans think of them as the best
maidservants in the world.450 While the moral decency of wage-earning Swedish-
American women was doubted, having them working in domestic service pre-
served the good reputation of Swedish Americans. There, maidservants were, at
least, not contributing to the perceived dangers of “racial deterioration”.

In the eyes of the Swedish state: Female workers or white slaves?
Ernst Beckman had been travelling to the United States during the 1870s and
1880s, publishing his travelogues; he was one of the men who suggested launch-
ing The Emigration Inquiry.451 The description of the Swedish female worker in
Beckman’s account, as well as in others, centered around the maidservant. Spend-
ing only a short passage on the question, Beckman argued that the maidservants’
position in the labor market was excellent. Not only were they highly in demand
and therefore highly paid, but these circumstances also gave them the privilege
of leaving for another employer if they wished. As skilled maidservants were so
rare, Beckman argued, they were met in some places with such respect that they
were not called tjenarinnor [servants] but “helps”.452

As the Swedish Emigration Inquiry studied labor market conditions for
Swedes in the US, maidservants received particulat attention. In von Koch’s in-
vestigation, consisting mainly of interviews, the Swedish maidservants were said
to be “immoral” and “easily seduced” as they supposedly often “fell victims” to
pregnancies outside marriage. Discussing how this might be, von Koch offered
an explanation he had received from his informants: the Swedish maidservants
had misunderstood the behavior of the American men. Because of their under-
standing of engagement as equal to marriage, they were “easy pray for

448 Joy K. Lintelman (1991) "'Our Serving Sisters': Swedish-American Domestic Servants and
Their Ethnic Community," Social Science History, 15(3).
449 “Äro tjänsteflickorna i amerikanernas ögon en heder för de svenska invandrarna, så finns det
också skäl till antagandet, att äfven de senare anse dem så.” Johan Person (1912), Svensk-
amerikanska studier, (Rock Island: Augustana Book Concern), 103.
450 Person (1912), 105–106.
451 Emigrationsutredningen; Betänkande, (1911), 6–10.
452 Beckman (1883), 103.
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unscrupulous men”.453 While maintaining the view that the Swedish women were
competent maidservants, they were articulated as morally and socially incompe-
tent, in need of protection from dangers. However, nothing was presented to sup-
port the claims. These views were part of the broader protective discourse, where
sexual dangers were said to threaten women in the modern world. Interestingly,
this case points out the Anglo-American man as the potential sexual predator,
marking the boundary between them and Swedish women.454

Other informants defended the maidservants as misunderstood, arguing that
the Anglo-American families were giving their them an undeservedly bad repu-
tation for social and moral competency. While von Koch explained that the de-
mand for Swedish maidservants seemed endless, that they had nearly no compe-
tition from other nationalities, and that their economic position was therefore ex-
cellent, he conceded that these women were victims of their surroundings and
needed protection. However, as Joy Lintelman has shown, it was not entirely true
that they lacked such “protection”. Various boarding houses and recreational
homes were established in Chicago by church organizations and others, providing
havens for young immigrant women with poor economies or no family connec-
tions. These places often took care of Swedish maidservants.455 The victimization
of the female Swedish workers in the labor market was instead derived from a
broader discourse on the need to protect women from the dangers of the modern
city.456

Around the turn of the century, the morality of Swedish young women had
become a heated topic as voices were raised warning of the risk of them becoming
victims of the so-called “white slavery”. The public debate on white slavery had
been going on internationally since the mid-nineteenth century, but intensified in
the first two decades of the twentieth century. It proliferated in official and pop-
ular media, grounded in a fear of and opposition to the alleged systematic traf-
ficking of young white immigrants who were said to be forced into prostitution.
Aligning with the domestic ideology, the city was gendered and sexualized:
women in the urban landscape were at risk. Around 1900, the question of white
slavery in Sweden was connected to the female emigration. A Swedish associa-
tion called Vaksamhet [The Vigilance Association] was formed in 1903 to protect
women from trafficking; much of their work was concerned with reducing the

453 Emigrationsutredningen, Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 153.
454 Yuval-Davis (1997).
455 Joy K. Lintelman, “‘On My Own’: Single, Swedish, and Female in Turn-of-the-century Chi-
cago” in Anderson and Blanck, eds. (1992), 89–100.
456 See, for example, Judith R. Walkowitz (1992), City of dreadful delight: Narratives of sexual
danger in late-Victorian London, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press).
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risks related to emigrating and informing women about the conditions in the
US.457

While the 1907 case of the Swedish immigrant Agnes—who, according to the
prosecutor and author Clifford Roe, was drugged, taken to a brothel, and capti-
vated—came to stand as an example of the horrors of the white slave trade, his-
torians have largely denounced her case as having nothing to do with organized
sexual coercion. The discourse on white slavery was diverse, originating from
different social groups, serving a range of political and ideological purposes. All
kinds of people were participating in the public scare: from racists motivated by
calling out certain immigrants or racial groups as villains, to women who sought
to reform their conditions in the labor market and in public life in general. How-
ever, a large portion of the circulating stories and rumors was impossible to ver-
ify. Despite this, the scare amounted to the launch of government investigations
and immigrant legislation, as in the English and US examples.458 What is im-
portant, then, is how the discourse of “white slavery” not only functioned as a
public scare—policing the boundaries of womanhood and female autonomy—
but aligned with the view that the sexual reproduction of the nation needed to be
protected. The narratives followed the trodden path, imagining that “foreign ele-
ments” were posing a danger to law and order in society, as well as to the racial
position of Swedes in the US.459

In his investigations of the conditions of Swedes in the urban areas of New
York and Chicago, von Koch touched more explicitly on the question of white
slavery. His discussion was closely connected to what was perceived as a problem
of “unmarried mothers” among the Swedish female immigrant population, thus
focused on the question of sexual morality. In line with public discourse, von
Koch presented white slavery as a severe problem, claiming that around 6,000
white women each year were recruited into prostitution; at least 80 per cent of
them were tricked and forced into submission. Interestingly, however—while not

457 Amy Rae Lagler (2000), 'For God's sake do something': white-slavery narratives and moral
panic in turn-of-the-century American cities, (East Lansing, MI.: Michigan State University), 6;
Christopher Diffee (2005) "Sex and the City: The White Slavery Scare and Social Governance in
the Progressive Era," American quarterly, 57(2); Jens Jäger (2002) "International police co-
operation and the associations for the fight against white slavery," Paedagogica Historica, 38(2–
3); Ann Hallner (2009) "Från vit slavhandel till trafficking: En studie om föreställningar kring
människohandel och dess offer," Historisk tidskrift, 129(3). For a study of how understandings of
gender, sexuality, and class, in the urban space of late nineteenth-century London were narra-
tivized and unsettled, see Walkowitz (1992).
458 Laura Lammasniemi (2017) "Anti-White Slavery Legislation and its Legacies in England," Anti-
trafficking review, 2017(9), 72; Katherine Benton-Cohen (2018), Inventing the immigration
problem: The Dillingham Commission and its legacy, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press), 151–159.
459 Lagler (2000), 155–166; 354–360; Benton-Cohen (2018), 154–156.
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denouncing the risks altogether—von Koch seemed to view the phenomenon as
a minor problem among young Swedish immigrant women.460

Swedish authorities were not alone in their interest in the questions of white
slavery. In 1909, the US Immigration Commission launched a special investiga-
tion into the conditions of one of the Swedish Lutheran immigrants boarding
houses allowed to cooperate with the Ellis Island immigrant inspection. The case
made it to the front page of Svenska Amerikanaren. According to Inspector Wil-
liams, one agent working for the Swedish immigrant home in New York, Andrew
Dahlberg, had given false information. He had reported large numbers of Swedish
young women who he had supposedly sent off to places that did not exist. A
female commissioner had pretended to be a Swedish newcomer; when she en-
countered Dahlberg, he had been acting on his “sinful lusts” and “severely of-
fended her”. Exactly what Dahlberg’s behavior meant was not explicitly stated in
the article, but it is clear that Svenska Amerikanaren regarded Dahlberg nega-
tively. They further suggested that he probably had been involved in the misman-
agement and poor treatment of Polish women at a similar boarding house.461

In the following issue of Svenska Amerikanaren, a small column on the topic
retracted some of the heavier accusations against Dahlberg. Even if Dahlberg did
not bring these girls into white slavery, they argued, the fact that he had been so
careless of the wellbeing of these women should make him accountable.462 A few
days later, on several front pages of the Swedish-American newspapers, it was
declared that the whole story was based on false accusations. Commissioner Wil-
liams had asked the immigrant home to provide complementary documentation
of some of the young Swedish women’s whereabouts. When the immigrant home
had provided him with accurate information, he was satisfied and denied ever
having accused them for mistreating the women.463

The debate on white slavery partly functioned as a way of externalizing the
moral doubts over young white women breaking the traditional norms. Drawing
on racializing tropes, foreign agents were blamed for terrorizing young women
who were crowding the urban spaces of the industrialized world; they also found
themselves between being “real” workers and being confined to the domestic
sphere. The discourse on “white slavery” can be understood as an extension or
intensification of moral attitudes that had long existed around female workers.

460 , Bilaga XX. Svenskarna i utlandet, 1911, 153–54.
461 Svenska Amerikanaren, 19 August 1909, 1.
462 Svenska Amerikanaren, 26 August 1909, 4.
463 Svenska Amerikanska Posten, 31 August 1909, 1; Svenska Amerikanaren, 2 September 1909,
4. The story spread to Swedish-language newspapers all over the continent. When the matter had
been settled, it was announced in (among others) Pacific Tribune, 8 September 1909, 1; Oregon
Posten, 8 September 1909, 1; Vårt Land, 2 September 1909, 1; Texas Posten, 2 September 1909,
pp. 1 & 9.
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The extension meant that the worries over reproduction and sexuality in the do-
mestic sphere were coupled with notions of racial and nationalist reproduction,
through the fear of a potential—racially or nationally—foreign threat. The Swe-
dish-American press, American officials, and the Swedish observers reproduced
discourses of morality and sexuality when addressing the situation of young Swe-
dish women on the American labor market. In doing so, they reproduced and
reinforced the racial boundaries around Swedish women in the US. In the view
of these men, Swedish women in the Chicago labor market were supposed to
work for the benefit of all Swedish-Americans. This meant fulfilling their roles
within the confines of their racial and gendered position within the US ethnoracial
hierarchy, and within the domestic code.

Concluding remarks: The Swedish-American workforce
In this chapter, I sought to understand how Swedish-American newspapers and
commentators, as well as Swedish officials and observers understood and made
sense of Swedish immigrants in the American labor market. While many Swedish
immigrants took employment in urban and industrial sectors, a lingering and con-
stantly reproduced image of the Swede as a farmer persisted. Newspapers and
organizations such as the Free Swedish Employment Bureau were highly in-
volved in mediating between employers and Swedish job-seekers, actively par-
ticipating in constructing the ideal Swedish-American worker.

As the analysis shows, the trope and ideal of the Swedish-American farmer pre-
vailed and was reproduced despite industrial and urban labor being important for
both Swedish-American men and women in making a living. This is in line with
how Danish Americans, for example, were stereotyped and described by Danish
travel writers.464 These views were shared by Swedish observers such as G.H. von
Koch and Ernst Beckman and were enforced, not least, through interviews with
Othelia Myhrman. They all interpellated the Swedish-American worker along gen-
dered lines: the male as farmer, and the female as domestic servant.

However, as labor-market unrest related to industrial work was reported,
newspapers often acknowledged that Swedes were affected or involved. Both
Swedish- and Anglo-American reporting on such issues were imbued with a ra-
cialized language. The Swedish-language press portrayed and interpellated Swe-
dish workers as diligent and morally superior to other immigrant groups. South-
ern and Eastern Europeans were blamed for taking the jobs from Swedish

464 Brøndal, Jørn, "Atop a hierarchy of whiteness: Danish Americans as portrayed by Danish travel
writers in the second half of the nineteenth century" in Sverdljuk et al. (2021), 75–97.
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workers, both in the US and Sweden. While some articles argued that the blame
lay with capitalists pushing down wages, boundaries were drawn around Swedes,
who were interpellated as specifically competent and morally superior working
people, while articulating the newly arrived Southern and Eastern Europeans as
unskilled people willing to work for nothing. The Swedish newspapers drew ra-
cial boundaries, emphasizing the racial closeness of Swedish-American male
workers to Anglo Americans.

The racial boundaries that were drawn intersected with notions of Swedish
workers as non-radical. Hemlandet advocated this view of Swedish workers as
diligent and loyal to their employers, and dismissed the notion that Swedes were
capable of becoming radical socialists or anarchists. The other papers, Svenska
Amerikanaren and Svenska Tribunen, were slightly more positive towards the
workers’ cause. However, their reporting on strikes or labor market insecurity
tended to understand the differences between immigrant groups as the main ele-
ments of the problem. In relation to some labor market conflicts, the racialization
of other immigrant workers was very coarse, for example, when comparing
Southern or Eastern European immigrants to animals. Drawing such firm bound-
aries, national origin was articulated in thick, naturalized terms.465

The second part of the chapter highlights how unmarried Swedish women in
gainful employment produced a range of moral and ideological problems embed-
ded in the hierarchies of class, gender, and race. While Swedish unmarried
women working in domestic service were seen as a source of pride by some Swe-
dish Americans in Chicago, their ambition to choose their own line of work was
met with skepticism. When Swedish female workers changed employers in an
effort to influence their working conditions or wages, Swedish-American news-
papers aligned with Anglo-American commentators: a maidservant should re-
main a maidservant and be loyal to her presumably American middle-class em-
ployer.

Swedish-American bourgeois commentators and Swedish officials not only
adopted a dominant discourse but also actively participated in its formation and
reproduction. They understood the maidservant position as the ideal for unmar-
ried white women, morally and economically: serving Anglo-American families
for good pay. However, this image of female workers created several moral
problems for the observers. The labor-market autonomy and growing economic
power of young Swedish women were met with mockery, and while being proud
of the high demand for Swedish maidservants, many observers were troubled by
their efforts to utilize their bargaining position. The maidservants were challeng-
ing the domestic code, which confined women to the domestic sphere and

465 Wacquant (2024).
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allowed them to work for wages only as a means to prepare for their future mar-
riage. The fact that Swedish unmarried women increased their living standards
and gained autonomy in public space through their efforts to unionize, their in-
terest in fashion, and their ability to spend money challenged the domestic ide-
ology.466

Lastly, the chapter shows how the debate on “white slavery” combined notions
of race and gender in defining the position of the Swedish maidservants in the
US. In its most extreme expression, the worries regarding the unmarried Swedish
women were articulated through seeing them as needing protection from sexual
exploitation by men. While foreign men were portrayed as the most significant
danger, Anglo-American men were also said to pose dangers to the Swedish un-
married women. Drawing on racial ideas and boundaries, the threat of sexual ex-
ploitation of the young women helped emphasize the whiteness and sexual inno-
cence of the Swedish female workers. By articulating a clear external threat to
the Swedish-American women, their whiteness was underscored, and a sharp
boundary was drawn around them towards other immigrant groups.467

The need to protect Swedish women simultaneously expressed how close Swe-
dish-American women stood to the Anglo-American women, experiencing the
same alleged threat from foreigners. Stressing the importance of the domestic
code for Swedish female workers was, on the one hand, part of placing Swedish
Americans at the same level as Anglo Americans in the ethnoracial hierarchy,
and part of governing the reproduction of the Swedish-American national collec-
tive. The public interest in the sexual morality of Swedish women was tightly
connected to the reputation of Swedish Americans as a whole. Interpellating Swe-
dish male workers as farmers similarly served to distance Swedes from the “new”
immigrants. As in earlier debates on Americanization, then, the emphasis on the
specificity of Swedish Americans was understood as something that simultane-
ously Americanized. The Swedishness was again articulated through drawing
boundaries towards other groups, and moving Swedish Americans closer to An-
glo Americans.

466 Cf. Kessler-Harris (1982).
467 Cf. McClintock (1995), 47.
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Chapter 5. Advertising the gendered and
racialized reader

It should be obvious that neither he [the advertising agent], nor any other individ-
ual, can for each case test the truthfulness of all the information contained in var-
ious advertisements. But it is nevertheless his duty to, under all circumstances, and
as far as possible, investigate any advertisements that can be classified as “humbug
and fraud”. Moreover, the control over how this duty is fulfilled is not in the hands
of the editorial staff.468

The early histories of the Swedish-language newspapers Hemlandet and Svenska
Amerikanaren are defined by their attachment to certain religious and social
spheres. By the turn of the century, these papers had gone through several
changes. They continued to be issued weekly, but the number of pages increased
from 8 to 10 in the 1890s and to 12 in 1900.469 During the same period, the mi-
gration from Sweden to the US was peaking, and reported circulation numbers
increased for both newspapers. The Swedish-language newspapers were no
longer mouthpieces for the religious sphere or the business elite: they had become
established reading for Chicagoans of Swedish origin, reaching a broader demo-
graphic as well as a broader geographic audience. For a paper like the Minneap-
olis-based Svenska Amerikanska Posten, for example, it was more important to
keep pace with the American newspapers than with the Swedish-American
ones.470

As the quote from 1886 above shows, Hemlandet’s editors did not want to be
held personally responsible for the paper’s advertising content. The statement
was an answer to allegations that it had published fraudulent or “humbug” adver-
tising. However, at this time, the changing advertising practices had moved

468 “Hvad det moraliska ansvaret för en tidnings annonser under sådana omständigheter angår så
hvilar det naturligtvis i främsta rummet å annonsörerna sjelfva, i det andra å annonsagenten. Att
hvarken han eller någon annan enskild person kan i hvarje fall pröfva sanningsenligheten af alla de
uppgifter olikartade annonser innehålla, torde ligga i öppen dag, men det är dock under alla om-
ständigheter hans pligt att, så långt görligt är, undersöka livilka annonser, som kunna hänföras under
rubriken ‘humbug och bedrägeri’. Kontrollen öfver huru denna pligt uppfylles ligger merändels
icke i redaktionens händer.” Hemlandet, 9 June 1886, 4.
469 See Figure 2.2 above.
470 See Figure 1.1 and Table 1 above. Björk (1999), 5.
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control over advertising further away from both newspapers and businesses. In-
stead, advertising agents managed the mediation between the parties. Newspaper
editors no longer fully controlled, nor wanted to control, the contents of adver-
tisement. Whether or not Hemlandet’s editors wanted or could control it, the ad-
vertisements contributed to their content as well as to their revenues.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the US newspaper economy as a
whole underwent a series of changes. One of these was the emergence of news-
paper sections directed explicitly to women. Women’s magazines, or periodicals,
had been around in Great Britain, the US, and Sweden since the early nineteenth
century. However, in the late nineteenth-century US, weekly and daily newspa-
pers launched pages and sections specifically devoted to domestic life and to
women. The titles of these pages all alluded to the wife, the home, the “woman’s
world”, and especially the woman’s position in the domestic sphere.471

These sections in the Swedish-American press have been understudied in pre-
vious research. Åse Elin Langeland studies the monthly journal Kvinden og
Hjemmet, published in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, from 1888 into the mid-twentieth
century. She concludes that, through advertising American national brands, cop-
ying texts from Anglo-American and Scandinavian women’s journals, and intro-
ducing American recipes, holidays, and customs, the magazine helped American-
ize Scandinavian-American readers.472 Cynthia Nelson Meyer studies the
women’s columns in the Swedish Evangelical Mission Covenant Church paper
Förbundets Veckotidning [The Covenant Weekly] in the late 1910s. Meyer’s con-
clusions show how the Swedish-American women, through these columns, navi-
gated their roles as mothers, wives, and Christian missionaries. Since Meyer stud-
ies the religious press, she concludes that Swedish women’s identification with
middle-class motherhood and homemaking stemmed from their belief that God
wanted them to be wives and mothers primarily. Studying the secular press might
put these articulations in a broader context of how readers are interpellated
through the genre of the women’s sections, and through advertisement dis-
course.473

471 Julie A. Golia (2016) "Courting Women, Courting Advertisers: The Woman’s Page and the
Transformation of the American Newspaper, 1895–1935," The Journal of American History,
103(3).
472 Åse Elin Langeland (2009), Adjusting to America: A study in Kvinden og hjemmet: a monthly
journal for the Scandinavian women in America, 1888–1947, (Saarbrücken: VDM Verlag Dr.
Müller).
473 To my knowledge, Meyer has conducted the only study that focuses in detail on a Swedish-
American newspaper’s women’s section over time. Cynthia Nelson Meyer (1998), Creating a
Swedish-American woman: the views of women in the Swedish Evangelical Mission Covenant
Church, 1915–1920, (Bloomington, IN.: Indiana University Press).
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As I argue in Chapter 4, the domestic code dominated the gender norms, artic-
ulating women as homemakers and men as breadwinners. As the center of the
home, the woman played a crucial role in nationalist ideology as the reproducer
not only of the family but also the whole national collective. During this period,
the emergence of department stores, and consuming as a social activity tightly
associated with the middle-class woman, also made advertising gain a new social
meaning.474 Through interacting with advertising in the form of trade card scrap
books, as Ellen Gruber Garvey argues, people brought advertisement into their
intimate social spheres of both materiality and imagination.475

Parallel to the construction of a female consumer subject, the women’s pages
and, more importantly, the advertisements came to articulate masculinity. While
advertisements and quasi-medical advice were heavily directed to women in the
nineteenth century, men were targeted as well. Creating and articulating male
anxieties surrounding male potency and sexual performance, advertisements pre-
sented the male readers with assemblages of how their masculinity could be re-
stored through various medical treatments.476

In this chapter, I study how the women’s pages emerged, first in Svenska Fol-
kets Tidning and then in Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren. The research
questions guiding the chapter are: How was the Swedish-American woman artic-
ulated in Swedish-American newspapers between 1900 and 1910? How did these
articulations relate to the notion of Swedishness? In the first part of the chapter,
I discuss the changes in the newspaper and advertising economy in the late nine-
teenth century. I then turn to the first Swedish-American women’s pages in the
Minneapolis paper Svenska Folkets Tidning, where both textual and advertising
contents are analyzed. Thereafter, I provide thematic discussions of the contents
of the early years of the woman’s pages in Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikana-
ren, and a discussion of masculinity and femininity in the advertising discourse.

Americanizing through advertising
The 1880s ushered in several developments that changed the newspaper economy
and the form and content of Swedish-American newspapers. The developments
in paper production, changing the raw material from rags to wood pulp,

474 William R. Leach (1984) "Transformations in a Culture of Consumption: Women and
Department Stores, 1890–1925," The Journal of American History, 71(2).
475 Kessler-Harris (1982), 50–53; Yuval-Davis (1997); Ellen Gruber Garvey (1996), The Adman in
the Parlor: Magazines and the Gendering of Consumer Culture, 1880s to 1910s, 1st ed., (New
York: Oxford University Press).
476 Angus McLaren (2007), Impotence: A cultural history, (Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago
Press), Chapter 6, 126–148.
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contributed to lower paper costs. This, in turn, was followed by an expansion of
newspapers’ pages per issue, while the price per issue was lowered. In 1879, a
second-class postal rate was introduced, which helped lower the cost of circulat-
ing newspapers and magazines. After only reaching an elite segment of the pop-
ulation, newspapers began reaching a mass audience. As circulation increased,
advertisers viewed newspapers as increasingly attractive, and the newspapers’
revenue source shifted from subscriptions to advertising. This rapid growth in the
number of newspapers made competition for specific market shares or segments
even more important, and both publications and advertisers constructed and tar-
geted reader groups. One such segmenting emerged along national lines, and an-
other one through the gendering of the readers.477

Women’s magazines had been around in Sweden and the US since the early
nineteenth century. In the 1880s and 1890s, magazines for women and families
were published weekly, at a lower price gained broader readerships. In Swedish
women’s magazines such as Idun or Dagny, established in the late 1880s, female
suffrage was discussed and promoted, while other magazines focused on home-
making. Studying the contents of the weekly Allers Familj-Journal [Aller’s Fam-
ily Journal], Lisbeth Larson argues that the woman was emphasized as the center
of the domestic sphere, and her role as wife and mother. Thereby, the family was
reinforced as protected from the outer world. Advertising came to form an im-
portant part of the contents of these newspapers as well.478

In her research on British women’s magazines, Beetham connects this devel-
opment to the broader commercialization and new organization of periodical pub-
lishing, often termed “New Journalism”. Both daily and weekly newspapers and
magazines expanded as the division of labor in publishing increased and printing
costs decreased. While women’s magazines became part of the large British pub-
lishing houses’ commercial strategies, daily newspapers also started carving out
special sections for the growing female readership. As Beetham noted, the new
woman’s media came with a renegotiation and reinvention of the middle-class
woman. This was usually a process involving a quite moralizing and fostering

477 Kaplan (2015); Baldasty (1992); Petty (2015).
478 Anna Nordenstam (2009) "Fruntimmerspress - en tidskrift för kvinnliga läsare," Tidskrift för
genusvetenskap, 30(4); Emma Severinsson (2018), "Moderna kvinnor: Modernitet, femininitet och
svenskhet i svensk veckopress 1920–1933" (Historiska institutionen, Lunds universitet), 51–52;
Karl Erik Gustafsson and Per Rydén, eds. (2001) Den svenska pressens historia II: Åren då allting
hände (1830–1897), (Stockholm: Ekerlid), 322–342; Lisbeth Larsson (1990), En annan historia:
Om kvinnors läsning och svensk veckopress, 2 ed., (Stockholm: Symposion), 153–186, 264.
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tone, even if the editors of some of the British magazines were middle-class
women themselves.479

The “New Woman” was articulated as a stronger, more independent individ-
ual, yet was nevertheless bound to accept her position as a wife and mother de-
pendent on her wage-earning husband. These ambivalences and contradictions of
the “new” or “modern” woman have been put forward as essential to the gender
of modernity, as Rita Felski argues. The late-nineteenth century was a period of
changing womanhood, but this did not mean that gender ceased to be a defining
aspect of social control. It is important, then, to remember that the articulations
of femininity and masculinity in the newspapers were interpellations, not reflec-
tions of any stable gender norms. Instead, these interpellations precisely sought
to stabilize the destabilized notions of gender during the period.480

The emergence of new forms of publishing directed towards specific groups
coincided and developed alongside the professionalization of advertising with the
steadily growing industrial production. In the US, the turn of the century was a
period when advertisers developed techniques not only to sell commodities but
also to construct markets, creating demand for new commodities. In constructing
markets and demand, advertisers both utilized and produced normative discourses
about what consumption meant, what social and cultural status the possession of
certain commodities signaled, and asserted that consumption was a tool for self-
identification. Further, to consume was to take part in modern American society:
an America of inventions, technology, and increasing living standards, and an
American nation unified in the universal practice of consumption. As Sylwia
Kuźma-Markowska shows for Polish immigrants, becoming a consumer and us-
ing certain products was part of Americanization.481

This development thus meant that newspapers and magazines, as the main me-
dia for consumer-directed advertising, were crucial to the development of con-
sumer culture. The large American dailies started to incorporate sections directed
to women in the 1890s; in three decades, these sections had expanded in both size
and variety of content. On the women’s pages, advertisers also saw an

