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from the 1870s to the 1920s:
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Introduction.

The article takes up an overlooked chapter in
Danish emigration history, i.e., how Danish immi-
grants in the USA, usually in cooperation with work-
ers from the other Scandinavian countries, became part
of the American socialist and labor movement before
the decline of mass immigration around 1920. The
description of these activities is based on the follow-
ing preconditions:

1. That the shift in the social composition of
emigration, i.e. the growing number of journeymen,
skilled and unskilled workers, meant the presence of
an immigrant/workers’ culture in the larger cities or
those cities in regions with a sufficiently large Scandi-
navian population.

2. That the scope and nature of the workers’ or-
ganizing allow us to operate with a (temporarily exist-
ing) political “counter culture” as a component of a
significant workers’ culture within and in opposition
to the wider ethnic culture and its political institu-
tionalization and organization.

The description of the socialist immigrants can,
as a case study seen in isolation, shed light on, for in-
stance, the complex interaction between ethnic and
class consciousness, but can also provide additional
nuances to the nature of the Danish immigrant com-

munity in the USA during the era of mass immigra-
tion.

Chronologically, the description is circumscribed
by the boundaries set by the split in the Socialist Party,
which generally heralded the disappearance of Social-
ism as a factor in American politics; and more specifi-
cally for Danes and Scandinavians it meant that so-
cialism was not only reduced, but was no longer spe-
cifically aimed at and incorporated in the ethnic com-
munity. The main thrust of the article is on political
organization, a fact that is determined partly by the
available material and partly by the nature of labor
union organization among Scandinavian immigrants,
as it was rather “diffuse” in its nature since it was not
primarily based on ethnicity. Furthermore, especially
Danish workers are at the center of attention; one rea-
son for this is author’s wish to shed light on connec-
tions to the labor movement of their mother country.
The source material is primarily newspapers comple-
mented by archive material in the USA and Denmark.
Much material has probably perished — thus it has
not so far been possible to localize the archives of the
organizations. It is true of immigrant workers as a group
that their culture is primarily an “oral” culture, and
for this reason they simply have not left us as much
written material as their counterpart religious and
“bourgeois” groups and organizations. A systematic col-
lection of letters and similar material may in time re-
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dress the balance. Newspaper material constitutes the
most important material for illustrating socialist ac-
tivities among immigrants. For the working-class im-
migrants as a whole the material that has survived and/
or is available is scarce. The fact that the difference
between the readers and the producers of this material
consisted in the degree of their political involvement
does, of course, make it problematic to draw conclu-
sions from the contents of the newspapers and project
these conclusions on to a wider group (the readers,
“the worker immigrant,” “working-class culture.”) On
the other hand it is fair to say that immediate social
background of readers and producers was very similar,
that the newspapers were highly dependant on volun-
teer work and consisted in readers’ contributions. If
for no other reason, the shortage of source material
makes them valuable as sources for depicting living
conditions, attitudes and patterns of experience that
are representative of a group that goes beyond the group
which produced and read these papers.

During the period under review, the working
class became an “objective” reality in both the USA
and in Denmark. In Danish society this constitutional
period was accompanied by increased class awareness
on the part of this group, something which in organi-
zational terms (“subjectively”) was reflected in the
growth of the Social Democratic Party and the labor
union movement, so that by the end of the period
they had established and constituted themselves vis-a-
vis employers and within the political system. The
American working class became extremely heteroge-
neous and divided along ethnic, race, and occupational
boundaries within a rapidly expanding economy and
changing societal structure in which, by 1920, social-
ism had had its day as a challenge to the established
political system. In the process, immigration consti-
tuted a paradox: many immigrants were active in the
American unionization and political labor movement,
but at the same time there can be little doubt that the
structural effect of immigration was to split the Ameri-
can labor movement and that, thus, it came to have a
negative effect on American labor union and political
organization.