479 Beetham, Margaret, “The Rise and Rise of the Domestic Magazine: Femininity at Home in
Popular Periodicals” in Alexis Easley, Clare Gill, and Beth Rodgers, eds. (2019) Women,
Periodicals and Print Culture in Britain, 1830s–1900s: The Victorian Period, (Edinburgh
University Press); Margaret Beetham (1998) "The Reinvention of the English Domestic Woman:
Class and 'Race' in the 1890s’ Woman’s Magazine," Women's Studies International Forum, 21(3),
227.
480 Rita Felski (1995), The Gender of Modernity, 1 ed., (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press).
481 Charles F. McGovern (2006), Sold American: Consumption and Citizenship, 1890–1945,
(Chapel Hill, USA: University of North Carolina Press), 67–95; Laird (2019); Sylwia Kuźma-
Markowska (2025) "Americanization Through Innovation: Polish American Women, Domestic
Appliances, and the Household Revolution Debate, 1900–40," Technology and Culture, 66(1).
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opportunity to reach out to and assert women as the primary consumers of the
household. The women’s pages thus became a combined effort of newspapers
and advertisers to reach out specifically to women. In the process, they not only
spoke to women: they were actively part of interpellating women as readers, con-
sumers, and modern citizens.482

The changes in the Swedish-language newspapers were not only driven by
changes in the publishing industry at large, but also by changes in the relations
between publishers and advertisers. In the US, advertising bureaus specializing
in the mediation between advertisers and publishers emerged as early as 1869,
with the firm of F.W. Ayer. In Sweden, one of the first and most successful ad-
vertising bureaus was established in 1877 by Sofia Gumaelius in Stockholm. In-
itially providing the mediation between publishers and advertisers, these kinds of
bureaus would run their own printing shops, write advertising copy for their cli-
ents in the 1890s. In the American case, they even managed advertising cam-
paigns.483

Advertising in the Swedish-American newspapers, for example, differed from
that of newspapers in Sweden. Prior to the 1880s, advertisements in Swedish
newspapers were simple, consisting mainly of small, text-based classified ads.
The same was true for the Swedish-American newspapers. Advertisements
blended into the news columns—sometimes intentionally formatted as news sto-
ries, editorials, or “puffs”. When pictures were used, they were simple and often
made from reoccurring clichés. In the Swedish context, this type of advertising
prevailed as the norm until the 1890s. In the Swedish-American newspapers,
however, advertising practices seem to have changed earlier. As they were oper-
ating in the context of American industrialization and the development of adver-
tising techniques, Swedish-American newspapers were clearly influenced.484

Glancing over advertisements in newspapers was nothing new to Swedish im-
migrants in the 1880s. However, opening the pages of a newspaper in the US
revealed advertising campaigns of a different scale and style. As the Swedish
paper Skåne-Halland observed as early as 1889, the quantity and quality of ad-
vertising in US papers were shocking from a Swedish perspective. The ad for
Santa Claus Soap was especially taken as an example of an ad that was seen eve-
rywhere. The author stated that every immigrant paper included the Soap ad; the
Santa Claus company provided new pictures and copy every week. While Swe-
dish newspapers and advertising practices were lagging in this respect, the Skåne-

482 Golia (2016).
483 Laird (2019); Ewonne Winblad (2011), Annonsdrottningen, (Stockholm: Atlantis).
484 Leif Runefelt (2019), Den magiska spegeln: Kvinnan och varan i pressens annonser 1870–
1914, (Lund: Nordic Academic Press), 48–52; Laird (2019), 31ff.
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Halland author argued, the Swedish advertising industry was slowly growing,
inspired by the American practices.485

Another difference between Sweden and the US was the beauty salon culture.
The economic historian Therese Nordlund Edvinsson showed that Swedish-
American female entrepreneurs returned to Sweden with new skills in the beauty
business. There was a fascination with American beauty methods in Sweden;
Swedish-American female entrepreneurs often emphasized their American iden-
tities and skills when promoting their salons. This was met with ambivalence in
Sweden, where the Swedish-American women were viewed as markedly differ-
ent in both manner and appearance. The fascination for American beauty and
femininity was thus coupled with hesitancy.486

The Swedish-American press was similarly viewed as markedly different from
the Swedish press. The anti-emigration agitator Adrian Molin accused the Swe-
dish-American papers of being solely interested in making a profit. One only had
to visit a Swedish-American newspaper office, he said in his 1911 contribution
to the emigration debate, to see that the offices for advertising, accounting, and
distribution were larger and deemed more important than the actual editorial of-
fice.487 In his work on the Swedish-American press around the turn of the century,
Finis Herbert Capps argues that, due to declining subscription rates, advertising
became an increasingly important source of income.488 Ulf Jonas Björk makes a
similar observation.489 Since there are no business records to verify or strengthen
these statements for the newspapers studied here, it is unclear precisely how im-
portant advertising was for the newspapers. In the years around the turn of the
century, however, new content and advertisements changed both the form and
subjects of the newspapers, interpellating the readers in new ways.

A reoriented Swedish-language press
“Qvinnoverlden”: Early Swedish-American woman’s pages
After the turn of the century, segments specifically directed at female readers ap-
peared in the Swedish-language press. The illustrated weekly newspaper Svea,
published in Worcester, Massachusetts, might have been the first weekly paper

485 Skåne-Halland, 16 November 1889, 3.
486 Therese Nordlund Edvinsson (2025) "Transnational pioneers: Swedish-American returnee
migrants and the shaping of the late 19th-century Swedish beauty salons," Business History, 67(4).
487 Adrian Molin (1911), Vanhäfd: Inlägg i emigrationsfrågan, (Stockholm: P. A. Norstedt &
Söner Förlag), 76–80.
488 Capps (1966), 23.
489 Björk (2000), 276.
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to launch a woman’s page in the late 1890s.490 Another one of the earlier such
segments—launched in February 1902 and running until at least 1907—was
found in the Minneapolis paper Svenska Folkets Tidning. “Qvinnoverlden” [The
Woman’s World], as it was called, did not occur in each issue. However, when it
did, it was printed on half a page next to two to three columns of advertising, or
next to the section for “Farm och Hem” [Farm and Home].

“Qvinnoverlden” was edited by Blenda B—n. Who Blenda was, and why this
new section was introduced, was never explicitly discussed in the paper.
Blenda—real person or fictitious character—is an element of a stylistic technique
that had already become standard in the genre of women’s magazines and papers
in Britain and the US. Together with a short text urging women and mothers to
smile more, and an ode to a Chicagoan female cook, one of the first questions
discussed in “Qvinnoverlden” was the issue of female suffrage, reporting from
an international conference in Washington, D.C. In general, however, the com-
position of texts combined such progressive politics with a moral education of
women in the domestic sphere. Except for the question of female suffrage, wom-
anhood and femininity were primarily articulated in topics related to the home.491

During the first year of the section, “Qvinnoverlden” and Blenda B—n kept
publishing short, argumentative texts discussing issues in women’s fashion and
clothing, cooking, and political issues, as well as women’s place in society. Some
of the content consisted of letters to the editor from both women and men. “Qvin-
noverlden” became a space for both yearning love letters to women and fierce
discussions on how women should really dress and behave in public and at home.
The section moralized over examples of women’s behavior. For example, when
re-printing a report of an incident of infidelity from a Hannover newspaper in
Germany, the commentary was highly critical of the actions of the woman, who
allegedly had seduced a younger man while married to an “honorable” husband.
This had led to a duel between the two men, and the husband had been shot to
death by the younger man; the husband was dead, and the cheater was going to
be sentenced to prison. According to Blenda, one did not have to be a moral

490 The first issue including “Kvinnan och Hemmet” available in the MNHS Digital Newspaper
Database is Svea, 28 June 1899, 10.
491 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 26 February 1902, 9. One of the typical women’s magazines in Brit-
ain, Woman at Home: Annie S. Swan’s Magazine, was long written and edited by Annie S. Swan,
a journalist and fiction writer. Together with the focus on correspondence sections, the use of An-
nie S. Swan as a female editor persona emphasized the magazine’s character of representing a dia-
logue between women. See Beetham (1998), 225.
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preacher to realize that the woman’s actions were unscrupulous, and that she
would never be able to right her wrongs.492

In the same way, women’s issues in the labor market were framed as some-
thing inherent to the female character. In this discourse, women came to embody
a contradictory position. According to a letter to the editor, women could not be
doctors since they would make male patients even sicker with their presence.
Some readers’ letters also criticized the newly formed domestic servants’ union
for limiting the housewife’s freedom of choice when employing a servant. Argu-
ments were made that women had a neurotic disposition by nature; they had better
come up with strategies to handle the tedious and monotonous domestic work.
While taking seriously topics related to several aspects of femininity and the lives
of women of varying social status, “Qvinnoverlden” upheld the middle-class
housewife as the point of reference. The stressful, tearful work of domestic serv-
ants was a recurring topic, but no will to change their situation was expressed.
Servants were instead advised to try not to make a scene, to smile more, or simply
to endure.493

In an article on female emancipation, Blenda mobilized the arguments of a
male author and scientist, Möbius, to claim that women were bound to men by
nature: female happiness depended on being tied to a man. The will to emanci-
pate, it was argued, was instead a sign of the modern plague of neuroticism, con-
flating the male and the female character traits. The longing for emancipation and
freedom was masculine. It should be seen only as a phase of youth, while a grown
woman refusing to marry or have children was an example of the “degeneration”
that modern social pathology of neuroticism caused.494

In the examples above, the contradictions of the so-called New Woman were
explicitly played out. Granted a new form of agency through being represented
and discussed on the pages of Qvinnoverlden, she was constructed as a married
middle-class woman, for whom emancipation, if approved, was confined to the
domestic sphere.495

Advertising the gendered world
Advertising discourse contributed to the interpellation of the woman reader as a
middle-class housewife, often through ads placed on the same page or on the
pages around the “Qvinnoverlden” section. As the part discussed the hardships

492 For a discussion on whether women should wear bodice as underwear or not, and for a love
letter and a response, see Svenska Folkets Tidning, 5 March 1902, 9; 12 March 1902, 9; 19 March
1902, 11. For the story of the infidelity case, see Svenska Folkets Tidning, 26 March 1902, 9.
493 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 2 April 1902, 9; 9 April 1902, 9; 16 April 1902, 9.
494 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 12 November 1902, 10.
495 Cf. Felski (1995); Beetham (1998).
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of domestic work, advertisements for patent medicines that would cure all sorts
of female complaints were providing solutions through consumption.

Concoctions and patent medicines were commonly advertised in the Swedish-
American newspapers. One of the most famous patent medicines, primarily due
to its innovative and extensive advertising, was Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable
Compound. The company was established in 1875 and advertised the “medicine”,
consisting of herbs and more than 19 per cent alcohol, primarily in women’s mag-
azines. Hiring an advertising agent early on and using Lydia E. Pinkham’s face,
brought the patent medicine into fame in the late nineteenth century. Already in
1884, advertisements for the Compound were printed in several languages, in-
cluding Swedish; the campaigns would use testimonials and letters from custom-
ers. The early Pinkham advertisements were designed to be hard to distinguish
from news stories, a practice that had been common since the 1870s. However,
from the 1890s onward, testimonials and pictures of women were used on a larger
scale in the promotion of the medicine.496

In 1904, advertisements for Lydia Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound fre-
quented Svenska Folkets Tidning, sometimes but not always on the same page as
“Qvinnoverlden”. Testimonials and ad copy were translated into Swedish. They
assured women that the Compound would cure excessive pain during menstrua-
tion.497 The Chattanooga Medicine Company used similar methods—advertising
disguised as news articles, and testimonials—to advertise their product “Wine of
Cardui”. The medicine was, just as the Pinkham Vegetable Compound, said to
cure irregular menstruation, among other female complaints (see Figure 5.2).498

Patent medicines were a heated topic since, as with the Pinkham concoction,
they were seldom scientifically proven to cure any of the diseases they claimed
to. Already in the 1880s, several farmers’ and women’s magazines decided to
exclude patent medicine advertisements from their pages; legally, it was not until
the early 1900s that larger investigations into fraudulent advertising were carried
out. This would eventually lead to the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, stand-
ardizing both the allowed contents of medicinal products and their transparency
in labeling and advertising.499

Ads for patent medicine, or cures for various complaints and ailments, were
not only directed towards women. Dr. Nathaniel Rosenberg had advertised his

496 Sarah Stage (1979), Female complaints: Lydia Pinkham and the business of women's medicine,
(New York: Norton); Petty (2015).
497 Qvinnoverlden was published on page 9. The following references point to occasions when the
Pinkham ad was placed either on that or other pages of the paper: Svenska Folkets Tidning, 13
January 1904, 9; 20 January 1904, 5; 17 February 1904, 5; 20 April 1904, 4; 13 July 1904, 9; 10
August 1903, 9; 12 October 1904, 9;
498 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 7 May 1902, 9; 4 March 1903, 10.
499 Petty (2015), 529–530.
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medical practice in Swedish-American newspapers since 1867.500 Over the dec-
ades, his business was advertised with copy that sometimes spoke exclusively to
young men and sometimes to both men and women of all ages. The ads marketed
his book Ungdomens Rådgifvare [The Youth’s Advisor], and further claimed that
Rosenberg was the only Scandinavian doctor specializing in “private” diseases,
treating his patients secretively.501

In Ungdomens Rådgifvare, the first chapters revolved around the issue of mas-
turbation and its moral and physical effects on the young man. Rosenberg ex-
plained that those who masturbated were going to experience fatigue and atten-
tion disorders. These being the initial and general symptoms, masturbation could
eventually lead to a lifelong feeling of unease that was resolved only by death.
This immoral practice of masturbation was said to be a much bigger problem than
one usually assumed, but there were ways of treating men or women who had
fallen prey to the vice. Rosenberg’s book suggested that readers reach out to his
company for medical treatment; it also pushed the fact that Rosenberg was one
of the few doctors able to treat his patients in their own language, without having
to see them personally.502

Rosenberg’s book provided information about the dangers of masturbation for
the mental and physical health of young men and women. The notion that mas-
turbation caused a loss of manhood or womanhood was commonly accepted at
the time and was often used in medical advertising. Rosenberg provided one so-
lution among many that were advertised in the newspapers at this time. As shown
in Figure 5.1 below, several similar ads were presented in the cluster, offering
treatment for “weak” or “nervous” men who wanted to regain their male strength.

500 See for example Svenska Amerikanaren, 11 September 1867, 1.
501 See for example Svenska Tribunen, 27 September 1877, 8; 2 January 1878, 8; Svenska Ameri-
kanaren, 5 January 1888, 7; 3 January 1889, 5; 27 September 1892, 6.
502 N. Rosenberg (1889), Ungdomens rådgifvare: En framställning af hemliga synder och deeas
följder, till lärdom och varning för den uppväxande slägten, (Chicago: Dr. N. Rosenberg Co.), 6–
19; 33.
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Figure 5.1. Advertising cures for male diseases

Source: Svenska Folkets Tidning, 9 April 1902, 10.
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Figure 5.2. Wine of Cardui and Lydia E. Pinkham advertisements

Sources: “Wine of Cardui” Svenska Folkets Tidning, 7 May 1902, 9; “Lydia E. Pinkham’s
Vegetable Compound” Svenska Folkets Tidning, 13 January 1903, 9.
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With a heading calling for “Honored female readers!”, the book The Perfect
Woman (1903), a guide for “maidens, wives, mothers” by the doctor Mary R.
Melendy, was marketed in one of the issues of 1904. The book was a premium
offered to the paper’s subscribers for $1.75, and the ad covered almost two col-
umns, next to the “Farm och Hem” and “Qvinnoverlden” sections (see Figure
5.3). The book belonged to the genre of educational literature, commonly directed
to both men and women. Common to these books was the social and moral pathos
involved in the rhetoric. Mixed with medical information about “the organs of
regeneration”—about sex and reproduction—the book contained moral recom-
mendations for child upbringing and for being a good wife and mother, as well
as on beauty. According to the advertisement, it was a guide for modern women
on how to remember their importance as mothers and wives. The advertising for
books spreading the teachings of how to be a perfect woman-mother-wife func-
tioned partly as preventing her replacement by the “modern woman”.503

503 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 3 February 1904, 9. Interestingly, in later works, Melendy advocated
for the need to teach eugenics and sexual hygiene, where “racial admixture” was articulated as
specifically bad for the racial reproduction of the nation. Mary Ries Melendy (1903), The Perfect
Woman (K.T. Boland); Mary Ries Melendy, Charles H. Robinson, and Walter J. Hadden (1914),
The science of eugenics and sex life, the regeneration of the human race, (Philadelphia, PA:
National publishing co.), 3.
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Figure 5.3. Advertisement for “The Perfect Woman”

Source: Svenska Folkets Tidning, 3 February 1904, 9.
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To conclude, “Qvinnoverlden”, next to the “Farm och Hem” section, created a
space where the lives and hardships of women, and the female experience, were
interrogated and debated. However, in discussing questions of female political
emancipation and the hard, unpaid domestic work, Blenda reproduced the domes-
tic ideology that confines women to the domestic sphere. In combination with the
advertising on the same or surrounding pages, the woman-wife-mother and the
man-husband-breadwinner were reinforced as inhabiting different social spheres.
While advertisements for patent medicines and cures for “weaknesses” caused by
masturbation had long been published in the Swedish-language press, “Qvinno-
verlden” provided elaborated texts supporting that same moral ideology. The
Swedish female reader was primarily interpellated as a wife and a homemaker.
Further, constructing the Swedish-American woman as a middle-class housewife
excluded the notion of that Swedish women belonged to the working class or
were unmarried. Swedish unmarried working-class women in the US were told
to aspire to the married American woman’s middle-class life. Svenska Folkets
Tidning was the first of the Swedish-American papers to draw explicitly on such
a specification of its readers—such an interpellation of its audience—and the Chi-
cago papers would soon follow.

The renewed Hemlandet
After the end of the 1880s, Hemlandet changed owners and editors several times,
primarily due to funding issues, since subscription fees were hard to collect. The
recurring economic instability further underscored the need to secure financing.
This led to the eventual dissolution of the owner-company Enander & Bohman
in 1889. Instead, a stock company called The Hemlandet Publishing Company
was created. It involved the previous owners, Johan A. Enander and G.A.
Bohman. The New York businessman Aleck E. Johnson, together with J.N.
Söderholm—the latter of the two had already been involved in Hemlandet for a
few years—formed the firm of Johnson & Söderholm and acquired shares in
Hemlandet in 1891.504

Johnson had been working as emigration commissioner for the St. Paul, Min-
neapolis & Manitoba Railway. He established his own land and emigration com-
pany with offices in several cities stretching from Minneapolis/St. Paul to New
York. When Johnson & Söderholm were engaged in Hemlandet, Söderholm
started to function as chief editor. This marked the end of Hemlandet’s early era
as a church organ run by the ministers; the paper came to operate more like sec-
ular Swedish-language newspapers: it became an independent political

504 Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), vol. 1, 771–774.
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newspaper. This was at least how the newspaper expressed its new ambitions.
The political leaning remained slightly more conservative than that of the other
Swedish-American newspapers, and Lutheran ministers were still frequent con-
tributors to its contents. In 1896, Johnson bought Söderholms’ share in Hem-
landet and formed the Hemlandet Company, which owned and published the
newspaper from that year on.505 Hemlandet had long been working in close con-
nection with the attached Engberg & Holmberg bookstore, publishing novel se-
ries on its pages. The new ownership of Johnson & Söderholm in 1891 came with
a broadening of the contents and a temporary expansion of the page numbers from
8 to 10.506

505 In a 50-years jubilee supplement for Hemlandet’s first issue of 1905, Johan A. Enander re-
viewed the history of the newspaper and emphasized the economic hardships forcing the newspa-
per to find new owners with financial resources. Enander also described the tendency of the read-
ers to abstain in paying the subscription fees, constantly leaving Hemlandet’s publishers in debt.
Hemlandet, 3 January 1905, pp. 1–2. Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), vol. 2, 349–350.
506 Hemlandet, 3 January 1905, 2. See also Figure 2.2.
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Figure 5.4. Engberg-Holmberg Publishing Company

Source: Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library and Museum, Springfield, Illinois.

In an announcement in 1894, the editors of Hemlandet expressed that they wanted
to maintain and confirm the newspaper’s character as a “family paper”. This
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included, they argued, providing shorter stories of an interesting and exciting
character. Considering earlier debates about the contents of the newspapers, this
marked a shift. Previously, the serial novels published had consisted of educa-
tional essays of Christian or historical character. As Anders Bo Rasmussen noted,
Hemlandet’s views on female emancipation and racial equality had been con-
servative since the 1860s.507 The new editors sought to move the newspaper from
the strict Lutheranism and adapt Hemlandet to a competitive newspaper market,
meeting the demands of the reading public. This included slightly abandoning its
conservatism.508

As part of bringing in new content, Hemlandet expanded the section dedicated
to letters to the editor. “Tankeutbyte” grew from one or two columns to covering
more than half a page in each issue. In 1891, “Tankeutbyte” had grown into a
full-page section; readers were getting involved in lively discussions on all sorts
of topics.509 According to J. A. Enander, the new leadership in the 1890s adopted
a modern business model and division of labor, seeking to improve the financial
state of the newspaper. The Hemlandet Company, with Aleck E. Johnson as pres-
ident, Enander as vice president and chief editor, and Anders Schön, came to give
the newspaper a new appearance, including new sections dedicated to specific
topics. However, it was not until late 1904 that they launched their women’s sec-
tion.510

Svenska Amerikanaren catering to women
As with the Lutheran paper, the secular Svenska Amerikanaren underwent
changes in ownership in the 1880s. In 1888, a new tone and strategy were adopted
as part of the reorganization. Frans A. Lindstrand, the paper’s majority owner,
started writing columns under the pseudonym “Onkel Ola”, which became a
standing column that ran for almost 20 years. Novels and historical works were
published and sold as premiums to the subscribers; in 1894, novel series were
introduced as part of the newspaper’s issues.511

Svenska Amerikanaren had a more extended history of publishing letters to the
editor than Hemlandet. In 1891, their readers’ section “Röster Från Folket”
[Voices from the People] was renamed to “Våra vänners afdelning” [Our friends’

507 Rasmussen (2022), 262–279.
508 “Derjemte vill Hemlandet vinnlägga sig om att bibehålla och stadfästa sitt rykte som familj-
och nyhetstidning. […] För familjekretsens och ungdomens nöje och trefnad skall sörjas genom
införande af följetonger och kortare berättelser af sundt, intressant och spännande innehåll.” Hem-
landet, 4 January 1894, 4.
509 Hemlandet, 30 January 1890, 4.
510 Hemlandet, 3 January 1905, 2; “För hem och härd”, Hemlandet, 2 November 1904, 8.
511 Olson, Engberg, and Schön (1908), vol. 1, 804–806.
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section], which covered almost a full page in each issue one year later.512 Many
letters had the form of reports from states and cities in surrounding Illinois, while
others consisted of jokes and anecdotes, political critique, discussions on the ideal
character of men and women, or on the meaning of Swedishness. These pages
introduced an interactive element in which debates spanned several issues and
engaged many contributors.

One of the debates involved women’s social and political roles, with several
contributions signed by female writers. Interest in female emancipation was high
in the latter part of 1892; the debate often centered on some readers’ perceptions
of women becoming less inclined to marry. The readers’ pages provided a plat-
form for these discussions of changing gender norms and female emancipation.513

In 1908, Lindstrand stepped down as chief editor at Svenska Amerikanaren
and handed the role over to F.A. Larson. The editorial board of the paper re-
mained the same, but Larson promised to do his best to renew and improve Sven-
ska Amerikanaren. Only two weeks later, the paper expanded extensively for
seven months: it doubled in size, from 10 pages to 20. However, it was slightly
reduced again—to 16 pages—after October. A table of contents was included in
the new, larger format; one of the new recurring elements was the section “Hem-
met och hushållet” [The Home and the Household].514

In the course of 1908, “Hemmet och hushållet” occasionally included articles
with bylines—a practice that was rare at this time, for editorials as well as news
reporting. The reader was generally not explicitly informed of the authors or
sources behind the contents in the paper, except for the presentation of the editors
on the first page. Bylines signaling a specific source or author, therefore, must be
understood as a conscious choice by the editorial board to make certain content
more personalized. In one issue from October, for example, short articles were
marked with signatures such as “Fru Agda” and the more mysterious “N.N”.
While most articles lacked bylines, they occasionally reappeared, imbuing the
page with a personal touch.515

Svenska Amerikanaren introduced its household-oriented section several years
after Svea, Svenska Folkets Tidning and Hemlandet. Its section differed slightly
from the other papers’ women’s pages. Included in the “Hemmet och hushållet”
page was the column “Till modets vänner” [To the friends of fashion] that had

512 ”Röster från folket”, Svenska Amerikanaren, 9 July 1891, 7; Renamed to ”Våra vänners afdel-
ning” in the issue of 16 July 1891, 5.
513 See discussions on female emancipation (“om qvinnoemancipationen”, “om qvinnofrågan”, ”i
emancipationsfrågan”, etc.) in: Svenska Amerikanaren, 7 July 1892, 7; 6 September 1892, 7; 27
September 1892, 7; 4 October 1892, 7.
514 Svenska Amerikanaren, 25 February 1908, 8; 10 March 1908, 1–20; 17 March 1908, 15; 8
October 1908.
515 Svenska Amerikanaren, 21 July 1908, 15; Svenska Amerikanaren, 15 October 1908, 13.



213

formerly been a stand-alone column on the readers’ page. It had been around
since late 1903, providing short presentations of garment patterns that readers
could order from Svenska Amerikanaren.516 With additional advertising directed
towards women, “Hemmet och hushållet”—later “Hem och hushåll”—provided
a full page devoted to the life and household work of women and housewives.517

516 ”För modets vänner” ran on the same page as ”Hemmet och hushållet” from 10 March 1908.
During the two first years, separate patterns could be mail ordered from Svenska Amerikanaren,
and in late 1909, a full catalogue of over 500 patterns was available for order from the Svenska
Amerikanaren Pattern Dept. Svenska Amerikanaren, 11 November 1909, 11.
517 Svenska Amerikanaren, 10 November 1903, 9; Svenska Amerikanaren, 17 March 1908, 15.
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Figure 5.5. For the Friends of Fashion

Source: Svenska Amerikanaren, 11 November 1909, 11

The section contained a variety of texts and advertisements, including recipes,
cleaning advice, horticulture, and cures for common diseases. In Svenska Ameri-
kanaren, some texts had bylines, giving the impression that there was either a
group of editors working on the content or that some texts were contributions
from subscribers. Another part of the section was the embedded advertising in
the shape of informative articles. One such example can be found in the issues of
the first year, where the well-known Lydia E. Pinkham advertised her “Vegetable
Compound” in an ad titled “Facts for ill women”. In another ad for the Compound
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titled “I am a mother”, the product was advertised as having the ability to realize
every woman’s dream of becoming a mother.518

This blending of advertising discourse and ideals discussed in the pages’ con-
tents was similar for both Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren’s women’s
pages. While advertising had previously been even harder to distinguish from
other texts in newspapers due to the lack of visual distinction, the new, creative
visual advertising used a personalized tone that still oscillated between being fac-
tual and persuasive. In the women’s sections, all types of commercial themes
could thus easily blend in with, or echo, the advice and recommendations filling
the pages.

For each of the future issues of 1908, “Hemmet och hushållet” contained more
advertising. Most of the ads were directed at women. Pinkham’s Vegetable Com-
pound was a recurring element, a product that will be discussed further below.
Books and medical advice or drugs were the most common products advertised
on the page, as well as ads for alcoholic beverages and tobacco. Svenska Ameri-
kanaren also offered a joint subscription for the full-length magazine Qvinnan
och Hemmet [The Woman and the Home], published in Danish-Norwegian by Ida
Hansen in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, since 1888, and in Swedish from 1894 onwards.
Qvinnan och Hemmet was advertised as the only Swedish women’s magazine in
the US, being of sufficient quality to compete with the best women’s magazines
in Sweden.519

The ideal Swedish-American woman: Themes in
Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren
By 1908, both of the largest Swedish-language Chicago papers had launched their
women’s sections. Reading the women’s pages with the advertisements placed
on the same or adjacent pages, I investigate how both advertisements and textual
contents contribute to the interpellation of their readership.

Women in the domestic sphere
In both Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren, the new sections addressed the
woman within the context of the domestic sphere. Some frequently recurring ar-
ticle themes dealt with children’s upbringing, marriage, and differences between
boys and girls or men and women. Marriage was posited as a sacred place for

518 Svenska Amerikanaren, 24 March 1908, 15; 7 April 1908, 15. See also Stage (1979).
519 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 April 1908, 15. Langeland (2009), 18.



216

love and comfort. It was argued to increase a man’s ability to endure hardships.
The role of the wife was confined to taking care of the home, just as the debate
on women at work suggests. The domestic code was thus emphasized and ideal-
ized on the women’s pages as well. In Hemlandet, the early issues of “Hem och
härd” articulated views on upbringing and gender norms. Advice for how to best
punish children suggested beating as the best solution for both children and par-
ents, since it would be done quickly. Young women’s curiosity and tendency to
ask countless questions were articulated as a lack of sensitivity: it only gets on
everyone’s nerves.520

In discussions about the upbringing of boys, the mother’s role was the main
concern. One article expressed worries regarding the alleged tendency of mothers
to pamper their kids, thereby turning their boys into poor little things. It was the
responsibility of mothers, the article argued, to make men out of their boys and
prepare them for the battles of life. In at times compassionate ways, women’s
burdens related to upbringing were acknowledged. But morally, the wife was told
to recognize her duty to give her children the love they deserve, even if time was
limited.521

The texts on these pages generally assumed that the reader belonged to the
upper or middle classes. In an article in Svenska Amerikanaren, forwarding ad-
vice from a father discussing the issue of pampering, a clear distinction was made
between the reader’s child and the children of the lower classes. The assumed
middle-class reader was encouraged not to think that their children were any dif-
ferent from children of the farmers’ or crofters’ classes, thus recommending par-
ents to let their child explore their own limits.522

One of the few articles explicitly taking the working-class viewpoint focused
on how a working-class wife should arrange her home and relations with her hus-
band. In a working-class family, the article argued, it was even more important
for the wife to take on the household duties, since a poorer household was so
dependent on the husband’s wage. Thus, women who had worked in factories
rather than as domestic servants would be far less suited to create a proper house-
hold for their husbands. Being an educated domestic servant was seen as an im-
portant part of becoming a woman capable of taking care of a household and
becoming a consumer. Domestic service was an important experience for the
woman, as it helped her manage the future family’s servants. These types of con-
tent firmly reproduced the domestic ideology.523

520 Hemlandet, 5 September 1905, 8, 19 September 1905, 8; 3 October 1905, 8.
521 Hemlandet, 20 March 1906, 8; 17 April 1906, 8.
522 Svenska Amerikanaren, 19 May 1908, 15.
523 Hemlandet, 21 June 1910, 8; 15 November 1910, 8; 13 December 1910, 12. Cf. Kessler-Harris
(1982).
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Besides giving advice, the women’s page acknowledged the hard work of
housewives. In the form of a list, titled “Ten commandments for the fair sex”, ten
ways in which women could make various household chores run smoother were
enumerated. The commandment form of the list gave it an authoritative, educa-
tional tone, as was common in the pages of Hemlandet at the time. Quoting an
American female writer, it was argued that doing household chores included, as
with other labor, some elements that were comparable to “slavery”. Doing the
same unpaid chore repeatedly and often having too much on one’s schedule were
definitely tiring. However, the main point emphasized that it was essential how
the housewife viewed the household work, and whether she was well educated in
the arts of housework. Seeing the beauty of it would make every woman inter-
ested in, and willing to do, their duties, it was argued.524

Through 1906, household and reproductive work were articulated several
times as a blessed vocation. The material toils of domestic work should, accord-
ing to one article, not overshadow the spiritual improvements such work could
produce. Housewives were urged to recognize the importance of their work for
the spiritual state of the family and themselves, framing household work as both
a blessed calling and a duty. Regarding women going to work and breaking the
domestic code, Hemlandet remained skeptical, publishing texts that instead ar-
gued for an ascension into a higher state of womanhood. As yet another article
explicitly proposed: the woman’s place was in the domestic sphere.525

The articulation of the woman-as-queen in the domestic sphere by no means
implies that she was the household leader. Hemlandet would, for example, pro-
mote advice from a British doctor suggesting that women should be more silent.
Staying quiet, moreover, was argued in one article to be a good strategy for deal-
ing with an angry husband. A wife countering her husband's yelling with silence
would be the best way to maintain domestic peace, the article said. The queen of
the domestic sphere was interpellated as far from sovereign.526

The categories of the ideal woman and housewife were often intertwined: be-
coming an ideal woman entailed becoming an ideal housewife. Being able to ex-
ecute housework and cook was the cornerstone of being a lovable woman; the
ideal wife was mainly articulated through her loyalty, love for, and caretaking of
her husband. In Hemlandet’s women’s pages, the domestic situation was

524 Hemlandet, 13 February 1906, 8. Reusing the rhetorical device, one issue contained a similarly
conservative list of commandments dedicated to labor in the “Hem och härd” section. Among the
core messages were an encouragement to be satisfied with the work you had been “given”, as well
as the argument that there were no class differences except for the differences between well and
poorly executed work. Hemlandet, 13 March 1906, 8.
525 Hemlandet, 27 February, 1906, 8; 8 May 1906, 8; 2 October 1906, 8; 13 November 1906, 8.
526 Hemlandet, 6 October 1908, 12; Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 June 1909, 11.
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articulated as the cornerstone of a good life. Even further, the woman was artic-
ulated as its fundamental building block. In a hymn for mothers in an issue from
1910, the woman, especially in her capacity as a mother, was articulated as the
key to a good country and its people. This provides a clear example of the dual
way in which women were addressed on these pages: simultaneously asked to
stay in place and praised for the importance of their gender role to the progress
of society as a whole. In an article copied from the British paper The Clarion, it
was argued that women belonged to the superior sex: she was the mother of civ-
ilization, she invented morals, and created the home.527

A different perspective on women’s domestic work can be found in one issue
of Svenska Amerikanaren. There, the signature Peggy criticized the impossible
demands imposed on women in the household. “The system has to change!”, she
argued, pointing to the non-existent time for rest. The woman had to be wife,
mother, and housekeeper, she continued, stating that one woman could not do the
labor of three. While this example shows that critiques of the role of the woman
in the household were sometimes allowed, such expressions were very rare.528

Recommendations for how to prepare and store groceries and foodstuffs, as
well as how to clean different types of silverware or china, were common on the
women’s pages. Short recipes were almost always listed. During the spring of
1910, announcements and short reports citing The Chicago Board of Health were
also included in the “Hem och hushåll” section. These announcements informed
about the importance of clean air, how to plant trees, the importance of drinking
clean water, and other advice for living a healthier life. In this way, the pages had
an educational aspiration. The interpellations enforced the image of the woman
as the one responsible for managing the household chores and creating a healthy
household.529

The physical and mental strength required for household work was reflected
not only in the articles; it was further reinforced in the advertising discourse.
Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound advertisements had long used customer reviews
and recommendations as the core of their marketing campaigns. In examples from
1906 and 1907, the top half of the Pinkham advertisement stated that it was spe-
cifically directed at “tired and nervous mothers”, with sketches of customers in
the bottom part who praised the product and explained how it had helped them
overcome their fatigue related to household work. As the text stated, a nervous,
irritable, and hysteric mother could not properly take care of her children, which,

527 Hemlandet, 2 June 1908, 8; 8 March 1910, 8; 25 October 1910, 8; Svenska Amerikanaren, 11
May 1911, 11; 29 June 1911, 11. Cf Yuval-Davis (1997).
528 Svenska Amerikanaren, 10 February 1910, 11.
529 See for example Svenska Amerikanaren, 21 April 1910, 11; 5 May 1910, 11; 12 May 1910, 11;
26 May 1910, 11; 13 October 1910, 11.
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it was said, was dangerous for both her and her children. These symptoms were
caused by some kind of disorder in the female organism, which occurred in the
nervous system. Being irritable, tired, and experiencing mood swings, was a sign
of illness—an illness that the vegetable compound would surely cure. The do-
mestic code was reinforced, naturalized, and commodified.530

Figure 5.6. “Tired, nervous mothers” advertisement

Source: Hemlandet, 11 September 1906, 8.

530 Hemlandet, 11 September 1906, 8. Cf. Kessler-Harris (1982).
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Figure 5.7. “Tired, nervous women make homes unpleasant” advertisement

Source: Hemlandet, 28 May 1907, 8.

Besides advertisement campaigns aiming to treat the fatigue of housewives,
cleaning products were also articulated as a way to reduce their stress and toil.
Soap manufacturers were, in the late nineteenth century, advertising their prod-
ucts in innovative ways. According to Pamela Walker Laird, the geographic ex-
pansion of the soap market at this time, due to easy transport and efficient pro-
duction, seems to have turned into marketing competition. In the 1880s, N.K.
Fairbank, B.T. Babbitt, and Pears’ Soap were all companies that developed strat-
egies that connected their brands to cleanliness and notions of modernity and ef-
ficiency.531

In the late nineteenth century, the advertising discourse of cleaning products
tie the women’s world of domestic work—washing laundry, doing dishes, clean-
ing the house—to the imperial ethnoracial hierarchy of modernity and civiliza-
tion. The “innovative” marketing of the soap companies, then, bound together
cleanliness, whiteness, purity, and domination, in their marketing. Anne
McClintock understands this as commodity racism, meaning the process in which

531 Laird (2019), 53–56.
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racial and imperial hierarchies were employed as consumer spectacles.532 Racial-
ization was thereby commodified and enforced through consumption practices.
Just as the patent medicine advertisements drew on gendered stereotypes by com-
modifying the domestic code, the soap advertising commodified whiteness. Fur-
thermore, the cleanliness ideals in the nineteenth century carried notions of class,
health, and racial whiteness. Using the soap thus meant enforcing one’s racial
whiteness.533

In the latter part of 1888, advertisements for The N.K. Fairbank Company’s
Santa Claus Soap started appearing in Hemlandet and another of the larger Swe-
dish-language newspapers, Svenska Tribunen. The ads stood out with their im-
agery and copy, particularly for the constant changing of motifs and text.534

532 McClintock (1995), 33.
533 For a study of how purity, cleanliness, and dirt and pollution have been central elements and
opposites in drawing cultural boundaries, see the work of Mary Douglas (2002), Purity and Danger:
An Analysis of Concept of Pollution and Taboo, (London: Routledge); Johanna Annola, Annelie
Drakman, and Marie Ulväng, eds. (2021) Med tvål, vatten och flit: Hälsofrämjande renlighet som
ideal och praktik, ca 1870–1930, (Lund: Nordic Academic Press).
534 Hemlandet, 1 September 1888, 7; Svenska Tribunen, 1 September 1888, 8.
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Figure 5.8. Santa Claus Soap Advertisement

Source: Hemlandet, 1 September 1888, 7.

The Santa Claus Soap advertisements were translated into Swedish. They became
a recurring element of the advertising pages in the Swedish-American Chicago
papers, remaining so for the first years of the 1890s. The copy was, just as for
patent medicines for women, educational and directed towards housewives. It ar-
gued for the extraordinary cleanliness the soap would bring, and how it would
make cleaning more effective. The Fairbank Soap advertisements reappeared in
the Swedish-American Chicago papers in the 1910s. In a large ad covering half a
page in Hemlandet 1909, the three Fairbank Soaps “Gold Dust”, “Fairy Soap”,
and “Sunny Monday Laundry Soap” were advertised with slogans and copy that
informed about how the soaps would clean all types of dirt from dishes, skin, and
clothing.535

535 Hemlandet, 23 February 1909, 9.
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In the 1910s, advertisements for the Gold Dust soap appeared in the papers,
often on the woman’s pages in Svenska Amerikanaren. That specific soap was
marketed through the imagery of two black children, “the gold dust twins”, doing
the cleaning for the housewife or maid (see Figure 5.9).
Figure 5.9. Gold Dust advertisements

Sources: Svenska Amerikanaren, 7 November 1912, 11; 5 December 1912, 11.

In Svenska Amerikanaren, the Gold Dust campaign spanned from 1912 to 1913,
repeatedly playing on the racialized imagery of black child laborers as represent-
ing the cleanliness and time saved through buying the product: “Let the GOLD
DUST TWINS do your work”. Through the advertisement discourse, household
work could be made easier through the consumption of both medical treatments
and the right brand of soap. Using the soap would not only make cleaning more
effective, modernizing the household, but it would enforce the boundaries be-
tween the civilized white world and the uncivilized non-white world.536

The discourse on the women’s pages was produced in a dynamic between ar-
ticles and advertisements regarding household work and consumption. In articles,
methods, and strategies for becoming an ideal housewife were presented. The
advertisements promoted the products that would aid in this process.

536 Cf. McClintock (1995).



224

While the articles addressed the housewife, the mother, and the woman
through a prudish, Victorian, middle-class ideal, advertisements sometimes spoke
about the parts of womanhood that were not openly discussed. The cultural em-
phasis on domestic privacy made some things too private.537 As one ad pro-
claimed, sometimes they were too private to tell the family doctor. Those “un-
speakables” were explicitly stated in one of the many Pinkham advertisements.
Women who did not want to tell their family doctor about their private circum-
stances could instead mail Pinkham, which would keep complete secrecy and of-
fer her expertise. This probably meant nothing more than sending the customer a
bottle of the Vegetable Compound; however, the tone of the advertisement drew
upon the special issues with which women would only entrust to other women.538

Around 1910, besides targeting the health of housewives, advertisements
started to address housewives by promoting kitchen products and other appli-
ances. Washers were advertised with a long story of a woman who was tired of
washing the family’s clothes; she finally convinced her husband to get her a 1900
Gravity Washer from the 1900 Washer Co. In another ad, Pillsbury’s Best Flour
played on the trope of the woman as the family’s accountant and primary con-
sumer: the ad stated that the economical housewife uses no other flour. The Home
Industrial advertised a scheme to hand out Christmas money, specifically for
housewives. If they reached out to the company, they would get the details on th
tasks they needed to do to earn their prize. The directed language reoccurred in
1912 as well, with an ad for a stove—“housewives—study this illustration”—and
another one for curtains.539

Through the combination of articles directed at the middle-class housewife and
the advertisements encouraging the consumption of patent medicine and branded
cleaning products, the pages interpellated the Swedish female newspaper reader
as a white, middle-class homemaker. This assemblage of texts and branded prod-
ucts coded the Swedish-American home as the woman’s place, thus encouraged
and educated the readers in the ways of the Anglo-American white middle-class.

Health, beauty, and fashion
The women’s pages in both Svenska Amerikanaren and Hemlandet published ad-
vice on improving personal health, including cooking healthy food and taking
good care of the home environment. However, health was also discussed

537 McLaren (2007), 103.
538 ”Du vill icke omtala för din husläkare hela historien om din privata sjukdom—du är för blyg-
sam.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 8 October 1908, 13.
539 Svenska Amerikanaren, 13 May 1909, 11; 2 November 1911, 11; 9 November 1911, 11; 7 De-
cember 1911, 11; 9 May 1912, 11.
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regarding taking care of the body through exercise or medication. The latter usu-
ally intertwined physical and mental wellbeing with appearance and beauty, both
in the pages’ articles and in the advertising discourse. Historians have shown that,
for the Swedish context, the connection between health and beauty was often in-
tertwined in women’s magazines and in beauty handbooks. Notions of the
woman’s duty to look suitable for the reproduction of the nation, or the connec-
tion of her beauty to her racial belonging, were often woven into discourses on
make-up, beauty, or body shape. These notions were present in the early 1900s,
as Johan Söderberg has shown, and were further articulated in the 1920s and
1930s, as can be seen in the work of Emma Severinsson.540

One way female beauty was discussed in the Swedish-language press was by
comparing women from different nationalities. In an issue of Hemlandet from
1905, a short article in “Hem och härd” recounted an anecdote on how women
from different parts of the world achieved their distinctive looks. While the Span-
ish, Italian, and French women asked the beauty fairies for beautiful hair, eyes,
or movements, the Nordic woman had to take what was left over: a loyal, love-
filled heart. The story suggests that the other European women were viewed as
vainer than the Nordic, and in return, the Nordic woman won grace and respect-
ability from the fairies. The art of improving one’s beauty was often discussed.
One article argued that women from different nationalities differed in skill. In a
detailed comparison, it was argued that the American woman should be seen as
the best mixture of the English, who dressed fashionably, and the French, with
beautiful grooming. However, not even the American girl was perfect—her often
“excessive” toilette made her face prematurely wrinkled and aged. The painted
woman, using lipstick or other make-up, had long been discursively associated
with the lower class and non-whiteness, in both a Swedish and US context. While
the American woman was placed at the top of the racial hierarchy in this article,
her use of make-up could therefore be articulated as disturbing her racial white-
ness, thereby risking her “natural” beauty.541

In the early 1900s, there was a general interest in determining which national-
ity had the most beautiful women. In her discussion of the Chicago Daily Trib-
une’s arranging and reporting on the International Beauty Contest in 1908 and
1909, Erika K. Jackson points to how Scandinavian women were placed at the

540 Severinsson (2018), 135ff, 182; Johan Söderberg (2001), Röda läppar och shinglat hår:
Konsumtionen av kosmetika i Sverige 1900–1960, (Stockholm: Ekonomisk-historiska
institutionen), 70, 78. See also Yuval-Davis (1997).
541 Hemlandet, 17 October 1905, 8; Svenska Amerikanaren, 1 September 1910, 11. For discus-
sions on racialization connected to lipstick and make-up, see Söderberg (2001); Kathy Peiss,
“Making Up, Making Over: Cosmetics, Consumer Culture, and Women’s Identity” Victoria De
Grazia and Ellen Furlough, eds. (1996) The sex of things: Gender and consumption in historical
perspective, (Berkeley: University of California Press), 311–366.
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top of the beauty hierarchy, expecting a Norwegian or Swedish woman to win the
contest. The aspect of comparing women from different parts of the world carried
a racial meaning at this time, enforcing the idea of whiteness as desirable. In this
way, the racial hierarchy is easily translated to a hierarchy of visual beauty, some-
thing that eugenicists would also come to argue.542

In the Swedish-American women’s pages, the focus was less explicitly on
whiteness and more on women’s duty to take care of their appearance. While
Nordic women were sometimes articulated as more graceful than women from
elsewhere, the women’s pages were filled with advice on how to improve one’s
looks. As Emma Severinsson observes in later Swedish woman’s magazines,
beauty discourse produced a compartmentalization of the female body, focusing
on the beauty of a particular aspect, like the voice or the teeth. The idea that health
and beauty could be improved was coupled with the specific focus on each part
of the body, and how to best preserve or improve it. Some texts in the Swedish-
American women’s pages would merely debate which female trait was the most
beautiful, while others would recommend procedures or routines for maintaining
one’s beauty. One article argued that a beautiful voice was a fundamental char-
acteristic of an attractive woman. Recommendations would tell women how to
preserve the beauty in their eyes by not over-tiring them, and to keep their teeth
healthy by having a strict routine every morning and night. Early traces of what
Severinsson terms the compartmentalization of the female body can be seen in
the women’s pages studied here.543

In the beauty discourse, it was repeatedly articulated that women were the
fairer sex, but they were still obliged to take care of their looks. One article stated
that one did not have to be a professional to take care of one’s skin. Another
argued that whiteness and cleanliness were fundamental aspects of beauty; care-
ful cleaning could bring back the glow of a beautiful face. Referring to the advice
from a Parisian lady of fashion in an issue from 1906, the best way to get beautiful
skin was to wash it with water or fruit juice, use powder, and avoid the strong
rays from the sun. Just as Kathy Peiss argues, newspapers and magazines were
ambivalent about the use of cosmetics and often promoted homemade solutions
rather than commercial makeup products.544

Cleanliness was not only connected to the practice of washing your face or
body, but to notions of healthy blood. To have “clean blood” was just as important
as remaining beautiful as a woman. By spending time in nature, the blood would

542 Jackson (2019), 1–3; Kjellman (2013).
543 Hemlandet, 22 May 1906, 8; 9 November 1909, 8; Severinsson (2018), 138ff.
544 Hemlandet, 27 November 1906, 8; 4 June 1907, 8. Cf. Kathy Lee Peiss (2011), Hope in a Jar:
The Making of America's Beauty Culture, 1st American ed., (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press), 41–61.
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not only stay clean and healthy, but youth would also be preserved. One article
from 1909 argued that people were aging prematurely, something completely un-
natural and linked to the urban, modern lifestyle. However, advice explaining
how to remain young did not always provide a script or a routine; at times, it was
argued that if women could only be a little bit happier and smile more, they would
stay young longer and avoid wrinkles. The same argument was put forward in a
Hemlandet issue from 1908, in which a British woman had managed to stay
young by pushing away her grievances and complaints and by being loving to-
wards the people around her. The discourse around maintaining health, youth,
and consequently beauty, thus posited the dirty urban lifestyle as the main culprit,
while also urging women to stay happy and content. Again, boundaries were
drawn between the civilized, white cleanliness, and the chaos of dirt and pollu-
tion. The same discourse that was drawn on in the ads for cleaning products
wasemployed in connection to beauty and health.545

Beauty was further articulated as a source of power for women. In an issue
from October 1908, it was argued that the woman should be seen as the natural
representative of beauty and benevolence in society; a woman who did not culti-
vate the beauty in and around her had partially given up her right to power. Em-
phasizing the importance of beauty, however, the article also noted the im-
portance of not being vain. The female beauty was instead articulated as part of
the enjoyable household: a woman who took care of herself in a proper but not
exaggerated way would also contribute to a fine household. In that way, she
would also enjoy her righteous share of power. The connection of the female
beauty with both household and society was again drawing on the notion of
women as the reproducers of the nation and of civilization.546

The women’s pages frequently discussed female beauty, while the educational
and informational tone of the articles turned beauty into a matter of duty. Further,
this duty was articulated as part of the woman’s role in the domestic sphere.
Through this discourse, then, the need for women to be beautiful and take care of
their appearance was viewed as a crucial part of creating a respectable home and
for reproducing a civilized society.

In combination with these discussions, the pages promoted the need to con-
sume the right products and seek the right treatments. Advertisements on the
pages promoted medical treatments and products that would help both women
and men become more attractive.

545 Hemlandet, 26 June 1906, 8; 14 July 1908, 8; 15 September 1908, 8; Svenska Amerikanaren,
24 June 1909, 11; 23 September 1909, 11. Cf. Douglas (2002).
546 Svenska Amerikanaren, 22 October 1908, 13. Cf. Yuval-Davis (1997).
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Figure 5.10. “Men Admire an Attractive Face, a Nice Figure” advertisement

Source: Hemlandet, 9 April 1907, 8.

The Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound, frequently advertised as a beverage that
would cure the fatigue and tiredness associated with overworked housewives,
was also promoted by hinting at what men would want in a wife. The advertise-
ment (Figure 5.10) argued that men usually admired beauty; however, sooner or
later, they would come to realize that a lively and alert woman was way more
important than her good figure. The Vegetable Compound would restore
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women’s energy. While the advertisement displayed a beautiful-looking cus-
tomer along with her recommendation letter, the restored energy was what would
make women feel better and, more importantly, attract men. These views on what
beauty truly was returned in the article contents. In Svenska Amerikanaren, a cop-
ied article from an unspecified foreign paper claimed that beauty was not every-
thing. Some women, unfortunately, had come into the world with ugly looks, the
article stated. However, a beautiful voice, grace, intelligence, or authentic smile,
could make the ugliest woman ignite a spark in a man.547

Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound was repeatedly advertised. However, in Au-
gust 1908, the tone changed. Instead of boasting about the many women who had
been rescued by the treatment of Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound, the ad was
talking to the sceptics. As the truth-in-advertising movement had grown around
the turn of the century—demanding legislation to prohibit fraudulent advertis-
ing—the Pinkham company recognized the need to defend itself against such al-
legations. Urging the readers to come and see for themselves, the ad pushed on
the usual criticisms: was the compound really made out of vegetables? Were the
American women really using it as much as the company claimed? Was Lydia
Pinkham even a real person? Had consumers really written multiple letters, prais-
ing the product? When one sees the sign saying “Public Inspection Invited”, the
ad said, everyone was welcome to witness for themselves. When real public in-
spection was imposed in the 1910s, the compound was shown to contain few ac-
tive substances: its popularity was probably derived from its alcoholic content.548

The translated Pinkham ads and the copied articles from other papers invited
Swedish-American readers into a broader consumer discourse. Interpellations of
the woman-reader are thus not constructing a Swedish-American specificity, but
rather came to draw the Swedish-American woman into the category of main-
stream, middle-class, white woman.549

Another theme related to health and beauty on the women’s pages was regard-
ing obesity and weight. Advice was given on how to avoid becoming overweight,
focusing on restricting food intake and trying to exercise by taking hour-long
brisk walks. The focus on weight and body shape was furthered when an adver-
tisement for obesity treatment was placed next to the “Hemmet och hushållet”-
section. The Dr. Bromley Company had launched a treatment called Kresslin,
presented in the ad titled “Var Icke Fet” [Don’t Be Fat] (Figure 5.11). In one
article in Svenska Amerikanaren, the ideal of thin and fit women was said to have
been outlined by the French author Marcel Prévost. The article further argued that

547 Svenska Amerikanaren, 13 July 1911, 11.
548 Stage (1979), 180–205.
549 Svenska Amerikanaren, 25 August 1908, 15. For truth-in-advertising movement, see Petty
(2015), 530.
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sports and sobriety made English women look beautiful; it thus advised women
to engage in sports, since this made the use of crinoline and bustle unnecessary.550

Figure 5.11. “Don’t Be Fat” advertisement

Sources: “Var Icke Fet” Svenska Amerikanaren, 21 January 1909, 13; “Till Feta Personer
Fritt” Svenska Amerikanaren, 2 May 1912, 11.

One article in Svenska Amerikanaren reflected the advertisements for weight loss,
advising the usage of acid fluids and eating nutritiously for treating excess skin
after losing weight. While such recommendations prompted women to change
lifestyles and habits, the advertising provided easier solutions. The persuasive
marketing seen in Figure 5.11 above, providing free treatment, was common in
patent medicine advertising around the turn of the century. As a contrast to the
cumbersome lifestyle changes, various patent medicines played on the abilities
of medicine to reshape and improve the human body. Moreover, the pictures
stated the differences between the undesirable and desirable body. In the context

550 Hemlandet, 28 May 1907, 8; 13 March 1913, 11; Svenska Amerikanaren, 21 January 1909, 13;
6 January 1910, 11.
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of the woman being viewed as the reproducer of the nation, improving her health
is not only an individual duty, but a national, social, and racial one.551

Treatments of being overweight were coupled with other methods of reshaping
the body. Advertisements presented how to improve the shape of the breasts, with
reference to a new “French” method for “breast development”. Referring to an
illustrated book by a “Mdme du Barrie”, the copy argued that this easy method
would reshape the chest in only 30 days. Despite being a quackery ad, the refer-
ence to “scientific methods” articulates the reshaping of body parts as progres-
sive, civilized, and modern.552

551 Yuval-Davis (1997), 27.
552 Articles discussing obesity, and advertisement for breast augmentation, occurred in Svenska
Amerikanaren, 2 September 1909, 11; 28 October 1909, 6; 3 February 1910, 11; 16 June 1910, 11.
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Figure 5.12. “Solves the problem of breast development” advertisement

Source: Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 February 1910, 11.

There was no consensus around an ideal body shape. As some advertisements
proposed methods to lose weight, others argued for weight gain. Along with dis-
cussions on the pages about how to stay in shape, these advertisements reinforced
the ongoing emphasis on adaptability. The advertisement discourse promised that
the consumption of beauty products or treatments would eliminate all feelings of
unease, regardless of the condition. More importantly, a healthy looking body
would attract the opposite sex. As one ad stated: “A handsome, well-built man or
woman is a magnet. Protone will make you well-rounded, strong, well-shaped,
normal, and put color on your cheeks, shine in your eyes and a nice posture for
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your whole body”.553 As seen in Figure 5.13, Protone was textually marketed to
both women and men, although female faces and bodies decorated the ad.
Figure 5.13. “How in the World Do I Get Fat?” advertisements

Sources: Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 July 1910, 11; 4 August 1910, 11. “Hur Magra Per-
soner Kunna Bli Feta, Fritt”, 1 September 1910, 8.

Note: Only the top halves of the respective ads are showing in the figure.

The woman’s pages in both Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren viewed fe-
male fashion as both preserving and challenging femininity. If women wore shoes
that were too small, they would become more nervous. If unsure how to dress,
they were advised to ask a male friend with sound judgement. In an article repro-
duced from a Danish paper, it was even argued that to dress poorly as a woman
was a sin. However, there was no universal way of dressing well, since women

553 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 July 1910, 11
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needed dresses for all times of day, as well as adapting clothing to their body
sizes. Constantly being on the lookout for new styles and being aware of what
kind of clothes suited one’s figure best were thus seen as fundamental aspects of
being a fashionable woman. Adding to this imperative, Svenska Amerikanaren
ran a column displaying patterns of dresses, blouses, and other garments for
women and children—patterns for making one’s own fashionable garments. The
patterns in the column were copied from the Svenska Amerikanaren fashion cat-
alogue that could be ordered from their pattern department.554

While the articles in the women’s sections emphasized the importance of stay-
ing healthy and beautiful, the advertisements functioned as a complement, pre-
senting opportunities of how to alter looks or the body with new methods and
medication. Providing comparisons with women of other nationalities, and draw-
ing from ideas of racial hierarchy, Scandinavian women were articulated as closer
to the desired beauty than other women. The comparison was one of the few ways
in which the women’s sections placed Swedish-American women above women
of other origins in an ethnoracial hierarchy. The women’s sections in Svenska
Amerikanaren and Hemlandet presented the readers with numerous advertise-
ments from companies operating on a national market. In that sense, the Swedish-
American woman-reader was interpellated as no different from the average An-
glo-American, white, middle-class woman. While ideals were changing, espe-
cially regarding fashion, the pages constantly articulated the importance of taking
care of one’s looks and being adaptive. This emphasis on adaptability and the
compartmentalization of the female body, making each body part an object of
improvement, thus foreshadows what has been observed in the beauty discourse
in later decades.555

Love, social relations, and gender norms
Another recurring theme appearing on the women’s pages was how to behave
and act in different contexts. These texts were often directed towards men or
women looking for marriage or seeking to improve their socioeconomic status.
However, social position and gender norms were portrayed as rather fixed when
discussing the aspirations of young men and women. A short article from January
1906, titled “Dissatisfied people”, described the dreams of young women and
men to improve their conditions, change their occupation, or move somewhere
else to realize their dreams. However, what was the use, the last paragraph argued,

554 Hemlandet, 12 June 1906, 8; 16 April 1907, 8; Svenska Amerikanaren, 7 July 1910, 11. Ac-
cording to one article, fat women had to find the right way to dress to cover their deficiencies, and
skinny women did too. Svenska Amerikanaren, 26 September 1912, 11.
555 Severinsson (2018), 138ff.



235

of reaching for the garden of one’s neighbor, unless one first tried to cultivate and
use the fruits in one’s own garden?556

Similarly, gender norms were reproduced and linked to what was articulated
as “American” ways. The moral of one of the jokes reflected notions of the mas-
culine strength and the feminine weakness. Under the heading “American pres-
ence of mind”, an article presented how a married couple had experienced a rail-
way accident. The cart in which the couple traveled derailed and the husband
quickly asked his wife if she was wounded. As she responded “No, not even a
trace”, he quickly hit her in the face, causing a shiner, whereupon the insurance
company covered the damages with $1,000. Such stories must not necessarily be
taken as advocating domestic violence; this example instead played on both the
“American” way of maximizing personal gains, as well as the issue of men’s vi-
olence towards women.557

Advice for finding a partner repeatedly occupied columns on the women’s
pages. In an issue of Hemlandet from 1906, a critique of the men’s choices of
wives, citing the American advice columnist Beatrice Fairfax, argued that the
women most capable of running a household were passed over in favor of beau-
tiful women. Men, Fairfax argued, did not act as rationally in their choice of wives
as they would in other parts of their everyday life; they preferred beauty over
competence. Other advice, again repdocued from another paper, argued that the
reason some women did not get married was their obsession with fashion and
their ever-changing toilettes. Compared to Svenska Amerikanaren’s focus on
fashion and clothing, Hemlandet voiced worries about women’s interest in fash-
ion, even blaming it for keeping women unmarried.558

Related to advice on how young women could become marriage material, sev-
eral articles discussed proper female behavior. In several articles, some repro-
duced from other journals and papers, women were told to listen constantly to
brothers, husbands, and men in general. Hemlandet, then, appears occupied with
having the Swedish-American women marry and follow the domestic code.559

Svenska Amerikanaren also included several articles about marriage and court-
ship. One article discussed why beautiful women tended to marry ugly men. The
text, copied from an American women’s magazine, argued that ugly men were
more conformable than beautiful men. The conclusion was that women should
marry ugly men, as beautiful men were not trustworthy. The same kind of

556 Hemlandet, 9 January 1906, 11.
557 Hemlandet, 29 August 1905, 8.
558 Hemlandet, 10 April 1906, 8; 15 December 1908, 12.
559 Hemlandet, 8 May 1906, 8; 31 August 1909, 8; 12 October 1909, 12. Cf. Kessler-Harris
(1982).
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argument was made about “the less beautiful women”: some men actually
thought ugly women made better wives, one article argued.560

One short article in Svenska Amerikanaren from 1909, allegedly authored by
a woman, advised on how to court a woman. While the text was designed as ad-
vice given to men from an experienced woman, it also worked as a guide for
women as to how to expect a male lover to treat them. The courting man was
advised to pay attention to and comment on a woman’s clothes, assist her with
her coat, provide warmth or chill when needed; even if it was not needed, they
should provide these supports anyway, as she would still appreciate the gesture,
the article argued. He was also advised to tell her everything about his business
matters, as women liked being included even if they did not know whether the
man would follow their advice or not. The text was said to have a female voice,
but its tone consistently depreciates women’s autonomy and intelligence. Just as
the courted woman would probably not understand his business talk, according
to the text, the male lover was advised to pay attention to and remember what she
had said about various things, “especially when she believes that she has said
something good”. It was vaguely assumed that the man would probably never
think that the woman had said anything of value; instead, it was important for
him to pay attention to when she believed she had. The author’s language pre-
sumed both female servility and non-intelligence, and thus served more as a lec-
ture for both women and men on how to view each other in courtship.561

Comparing women from different parts of the world was commonplace on the
women’s pages, as was the copying of articles from other women’s magazines.
An article duplicated from an English publication appeared in Hemlandet in 1908.
There, a comparison of the treatment of women in different countries was made,
arguing that English women were treated the best. In the US, women were more
equal to men and were treated and acted like queens, the author stated. Still, Eng-
lish women were best off. Even if the Englishwoman complained about her posi-
tion, this was only due to her inability to appreciate it. In another article in Sven-
ska Amerikanaren, Korean women were discussed, drawing from memoirs pub-
lished by a German woman who had spent time in Korea. It stated that Korean
women only became real women through marriage, and that they married very
early. The rituals connected to marriage were described as strange and barbaric.

560 Svenska Amerikanaren, 4 November 1909, 11; 20 October 1910, 11.
561 Original quote: ”Han måste alltid komma ihåg hvad hon sagt om det eller det, i all synnerhet
när hon tror sig ha sagt något bra.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 17 June 1909, 11.
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However curious their culture was, the article concluded that Korean women
were very industrious; their craftwork could be compared to that of a machine.562

In a discussion from an English women’s magazine with the title “What traits
characterize the real woman?”, a number of letters to the editor were republished,
discussing what it meant to be a real woman. These texts focused on the manners
of women; the majority concluded that the most important characteristic was her
ability to be kind to her environment. Svenska Amerikanaren summarized the
opinions and argued that the most important element of a real woman was her
strong disregard of gossip.563

While there was a unanimous discourse about women having to serve their
husbands, and to be happy and content with their role in the household, opinions
from other countries were sometimes used to create contrasts between modern
and progressive notions of femininity and the views of the Old World. In a text
translated from a French paper La Francaise, Svenska Amerikanaren presented
the French discussion on whether women were servile by nature. A French female
writer argued that marriage would be happier under a rational equality than an
autocratic regime. Svenska Amerikanaren took the opportunity to point out that
these views evolving in France were interesting to see: the French had apparently
missed that the Nordic countries, and the rest of Europe, according to Svenska
Amerikanaren, had long held these views.564

To summarize, the women’s pages reproduce gender norms through the dis-
cussions of romantic courtship and the relation between wife and husband. Just
as with other themes, the middle-class wife was the primary female agent in the
discourse on women. Traits such as kindness, empathy, understanding, and pa-
tience, were repeatedly articulated as part of an ideal or “real” woman. These
traits, however, were not specifically tied to a Swedish or Swedish-American
femininity. When nationality or origin was referenced, traits were created through
the contrasting comparisons with exoticized descriptions of foreign women as
wives. In those comparisons, English or Anglo-American women were often
placed at the top of the hierarchy as civilized, but with room for learning from the
“uncivilized” or exotic cultures. Interpellating Swedish women readers as (aspir-
ing) middle-class wives, the women’s pages place Swedish-American women on
par with Anglo-American women, and sometimes above them.

562 Hemlandet, 15 September 1908, 8; Another article, republished from a foreign paper, compared
the character of women in different countries under the title “Female characteristics” (“Kvinnokar-
aktäristik”). Hemlandet, 26 April 1910, 8; Svenska Amerikanaren, 3 February 1910, 11.
563 ”Hvilka egenskaper känneteckna den verkliga damen?”, Svenska Amerikanaren, 26 August
1909, 11.
564 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 July 1910, 11.
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Restoration of masculinity: Informational books and
electric belts
The women’s sections reproduced articulations of the woman as a middle-class
housewife, tied to the domestic sphere, and obliged to take care of her (reproduc-
tive) health and beauty. Outside the women’s sections, advertisements in the
Swedish-American newspapers came to speak to the alleged sufferings of men.
Repeatedly, advertisements would promote devices and medical substances de-
signed not only to cure male ailments, but also reinforce masculine strength. This
discourse connected notions of manliness with race and civilization.565

One of these devices was the electric belt. Electric belts had usually been pre-
sented as a product not only for curing multiple conditions, but also for its specific
ability to restore masculine strength and health. Ads for one of the early belts, Dr.
Sanden’s Electric Belt produced by The Sanden Electric Co., were presented in
the Minneapolis paper Svenska Amerikanska Posten. It was promoted as a prod-
uct specifically suited for curing men who suffered from so-called deficient man-
hood, bodily discharges, or involuntary loss of sperm, also referred to as sperma-
torrhoea.566 The belt had been marketed in both Hemlandet and Svenska Ameri-
kanaren since late 1800s; in the early 1900s, however, the ad campaign changed
and even spread to newspapers in Sweden.567 The belt was articulated as a health-
improving belt for both men and women. Pictures of strong men protecting
women accompanied the copy, informing men that the belt could restore lost
“malehood”. The belt’s capacities still played heavily on images and notions of
masculine sexuality.568

Electrical apparatuses for treating various health issues had been on the Amer-
ican market since the 1860s. In the late nineteenth century, however, their popu-
larity exploded. As electricity entered the industrializing society and transformed
workplaces, city environments, homes, and the everyday lives of the American
people, it was also imbued with the progressiveness of modernity in a medical
context. In the pseudo-medical discourse of the time, life and work in industrial
Chicago were articulated as tiring and weakening, potentially detrimental for sex-
uality. The solution could be found in electrical treatment. The electric belt came
with the promise of restoring virility and strength and was articulated as a cure to
conditions such as impotence or general male sexual dysfunction.569

565 Bederman (1995).
566 Svenska Amerikanska Posten, 22 April 1890, 8.
567 Runefelt (2019).
568 Svenska Amerikanaren, 23 November 1911, 12.
569 C. T. de la Peña (2001) "Designing the Electric Body: Sexuality, Masculinity and the Electric
Belt in America, 1880–1920," Journal of design history, 14(4); McLaren (2007).
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Figure 5.14. “An Admirable Cure” advertisement

Source: Hemlandet, 2 January 1906, 14.
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Figure 5.15. “For New Masculinity” advertisement

Source: Svenska Amerikanaren, 23 November 1911, 12.

Another electric belt producer, the Owen Company, found an opportunity to cap-
italize on the Swedish immigrants by explicitly directing their promotional mate-
rial to Swedish-language readers. Their ad campaigns intervened in discourses of
health and masculinity, intertwining the understandings of a healthy body and the
ideal man. Their belts are an interesting example, since their campaigns ran in the
Swedish-language press for many years and were especially visible in the late
1880s and 1890s. Similar electric apparatuses were not marketed in newspapers
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and magazines in Sweden in earnest until after the turn of the century, often by
American or British companies.570

In the early 1900s, health and gender were not the only aspects being woven
into the meanings of electricity and its capabilities. Electric treatment, as part of
the discoveries of X-rays and other medical tools, was in one article suggested to
have the power to turn black skin white. In that example, the connection of elec-
tricity with notions of civilization and racial whiteness were made surprisingly
clear.571

Drawing on gender, health, and race, ads for electric treatment in the Swedish-
American newspapers appeared to provide everyone with ways to improve their
social and racial positions. As McGovern argues, advertising discourse at the turn
of the century continuously drew on equating consumption and citizenship. Con-
suming was articulated as a way of voting, gaining power over one’s life, and
ultimately as a way of becoming a true American citizen.572 In a Swedish-Amer-
ican context, electric belts can thus be interpreted as having the power to civilize,
Americanize, and provide weak male Swedish-American readers with a quick
route to becoming truly white and American.573

570 Runefelt (2019).
571 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 April 1908, 15. Cf. Bederman (1995).
572 McGovern (2006), Chapter 2, 62–95.
573 Bederman (1995).
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Figure 5.16. Owen’s Electric Belts advertisement, 1892

Source: Hemlandet, 7 January 1892, 7.

Note: Only the top half of advertisement is shown in the figure.
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In its effort to reach out specifically to the prospective Swedish migrants, the
Owen Electric Belt Company bought the copyright to a Swedish-language book
about emigration, written by the Finnish author and politician Konni Zilliacus.
The book was based on Zilliacus’ book Amerika, an informational book in Swe-
dish for potential Swedish and Finnish migrants, which was filled with recom-
mendations, warnings, and information about the regions of the US, as well as
the travels to America.574 The new edition also had a grander purpose. Throughout
the bottom pages of the book, the Owen Electric Belt was promoted. Short blurbs
provided statements such as “Owen’s electric belts can really be said to be the
messenger of civilization. They have reached to more remote parts than mission-
aries or explorers and they have done good”.575 Such boasting language, alluding
to electricity’s capacity to bring about modernization and civilization, was alter-
nated with alleged quotations from consumers praising the belt’s abilities to cure
diseases. Advertisements for Swedish-language newspapers and steamship or
railway ticket agents were also included. Among these, one ad was for the afore-
mentioned “Dr Peter’s Kuriko”, promoted with similar language as the electric
belt: the Kuriko would not only cure all diseases, it would allegedly bring “in-
creased power to the system”.576 In Owen’s version of the book, then, the body
was articulated as a sort of battery that could be recharged with electrical impulses
to restore civilized manliness.577

574 Konni Zilliacus (1893), Amerika-boken: Hjälpreda för utvandrare: jämte en kort vägledning till
engelska språkets talande: med karta öfver Förenta Staterna, (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Förlag);
Konni Zilliacus (1893), Amerika: En handbok för menige man, (Chicago, Ill.: The Owen Electric
Belt & Appliance Co.).
575 ”Owen’s elektriska bälten kunna verkligen sägas vara civilisationens budbärare. De hafva trängt
till längre aflägsna delar än missionärer eller upptäcktsresande och de ha gjort nytta.” Zilliacus
(1893), 16.
576 See for example Zilliacus (1893), 20; 33; 38.
577 Cf. Bederman (1995).
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Figure 5.17. The Owen Electric Belt: Male belt no. 4

Source: Konni Zilliacus (1893) Amerika: en handbok för menige man, 178.
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The restoration of manliness took similar expressions in the newspaper advertis-
ing discourse. Copy explicitly drew on and utilized the unwillingness of men to
disclose certain private conditions. The Dr. Jos. Lister & Co. advertisements, as
seen in Figure 5.18, directed towards both young and old men with problems
related to potency and virility, used provoking copy in their campaign. Placed
next to an ad for Dr. N. Rosenberg’s business and book, discussed above, this is
just one example of many such clusters of advertisements in the Swedish-Amer-
ican press, promising to restore male strength and virility.

Emphasizing their ability to communicate with patients in their own language,
and pushing the fact that their treatment was easily used at home and in private,
without attracting the slightest attention, men were encouraged to order the infor-
mational book or seek consultation for free. These books contained sexual advice,
recommending young and old men to abstain from premarital sex or masturba-
tion. Abstaining from masturbation, next to electric treatment, was presented as
the main solution to the white, civilized man’s loss of “male strength”.578

578 Bederman (1995), 88–92.
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Figure 5.18. The promise to cure male ailments

Source: Hemlandet, 2 January 1906, 12.
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Ideas of femininity and masculinity were co-constituted in the advertising dis-
course. However, whereas advertisements directed towards women were sup-
ported by the interpellations on the women’s pages, private treatments for “loss
of masculinity” were usually advertised without expanding on the topic in the
text. The advertisements for patent medicines, such as the Pinkham’s Vegetable
Compound and the Dr. Peter’s Kuriko or for the Owen’s or Sanden’s electric
belts, reoccurred in the Swedish-language press over the decades. Beyond con-
tributing to the newspapers’ incomes, these advertisements reproduced dis-
courses of domestic femininity and virile masculinity, purity of blood and race,
and technological development and civilization.579

Thereby, both Scandinavian-American and Anglo-American businesses con-
tributed to the interpellation of the Swedish-American newspaper reader as part
of the American modernization project; the body could be improved and modern-
ization was possible without disturbing the gender norms imposed by the domes-
tic code. Interestingly, then, the technological advancements or medical innova-
tions advertised were promising the consumer a modern answer to the ailments
produced by the changing society. While indeed marketed as modern and inno-
vative, the main goal of these patent medicines and electric treatments was, how-
ever, to reproduce gender norms. In other words, patent medicine and electricity
were both presented as modern and civilized cures, as well as the means of re-
ducing the adverse effects of that same modernization.

Concluding remarks: Americanizing the Swedish reader
This chapter shows that Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren underwent
changes in ownership and contents between the 1880s and the beginning of the
twentieth century. They followed the general trends of American newspaper pub-
lishing by increasing their pages per issue, as well as in developing sections di-
rected to specific reader groups. The chapter analyzes the women’s sections.
While there are no business records that show the importance of advertisements
for the newspapers’ revenues, secondary sources establish that advertising was
financially important for the newspapers. While both Hemlandet and Svenska
Amerikanaren had long included contributions from readers in the form of news-
reports from around Chicago, the readers’ pages developed into broader discus-
sion fora in the 1890s. After the turn of the century, the papers launched sections
devoted to the woman in the domestic sphere. Through the shift in the newspaper
economy, and the development of advertising and gendered newspaper sections,

579 de la Peña (2001); McGovern (2006); Bederman (1995).
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the readers of Svenska Folkets Tidning, Svenska Amerikanaren, and Hemlandet
were introduced to the international phenomena of the women’s sections.

On these women’s pages, the kind of woman interpellated was presented as a
middle-class housewife, where domestic chores, family life, marriage, and child
upbringing were the core topics of interest. This does not seem to have been ex-
plicitly connected to religious beliefs, but instead followed from the broader
changes in the newspaper economy.580 Copying articles from foreign papers and
displaying advertisements for national brands, the Swedish-language press was
not unique in its interpellations of the woman-wife-consumer. Instead, the dis-
course echoed other women’s magazines through copied articles and few refer-
ences to any specific “Swedish” femininity. The women’s sections can therefore
be understood as primarily aimed at selling the Swedish-American female reader
to prospective advertisers.581

The recurring themes, revolving around health, beauty, love, and relations,
dominated the discourse around the woman. As the beauty of a woman’s appear-
ance was closely related to how well she executed the domestic chores—often
arguing that a happy and healthy lifestyle came from running the household with
competence—the bulk of the contents on the pages discussed how to take care of
tasks ranging from child upbringing to the cleaning of decorations and kitchen-
ware.

Further, the notions of beauty, health, and race were interconnected. Some of
the content focused on taking care of the body through walking or eating healthy;
the fact that women were considered the fairer sex did not relieve them of the
responsibility to take care of, or improve, their looks. Instead, it was usually con-
sidered a female duty to stay beautiful and to work hard to achieve youth and
beauty. Notably, the beauty and health of women was connected to their ability
to manage the home and please their husbands. At times, the question of beauty
was articulated as a matter of racial fitness, where women from different nation-
alities were ranked and discussed as more or less able to achieve beauty depend-
ing on racial belonging. Those rankings placed Scandinavian-American high up
the hierarchy, although the Anglo-American woman was the norm. This chapter
shows that the Swedish-American racialization of beauty in women’s sections
preceded the later racialized articulations of beauty and cosmetics in the Swedish
discourse.582 Coupled with the growing fascination for US beauty culture in Swe-
den, and through the returning beauty entrepreneurs, Swedish-American newspa-
pers reproduced an understanding of beauty as racialized.583

580 Cf. Meyer (1998).
581 Cf. Golia (2016); Arnberg (2019).
582 Jackson (2019); Söderberg (2001); Severinsson (2018); Peiss (2011).
583 Nordlund Edvinsson (2025).
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Advertisements tied into the same discourses on domestic work, beauty, and
health as the contents of the women’s pages. While the introductory quote shows
how editors in the late nineteenth century distanced themselves from the ad con-
tents, the advertisements must be taken as part of the newspapers’ interpellations.
They promoted patent medicine that would restore femininity or make housework
less tedious; they also intertwined health issues with the idea of women as home-
makers. Playing on traditional gender norms, the new kind of woman was en-
couraged to consume away her pains and troubles that the marriage and domestic
situation caused her, to start appreciating and feel good about her position. The
Swedish-American woman appeared as the primary consumer of the household,
in need of receiving information on how to clean, cook, and behave. Simultane-
ously, the male reader was confronted with advertisements for electric devices
and medication that would restore masculine virility and strength. Both Scandi-
navian-American and Anglo-American businesses advertised their products and
services in the Swedish-language newspapers, enforcing social and aesthetic gen-
der norms.

Connecting this development to the literature on Americanization through ad-
vertising, the women’s pages in the Swedish-language papers were Americaniz-
ing their readers. The national advertising campaigns for soap, patent medicine,
treatments, electric belts, and other more or less doubtful commodities, linked the
Swedish-American readers to the emerging American advertising culture. The
promises of restored virility, the civilizational effects of electric belts, or that any
complaint or ailment could be solved through consumption, contributed to the
narrative of consumption as part of society’s progress. The racialized male and
female bodies were turned into consumers. Advertisements for various patent
medicines and treatments drew on racialized discourse. They promised to cure
weaknesses caused by urban and industrial civilization, and to restore blood “pu-
rity” or racial “strength”. The making of the Swedish-American consumer hinged
on two moves: first, the strength associated with racial whiteness; second, the
articulation of a lack in the consumer: a deficiency that required treatment.584

Through the many republished articles from American papers and magazines,
the readings provided on the women’s pages was not carving out a specific wom-
anhood for women of Swedish origin. The interpellated woman-reader was not
specifically “Swedish”. Instead, the pages provided the female reader with de-
bates and discussions from the US papers, as well as British and other foreign
papers. The women’s pages in the Swedish-American press became sites of in-
tertextual discourse production by borrowing texts from international magazines,
and displaying ads for large US brands. In a way, then, the Swedish-American

584 Cf. McGovern (2006); Laird (2019); Bederman (1995).
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woman-reader was interpellated as similar to the Anglo-American middle-class
women, or at least as aspiring to the same social and racial position. The inter-
section of categories of class, gender, and race, formed the understanding and
interpellation of the female reader.

Interestingly, marriage with Anglo-American men was not promoted or ad-
vised in these sections. The boundaries were drawn so that Swedes and Anglo-
Americans seemed to belong to the same group, and comparisons with others
marked the edges of these boundaries. While Swedishness thereby seems to have
been important to some degree, as in comparing the beauty of women from dif-
ferent nationalities, Swedishness was not articulated on the women’s pages or in
the advertising discourse. Rather, the Scandinavian-American businesses and
newspapers were Americanizing, following the changes in the US advertising and
newspaper economy. As ideological apparatuses, both Svenska Amerikanaren
and Hemlandet reproduced discourses and ideals from an international domestic
ideology, and Americanized the Swedish-American readers.585

585 Kessler-Harris (1982).
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Chapter 6. Transatlantic Swedishness

What did it mean to be Swedish-American and who had the means and power to
define that? The Swedish-American newspapers and organizations were deeply
engaged in this discussion from the very beginning, as Swedish immigrants
encountered a new social landscape. However, the ownership of the question was
not reserved to the self-identifying Swedish Americans or the Swedish-American
newspapers. Both American and Swedish voices and authorities were involved in
drawing boundaries between “good” and “bad” immigrants. These categories
were fused with the notions of “old” and “new” immigrants in the US discourse,
where belonging to the “old stock”—such as Anglo-, German-, and Irish-
Americans—was associated with being a productive, industrious, white, “good”
immigrant.586 With increasing interest from the US authorities to restrict
immigration, and a growing movement in Sweden to stop or, at least, limit
emigration, the beginning of the twentieth century raised the stakes in defining
who the Swedish Americans were.

The Swedish worries about emigration must be read not only from an eco-
nomic perspective but also in the context of a growing nationalism in Sweden
around the turn of the century. This Swedish nationalism put the idea of the nation
over and above the individuals building its collective. It demanded Swedish citi-
zens to be loyal to the nation, even as it did not serve their interests. Such a na-
tionalism posited the nation as an organism and viewed the family as the core
element. The woman came to represent the reproduction of the national collec-
tive, inviting symbolic discourse such as “Motherland” when speaking of the
bonds between the nation and its subjects.587

This chapter asks the question: How was the relation between the notions of
ethnicity, nationality, and race articulated in the transnational discourse on Swe-
dishness and Swedish Americans between 1880–1920? While the object of con-
testation—the meaning of being Swedish in the US—had no specific geographic

586 In the 1890s, as the US censuses classified immigrants according to birthplace of parents, statis-
tics was used for defining the differences between “new” and “old” immigrants. See Schor (2017),
151. The Dillingham Commission made the same demarcation, see Benton-Cohen (2018), 233. For
discussions on how immigrants navigated their positions as “new” or “old” immigrants, see Brøndal
(2014), 9–14; Kazal (2004), 109–129.
587 Lindkvist (2007), 52ff; Yuval-Davis (1997), 67; Thomson (2020).
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location, geography and location were at the center of the debates. The discus-
sions were ignited by the very movement of Scandinavians across the Atlantic.
Observers were traveling between Sweden and the US to examine, experience,
and make their cases. Some would publish their views for an audience in Sweden,
with some reaching out to a Swedish-speaking audience in the US. As the Swe-
dish-language papers in Chicago commented and discussed the various writers
and their contributions, this chapter takes those Swedish and Swedish-American
articulations as material for analysis.

In the following sections, I will outline how governmental investigations at the
beginning of the twentieth century, on both sides of the Atlantic, were occupied
with defining immigrants and their moral and social status. I then turn to the writ-
ings of visiting Swedes, followed by Swedish-American publications, in which
questions about the relationship between the Swedes in the US and those back
home were central.

Neither in nor out: Swedish and American reactions to the
transatlantic migration
With the resurgence of anti-Irish Catholic and anti-Chinese views and movements
in the 1880s, along with the development of immigrant restriction lobbying or-
ganizations, the 1890s and early 1900s were periods of large interest in federal
immigration politics in the US. As Claudia Goldin argues, anti-immigrant senti-
ment tended to increase during economic downturns; in the 1890s, this was the
case among both workers and capitalists. While capitalists were usually more pro-
immigration than workers at the time, the power dynamic changed in the early
1900s. Goldin argues that the fact that a literacy test was not implemented until
1917 may be due to the growing numbers and influence of naturalized, foreign-
born, pro-immigrant voters. However, when the Dillingham Commission on Im-
migration had finished its work in 1911, the recommendations were presented,
including the implementation of a literacy test in a political environment that was
open to restrictionist ideas.588

To restrict immigration, the Dillingham Commission set out to define what
factors were important in the separation of good and bad immigrants. What is
specifically interesting is the employment of social sciences in the commission’s
policy recommendation, something Katherine Benton-Cohen has shown in her

588 Goldin, "The Political Economy of Immigration Restriction in the United States, 1890–1921",
in Claudia Dale Goldin and Gary D. Libecap (1994), The regulated economy: A historical
approach to political economy, (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press), 223–258; Benton-Cohen
(2018).
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work. The literacy test served as the basis for a quota system that, in 1924, became
the Johnson-Reed Act, with set immigration quotas by nationality. Almost every
recommendation from the Dillingham Commission would be implemented in the
following years. Moreover, the Dillingham Commission not only used literacy as
a basis for quotas, but structured immigrants along lines of “old” and “new”, im-
plying that there were good and bad immigrants. The “old” immigrants, usually
referring to Anglo, German, and Scandinavian Americans, were viewed as pro-
ductive and assimilable, while the “new” immigrants from Southern and Eastern
Europe were seen as illiterate, unskilled, and unproductive. Thereby, the Com-
mission provided the already existing essentializing and racializing discourses of
immigration with a federal mandate.589

Similar ideas were expressed in political debates in Sweden. The mass emi-
gration sparked movements aimed at slowing the outflow of people, since the
substantial number of young men and women was seen as a loss of human capital
for the Swedish nation. The emigration constituted, in Swedish conservatives’
views, a demographic crisis that threatened not only the productivity of the Swe-
dish economy but also the blood of the Swedish nation. The suggested solution
was to encourage emigrants to return. Replacing them with immigration of un-
wanted foreigners, or “strangers”, was out of question; Eastern Europeans, Rom-
ani, and Jews were especially deemed unfit for Sweden. The debate about immi-
gration to Sweden, then, in line with emigration, similarly distinguished between
good and bad immigrants. Racialized national rhetoric was commonplace among
the debaters.590

The US and Swedish discourses on immigrants drew on anthropology and eth-
nology. Techniques of measuring and defining were associated with eugenics and
racial biology. As Chapter 3 shows, ideas of race and nationalism were also
widely spread in the Swedish-American press since at least the 1880s. Along with
the Dillingham Commission’s final report, a Dictionary of Races or Peoples was
published, based on what was taken as the most general knowledge from the eth-
nological and anthropological field. Instead of classifying people according to
country of origin, as had been done in previous censuses, the “dictionary” focused
on what it called the “ethnical”, and sometimes “racial”, elements of the immi-
grant population. The racial matrix was grounded in the idea of the separation
between the white, black, yellow, brown, and red races.591

589 Benton-Cohen (2018).
590 Lindkvist (2007), 51-52. Ann-Sofie Kälvemark (1972), "Reaktionen mot utvandringen:
Emigrationsfrågan i svensk debatt och politik 1901–1904" (Uppsala universitet).
591 Daniel Folkmar and Elnora C. Folkmar (1911), Dictionary of Races or Peoples, ed. William P.
Dillingham, vol. 5, (Washington: Government Printing Office), 1–3.
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As historian Katherine Benton-Cohen points out, this “dictionary” was by no
means uncontested. The anthropologist Franz Boas, who challenged the idea of
biological essentialism at this time, had particularly lengthy discussions with the
secretary of the commission, W.W. Husband, regarding how fine-grained a dis-
tinction could be made between “northern” and “southern Italians”, and if
Swedes, Danes, and Norwegians should be separated or belong to the racial cat-
egory of “Scandinavian”. Benton-Cohen also emphasizes Boas’s efforts made to
separate the notions of language, race, and culture in a scientific and public envi-
ronment where these categories were mixed and used with little precision or def-
inition. While the report came to construct immigration as a problem to be solved
by federal authorities, structuring its recommendations on ideas of racial division,
ambiguities remained in how to understand the notion of race.592

During the same period, the Swedish government conducted an investigation.
Emigrationsutredningen [The Emigration Inquiry], led by Gustav Sundbärg, in-
vestigated the drivers and effects of immigration with a main focus on the effects
in Sweden. The final report was published in 1913. While anthropology, eugenics,
or racial discussions played no explicit part in the investigation, ideas about the
specificity of the Swedish national character were articulated as intimately con-
nected to the causes and effects of the emigration. Sundbärg published a collection
of aphorisms discussing the character of the Swedish people, in which he placed
the overall reasons for migration in the Swedish people’s inherent lack of national
sentiment and fondness for fantasy and adventure. His ideas were not translated
into policy, but they gained popularity and served as a contribution to the discourse
on national character and Swedishness on both sides of the Atlantic.593

Swedish-American newspapers reacted to these efforts, taking sides in the
question of immigration restriction and discussing the proposals of the commis-
sions even before the finalization of the reports. One reaction concerned the pro-
posal of The Emigration Inquiry that the Swedish government should facilitate
remigration from North America. Many of the newspapermen viewed this as a
laughable proposal; Ernst Skarstedt, for example, argued that no one would be
interested in going back to a country as poor as Sweden.594

Arnold Barton argues in his work that the Swedish people, through emigration,
became “a folk divided”. Examining the transatlantic discourse on emigration,
the many texts by visitors from Sweden to America, the newspaper discussions

592 Folkmar and Folkmar (1911); Benton-Cohen (2018), 176f.
593 Gustav Sundbärg (1907–1913), Emigrationsutredningen, (Stockholm: Nordiska bokh.
distributör); H. Arnold Barton (1993) "Swedish Reactions to the Emigration Question Around the
Turn of the Century," Swedish-American Historical Quarterly, 44(2), 92.
594 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 3 June 1903; Ernst Skarstedt in several articles in Nordstjernan (New
York) Sept–Oct 1907.
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over time, and the political discourse, Barton writes the story of a power struggle
between the Swedes in the US and the Swedes at home. It was a struggle over
two main questions: Was emigration to be seen as a success or a failure, and for
whom? Were the Swedes in the US even the same kind of people as the Swedes
who stayed?

Under a relationship that Barton describes as “love-hate”, people of Swedish
origin on both sides of the Atlantic debated these questions intensively. Other
scholars, such as Birgitta Svensson and Mark Säfström, have come to similar
conclusions in their studies of the transatlantic discourse in journals and travel
writings. Many of the Swedish travel writers, as well as Swedish-American com-
mentators, criticized both Sweden and the US, but also emphasized the cultural
and ethnic heritage that bound together Swedes on both sides of the Atlantic.595

While previous researchers have studied how the transatlantic communication
changed over time in conjunction with political changes in both America and
Sweden, there are still questions remaining regarding how the discourse on what
it meant to be Swedish-American was formed. What role did the notion of race
play in the discussion on Swedishness? As Jørn Brøndal shows, Danish travel
writers were actively taking part in constructing racialized hierarchies, where
Danes belonged to the white top.596 Barton mentions that Swedish and Swedish
American writers, as well as public figures, used the notions of “race” to carve
out what was essential to Swedishness. However, he does not analyze how the
notion of race was employed and how it related to, or complemented, that of
Swedishness. That is the main concern of this chapter.597

Swedes defining the Swedish American
Swedes visiting the US in order to report back to Sweden about the state of the
Swedish people there had, by the 1900s, become quite a regular phenomenon. In
the mid-nineteenth century, America had been idealized as the grand new world.
One of the more famous examples was Fredrika Bremer’s travelogue Hemmen i
den nya världen [The Homes of the New World: Impressions of America] (1853)

595 Svensson (1994), 66–85, 124–125; Mark Säfström (2007) "Speaking to Swedish Publics: The
North American Travel Writings of Paul Peter Waldenström," Swedish-American Historical
Quarterly, 58(2). For a study of Waldenström’s political position and influence, see Mark Säfström
(2017), Religious origins of democratic pluralism: Paul Peter Waldenström and the politics of the
Swedish Awakening 1868–1917, (Cambridge, United Kingdom: James Clarke & Co.).
596 Brøndal, Jørn, "Atop a hierarchy of whiteness: Danish Americans as portrayed by Danish travel
writers in the second half of the nineteenth century" in Sverdljuk et al. (2021), 89.
597 In his index, Barton lists slightly over ten passages in his book where what he terms “racial
theories” are discussed in American or Swedish source material. The pages generally refer to
when he quotes or discusses explicitly racializing ideas. See Barton (1994), 399.
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America was depicted as nearly unreal in its appearance, full of promises and
progression, with regards both to its nature and people. However, the Swedish
idea of America would develop, as Arnold Barton notes, and become filled with
ambivalence. While upholding an admiration for America during the latter part
of the nineteenth century, Swedish conservatives came to see the great transat-
lantic migration as a problem for the Swedish nation. The Swedes visiting Amer-
ica were increasingly departing from a critical stance, taking it upon themselves
to render sound judgments about the condition of the Swedes living in the US.
During the period after 1890, emigration was not only seen as a demographic
problem for the Swedish economy, but it was even “condemned as both unnec-
essary and unpatriotic”.598 According to Barton, this view was only strengthened
as the early 1900s ushered in a new wave of Swedish emigration to the US. Con-
servative voices rose in opposition to emigration, framing it as a moral wrong and
national danger.599

The ambivalence towards the Swedish-American migration was thus closely
related to the changing positions from which the Swedish immigrants in the US
were perceived—from the point of view of a curious visitor to that of a moraliz-
ing, examining observer. Voices opposed to emigration were primarily raised in
Sweden, but the debate and its intended audience were transatlantic. The Swe-
dish-American press occasionally mocked the Swedish critique of emigration and
accused many of the traveling authors of misrepresenting the Swedish Americans
and their life in the new country. One of the writers who was harshly criticized
was the Swedish politician, travel writer, and Mission movement pastor, Paul Pe-
ter Waldenström. His travelogue was at first published piece by piece, and in
1890 compiled into a volume titled Genom norra Amerikas förenta stater:
reseskildringar [Through the United States of North America: travelogues]. Wal-
denström was a controversial figure in Swedish politics and among Lutherans in
America. He challenged the formal adherence to Lutheran principles, which
sparked conflicts within the Augustana Synod, leading to the exclusion of several
ministers. Waldenström was, in other words, well known before his arrival, and
his appearance can be assumed to have stirred emotions in the Swedish-American
religious spheres.600

In the foreword of his travelogue, Waldenström cited letters from Swedish-
American pastors and others commenting on his work. He admitted that many of
his observations were met with objections from Swedish Americans. In one of
the letters, a pastor had, according to Waldenström, expressed that

598 Barton (1993), 88.
599 Barton (1993).
600 Granquist (2015), 187; Säfström (2007).
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[r]egarding your opinions, they would all be accepted, if you were here and wrote
them as an American. What bothers some, is primarily that the observations are
made by an alien writer. Our own newspapers say things that are even harsher,
without anyone objecting.601

This passage revealed the key problem of power in travel writing: the issue of
voice. As the quote suggests, what Waldenström said did not matter. The fact that
he, as an alien writer, claimed the authority to depict Swedish-American life for
the Swedes at home was in itself an insult to the Swedish Americans. The inclu-
sion of these remarks can also be seen as a rhetorical strategy employed by Wal-
denström. By showing awareness and acknowledging that his perspective was
that of an alien, and by arguing for the subjectivity of his claims, he was able to
anticipate and pacify the critique of his position.

In Svenska Tribunen, a review of Waldenström’s chapter about the Chicago
visit was published in November 1890. The writer criticized Waldenström’s ac-
counts as being shallow, explaining that the second half of the chapter consisted
“of a long, half ironic, half elegiac, but completely denouncing depiction of the
Swedish Americans’ alleged despise for their own fatherland, namely Swe-
den”.602 After explaining that Swedish Americans were eager to tell visitors like
Waldenström about the state of affairs in the US, the writer argued that he should
have known better than to take this as a sign of lack of love for their fatherland.
The article continued:

Does not professor Waldenström know, that the Swede exhibits a spiritual para-
dox, a contradiction to himself? Has he not seen this peculiar trait in himself? In
the Swede there lives—as he would know—a deeply rooted moral consciousness
which, though sometimes slumbering, never misses an opportunity to show itself,
when it is needed. But this spiritual trait of his does not prevent him from, gener-
ally, like other people, being concerned about small things and sometimes, maybe
too often, make much ado about nothing.603

601 ”’Hvad angår edra omdömen, så skulle de allesammans gillas, om ni vore här och skrefve dem
såsom amerikanare. Hvad som sticker somliga, är förnämligast det, att anmärkningarna skrifvas af
en främmande författare. Våra egna tidningar säga saker, som äro t. o. m. hårdare, utan att just nå-
gon misstycker det.’” Paul Peter Waldenström (1890), Genom norra Amerikas Förenta stater:
Reseskildringar, (Chicago, Ill.: The Mission Friends Publishing Co:s förl.), iv.
602 “Af en lång, halft ironisk och halft elegisk, men helt gisslande beskrifning af svensk-amerika-
nernas förmenta förakt för deras egentliga fädernesland, nämligen Sverige.” Svenska Tribunen, 20
November 1890, 4.
603 “Vet icke lektor Waldenström, att svensken företer en andlig paradox, en motsats till sig sjelf?
Har han ej hos sig sjelf funnit denna besynnerliga egenskap? Hos svensken bor—det skulle han
veta—ett djupt rotadt moraliskt medvetande, som, ehuru ibland slumrande, dock aldrig förgäter
att göra sig förnimbart och gällande, när behofvet det påkallar. Men detta själsdrag hos honom
förhindrar ej, att han i allmänna fall kan, i likhet med andra menniskor, fästa sig vid småsaker och
göra väsen af ibland, kanske ofta nog, ingenting.” Svenska Tribunen, 20 November 1890, 4.
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As is evident, criticizing Waldenström’s argument was not only a matter of cor-
recting his misrepresentations. It also questioned his very right to define Swe-
dishness. The assertions rhetorically framed as truths about the Swedish character
or “spiritual traits” both made Waldenström look foolish—did he not even know
himself?—and thus also questioned his overall mandate for defining Swedish-
ness.

Racializing Swedishness
A decade later, in May 1901, the Swedish poet, newspaper editor, and author Dr.
Hugo Wickström, was visiting the US to study his fellow countrymen. He
planned to visit several American cities during his travels. Carl Swensson from
Svenska Tribunen had attended Wickström’s lecture, arranged by the National
Association in Denver, and reviewed it in the paper. According to Swensson,
Wickström’s travelogues were being published continuously in at least twelve
Swedish newspapers. Swensson probably regarded Wickström’s opinions of the
Swedes in the US as highly important; they would likely influence a large audi-
ence through the newspapers at home. The Swedes in Chicago would also treat
Wickström’s visit and his speeches as important events for the discussion on Swe-
dishness and national sentiment.604

The topic of Wickström’s lecture was “Varer svenske” [Be Swedish]. His cen-
tral argument was, according to Swensson, that “threatening times for the old
homeland” demanded material and spiritual help from across the Atlantic:
Swedes both at home and in Sweden had to actively preserve their Swedishness.
Swensson also emphasized one specific aspect of Wickström’s argument. New
findings had supposedly shown that the “Aryan race”, in fact, originated from
Skåne, the southernmost part of Sweden, according to Wickström. As he con-
tended that the Swedish culture was superior, while simultaneously claiming the
Swedish origins of the Aryan race, cultural Swedishness and racial superiority
were tied together. In the published version of the lecture, Wickström expressed
it as: “The Swedes are thus inhabiting the original land of the most noble race,
and belong with the purest of bloods to that stock of people, which leads the way
in the human development”.605 This argument continued to be developed in

604 Svenska Tribunen, 29 May 1901, 11. Beyond the event in Denver, advertisements occurred for
upcoming events in for example Minneapolis, Chicago, Salt Lake City, Omaha, and New York.
See Svenska Folkets Tidning, 15 May 1901, 10; Nordstjernan, 16 May 1901, 12; Vestkusten, 16
May 1901, 1.
605 The preface of the publication indicates that Wickström developed his manuscript before setting
out on his tour. Therefore, the published version is very likely to be the same as the one delivered
in several North Amercain cities during the spring of 1901. ”Svenskarna äro således i besittning af
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various ways throughout the lecture, while the notion of Sweden as the origin of
the “Aryan race” played a prominent role in the final part of the speech, ending
with the appeal: “Be Swedish!”.606

Wickström’s core argument was thus to tie the Swedes and Swedish Ameri-
cans together on racial grounds. Preserving Swedishness was as much a nation-
alist as a racially motivated project for Wickström. By appealing to racial same-
ness, his visit to America sought to expand the idea of the Swedish nation beyond
the political borders. The view that Sweden, as part of Scandinavia, was the home
of the “Aryan”, superior white race, was widespread around the turn of the cen-
tury, according to Barton. As for Swedish-American writers, these ideas easily fit
into the narrative of the Old Norse settlements in North America. Thereby, the
Swedes were positioned as not only one of the oldest peoples living on North
American spoil, but perhaps the most “unmixed” and “purest” white immigrant
group.607

Wickström’s lecture in 1901 was not the only work that he came to publish
after returning to Sweden. In his travelogues, he further developed his experi-
ences of the Swedes in the US. According to Wickström, “the Swedes who emi-
grate to America, generally make up our best and strongest people, and a Swede
must sadly see how the homeland, in this way, every year, loses a vital stream of
blood, which would have been needed for its own revival”.608 This narrative of
Sweden losing its people in a “stream of blood” was using a recurring trope; it
appeared, for example, in a poem by the Swedish poet Carl Snoilsky, Emigra-
tionen [The Emigration], which was published in the last decade before the turn
of the century. While the blood in Snoilsky’s version streamed from a “wound”
in the Swedish nation, Wickström’s articulation tied it to the idea of a diminished
Swedish—or even “Aryan”—stock. In this way, Wickström sought to counter the
depiction of migrating Swedes as generally bad—an argument that Swedish
Americans had long sought to advance. While some of the migrating Swedes
were, Wickström admitted, “bad individuals”, their influence on Swedish Amer-
icans had been significantly overstated. Instead, Wickström accused the

den ädlaste folkrasens stamland, och tillhöra med så rent blod som möjligt den stam, hvilken går i
spetsen för den mänskliga utvecklingen.” Victor Hugo Wickström (1901), Två föreläsningar:
'Varer Svenske!' och Viktor Rydbergs Hjärtetankar, (Stockholm: Albert Bonnier), 19.
606 See Wickström (1901), 24; 35; 40.
607 Barton (1994), 115–116.
608 ”De svenskar, som utvandra till Amerika, utgöra i regel vårt bästa och kraftigaste folk, och en
svensk måste med sorg se, huru hemlandet hvarje år på detta sätt åderlåtes och förlorar en lifskraf-
tig ström af blod, som så väl skulle behöfvas för dess egen pånyttfödelse.” Victor Hugo
Wickström (1901), Som tidningsman jorden rundt, (Stockholm: Albert Bonnier), 216.
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preachers and their control of the educational institutions of having a bad influ-
ence on the freedom of thought among the Swedish Americans.609

The particularities of the Swede in the US
So, were the Swedish Americans different than the homeland Swedes? When ad-
dressing the Swedish-American character traits, Wickström’s description was not
unique.

From their homeland, the Swedes have brought both their merits and faults: They
are honest, open, hardworking, peaceful, and reliable, but at the same time, they
suffer greatly from our national moral failing, envy, which prevents them from
uniting around the best and noblest of their fellow countrymen.610

All the good traits that were enumerated were in the end suppressed by the sinful
trait of envy—a trait which was as prevailing in Sweden as well as in the US.
Envy was, at the time, commonly used as the reason behind the Swedes’ poor
representation in US politics and explained why Swedes never joined in a com-
mon nationalist cause. Interestingly, Wickström’s discussion sought to connect
the Swedes and Swedish Americans through a language of race and shared blood,
as well as through the language of common national traits. With the logic of racial
heredity, national character followed racial heritage. In other words, the distinc-
tion between Swedes and Swedish Americans was not to be found in national
character or race; this remained the same wherever the Swede went. Instead, the
difference originated in the social and religious conditions under which they
lived.

F.A. Lindstrand, owner of Svenska Amerikanaren and a columnist, took on the
issue of Wickström soon after his visit to Chicago. Lindstrand had published in
Svenska Amerikanaren since the late 1880s under the title “Letters from Onkel
Ola”. His column usually mocked and joked about contemporary characters or
events. In the issue from 28 May, Lindstrand’s (or Onkel Ola’s) column was
framed as a conversation between him and the Chicagoan mead producer, H.
Vennersten; both of them praised the great speech of Dr. Hugo Wickström and
Vennersten suggested that he would finance Wickström’s “tour of lectures in the
Swedish world of the United States”.611

609 Wickström (1901), 217–218.
610 ”Från hemlandet ha svenskarna medfört både sina förtjänster och fel: De äro ärliga, öppna, ar-
betsvilliga, fredliga och pålitliga, men på samma gång lida de i hög grad af vår nationella sköte-
synd, afundsjukan, som hindrar dem från att sluta sig tillsammans kring de bästa och ädlaste af
sina landsmän.” Wickström (1901), 218.
611 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 May 1901, 1; For a note on H Vennersten & Co. mead business,
see ”’Fordomdags drucko svearne mjöd’.”, Svenska Amerikanaren 19 May 1896, 8.
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Wickström’s speech in Chicago had been such a success that several people
from the audience expressed that they had never felt prouder of being Swedish,
according to Onkel Ola.612 The first page of Svenska Amerikanaren, with a throw
to the to the twelfth page, was devoted to Wickström’s visit and speech. He seems
to have been viewed very positively by all of the Chicago Swedes whom he met
during his stay. Jakob Bonggren, the editor of Svenska Amerikanaren, authored a
biographical text on Wickström, conceding that he “in character and views was
more A m e r i c a n—in a good way—than other authors and newspapermen in
Sweden”.613 As with the other travelers, a banquet was arranged where Wick-
ström could meet many of the newspapermen, pastors, and entrepreneurs claim-
ing to represent Swedish America in Chicago. The Hemlandet editor Johan A.
Enander’s speech dedicated to Wickström was recited in full on page 12. Enander
emphasized the love for Sweden that filled all Swedish Americans, contending
that “Sweden includes, as I have previously suggested, a larger area than what is
marked by the political borders”.614 This, he continued, must have been evident
for Wickström, “the guest of honor”, as he traveled the Swedish areas of America.
The page also included a summary of Wickström’s lecture “Varer svenske!”,
where it was again emphasized that recent findings showed that Sweden was the
original home of the Aryan race. This courting of visiting Swedes was an im-
portant part of the transnational diplomacy, in a time when the transatlantic mi-
gration was becoming increasingly politically charged.

Carl Swensson also returned to the question of visiting Swedes. He argued in
Svenska Tribunen that there was a general lack of appreciation of Swedish Amer-
icans among the visiting Swedes. It had already been stated in previous issues
that “numerous Swedes, newspapermen and others, have previously published
skewed, one-sided, and over-all failed depictions of America”.615

Swensson articulated his dissatisfaction. Pointing out that even if many
Swedes were poor upon arrival in the US, they had worked hard to earn their
livelihood; they were even able to send money back to Sweden. Swensson argued
that “despite this, professor Waldenström and others say that we have forgotten
Sweden, and that we no longer think of our heritage, no longer are thankful of

612 Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 May 1901, 1.
613 ”Dr W. synes mig både till karaktär och åskådningssätt vara mera a m e r i k a n s k—i god
mening—än de flesta andra författare och tidningsmän i Sverige. Han tager hänsyn icke blott till
det ästetiska, utan äfven det praktiska, till nyttan lika så väl som till nöjet.” Svenska Amerikana-
ren, 28 May 1901, 1.
614 ”Sverige innefattar, såsom jag förut antydt, större område än det, som inneslutes af de gränser
politiken utstakat.” Svenska Amerikanaren, 28 May 1901, 12.
615 ”Åtskilliga svenskar, tidningsmän och andra, ha förut offentliggjort skefva, ensidiga och öfver
hufvud misslyckade skildringar öfver Amerika.” Svenska Tribunen, 29 May 1901, 11.
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our ancestry”.616 By giving examples of successful Swedes and describing the
large meetings that were being arranged for sending money back home, Swensson
wanted to prove that the Swedish visitors and commentators were wrong about
the Swedish Americans. A similar opinion was expressed by Ernst Skarstedt, an
established Swedish-American journalist and writer, in the same issue of Svenska
Tribunen. He complained Johan Person had written the best work on the Swedish
Americans, “But alas! He himself is a Swedish American, and what such a man
preaches, whether it be ‘true as the gospel’—to use a worn-out phrase—and pre-
sented in its most delicate form, wins no respect in Sweden”.617 There was a gen-
eral disappointment with the visiting Swedes and their opinions, and it stemmed
from what was articulated as a need for a truthful depiction of Swedish America.
It also came from a need for recognition by the Swedes. Skarstedt explicitly ex-
pressed his expectations that someone would soon make justice for the Swedish
Americans.

Dissatisfaction with Swedish depictions
In the steady stream of visitors from Sweden, Carl Sundbeck stands out. A Swe-
dish nationalist harboring romantic-idealist views since his years as a student in
Uppsala, he would spend most of his life arguing for the reconstruction of a
greater Sweden, including the territories of Finland and Åland.618 His visit to
America was funded by the Swedish state; he was asked to produce a detailed
description of the conditions of the Swedish Americans. Chapter manuscripts
were published and discussed in the Swedish-American press and, in 1904, com-
piled into a book.619 When Sundbeck arrived to Chicago in the spring of 1902,
numerous dinners and public events were arranged and hosted by newspaper ed-
itors and Lutheran ministers. On these occasions, he got to personally meet a ma-
jority of the Swedish-American newspapermen and profiles.620 In December of
the same year, the chapter on Chicago was published in Svenska Amerikanaren.
In laudatory terms, Sundbeck painted a positive picture of his stay in Chicago and

616 ”Detta oaktadt säga lektor Waldenström och andra att vi hafva glömt Sverige och icke längre
tänka på våra anor, icke längre äro tacksamma öfver vår härkomst.” Svenska Tribunen, 12 June
1901, 6.
617 ”Men ack! Han är själf svensk-amerikan, och hvad en sådan har att förkunna, vore det än ’sant
som evangelium’—för att begagna en utnött fras—och framstäldt i den smidigaste form, vinner
intet gehör i Sverige.” Svenska Tribunen, 12 June 1901, 11.
618 Torsten Dahl and Nils Bohman (1954), Svenska män och kvinnor: Biografisk uppslagsbok. 7
Sibylla-Tjällgren, (Stockholm: Bonnier), 316.
619 Carl Sundbeck (1904), Svensk-amerikanerna: Deras materiella och andliga sträfvanden.
Anteckningar från en resa i Amerika, företagen med understöd av svenska staten, (Rock Island,
Ill.: Augustana Book Concern).
620 Svenska Tribunen, 16 April 1902, 11.
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the Swedes he encountered. Alluding to the masculinity trope of the noble Viking,
Sundbeck wrote about one of his days in Chicago:

All of those that we met today, they were men in the proper sense of the word,
there was no question about it! No bullying, no servility, no civil servants, no
Grilljanne-pampering Stockholmer. They were all men, typical for the country-
men over there.621

The men who had so greatly impressed Sundbeck were, among others, the min-
ister J.A. Enander and the editor F.A. Lindstrand. Comparing these men to other
ways of performing masculinity, such as those that Sundbeck had observed in
Stockholm at the time, the Swedish Americans are portrayed, nearly caricatured,
as “real” or “proper” men.

Sundbeck compiled and published a book of his travel writings titled Svensk-
Amerikanerna: Deras materiella och andliga sträfvanden [The Swedish-Ameri-
cans: Their material and spiritual aspirations] (1904). The Swedish government
funded his travels, and the Augustana Book Concern, Rock Island, Illinois, pub-
lished the book. Chapter by chapter, Sundbeck praised the feats and successes of
the Swedes in the US. This included the founders of the Swedish Lutheran Au-
gustana Synod and its college in Rock Island. He also praised Peterson & John-
son’s historical work on the Swedes in Illinois and other historical writings, ex-
claiming: “What unmeasurable worth will not these books have in 100, or even
200 years!”622 When commenting on the Swedish singing culture in Moline, Illi-
nois, Sundbeck even stated: “If in Sweden, one could only realize how deeply
Swedish the land is that exists in Illinois!”623 Listening to the Svea Male Chorus
singing in Moline, Sundbeck reflected on the soulfulness of the Swedish charac-
ter, despite appearing as a raw brute at first glance. He also argued for the partic-
ular character of the Swedish American and the importance of preserving that
specific Swedish soulfulness:

621 ”Grilljanne” was a perogative term for what was viewed as decadent men in Stockholm. ”Alla
de, som vi mött i dag, de voro män i det ordets rätta mening, det var ingen fråga om det! Intet
öfversitteri, intet kryperi, inga ämbetsmannaminer, intet Stockholmsgrilljannspjunk. Män voro de
alla, typiska för landsmännen där borta.” in ”Det väldiga Chicago”, Svenska Amerikanaren, 9 De-
cember 1902, 6.
622 ”Af hvilket oskattbart värde skola icke dessa böcker blifva om 100 och 200 år och sedan!”
Sundbeck (1904), 133.
623 “Om man i Sverige kunde ana, hvilket stycke ursvenskt land som finnes i Illinois!” Sundbeck
(1904), 164.



264

I have noticed this several times, just as the other way around, how completely
failed the outcome is, when the Swede fully and wholly tries to play Anglo-Saxon.
This is simply because the Swede thereby gives up his self-esteem and self-appre-
ciation, which is precisely what so favorably distinguishes the Anglo-Saxon and
makes him what he is.624

The logic suggests that as long as the Swedes remained proud of the Swedish
heritage, they would become more like the Anglo-Saxons in sentiment. This rea-
soning, pointing to the double-sided character of the Swede—on the one hand
preserving, on the other hand adapting—resembles the way many Swedish Amer-
icans discussed their national belonging in the US. After meeting Carl Swensson
in Lindsborg, Kansas, Sundbeck even considered the notion that there was no
such thing as American nationality—only hyphenated nationalities. Sunbeck
made efforts to win over the Swedish-American audience.625

Sundbeck’s and other Swedes’ opinions of the Swedish Americans were de-
liberated in the Swedish-language press in the years following his visit. Some of
them were critical. In a comment on the Swedishness debate in Hemlandet, a
letter to the editor from the physiologist A.J. Carlson argued that the many
Swedes who visited America to agitate for the preservation of Swedishness, in-
cluding Sundbeck, were fighting a hopeless battle. Pointing at their failure to
grasp the issue, Carlson said: “just as if the motivation to stay Swedish was what
lead us or our forefathers to leave Sweden, and as if this also should be our highest
aspiration in this country”.626 Carlson opposed all forms of work for national
preservation, and argued that “The Swedish language has no future in America,
and only the future may decide whether anything particularly Swedish at all will
stand the test in this country”.627

Concerns in Sweden about the significant emigration had grown during the
1890s. However, 1903 has been noted as a turning point in Swedish public dis-
course, exemplified by the Lantbruksriksdag [Agricultural Parliament]—a polit-
ical gathering of conservative organizations—where fears of underpopulation in
rural areas and the loss of labor power were expressed. This was not only articu-
lated as a matter of national economic loss, but also as a threat to the fatherland.

624 ”Jag har flera gånger lagt märke härtill, liksom också å andra sidan, hur fullkomligt misslyck-
adt resultatet blir, när svensken helt och hållet försöker spela anglo-saxare. Helt enkelt därför, att
svensken därvid uppgifver sin själfkänsla och själfaktning, som just är det, som så fördelaktigt ut-
märker anglosaxaren och gör honom till hvad han är.” Sundbeck (1904), 195.
625 Sundbeck (1904), 217.
626 ”alldeles som om motivet att förblifva svenska vore det, som föranledt oss eller våra fäder att
lemna Sverige och som om detta ock borde vara vår hösta sträfvan här i landet.” Hemlandet, 27
May 1903, 10.
627 ”Svenska språket har ingen framtid i Amerika, och endast framtiden kan bestämma huruvida
något som helst specifikt svenskt kommer att bestå profvet här i landet.” Hemlandet, 27 May
1903, 10.
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These views were further emphasized by Gustav Sundbärg during the subsequent
years, as he held lectures on what he saw as the main problems with the emigra-
tion. Some of his main concerns, which would become central to worries about
emigration, focused on what he viewed as a lack of patriotism or national senti-
ment among Swedes. Other Swedish commentators like Wingborg and Molin
followed Sundbärg’s focus on lack of national patriotism as a key explanation for
the phenomenon, and used the same argument to moralize over those who emi-
grated.628

In the Minneapolis paper Svenska Folkets Tidning, the growing efforts from
Sweden to stop emigration to the US were discussed. The issue was dealt with in
an article likely written by the editors Johan Person and Gudmund Åkermark,
titled “The Emigration from Sweden to America and the efforts to stop it”.629

While essentially agreeing that, if it was for the better for Sweden, emigration to
the US should be stopped, the article was not satisfied with how Swedish Amer-
icans were depicted. Intense criticism was directed at the Swedish visitors for
downgrading Swedish Americans in domestic service. “The group of Swedish
Americans that has been targeted the most by the Swedish America-depicters is
that which more than anyone is better off in America than in Sweden, and has
been all from the start—the maidservants”.630 Sundbeck, as well as the conserva-
tive author and pedagogue, Cecilia Milow, had stated that a majority of these
women all fell into prostitution, the article said. This statement was “obviously
false”, and had to be taken as a damage to Sundbeck’s credibility. The biggest
problem was, the article held, that Sundbeck and Milow were considered author-
ities on American issues back in Sweden. The article stated that, instead of
spreading these false images of Swedish-American conditions to prevent people
from emigrating, the focus should be directed towards improvements of Swedish
conditions.631

In the Augustana-affiliated periodical Prärieblomman [The Prairie Flower],
Sunbeck’s opinions were commented on by the pastor L.G. Abrahamson, one of
the men who socialized with Sundbeck during his stay. In his article, Abrahamson
argued that “there exists in this country a new Sweden” and that “we Swedish
Americans combine allegiance to our new fatherland with love to the old”.632

628 Barton (1994), 135–140; Lindkvist (2007), 45.
629 ”Utvandringen från Sverige till Amerika och försöken att hindra den.” Svenska Folkets Tid-
ning, 3 June 1903, 6.
630 “Den grupp svensk-amerikaner, som blifvit värst åtgången af de svenska Amerlka-skildrarne,
är den, som framför alla andra har det bättre i Amerika än i Sverige och det från allra första början
— tjenstflickorna.” Svenska Folkets Tidning, 3 June 1903, 6.
631 Svenska Folkets Tidning, 3 June 1903, 6.
632 L. G. Abrahamson (1903) "Licentiat C. L. Sundbeck och betydelsen af hans resa i Förenta
staterna," Prärieblomman, 3, 101.
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What seemed to bother Abrahamson was that “it is not as it should be with the
love of the fatherland back home [in Sweden]”.633 He pointed at the mockery that
Sundbeck had to endure by the Swedish press for his nationalist views, and Abra-
hamson compared that to how normal it was for Swedish Americans to express
precisely such nationalist views. Even the workers are nationalists in the US,
Abrahamson emphasized as he criticized the newspapers and the Swedish work-
ing class for not being nationalists. In Abrahamson’s view, Sundbeck’s depictions
of the Swedish Americans were particularly accurate and he understood the con-
ditions for Swedish immigrants in the US better than any other visitor. Waiting
for Sundbeck’s travelogues to be published, Abrahamson was confident that
Sundbeck would depict the Swedish Americans properly—better than anyone
else ever could.634

The visiting Swedes stirred up strong emotions in Swensson and other Swe-
dish-American public figures. Discussions continued for several years following
the turn of the twentieth century. In an article from 1904 with the telling title
“Stop Lying About the American Conditions! Tell the truth or shut up!”, there
was an expressed anger over the spread of what was said to be false information
about Swedish American conditions in Swedish newspapers.635 This partly had
to do with the difference in the underlying motives for the respective projects of
defining Swedishness. The constant squabble over Swedish visitors shows that
their opinions were taken seriously and that they contributed to shaping discus-
sions about what was to be included in Swedishness. Was it to be treated as a
category which stretched across national borders, or were there different kinds of
Swedishness—one Swedish and one Swedish-American? For those in Sweden, it
was a question about how to deal with the loss of so many countrymen at a time
when nationalism was spreading widely. A demographic loss would, in such a
context, be a threat not only to the economy but also to the future of the Swedish
nation. In that context, the various articulations of racial bonds through blood
played an important role in understanding how national character was connected
to the country of origin. For the Swedish Americans, on the other hand, it was a
question of defining themselves in relation to both the visiting Swedes and to the
racial and national matrix in their new home, America. For both the Swedish
Americans and the visiting Swedes, then, the existence of a racial bond seemed
to be agreed upon, but what that meant for Swedishness was less clear.

633 Abrahamson (1903), 106.
634 Abrahamson (1903), 106–110.
635 “Låt bli att beljuga förhållandena i Amerika! Tala sanning eller tig!”, Svenska Amerikanaren,
27 September 1904, 6.
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Swedish Americans defining themselves
The heightened Swedish interest in Swedish-American conditions was mirrored
by a growing number of efforts to distinguish the specificity of the Swedish-
American national character. Discussions about preserving or letting go of Swe-
dishness had been ongoing for decades in Swedish-language newspapers. They
were very active in the first years following the turn of the twentieth century.
Such literature was not only published in book form, but also appeared as a series
in the Swedish-American weekly newspapers.

One of those was the series by Ernst Lindblom, published in the Worcester,
Massachusetts, paper Scandinavia, stretching from the end of 1896 to early 1897.
Lindblom had been working for several Swedish-American Minneapolis and Chi-
cago papers during the 1890s; he visited Sweden in 1895 and returned to Chicago
the following year.636 Titled “Amerika och Sverige” [America and Sweden],
Lindblom’s chronicle-styled series discussed the differences between the two
countries and their people. In contrast to the US, Sweden was deemed proud and
obsessed with class differences. The Swedish-American newspaper design was
argued to look better than the Swedish; Lindblom held that American technology
in general was superior to the Swedish. However, everything was not better in
the US: Americans went crazy on Election Day, the Fourth of July celebrations
were all but enjoyable, their sports fanaticism was stupid, and their manners were
too sloppy and careless. The American women’s manners were also much worse
than those of Swedish women, and they were said to demand too much of their
men—these traits ran in their blood, according to Lindblom. Moreover, Ameri-
cans treated foreigners with disgust, and surely there was no country of freedom
and equality for all, he argued. Lindblom articulated American arrogance as a
major problem. While he argued that it was easier to spot beautiful women in the
US, nothing could compare to the blue-eyed, loyal, and friendly Swedish woman.
The last part of the series, however, was spent praising all aspects of America.637

While not trying to establish a coherent view on which country was best, nor
deeming either people superior to the other, Lindblom participated in the genre
of comparing the countries. Social, economic, and cultural aspects were brought
up in the comparisons, as well as hints at differences in national character or sen-
timent. When later writers returned to the topic around the turn of the century,
they entered a well-trodden discursive terrain with a renewed focus on the mean-
ing of being Swedish in the US.

636 Skarstedt (1897), 105–106.
637 Skandinavia, 7 October 1896, 4; 28 October 1896, 4; 11 November 1896, 3; 25 November
1896, 4; 16 December 1896, 3; 23 December 1896, 4; 30 December 1896, 4; 13 January 1897, 3;
10 February 1897, 8.
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During the early 1900s, two series were established in two of the most promi-
nent Swedish American newspapers in Chicago and Minneapolis. Svenska Trib-
unen invited the Lutheran Bethany College pastor and founder, Carl Swensson,
to write a column titled “För dagen” [The Daily] for each issue, and Svenska Fol-
kets Tidning published Johan Person’s series titled Svensk-amerikanska studier,
which would later be compiled and published as a book. These columnists fre-
quently discussed what it meant to be Swedish, commenting on local national
celebrations and on visiting scholars from Sweden describing life for Swedes in
the US.

As noted earlier, the Hugo Wickström lecture tour of 1901 was well covered
in the Swedish-American newspapers. While Carl Swensson deemed much of
what Wickström lectured on to be old knowledge among Swedish Americans, he
remarked that Wickström had strongly argued that the Aryan race had originated
in Skåne (Southern Sweden). Swensson appeared to be overall impressed by
Wickström’s lecture and hoped he would be in good hands so he could learn more
about Swedish Americans than he seemed to be doing at the moment. Sending
words on Wickström’s way, Swensson reminded that “a child does not often
know the benefits of their parental home, until it has ‘come far away’”.638 The
view that Swedish Americans in general had a better understanding, both of their
own situation and of that in Sweden, continued to prevail in most of Swedish
Americans’ writings on the subject. There was a constant dissatisfaction with how
Swedes perceived their countrymen in the US.

As indicated above, an interesting relation can be observed between Wick-
ströms views on Sweden and America and the Swedish Americans’ own views
and thoughts. During his travels, Wickström was invited to Swan J. and Christina
Turnblad. Mr. Turnblad, owner of the Minneapolis-based newspaper Svenska
Amerikanska Posten, had invited several well-known Swedish Americans for an
“informal reception” of Wickström. According to Svenska Amerikanska Posten’s
reports, “the menu was decorated with Wickström’s portrait”, and newspaper-
related phenomena inspired the names of the dishes. After the dinner, the editor
Wicklund thanked the hosting family and Wickström with a poem. He pointed to
the similarities between Sweden and Minnesota in nature and geography as a cen-
tral dimension of Swedish America, while a few verses raised concern about the
verdict Wickström would render on the Swedes in the US.

638 “Hr doktor, minns att ni är ej bland främlingar och obekanta i Amerika, minns att den sanna
svenskheten har lika varma, lika välbevandrade beundrare här som i Sverige, minns att ofta vet ej
barnet om föräldrahemmets förmåner, förrän det ‘kommit långt bort’.” Svenska Tribunen, 15 May
1901, 6.
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Familiar You are, however, to analyze
And your task is primarily
To study the S w e d e s in our country
And find out, our status
How we have succeeded in this new land
And if we have forgotten the old, cherished North.
No! — For so long as we remember,
And our thoughts are not disturbed
Old Sweden is always on our mind639

Assuring Wickström that the Swedes in the US, even if being different than the
Swedish Swedes, still regarded Sweden as their homeland, the poem ended with
the celebration of Wickström’s lecturing: “We gladly follow your appeal: ‘Be
Swedish’!”640

The attention given to these visiting professors and academics from Sweden
often reveals the importance Swedish Americans placed on their Swedish coun-
trymen’s views of them. Both at the Turnblad dinner and in the Swensson col-
umn, an ambiguity prevails in the tone towards the Swedes and their attitudes.
On the one hand, as for Swensson, it was important to prove the ignorance among
the visiting Swedes—they never fully grasped the true Swedish Americanism. On
the other hand, there was a need to be accepted as true Swedes by the countrymen
from the fatherland.

The discussion on Wickström continued as he traveled around the country.
While staying in Chicago, he had been honored with both a party at the hotel
Sherman House and a dinner at the house of Svenska Amerikanaren editor Frans
A. Lindstrand. At Sherman House, Jacob Bonggren even wrote a few verses in
Wickström’s honor that were republished in Svenska Tribunen. On the same
page, a review of Wickström’s lecture again pointed to his argument that South-
ern Sweden was the cradle of the Aryan people. Wickström argued that because
of the Swedes’ great ability to resist being governed by other peoples, the preser-
vation of Swedishness was of great importance. The Lutheran minister Dr. Johan
Enander was also present at the meeting and finished the event by thanking the
lecturer Wickström, according to the column.

639 “Bekant du är dock för att reflektera,
Och din mission i hufvudsak ju är
Att s v e n s k a r n e uti vårt land studera
Och finna, hurudan vår ställning är.
Hur vi ha lyckats på den nya Jorden.
Och om vi glömt den gamla, dyra Norden.
Nej! — Ty så länge än vi ega minne,
Och tanken icke hämmats i sitt lopp.
Står gamla Sverige städse för vårt sinne.” Svenska Amerikanska Posten, 21 May 1901, 12.
640 Svenska Amerikanska Posten, 21 May 1901, 12.
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The fact that Svenska Tribunen chose to highlight Wickström’s argument that
the origin of the Aryan race was in Southern Sweden, not only once but twice,
shows that the editors viewed this as an interesting and important contribution to
the definition of the Swedish character and history. The discussion on the char-
acter of the Swedish people, its racial history, and the nature of its heritage was
ongoing, and every contribution was, of course, not reported in the papers. Wick-
ström’s argument was thus unusually emphasized by the editors at Svenska Trib-
unen, and the cultural elite in Chicago were just as impressed.

Later during the summer, Svenska Tribunen even defended Wickström against
the criticism launched by Svenska Kuriren. According to Svenska Tribunen, this
was only one of the many ways in which that paper tried to obstruct attempts to
bring the Swedes in the US together. The editor of Svenska Kuriren, Alex John-
son, “seemed not to realize that the preservation of Swedishness among the
Swedes in America is the very foundation upon which his newspaper rests”, Sven-
ska Tribunen’s column argued. This was an unusually explicit disclosure of the
importance of Swedishness for the newspaper business.641

Starting in the latter part of 1900, Carl Swensson devoted his recurring column
to commenting on recent events, reporting on his travels, or sharing opinions on
political or educational matters. Not seldom, he discussed at length elements that
he deemed central to the Swedish-American character. This was often done in
relation to the views that others—mostly Americans or Swedes—held on Swe-
dish Americans. People from Sweden had been visiting America for decades to
study Swedish Americans, and Swedish Americans had long been able to travel
back to Sweden. Travels from the US to Scandinavia and Sweden were recur-
rently advertised and debated in the newspapers. Swedish Americans were en-
couraged to maintain ties to their homeland by visiting Sweden, and the Swedish
Tourist Association, founded in 1885, advertised in Swedish-American newspa-
pers, encouraging Swedish Americans to become members.642 Swensson argued
that such travels could cultivate the Swedish character, saying in 1897 that it “is
good for us Swedish Americans to travel home occasionally, to make compari-
sons, to see the lay of the land with our own eyes”.643 For Swensson, the learning
and speaking of Swedish had been the most important aspect of the maintained
contacts between Sweden and America. It was also important for how the Swe-
dish American is constructed as different from the Swede.

On the same page, Swensson’s recurring column discussed how well Swedes
had fared in the US. In the same issue, Ernst Skarstedt wrote about traveling

641 Svenska Tribunen, 12 June 1901, 6.
642 “Känn ditt Fädernesland!” [Know your fatherland] advertisement for the Swedish Tourist Asso-
ciation in Svenska Folkets Tidning, 22 July 1903, 10.
643 Hemlandet, 2 June 1897, 7.
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reporters who according to him had misinterpreted Swedish America.644 Swens-
son presented three examples of memorable Swedes who arrived poor but made
a career for themselves in the US, thereby articulating the core of the American
dream. This is in opposition to the claims of various Swedish reporters, who were
often disappointed by the lack of Swedishness among Swedish Americans.
Lastly, Swensson emphasized that

this week, representatives of 900 Swedish-Lutheran congregations […] gather in
a sanctuary … where an America-born Swede, every Sunday preaches in classical
Nordic language [“nordmannaspråk”] etc., and yet, in Sweden, they wonder
whether we value what’s Swedish.645

This way of casting Swedish Americans as misunderstood and misrepresented by
Swedes had a double function for Swensson. This was most clearly expressed
when it came to sending money from America to northern Sweden during the
famine in the winter of 1902. The front page of the 3 December issue of Svenska
Tribunen urged all Swedes to come together to collect funds to support their
brothers from the fatherland. The call for funding was signed by a committee of
well-known Swedish Americans, among them the newspaperman Frithiof
Malmquist and the SNA member Othelia Myhrman. In the editorial of the same
issue, Swensson laid out arguments for helping the Swedish people in need.

It is the feeling of affinity between the countrymen at home and here in America,
the affinity between the 5 million Swedes of Sweden and the 2 million Swedes of
America, that is the starting point for our efforts. We are one with those, who suffer
in Norrland. They are our brothers. We are children of the same house. And we
know their need as our own, as our own relatives’ and friends’. Their need touches
us as it has and will touch the southern Swedes.646

The reference to Swedes and Swedish Americans as the same and as children of
the same household was in contrast to how the Swedish news press often por-
trayed the US, specifically the Swedes in the US, in a negative light. “But”, as

644 Svenska Tribunen, 12 June 1901,11.
645 “Denna vecka samlas representanter för 900 svensk-lutherska församlingar, med en folkmängd
af ett par hundra tusen, med ett halft dussin läroverk —elevantalet bortåt 2,000 —, ett halft dussin
barnhem, ett halft dussin sjukhus och andra barmhertighetsinrättningar, en stor förläggarverksam-
het o. s. v. De samlas i en helgedom, som med planen är värd inemot ett hundratusen dollar, der
en i Amerika född svensk söndagligen predikar svenska på klassiskt nordmannaspråk o. s. v., och
ändå undrar man i Sverige, huruvida vi värdera det svenska.” Svenska Tribunen, 12 June 1901, 6.
646 “Det är samkänslan emellan landsmännen derhemma och här i Amerika, samkänslan mellan
Sveriges fem millioner och Amerikas 2 millioner svenskar, som är utgångspunkten för våra be-
mödanden. Vi äro ett med dem, som lida nöd i Norrland. De äro våra bröder. Vi äro barn i samma
hus. Och vi känna deras nöd såsom vår egen, såsom våra egna slägtingars och vänners. Deras nöd
går oss till sinnes liksom den gått och går södra Sveriges folk till hjärtat.” Svenska Tribunen, 3
December 1902,
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Swensson continued, “Swedish America still stands unchanged in its love for
Mother Svea”.647 Swenson employed the nationalist articulation of Sweden as a
“mother” to emphasize the strong bonds between Sweden and the Swedes in the
US. This rhetoric can be read as appealing to readers on both sides of the Atlantic:
encouraging readers in the US to love Sweden, and convincing readers in Sweden
that they were still loved. This was an apparent effort to emphasize the imagined
Swedish community, where nationalism could produce a loving bond between
people who had never met.648 Swensson was eager to proclaim how close the
Swedish Americans were to the Swedish people, and how quickly Swedish-
American organizations and newspapers responded to the needs of Northern
Swedes.

In a front-page column in 1903, Swensson responded to a text from an issue
of Svenska Kuriren. There, “Kurre-Johnson” argued against the establishment
and prevalence of Swedish colonies in the United States. Swensson was upset,
and held that

[a] Swedish American who is against the preservation of Swedishness in America,
is no better than a traitor to his people, its memories, and traditions. A Swedish
American, who is against Swedish colonization in the, among us, usual sense, is
simply an enemy and a threat to our people as a nationality. A Swedish-American
newspaper man that is against the preservation of Swedishness, simply seeks to
commit suicide.649

The hostile language in Swensson’s column, with nationalist phrasings like “trai-
tor to his people”, “enemy and a threat to our people”, and the symbolism of
“suicide”, further marks how preservation of people through establishing colonies
was seen as crucial. Moreover, the idea of lack of attention to Swedishness lead-
ing to suicide—even if primarily aimed at the prerequisite for the Swedish-lan-
guage press—resembled the rhetoric of eugenicist Edward A. Ross in 1901,
warning of the coming of “racial suicide”. Without Swedishness, a Swedish na-
tionality, or a Swedish race in the US, the Swedish-language press would vanish
too.650

647 Svenska Tribunen, 3 December 1902,
648 Cf. Anderson (2016).
649 “En svensk-amerikan, som är emot svenskhetens bevarande i Amerika, är föga bättre än en
förrädare gentemot sitt folk, dess minnen och traditioner. En svensk-amerikan, som är emot
svensk kolonisering i den bland oss vanliga meningen, är helt enkelt vårt folks fiende och står ef-
ter dess argesta såsom nationalitet. En svensk-amerikansk tidningsman som är emot svenskhetens
bevarande, söker dessutom helt enkelt att begå själfmord.” Svenska Tribunen, 9 September,
1903,1.
650 See for example Ross (1901). For a discussion of the nativist and racial discourse at the time,
see Brøndal (2014).
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Swensson continued to question the reasoning of Svenska Kuriren, asking if
there really existed a Swede willing to “see his people being absorbed”, to lose
his religious and national identity, and “of free will disappear into the giant body,
which year after year is being formed?”651 This fear of the absorption of the Swe-
dish Americans into a unified American body of people further shows how im-
portant the preservation of Swedishness was for Swensson. The argument with
Kurre-Johnson would continue throughout September, and Swensson argued in a
front-page column in Svenska Tribunen that preserving Swedishness actually
made Swedes better Americans than forgetting everything Swedish. In a gesture
that ridiculed Kurre-Johnson’s position, Swensson finished his text with “Good-
bye Kurre-Johnson. Stop that deliberate suicide theory. Live and let us others live
and have a future too. Stop it! Come home!”652 The preservation of Swedishness
was thus not only a matter of keeping the ties to the Swedish cultural heritage,
literature, or singing tradition. It was articulated as a matter of the future of the
Swedish Americans as a specific people.

For the Augustana Synod as well as its organ Hemlandet, the turn towards
advocating the preservation of the Swedish language among Swedish Americans
came not only with generational shifts in the organization, or from demographic
changes among Swedish immigrants. It occurred during a period of increased
conflict between immigrant groups and between immigrants and Anglo-Ameri-
cans. The importance of balancing the preservation of Swedish with the assimi-
latory task of teaching English was not only about preserving cultural heritage.
These arguments were closely linked to the idea that language was the main car-
rier of national sentiment, character, and as some writers put it, race. Far from
being imposed by the Anglo Americans or by the political apparatus, the raciali-
zation of language was reproduced by the Swedish-American newspapermen.
This idea would play an important role in immigration and assimilation discourse
well into the twentieth century. While being highly inconsistent and confused,
the connection of language and race was central to the Dillingham Commission’s
catalogue of racial groups in the US in the early 1910s.653

hrough the preservation of language, the different Swedish-American writers
and observers argued that the particular, but often vaguely defined, “Swedish-
American character” could be preserved. Alongside these arguments, there were
appeals to the sameness of all Swedes, articulated through their mutual belonging
to the “mother nation” Sweden, and through being “children of the same house”.

651 Svenska Tribunen, 9 September, 1903,1.
652 “Adjö, Kurre-Johnson. Sluta upp med den medvetna själfmordsteorien. Lef och lt [sic] oss
andra ock lefva och ega framtid. Sluta upp! Kom hem!” Svenska Tribunen, 23 September, 1903,
1.
653 Brøndal (2014), 15.
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The shared love for the motherland was thereby articulated as an expression of
shared bloodlines: of shared race.

Johan Person defining the “Swedish-American character”
Since there was never any consensus on what it meant to be Swedish American,
efforts to define the “Swedish-American national character” were often made.
One of these projects was by Johan Person. For several years, Person tried to
specify and discuss the central elements of the Swedish-American national char-
acter in a series he called Svensk-amerikanska studier [Swedish-American stud-
ies]. Starting in 1901, Person’s chapters were published in Scandinavia, a
Worcester, Massachusetts, newspaper. The series would follow him as he
changed jobs, and it would continue to be published in the Chicago papers Sven-
ska Folkets Tidning and Svenska Tribunen. In 1900, he had already published a
novel recounting the story of a Swedish immigrant coming to America. However,
the present project discussed the Swedish American from an outsider, highly sub-
jective perspective. His articles were widely distributed in several Swedish-lan-
guage newspapers for a couple of years. The fact that his meditations on the topic
were published as a series in the press adds weight to his views in this context.

Discussing the “spiritual cultivation”, Person argued that the American culture
was focused on the material aspects, and the Swedish immigrants at first were
occupied with seeing to their material needs. However, wherever a Swedish col-
ony was established, Swedish singing would soon begin. According to Person,
this elemental need for music among Swedes was proof of the Swedish-American
people’s “developed taste, in contrast to its rather barbaric mind when it comes
to other artforms”.654 In the following issues, Person discussed the Swedish-
American creative life by portraying the Swedes as having a poorly developed
cultural spirit, and building the image of the Swedish Americans as a culturally
relatively simple people.

However weak he considered the spiritual cultivation among Swedes in the
US to be regarding the great arts, Person gave particular attention to the news
press. Praising the Swedish-American newspapers for being even better than the
ones back in Sweden, thanks to multi-talented and devoted newspapermen, Per-
son argued:

When measuring the degree of culture of a people, schools and newspapers are
used as yardsticks. The Swedish Americans, initially the poorest and most ignorant
immigrants, have already acquired both parts. […] Before they [the newspapers]

654 Svenska Tribunen, 18 November 1903, 4.
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have died, the Swedishness in America cannot be killed. They stand as its guard-
ian—with weapons that are said to be mightier than swords.655

The news press—a business in which Person himself had worked and would con-
tinue to work—was deemed fundamental to preserving Swedishness in the US,
as had been argued by many authors before. Just as Anderson has theorized, the
historical actors deemed the press crucial for spreading nationalist sentiment
across geographic borders and for preserving some form of Swedishness. Per-
son’s series ceased publication in Svenska Tribunen by 1904, but in 1912 Person
compiled and rewrote these chapters, adding new ones, in a book with the same
title: Svensk-amerikanska studier.656

The discussion of the national character and the publishing of Person’s book
were part of a broader discursive tendency. When the Swedish government
launced an investigation regarding the mass emigration from Sweden to the US,
and the statistician Gustav Sundbärg was set to author a rigorous report coming
to be called Emigrationsutredningen [The Emigration Inquiry], Sundbärg de-
voted one of the to the subject of the Swedish national character.657 Det Svenska
folklynnet [The Swedish National Character], as the book of aphorisms was
called, pointed out that the mass emigration was not only perceived as an eco-
nomic loss from a Swedish perspective—it also raised questions of the national
character of the Swedes. Sundbärg argued that the Swedes as a people had “slum-
bered through the age of nationalism”, and instead were bound to an older form
of “national pride”.658 This, he said, was expressed in the peculiar form of patri-
otism that emerged among Swedish-Americans. Rather than fostering a sense of
national unity, Sundbärg argued, American patriotism came to encourage Swedes
to be proud of the feats and successes of individual “great” Swedes.659

Sundbärg argued in various ways that Swedish Americans were performing
nationality in the wrong way. Taking the example of sending money from Amer-
ica to Sweden during the famine in Norrland in 1902, he admitted that Swedish
Americans had contributed largely. But this only showed, he argued, that it was
only in times of crisis that a national loyalty to the homeland could be conjured

655 “När man mäter ett folks kulturgrad, använder man skolor och tidningar som måttstock.
Svensk-amerikanerna, mest fattiga och okunniga immigranter från början, hafva redan skaffat sig
båda delarne. […] Innan de dött, kan icke svenskheten i Amerika dödas. De stå som en riddarvakt
omkring den — med vapen, som sägas vara mäktigare än svärd.” Svenska tribunen, 9 December
1903, 4.
656 Person (1912).
657 Sundbärg (1907–1913); Gustav Sundbärg (1911), Det svenska folklynnet: aforismer, 4 uppl.
ed., (Stockholm: Norstedt).
658 Sundbärg (1911), 35.
659 Sundbärg (1911), 116ff.
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among Swedish Americans.660 Sundbärg finished the section on Swedish Ameri-
cans by stating that

We, on our part, very much wish that the relations between the Swedish Americans
and us will always be good. But for the time being, we will continue to doubt their
overwhelming sympathies for our country and people. And for that, we think we
have sufficient reasons.661

With Sundbärg’s Swedish perspective in mind, Person’s contribution is part of a
larger debate spanning across the Atlantic. Some of his chapters had already been
published in the press and his compiled book made a timely intervention into the
debate about Swedishness among the Swedish Americans.

In the introductory chapter of Svensk-amerikanska studier, Person wrote about
the American people as unified in a political sense. “Only in the case of the native
people, the Indians, it is possible to speak of a distinct people, living among the
Americans”, he argued.662 However, the primary thrust of the chapter was to show
how misunderstood the Swedish Americans were, both by the Anglo Americans
and the Swedish Swedes. Person argued that those who emigrated from Sweden
were not the problem; Sweden was. While in the US, the “survival of the fittest”
was the rule, Sweden did not, according to Person, provide good enough condi-
tions to succeed.663

And if those in the old homeland really understood what the children of the “lower
classes” could achieve in favorable circumstances, such as can be found here, they
would, if they were filled with the much talked about love for our motherland,
achieve a social revolution for the better. Now, this also seems to have been initi-
ated.

The race is excellent – whether talking about wild studs or draft horses – and that
is a rejoicing thought for a Swedish-born.664

660 “I själfva verket är det nog bland svenskarna i Amerika så som bland svenskarna i Sverige. I
nödens stund vaknar nog i viss mån känslan at samhörighet, fastän den annars ligger så djupt
inslumrad. Vi äro öfvertygade om, att en stor del af våra värnpliktsvägrare här hemma skulle, om
det verkligen blefve allvar, slåss som lejon för Sveriges försvar.

Men så glädjande detta än är att tänka, så hindrar det icke att, så som dagen nu är, så får Sverige
nog i regeln undvara den sympati och den kärlek det borde kunna påräkna, icke blott af svens-
karna i Sverige utan ock af svenskarna i Amerika.” Sundbärg (1911), 123.
661 “Vi önska för vår del mycket, att ett godt förhållande alltid måtte äga rum mellan svensk-ame-
rikanarna och oss. Men på deras öfverväldigande sympatier för vårt land och folk tvifla vi tills vi-
dare. Och därtill tro vi oss också hafva tillräckliga skäl.” Sundbärg (1911), 134.
662 Person (1912), 9.
663 Person (1912), 11.
664 “Och om de i det gamla hemlandet verkligen hade klart för sig, hvad “underklassens” barn
kunna åstadkomma under gynnsamma förhållanden, sådana som här förefinnas, skulle de, om de
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In that argument, Person thus introduced a peculiar relation between political and
racial belonging. While the indigenous population was naturally considered a dis-
tinct racial group and thus not part of the political group of “Americans”, Swedes
were considered part of the political group of “Americans” while simultaneously
being racially distinct. The discourse of attributing cultural and moral character-
istics to Swedish Americans was thus not only roaming in the realm of “ethnic-
ity”—as shared cultural heritage—but was, for Person, rooted in racial differ-
ences. Moreover, Person used the racial concept, referring to people as horses, to
describe a socioeconomic group or class—the lower-class emigrating Swedes.

Discussing the differences between American-born and Swedish-born
Swedes, Person also combined cultural characteristics with racial notions of he-
redity.

Of course, there are differences between the immigrated and the native Swedish-
Americans. What is Swedish for the former is a collection of ineradicable child-
hood impressions. For the latter, it is tradition and more or less heredity. And the
Americanism among the immigrated is acquired experience, and for the native it
is the same as what is Swedish among the immigrated.665

Through this difference-making between first- and second-generation Swedish-
Americans, Person quite clearly argued that Swedishness was hereditary—the
cultural groupness derived from shared blood. However, blood was not entirely
determining. Person argued that, even if the Swedish characteristics of the native
Swedish American were primarily inherited, they were inevitably being worn
down and gradually eradicated through modern schooling. What went on in US
schools was, according to Person, an “unhealthy admiration for America, and
everything American, a kind of narrow-minded fourth-of-July-enthusiasm, which
is a parody of patriotism”.666 The Swedish schools in the US, Person argued, were
better at directing their students’ “interests toward that nationality to which they
belong through blood”.667 In this sense, Person emphasized the racial and the cul-
tural as deeply intertwined, arguing at the same time for heredity and culture as

besjälades af den så mycket omordade fosterlandskärleken, åstadkomma en social omhvälfning i
godo. Den tyckes nu också ha blifvit påbörjad.
Rasen är utmärkt — vare sig det gäller sprakfåle eller arbetsök — och det är en glädjande tanke
för en svenskfödd, denna.” Person (1912), 12.
665 “Naturligtvis måste det finnas skillnad mellan de invandrade och de infödda svensk-amerika-
nerna. Det svenska hos de förra är en samling outplånliga barndomsintryck. Hos senare är det
tradition och mer eller mindre ärftlighet. Och amerikanismen hos de invandrade är förvärfvad er-
farenhet, hos de infödda detsamma som svenskheten hos de invandrade.” Person (1912), 57.
666 “ohälsosam beundran för Amerika och allt amerikanskt, ett slags bornerad fjärde-juli-entusi-
asm, som är en parodi på fosterlandskärlek.” Person (1912), 58.
667 Person (1912), 59.
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determining aspects of who belonged to what group. He also implicitly dismissed
Sundbärg’s accusations, that Swedish Americans knew American patriotism only
as a sense of nationality, as silly.

Regarding the language question, Person was clear that, in practice, the sec-
ond-generation Swedish Americans’ mother tongue was English. “Swedish” he
argued “cannot in their case be anything else than a foreign language, subordinate
to their mother tongue English, however beautiful it was, and however rich a lit-
erature it holds”.668 To fight for these children to speak Swedish would be irra-
tional, Person argued, since the children of Swedish Americans would inevitably
be Americans.669 This way of viewing the second-generation Swedish Americans
and the question of language was radically opposing that of the Augustana Synod.
However, support for the eventual death of the Swedish language could be found
in the arguments by the Lutheran pastor Carl Swensson, Person argued. Never-
theless, Person maintained the importance for teaching and speaking Swedish,
and not least, he pointed to the great contribution to this made by the Swedish-
language press. This turn away from the importance of language for the preser-
vation of Swedishness, however, shows that Person placed the essence of Swe-
dishness elsewhere. Could it be found in the national character, or in shared race?

Person went into detail trying to explain the specific character of the Swedish
American. He specifically pointed to the seriousness permeating their emotional
life.

The heavy loaded seriousness of the Northman has its counterpart, and probably
its real cause, in the Nordic nature, which is strictly serious or gloomily dreamy,
seldom kindly smiling. Away from this nature, the keynote in the Swede’s life and
song remains serious. The seriousness is so deeply imprinted in him, that it will
not be eradicated until coming generations. It shows clearly among the Swedes in
America. In their mood, they make a sharp contrast to the humorous Americans,
who—despite perhaps making money—do not treat anything in life seriously,
least of all its setbacks.670

This description of Swedes as a very serious people was thus connected to the
very geography of the Nordic region. While arguing that this was due to the

668 Person (1912), 66.
669 Person (1912), 67.
670 ”Nordbons tungsinta allvar har sin motsvarighet och väl äfven sin egentliga orsak i den nor-
diska naturen, som är strängt allvarlig eller vemodigt drömmande, sällan vänt leende. Borta från
denna natur förblir grundtonen i svenskens lif och sång städse allvarlig. Allvaret har tryckt sin
prägel på honom så djupt, att den först i kommande generationer kan utplånas. Det visar sig tyd-
ligt bland svenskarna i Amerika. De utgöra till sinnesstämningen en bjärt motsats till de humorist-
iska amerikanerna, som — frånsedt kanhända penningförvärfvande — icke betrakta någonting i
lifvet seriöst, allra minst dess motgångar.” Person (1912), 93.
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natural environments, Person still managed to turn this trait into something inher-
ited. He continued:

The melancholy, brooding in almost every Northman, grows large and dark in
those cases where the immigrant goes through the setbacks of the first period, feel-
ing lonely and homesick. Unfortunately, suicide is often the result, which would
not be the case if he had a larger store of humor. In the Swedish-American papers,
there are so many news about countrymen and -women who have taken their lives.
In most cases it is caused by their inborn heavy-heartedness.671

The fact that some Swedes were committing suicide was thus explained by inborn
characteristics, predispositions innate to the Swedish people. In addition, discuss-
ing the widespread homesickness among Swedish Americans, Person argued that
this was a side effect of a principally good character trait.

Away! Away! Out in the unknown, wide, adventurous! – the blood of the young
in Sweden sings, and this, more than anything else, shows that it is not yet that
diluted, that it holds no drops of Viking blood. But with this appetite for adventures
and longing away, the Swede at the same time carries homesickness in his chest.
That is why his mind is so troubled.672

So, the adventurous spirit among the young Swedes is what caused their home-
sickness. In a way, they would not have missed their home if they had not moved
far away from it. In this way, Person again managed to make an initially bad
looking trait seem to be an effect of an honorable, heroic, Swedish, or even Vi-
king, adventurous spirit. He also managed to agree with Sundbärg on that specific
Swedish character trait, and turned it into something positive.

Person further addressed the question of why Swedish Americans sometimes
refrained from presenting themselves as Swedes. Under a chapter titled “The
Swedish honor”, he argued that these Swedes were often “conscious of not being
honorable for the nation, but still having such a feeling of honor, that they under
such circumstances hide their nationality. They prefer to deny the Swedish

671 ”Melankolien, som rufvar i nästan hvarje nordbo, växer stor och mörk i de fall, då den invand-
rade genomgår den första tidens motgångar, känner sig ensam och hemsjuk. Beklagligtvis blir
själfmord då ofta följden, hvilket icke skulle vara fallet, öm han hade ett större förråd af humor. I
de svensk-amerikanska tidningarna förekomma så många nyheter om olyckliga landsmän och
landsmaninnor, som tagit sig af daga. I de allra flesta fallen är det den medfödda tungsintheten,
som drifvit dem därtill.” Person (1912), 94.
672 ”Ut! ut! hän mot det okända, vida, äfventyrliga! — sjunger det i blodet hos de unga i Sverige
och det är detta mera än något annat, som visar att det ännu icke är så utspädt, att ej några droppar
af vikingafädrens finnas däri. Men med denna äfventyrslusta och längtan bort, bär svensken sam-
tidigt hemlängtan i bröstet. Därför är han så orolig i sinnet.” Person (1912), 149.
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ancestry rather than tainting the Swedish honor!”673 Again, Person turned the
problem on its head, showing that what could be seen as a dishonorable trait—
hiding one’s Swedish heritage—actually was an honorable act: refraining from
staining the Swedish reputation.

Several paragraphs in the book compared Swedes to Swedish Americans. One
such comparison was made at the very end of the chapter on “spiritual cultiva-
tion”, where Person argued that the “general cultivation among the immigrated
Swedish Americans surely is higher than among the native Swedes […] One cir-
cumstance speaking to this, is that the former have seen more of the world than
the latter”. Person further argued that the higher cultivation mainly was the work
of the news press, and their publishing and spreading of literature.674 While not
believing that the Swedish American culture could ever develop into an “inde-
pendent culture”—probably here in the sense of dominating any cultural sphere—
Person emphasized the importance the Swedish-American culture had in consti-
tuting a part of the “international American” culture.675

Person went further than other writers in articulating shared “national charac-
ter” and blood as the fundamental factors tying Swedes and Swedish Americans
together, building the foundation for Swedishness. Even the importance of speak-
ing Swedish was downplayed—abandoning the common intertwinement of lan-
guage and race—in favor of emphasizing an inherited Swedishness stemming
from the Nordic geography and shared blood. Differences in character between
the homeland Swede and the Swedish American were not to be exaggerated, ac-
cording to Person, since they were merely reflecting the difference in environ-
ment. This was most clearly seen in his ways of articulating the “bad” character
traits of Swedish Americans as an evidence for the loyalty of Swedish Americans
to Swedes, and their depressive character as a result of still being of Viking blood.
The boundaries drawn by Person worked to distinguish the Swedish people ra-
cially and to draw on notions of race to bind together the Swedes on both sides
of the Atlantic.

673 ”De äro mer eller mindre tydligt medvetna om, att de icke äro till heder för nationen, men så
mycken hederskänsla ha de ändå, att de under sådana omständigheter dölja sin nationalitet. Hellre
förneka sin svenska börd än fördunkla den svenska äran!” Person (1912), 118–119.
674 ”Allmänbildningen bland de invandrade svensk-amerikanerna är säkerligen högre än bland
hemmasvenskarna i samma lefnadsförhållanden. Härför talar ju redan den omständigheten, att de
förra sett mera af världen än de senare.” Person (1912), 171.
675 Person (1912), 172.
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Concluding remarks: A race divided
As this chapter shows, interest in defining the Swedish character was transatlantic
in the years around the turn of the twentieth century. In both Sweden and the US,
emigration or immigration was of high political priority. While the Dillingham
Commission on Immigration was occupied with determining how good and bad
immigrants could be discerned, the Swedish Emigration Inquiry was interested in
identifying the character of the Swedes who moved. From having mainly been a
practice of self-reflection on the part of the Swedes in the US, the question of
what it meant to be Swedish American was discussed with a Swedish as well as
a Swedish-American audience in mind. Following the same trajectory as the
newspaper discussions on Swedishness examined in Chapter 3, the articulations
of Swedishness in the transnational discourse were sliding between the notions
of nation, language, and race.676

As Swedes traveled to the US, aiming to depict the conditions of the Swedish
Americans, their statements were discussed and dissected in the Swedish-Amer-
ican press. Their authority to determine who the Swedish Americans were was
questioned, as in the case of Paul P. Waldenström in the 1890s. Svenska Tribunen
accused him of not even being in touch with his own Swedishness, thereby un-
covering the grievances of Swedes in the US toward what they often viewed as
misrepresentations of their characters and lives.

Similarly, Hugo Wickström’s visit in 1901 was met with skepticism by large
parts of the Chicagoan Swedish-language press, although he was also warmly
welcomed and his lectures were well discussed. One thing about Wickström’s
account stood out and caught the attention of the Swedish-American press. His
articulation of Swedes as the purest descendants of the Aryan race was repeated
and emphasized by Swedish-language newspapers. The racial emphasis fit well
with the narrative Johan A. Enander had been advocating for some time, connect-
ing the Swedish Americans to what he articulated as the noble and adventurous
Vikings. As the American political discourse was leaning towards immigration
restriction, belonging to the category of “old immigrants” and to what was seen
as the superior white race became important factors for Swedish Americans in
order to claim their position in the racial hierarchy. In this context, the reiterations
of Wickström’s lectures and articulations encouraged Swedes to think of them-
selves not only as an old immigrant group but also as racially superior.

As the chapter further shows, the Swedes in the US also set out to describe and
draw boundaries around the “Swedish Americans” in relation to the Swedes back
home. H. Arnold Barton argues that Johan Person provided one of the “most

676 Hall (2017), 108–109.
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balanced and perceptive insider’s analysis of Swedish America at its apex”.677

While it is hard to see why Person’s account should be taken as more or less
“true” or “objective” than any other, Person’s approach to the topic was surely
filled with detail and new perspectives.

In carving out the feeling of distress that many educated Swedish immigrants
experienced when encountering American reality, Person was perhaps one of the
few who sought to be precise about what distinguished the Swede in the US from
the Swede at home. In previous studies of the transnational discourse, there has
been a lack of attention to how the notion of race influenced the debate, and how
it informed the ways boundaries were drawn around Swedish Americans.678

This chapter shows that Person managed to find one point where the two divi-
sions of the Swedish people converged. Belonging to the same “mother” nation,
and being “children of the same house”, Person articulated a connection through
shared blood. He adhered to the idea that Swedish language was important for the
preservation for Swedishness, but only to a certain extent. He argued that the
Swedish-American press had been the ultimate protector and preserver of Swe-
dishness in the US, elevating his and his colleagues’ importance for the existence
of a specific Swedish American people. However, for Person, the question of
language lost its importance after the turn of the century and with the growing
second generation of Swedish Americans, who eagerly wanted to Americanize.
Instead, Swedishness was, by Person, articulated as something inherited. On
many points, Person would agree with the aphorisms published by Gustav
Sundbärg, which point to his sensitivity of the views of Swedish observers. Most
interestingly, Person argued that while American circumstances and culture could
wear down the Swedishness if it was not protected and preserved, the fundamen-
tal aspects of Swedishness sprang from the connection to the Swedish people by
blood.

As Gustav Sundbärg put it in Det Svenska folklynnet (1911), periods of crisis
or contestation were crucial to the making of a close connection between Swedes
and Swedish Americans.679 Beyond crises, it seems as if racial arguments were
put forward in times when racial belonging was up for political contestation. No-
tably, the racial similarities and connections between Swedes in the US and
Swedes back home were one of the few points of agreement across the Atlantic
as the 1910s approached. When a Swedish-American exile nationalism was mo-
bilized, as in the accounts studied in this chapter, the boundaries between notions

677 Barton (1994), 222–223.
678 Barton (1994); Svensson (1994).
679 “I nödens stund vaknar nog i viss mån känslan af samhörighet, fastän den annars ligger så djupt
inslumrad.” [“In times of need, the feeling of community somewhat awakens, even if it is otherwise
is laid in deep slumber.”] Sundbärg (1911), 123.
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of ethnicity, nationalism, and race were all but clear. This means that while a form
of Swedish-American “cultural” or “ethnic” nationalism was constructed, it was
at the same time based on a thicker, racialized Swedishness, tying together
Swedes across Sweden and the US. As I argue, in a time when both Swedish
authorities investigated what it really meant to be Swedish American, and Amer-
ican authorities planned to restrict immigration based on racial hierarchy, the
Swedish-American public commentators articulated Swedishness as rooted in
shared race.680

680 Wacquant (2024).
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Chapter 7. Conclusions

This thesis aimed to use the Swedish-American newspapers to analyze how the
meaning of being Swedish in the US was discussed and articulated between 1860
and 1920. The theoretical starting point was that, to study Swedishness, there
needs to be an understanding of how it functioned in drawing boundaries between
those who belonged and those who did not. This thesis has studied the Swedish-
language newspapers in their function as ideological apparatuses and in their acts
of interpellation, or attempts to constitute their readers as subjects. I have studied
how they, and other actors, through ink on paper or through discursive practices,
drew boundaries around Swedish-Americans, and towards others in their attempts
to define what Swedishness meant.

I have dealt with a period that has often been referred to as the age of mass
migration, modern globalization, and the emergence of industrial capitalism.681

The Swedish-American press must be understood in the context of all of these
processes. The movement of people across the Atlantic was the origin of the very
notion of a hyphenated Swedish-American people. Information flows across time
and space, crucial for the newspapers, depended on the global transport and com-
munications infrastructure. The industrializing US, with demand for labor power,
attracted immigrants, and the development of mass production and consumption
produced changes in the newspaper medium. Further, the period saw increased
political and social tensions. Nationalist movements were growing in Europe; in
the US, nativism and racism permeated the whole society.682 However, the actual
movement of people has not been studied here. Nor has the question of how place
mattered to the immigrant experience, even though Chicago has served as an im-
portant locale for the stories I have recounted. Still, it is precisely the movement
of people that formed the core of the problem this thesis has addressed. That core
consists of what it means to be an immigrant, and how the answer to that question
is historically dependent, and always susceptible to political mobilization.

While this is a thesis in the field of economic history, I have aimed to combine
a broad range of methodologies and theories from the historical and social

681 Hatton and Williamson (1998); O'Rourke and Williamson (1999).
682 Hobsbawm (1992); Higham (1955).
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sciences to grasp the complexity of the research problem. Building primarily on
recent scholarship on whiteness and race in the US, this thesis aimed to provide
an extended history of the construction of Swedishness through the newspapers.
For other immigrants in the US, the news press has been shown important in the
process of learning the ethnoracial hierarchies, and in becoming white.683 Previ-
ous studies have further shown that Scandinavian American immigrants were
placed in a favorable position through cultural tropes and discourse, and by being
seen as part of the “old” and “good” immigration in state political discourse. The
news press has been pointed out as a vibrant source for an analysis of this pro-
cess.684 This thesis is the first to cover two of the most influential Swedish-lan-
guage newspapers in the US over time. The results show that the papers were part
of reproducing and spreading notions of a racialized Swedishness.

The thesis further elucidates how different periods and problems provided dif-
ferent answers to what it meant to be Swedish in the US. Importantly, by paying
attention to the sliding character of the concepts of race, ethnicity, and national-
ity, I show that racial articulations persistently played an important role in artic-
ulating Swedishness, albeit to varying degrees. While not all discussions of the
meaning of being Swedish or Swedish American drew on explicit racial reason-
ing, my analysis shows that the lines between ethnicity, nationality, and race were
blurry. Over time, Swedishness tended to thicken and naturalize.685 Even when
concepts such as preservation of language and national character were discussed,
there was a recurring assumption that language and nation relied on some degree
of inheritability. In some instances, as for the discussion on the Swedish-Ameri-
can character in the early 1910s, the idea of a racial connection between Swedes
across the Atlantic was the only point of agreement among observers and writers.
The notion of shared race or blood, at this time, formed the basis on which both
Swedishness and Swedish Americanness were thought of and imagined.

Moreover, articulations and interpellations of Swedish Americans were con-
trasted to a set of specific “others”. The way that boundaries were drawn shifted
with context and time. Often, different boundaries were working on several fronts
at once. Religious differences were fundamental in shaping internal boundaries
among Swedish Americans. In drawing the boundaries between them and others,
religion was still crucial, but primarily channeled through a process of racializing
Catholicism. As Chapters 3 and 6 shows, language, nationality, and race were
continuously intertwined in the boundary-making strategies. Around the turn of
the century, naturalized “scientific” notions of race, blood, and biological

683 Zecker (2013); Kazal (2004).
684 Jackson (2019); Blanck (2014).
685 Wacquant (2024).
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heredity were employed, both to define the specificity of the Swedish American
and to link the Swedish Americans to the Swedish people. Alongside with these
processes of othering, newspapers and writers repeatedly portrayed Swedish
Americans as close to the Anglo American in the ethnoracial hierarchy.

In the following section, I discuss changes in the newspaper economy over the
time period studied and argue that the discursive level of the analysis must be
understood in close relation to the changing material conditions. In the subse-
quent section, I summarize the chapters and answer the research questions posed
in the introduction. Thereafter, I discuss my theoretical contributions, and finally,
I suggest the implications the thesis might have for contemporary debates on race,
nationalism, and migration.

The changing forms and contents of the Swedish-
American press
In the introductory theoretical discussion, I proposed that the newspapers should
be viewed as ideological apparatuses. This meant that their function included the
act of interpellation; the calling upon, and attempts to constitute, the readers as
Swedish-American subjects. Throughout the study period, the newspaper econ-
omy changed. As the cost of paper dropped, printing techniques were developed,
and the advertising industry emerged and expanded, the newspapers’ functions
as ideological apparatuses changed, too. Approaching the newspapers from this
perspective has contributed to the history of the Swedish-American press in two
main ways. Firstly, by viewing the papers as ideological apparatuses, I show how
they contributed to the reproduction of the US ethnoracial hierarchies. Secondly,
by viewing them in the context of a changing newspaper economy, and including
advertisements in the analysis, I show how they Americanized in form and con-
tent. In summary, analyzing newspapers at the discursive and economic levels
enabled me to show how the form of the newspapers affected the discursive func-
tions of their content.

Established as mouthpieces or extensions of their social organizations, Sven-
ska Amerikanaren and Hemlandet defined their positions in sharp contrast to each
other in their early years. In competition for readers, subscribers, and advertisers,
newspapers promoted their views and the businesses of their networks. Sustain-
ing the conflict also underpinned the rationale for two Swedish-language Chicago
papers, defined against each other. At this point, the newspapers must be under-
stood as embedded in social and economic networks. While striving for the news-
papers to make ends meet financially, the owners were just as motivated by pro-
moting their businesses and values: a longer-term investment, both economically
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and socially. Investing in a newspaper, for both the Lutherans and the secular
liberals, thus meant investing in an ideological apparatus that offered an oppor-
tunity to reproduce Swedish-American subjects. In other words, being involved
in a newspaper meant struggling for the power to influence Swedish Ameri-
cans.686

Another example of this embeddedness is shown in Chapter 4, studying the
Swedish National Association, the Free Swedish Employment Bureau, and their
close connections to Svenska Amerikanaren and the Swedish-American socioec-
onomic elite in Chicago. Frans A. Lindstrand, the owner of Svenska Amerikana-
ren, was appointed chairman of the Swedish National Association and promoted
its events and fundraisers in the paper. Othelia Myhrman, the chair of the Em-
ployment Bureau, played as an important role as informant for the Swedish gov-
ernment’s inquiry into the labor market conditions in Chicago. The newspaper
discourse, together with the work of the Employment Bureau and the articulations
of Othelia Myhrman, constructed the Swedish male worker as a farmer and the
Swedish female worker as a maidservant. The function of the newspaper as an
ideological apparatus thereby extended into issues of work and employment, af-
fecting the working lives of Swedish Americans.

In the 1880s, printing costs were reduced by innovations in printing technol-
ogy, subscription fees were lowered, and advertising space expanded in the Swe-
dish-language newspapers. As Chapter 5 discusses, newspapers employed adver-
tising agents to fill their ad spaces and took less responsibility for what advertise-
ments they printed. Advertisements for patent medicines, branded soaps, medical
treatments, and other products drew the readers into an Americanizing discourse.
This type of Americanization meant being interpellated as gendered consumers
of a white, middle-class household. Women were articulated as wives and moth-
ers, and men were urged to seek electric treatment for revitalizing their masculin-
ity, and thereby their whiteness and civilizational manliness. The articulated dis-
position to become white was simultaneously emphasizing a lack: the racialized
consumer could become white through consumption or treatment. Advertise-
ments for cleaning products and soap presented the Swedish-American readers
with commodity racism, providing yet another way in which the ethnoracial hi-
erarchies were reinforced. By following the logic of the newspaper economy and
selling the Swedish-American reader as a consumer, the Swedish-language news-
papers were vehicles for gendered and racialized commodities and consump-
tion.687

686 Granovetter (1985).
687 McClintock (1995); Bederman (1995); Arnberg (2019).
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In light of changes in the newspaper economy in the 1880s and 1890s, the
newspapers’ function as mouthpieces for certain Swedish-American spheres was
complemented by their commercialization through advertising discourse. In that
respect, Swedish and Scandinavian advertisements were juxtaposed with national
brand advertising, interpellating them as part of a broader society of white, gen-
dered, middle-class consumers. The emerging sections directed to women fur-
thered the commercializing thrust in the early 1900s. They carved out a reader
segment interpellated as women-wives-consumers, and the advertising discourse
complemented that interpellation. Their contents consisted of copied material
from Swedish, American, and other women’s magazines. Mirroring the genre of
consumer- and home-oriented women’s magazines at the time, the function of
these sections was primarily to create and sell a new reader segment to advertis-
ers. In the process, they came to reproduce moral views and ideals surrounding
the woman as wife, mother, and consumer.688

While commercialization is, in itself, not necessarily “American”, the changes
in the Swedish-language press can be characterized by adaptation to the US news-
paper economy. The increased dependence on advertising revenue, the develop-
ment of sections directed to specific reader segments and the national brand ad-
vertising discourse were observed across the newspaper market in the 1890s. All
these changes stemmed from operating in, and adapting to, the newspaper econ-
omy in the late nineteenth-century US. The Americanization of the Swedish-lan-
guage papers in Chicago involved the double commercialization of both form and
content. In turn, the Swedish-American readers were interpellated as subjects of
the commercializing US consumer society.

Chapter summaries: Shifting boundaries over time
The overarching research question of the thesis asks how Swedishness was un-
derstood and mobilized in the newspapers between 1860 and 1920. In this section,
I summarize the chapters, answer the chapter-specific research questions, and
lastly, address the overarching question. The boundary-making strategies in dis-
cussions on Swedishness changed over time. The chapters deal with a range of
themes and time periods that, taken together, provide reinterpretations and new
perspectives on the construction of Swedishness.

Chapter 2 introduces the conflicts and boundary-making processes within the
Swedish immigrant group, between the religious and secular spheres, in the con-
text of early newspaper establishment between 1857 and 1873. The research

688 Cf. Golia (2016); Arnberg (2019).
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questions ask how Hemlandet and Svenska Amerikanaren were organized, how
they managed to survive, and what impact their conflicts had on the lives of Swe-
dish immigrants in Chicago. The chapter shows that both Hemlandet and Svenska
Amerikanaren were deeply embedded in their respective networks, which func-
tioned as extensions of the Lutheran Augustana Synod and the secular-liberal
Svea Society, respectively. Through their newspapers, the Lutherans portrayed
the secular businessmen as immoral fraternal sectarians, while the secular busi-
nessmen portrayed the Lutherans as power-hungry conservatives. These editorial
conflicts primarily focused on drawing internal boundaries among the Swedish
immigrants, reproducing a religious-secular divide. Confirming Jon Gjerde’s
conclusions regarding rural immigrant communities, the chapter showed that the
imagined basis for the “Swedish-American community” in urban Chicago—
shared national origin—was also the basis for conflict.689 The struggle over defin-
ing Swedishness was ongoing, and the migration to the US illuminated that Swe-
dishness was unfixed and negotiable.

In the early years of the two papers, this dynamic became crucial as both pa-
pers sought the right to define what it meant to be Swedish American. Their con-
flicts had clear material impacts, as they played out over the question of immi-
grant aid. Establishing two competing “emigrant hostels”, the two newspapers
and their networks were struggling for power over the Swedish immigrants in
Chicago. In other words, the fights were waged in ink but reached beyond the
pages of the newspapers.

Despite financial struggles, both newspapers managed to raise funds and at-
tract investments from social networks in the Lutheran and secular spheres, re-
spectively. I argue that they were kept alive due to their varied functions as busi-
ness mediators, ideological apparatuses, and their potential to generate profit. The
embeddedness of the newspaper businesses in both social and economic networks
contributed to their survival.690 In the 1880s and 1890s, both papers reorganized
and renewed their form and contents, and financially influential Swedish-Amer-
ican businessmen became their owners. Having initially been skeptical of running
a paper for profit, Hemlandet eventually turned into a for-profit paper, adapting
to a changing newspaper economy. This marked a shift, in which the newspapers
outgrew their initial role as mouthpieces.

Chapter 3 focuses on the Americanization and Swedishness debates in the
newspapers. It asks how the newspapers articulated and negotiated Swedish-
American nationality, what differences could be observed over time, and how
articulations of Swedishness related to anti-immigrant sentiment and emerging

689 Gjerde (1997).
690 Granovetter (1985).
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“scientific” racism. The chapter shows that, in discussions on Americanization
before the 1890s, Swedishness was viewed by the secular-liberal press as com-
patible with Americanization, while Hemlandet depicted it as threatened by
Americanization. Allusions to a thicker, racial Swedishness were made, moving
the question of Swedishness beyond language or culture. The secular-liberal pa-
pers even asserted that Swedishness could improve the Anglo-American “race”,
further highlighting that Swedishness was understood as an essential component
that could be combined with Americanness.

The intertwinement of language and nationality with race has been overlooked
in previous studies of the language-question.691 The chapter shows that, in the late
1880s, the meaning of the Swedish language was tied to notions of a racial Swe-
dishness, especially in Hemlandet. Language and culture were connected to place
of origin, and articulated as carriers of not only cultural or ethnic, but racial Swe-
dishness. While maintaining a shared language had obvious practical benefits in
the everyday lives of Swedish immigrants, the rhetoric for its preservation con-
stantly drew on the notion of preserving a Swedish race in the US.

In the context of economic turbulence, the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, anti-
immigration sentiments, and “scientific” racism in the 1890s, Swedishness was
further racialized. It was primarily defined by drawing boundaries between Swe-
dish immigrants, Irish Catholics, and Anglo Americans. The chapter showed how
the World’s Fair ignited nationalist sentiment across the newspapers and argued
that the Fair contributed to a racialized nationalism. The shooting of Swan Nelson
by Irish police officers led to the establishment of the Swedish National Associ-
ation. The form of exile nationalism that was mobilized through this organization
primarily drew boundaries on religious and racial grounds, making the Irish Cath-
olics the primary Others. The sharp religious differences were further mobilized
to push Swedish Americans toward racial alignment with Anglo Americans.
What this shows is not only that the new waves of immigration from Catholic
countries in Southern and Eastern Europe reignited the drawing of religious
boundaries; these boundaries were grounded in a form of racialized nationalism.

Earlier research, focused on the Augustana Synod or other religious organiza-
tions and publications, argues that the heightened need for preserving a cultural
Swedishness came from generational shifts and a fear of losing cultural herit-
age.692 Through studying the public discourse in Swedish-language newspapers,
this thesis presents a different perspective, complementing and partly challenging
this narrative. By drawing racial boundaries towards others, I argue that the

691 Hasselmo (1974), 36–72; Nils Hasselmo (2019 [1978]) "The Language Question," Swedish-
American Historical Quarterly, 70(2).
692 Blanck (2006); Svensson (1994); Stasiewicz-Bieńkowska (2011).
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construction of a white Swedishness was aligned with and employed as a means
of becoming American. The newspaper discourse contributed to Americanization
in two ways. First, it reproduced ethnoracial hierarchies, a crucial element of An-
glo-American national and racial ideology. Second, it articulated Swedishness as
a characteristic well suited to assimilation into American society. My results thus
confirm what scholars on Nordic whiteness have suggested for the Scandinavian
immigrants in the US: that learning and utilizing the ethnoracial hierarchies were
crucial aspects of becoming American.693

Chapter 4 investigates how the ideal Swedish-American worker was discur-
sively constructed by Swedes, Swedish-Americans, and US observers, and how
ideas of class, gender, and race contributed to these ideals. While the question of
Swedish-American male and female workers has been dealt with in previous re-
search in economic history, less attention has been paid to how work, class, and
gender were interwoven with notions of racial hierarchy.694 This chapter contrib-
utes to the work of Erika K. Jackson and other race and whiteness scholars, by
emphasizing the crucial role of ethnoracial hierarchies in the experiences of Swe-
dish-American women in the Chicago labor market.695

Complementing the newspapers with other sources, the chapter maps the
transatlantic dimensions of this discussion. The focus is partly on the formation
of the Swedish National Association and the Employment Bureau in the 1890s.
The chapter discusses how this joint effort among newspapermen and other
public Swedish-American figures strongly influenced the ideals surrounding
the Swedish-American worker. Through the Swedish government’s Emigra-
tionsutredningen [The Emigration Inquiry] and particularly through interviews
with Othelia Myhrman, I show how the Swedish-American male worker was
imagined as always having been, and ideally remaining, a farmer. As many
Swedes worked as general laborers, the interpellation of the Swede as a farmer
had a strong ideological function: to draw a boundary towards “new” immi-
grants. With racialized language, newspaper reports on strikes and labor unrest
would cast Swedish workers as calm, industrious, and non-violent. At the same
time, Southern and Eastern European immigrants were dehumanized and said
to be inherently violent. The Employment Bureau actively used this image to
find jobs for Swedes and continuously encouraged them to keep looking for
arable land in the countryside. Working in factories was not considered suitable
for Swedish male workers, nor for Swedish working women. As exemplified in
the work of the Bureau, the discursive boundary-making, articulating the

693 Jackson (2019); Sverdljuk et al. (2021).
694 Castillo (2024); Rooth and Scott (2012).
695 Jackson (2019); Sverdljuk et al. (2021).
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Swedes as hard-working, non-violent, and preferably bound to the countryside,
had material effects.

The Swedish maidservant was seen as a source of pride among Swedish-Amer-
ican commentators, but worries were aired regarding their racial, class, and gen-
dered positions. Being welcomed by the Anglo-Americans—even though mock-
ery occurred through cultural stereotyping and public satire—was seen as a tes-
tament to the racial closeness between Swedes and Americans. Serving Anglo-
American families was morally and socially appropriate, but it also contributed
to difficulties in fully understanding the hierarchical position of Swedish women
relative to Anglo-American housewives. There were efforts to argue that Swedes
were definitely not servile by nature, as Irish Catholics, and this particular bound-
ary played an important role in positioning Swedish Americans. Simultaneously,
domestic work was seen as a step toward the idealized middle-class family life.

The “Servant Girl Problem” highlights how different issues surrounding the
relation between housewives and maidservants were articulated through notions
of class, race, and gender. The discourse on “white slavery” further show how
observers were articulating female workers outside the domestic sphere as in need
of protection. Constructing foreign men as the main threat, the whiteness of Swe-
dish-American women was reinforced. However, the attitude towards maidser-
vants remained ambivalent in both newspapers and Swedish government reports.
Maidservants who tried to organize collectively were mocked and not taken seri-
ously, indicating that their demands in the labor market were deemed irrelevant.
On the one hand, maidservants were seen as a source of pride, and on the other
hand, their improved position in the labor market posed a problem for the domes-
tic ideology. The chapter thus nuances the conclusions of earlier research, which
found that Swedish-American observers positively perceived the Swedish maids.
What was positively perceived was the ideal position of the Swedish maidservant,
imagined as fulfilling expectations of race, gender, and class norms; an ideal that
Swedish-American female workers could and did challenge.696

Chapter 5 continues the analysis of the woman’s social position, but in relation
to the changes in the form and content of Swedish-language newspapers in the
closing years of the nineteenth century. It asks how the Swedish-American
woman was articulated in the newspapers and how these articulations related to
notions of Swedishness. The chapter shows that women’s pages emerged as
newspapers increased their efforts to reach a broader segment of readers and be-
gan targeting women as readers and consumers. The advertisement discourse is
also studied, and I argue that the contents of the woman’s pages and the adver-
tisement discourse worked together to interpellate the woman-reader as a

696 Jackson (2019); Lintelman (1991); Lintelman (1989).
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housewife and consumer. This, in turn, must be understood as part of the news-
papers’ efforts to sell the Swedish-American woman to prospective advertisers.697

Interpellating the reader as close to the Anglo-American housewife, the
women’s pages, in a way, Americanized through their gendered and class-marked
content. Swedishness was less pronounced on the woman’s pages. Instead, a si-
lent whiteness at times surfaced through comparisons with women of other na-
tionalities. The Swedish-American woman and housewife was portrayed as as-
piring to, or already close to, the status of the Anglo-American housewife. This
meant that the Americanization of the forms of the Swedish-American newspa-
pers had a similar effect on their contents: the articulation of the Swedish woman
was Americanized.

In Chapter 6, the focus again turns to the different attempts to pin down what
it really meant to be Swedish in the US. The chapter asks how the relationship
among ethnicity, nationality, and race was articulated in the transnational dis-
course on Swedishness and Swedish-Americans around the turn of the twentieth
century. While previous research, most notably that of H. Arnold Barton, covers
the complex negotiations around Swedish nationality at this time, little attention
has been paid to how racial ideas informed this discourse.698

Amid political interest in migration and emigration around the turn of the cen-
tury from both American and Swedish authorities, and amid the steady stream of
observers and travelers, this discussion came to the forefront. While many writers
tried to separate the Swede from the Swedish American, the common denomina-
tor in articulating belonging was racial sameness and linkage, expressed through
the metaphor of shared blood. When Hugo Wickström articulated Swedes as de-
scendants of the Aryan race, this was reprinted and emphasized in the Swedish-
American newspapers, thereby interpellating their readers as belonging to the
“old” and “good” immigration, and, further, to what was viewed as the “superior”
white race. When cultural similarities could not be agreed upon, the discursive
solution was racial sameness. Swedishness was articulated as something inher-
ited, essential, and carried within. In a way, racializing Swedishness—making it
thicker—saved the concept from being defined. That discursive process locked
Swedishness into a racial template, rendering it natural and ahistorical. In the
transatlantic discourse, Swedes and Swedish-Americans belonged to one divided
race.699

Throughout this thesis, I show how studying the Swedish-American newspa-
pers through the lens of race complements and challenges older narratives of the

697 Golia (2016); Arnberg (2019).
698 Barton (1994).
699 Wacquant (2024).
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creation of a Swedish-American ethnic identity. While the Augustana Synod, and
its publications, is rightfully pointed out by several scholars as a powerful cultural
institution in creating a Swedish-American ethnic identity, those histories tend to
underestimate the importance of drawing racial boundaries towards others.700 It
has not been my intention to deny that shared language and cultural traditions
have been, and still are, important factors in the construction of collective identi-
ties. Rather, what I try to show is that, regardless of contents, collective ethnic
identities inevitably operate on the same plane as the thicker category of race. By
studying the two most influential Swedish-American newspapers over time, I
found that articulations of national or ethnic identities were recurringly sliding
into the naturalized, thick realm of race. The meaning of Swedishness lay in its
relation to ethnoracial hierarchies.

Further, this thesis adds nuance to previous arguments of how the emphasis on
Swedishness, or Swedish-American ethnicity, changed over time. Structural ar-
guments have previously explained the heightened importance of preservation of
Swedishness in the 1880s with a growing second generation of Swedish-Ameri-
cans, as well as the weakened emphasis on Swedishness in the 1910s as caused
by the outbreak of the First World War.701 The results of this thesis suggest that
Swedishness was mobilized not only as an ethnicity but also as a national and
racial category during periods when the ethnoracial hierarchies were under pres-
sure. The resurgence of anti-Catholicism and nativism in connection to the immi-
gration from Southern and Eastern Europe in the 1880s, for example, heightened
the racialized articulations of Swedishness. The US and Swedish governmental
investigations into immigration and emigration also contributed to the racializing
of Swedishness. In relation to the US government, it was important to claim Swe-
dishness as associated with “old”, “good”, and white immigrants. In relation to
the Swedish visitors and observers, however, there was a slightly more sensitive
problem of defining how Swedes were connected across the Atlantic, and if
Swedes in the US were able to harbor Swedishness at all. When pressured on
what it really meant to be Swedish, both Swedish and Swedish-American observ-
ers resorted to thick, racialized notions of peoplehood. In its most critical political
function, then, Swedishness was racial.

700 Blanck (1997); Stasiewicz-Bieńkowska (2011).
701 Blanck (1997); Gustafson (2018).
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Contributions: Swedishness and the importance of race
and gender
The primary contribution of employing the theories of interpellation and discur-
sive boundary-making has been to show in detail the different ways in which
Swedishness was mobilized in the newspaper discourse. The framework helps the
thesis show that different strategies of boundary-making were important at dif-
ferent points in time, making Swedishness do various political work. The key
theoretical claim of this thesis is that Swedishness cannot be understood without
being sensitive to the notions of race and gender, and how they intersect.702

The process of racialization has been underestimated in previous research on
the formation of Swedish-American identity. In this thesis, I show that Swedish-
ness was often defined in thicker senses than as merely an “ethnic” or “cultural”
identity. Racial thinking, in which heritage by blood or ancestry naturalized the
characteristics of a people, lurked in the background of most discussions of Swe-
dishness. This, I argue, was the case even when preservation of language or cul-
ture dominated the debate. While the racial link, emphasizing the inheritability of
character traits or dispositions, was made more explicit as the popular understand-
ing of “racial science” spread, it had been around since the early decades of mi-
gration. The constructions and discussions of Swedishness were therefore not
solely revolving around an entirely “ethnic” concept; they constantly slid into the
realm of race. Blood ties and the preservation and survival of a people were in-
tertwined with cultural, social, and linguistic elements. This thesis shows that
whatever Swedishness meant, and whoever belonged to the group of Swedes,
race constantly played a role in the process of drawing that boundary. While this
result might be attributed to the historical context—a growing scientific and po-
litical interest in eugenics around the turn of the century—I argue that in all ar-
ticulations of national or ethnic groupness, there lurks a dimension of racializa-
tion.

The racialization of Swedish Americans, as well as other immigrants, often
placed people of Swedish origin closer to the Anglo Americans. This was partic-
ularly important when others threatened the status of Swedish Americans. In the
1890s, the Irish Catholics came to function as the specific Other when the Swe-
dish National Association was formed. Articulating the Irish Catholics as corrupt
and powerful, the shooting of the Swedish immigrant Swan Nelson by two Irish
police officers revived anti-Catholic and nationalist sentiment. Riding on histor-
ical waves of anti-Catholicism, the distancing from the Irish-Catholic Others con-
flated religion with race. Further, in the early 1900s, when Swedish authorities

702 Althusser (2001); Therborn (1999); Wimmer (2013); Hall (2017).
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sought to define who the Swedish Americans really were, several observers ar-
ticulated racial similarity as the main element binding the Swedes across the At-
lantic. These two examples show that Swedish immigrants were not passive in
the face of ethnoracial hierarchies, but mobilized them strategically, confirming
what research on other European immigrant groups has concluded. Being Swe-
dish, just as being Slovak, German, or Irish in America, meant learning and uti-
lizing the racial hierarchies in one’s favor.703

Lastly, the thesis show how notions of gender, class, and race intersected in
the discourse on Swedish-American women. In discussions on the Swedish maid-
servants, newspapermen and observers emphasized that domestic service was a
stepping stone to a married middle-class family life, reinforcing the domestic ide-
ology. The pride expressed over the Swedish maidservants was based on the fact
that they embodied their gendered domestic role, their racial whiteness, and their
middle-class aspirations. Female factory workers, on the other hand, challenged
all of these expectations at once. Condensed in the discourse on “white slavery”,
the boundaries drawn around Swedish-American women were based on such in-
tersections. Racial whiteness, sexual innocence, and domestic ideology were all
elements that contributed to the interpellation of the Swedish-American woman.

The gendered aspect of the Swedish-American newspaper content, especially
the advertisements, remains an understudied part of Swedish-American history.704

In this thesis’s study of the women’s sections in the newspapers, I conclude that
Swedishness was less important, at least as an explicit concept. Instead, in my
combined study of their contents and advertisements, I show how Swedish-Amer-
ican women were interpellated as middle-class homemakers and American con-
sumers. I also show how the advertisement discourse reproduced notions of man-
liness, civilization, and modernity by promoting electrical belts and other treat-
ments. Advertisements for cleaning products, often directed towards housewives,
drew on racial stereotypes in their imagery and copy, reproducing commodity
racism.705 In their weekly readings, Swedish Americans were confronted with
ideas of gender and race embedded in ideologies of consumption, modernization,
and civilization. As ideological apparatuses, then, the newspapers contributed to
the Americanization of their readers.706

The methodological contribution of this thesis consists of the extensive use of
the newspaper database, complemented by other publications and handwritten
sources. The methodological strategy consisted of a combination of, on the one
hand, following debates across sources and, on the other hand, systematic studies

703 Zecker (2013); Kazal (2004); Ignatiev (1995).
704 The only such study is the one conducted by Meyer (1998).
705 McClintock (1995).
706 Felski (1995); McGovern (2006).
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of newspaper issues over time. First, I attempt to understand what I termed the
newspaper economy and how it changed over time. This implies situating the
Swedish-American press in the history of publishing and advertising, and as a
form of publishing building upon both Swedish and US print cultures. Through
this approach, I show how the Swedish-American press differed from the Swe-
dish press in advertising practices, and how the US newspaper economy influ-
enced both their form and contents. The Swedish-American newspapers formed
a distinct print culture, combining content and advertising from both Sweden and
the US.

Second, I examine what I call the newspapers’ intertextual dimension. This
strategy enables an understanding of the broader discursive contexts in which the
Swedish-American press operated, referencing Swedish and Anglo-American
press and publications. Although the newspaper material was the core source, the
discussions, articulations, and interpellations in the papers interacted with and
were inspired by both US and Swedish discourses.

In studying the two largest and most influential newspapers in Chicago, Sven-
ska Amerikanaren and Hemlandet, this thesis pays little attention to the more rad-
ical or alternative voices. In future studies of the Swedish-language press—new
issues and titles are being digitized as of late 2025—the histories of these news-
papers need to be explored and compared with the bourgeoisie discourse. As the
digitizing project continues, including a larger newspaper corpus, there is ample
ground to continue exploring the changing forms and content of the Swedish-
language press more systematically than has previously been possible.

Contemporary implications
While history never repeats itself, there are contemporary implications from the
historical study of ethnicity and race, because these categories are historical. Un-
derstanding the connection between ethnicity, nationality, and race might help us
see the political work that such notions still do today.

Throughout this thesis, I do not argue that ethnic identities are unimportant.
The construction of collective cultural identities is a fundamental part of being
human. Neither do I argue that the construction of Swedishness was only and
solely a racializing process. Instead, what I show is that the formation of an ethnic
collective is inevitably operating on the same plane as race. The belief that cul-
tural, social, or religious traits were inheritable was a common way of under-
standing how cultural identities were reproduced and maintained. Ethnic charac-
teristics tended to become naturalized. Similarly, contemporary categories of



298

ethnicity or nationality will never be able to solve this problem in a truly mean-
ingful way. Being historical categories, they constantly resist formalization.

There is a standout example. In both popular media and the sciences, there is
a resurgence and an obsession with defining Swedishness. Since the early 2000s,
there is a renewed interest in tracing the biological heritage of the people who are
now inhabiting the geographic area of the nation-state Sweden. The combining
of genetics and DNA sequencing with archeology has created archeogenetics, a
field of research in which migration and cultural differences are studied through
analyzing historical DNA.707 The linking of contemporary national collective
identities to historical migration resembles the late nineteenth-century strife to
find the origin of nations in thicker, naturalized, biological and racial differences.
It is a way of putting biological linkages at the forefront of the history of nations
and cultures. Such a biological linkage is meaningless for explaining any aspect
of Swedish history. The only function it has is political: drawing boundaries be-
tween people in the present, based on supposedly inherited, historically deter-
mined characteristics.

Because of their very function of trying to establish boundaries that are, in fact,
always changing, and of rooting the cultural in the natural, ethnicity, race, and
nationality are historical, not analytical, concepts. In the most provocative sense
of this argument, echoing Rogers Brubaker, there are no ethnic, racial, or national
groups, only processes of ethnicization, racialization, or nationalization. All of
these processes, albeit slightly different in their political thrusts, share the same
trajectory: to construct an arbitrary basis for political inequality between people.

707 Anna Källén (2020) "De första svenskarna: Arkeogenetik och historisk identitet," Fronesis, (66–
67).
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