Danish and Scandinavian workers in the USA

were a heterogeneous group, socially and ideologically
under constant change just like the working class in
Denmark and the USA. Many of them took part in
the “ordinary” ethnic organizations and did not be-
come socialists or read socialist newspapers. It goes
without saying that a more in-depth study of this group
than the one intended here must include additional
material. This is primarily true of  those newspapers
which despite a clearly more moderate and conserva-
tive attitude at later phases in their “lives” for a time
entertained a certain amount of sympathy for the prin-
cipal demands of socialism and the labor movement.

The Pioneer Generation.

Two exile immigrants, Louis Pio, and the Nor-
wegian Marcus Thrane, were behind the earliest ini-
tiative to establish an unambiguously socialist press
which did not exclusively address Danish/Norwegian
immigrants, but immigrant workers. Marcus Thrane
had been exiled as early as the late 1860s as a direct
consequence of his leadership of the earliest attempts
to organize Norwegian workers in labor unions and
politically. The meeting between the founders of the
Danish and the Norwegian labor movements took
place at a time when the American labor movement,
for the first time, manifested itself nationally, viz. in
the Great Railway Strike in the summer of 1877. The
establishment of the first socialist immigrant newspa-
per was one reflection of the conclusions which the
American political and union movement as whole
could or should have drawn from the experience gained
in the strike, and was as relevant for organizing immi-
grant workers politically and in labor unions.

Without going into the grounds for and moti-
vations behind Pio’s emigration to the USA, it can be
said that Pio considered emigration to be one solution
to the “worker problem,” more specifically the unem-
ployment which set in together with the international
recession in the late 1870s.1 At the same time, the es-
tablishment of socialist colonies constituted an attempt
to put socialist ideas into practice for which purpose
the USA with her “surplus” of cheap land must appear
as the ideal place. It remains uncertain whether Pio

1. See Pio’s series of articles on Kansas in Folkeviljen No. 3, 4, 6-8, January-February 1877. On Pio in the USA see also Jens Engberg,
Til Arbejdet! Liv eller Død! Louis Pio og Arbejderbevægelsen (Copenhagen, 1979), pg. 298 onwards.
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had been inspired to do this by the religious colonies
established by Danish emigrants, or by the long Ameri-
can tradition for utopian colonies of a radical and so-
cialist nature. Pio shared the view of the latter group
that farming was an industry upon which “anyone”
without any considerable previous experience could
embark. Similarly he seems to have taken the concept
of “free soil” rather literally and to have overlooked
that for a farm to yield any profit it would take a con-
siderable capital outlay. Finally, the fact that he settled
in Chicago prior to the final collapse of the colony
experiment indicates that he expected others to carry
out the hard labor while his own function could best
be described as that of coordinator and “spiritual
guide.”

Pio had several reasons for settling in Chicago
in addition to the simple explanation that for some-
one with his background it was easier to make a living
in a metropolis with a large Danish-Scandinavian im-
migrant community. In the presence of a fairly large
Scandinavian working class the prospects for running
a socialist campaign must, with a bit of luck, have ap-
peared to be promising. Furthermore, during this par-
ticular period, Chicago, where especially a large con-
tingent of German workers made their presence felt,
had become the center for workers organizing politi-
cally and in labor unions.

Already during decade prior to Pio’s arrival, Scan-
dinavian skilled workers had begun organizing in guilds
which, typically attempted to defend the interests of
their members by regulating access to their trades, but
which also extended their activities to education, train-
ing, and cultural activities.2 In addition to this, there
were purely Scandinavian sections within the major
labor unions and organizations aimed at gaining po-
litical influence and “fostering the education of the
working class,” e.g. the Scandinavian Laborers’ Edu-
cational Society. The only exclusively socialist associa-
tion at the time was the Scandinavian International,

which was a branch of the First International and
mainly numbered Norwegians associated with Thrane.3

On the occasion of the Great Railway Strike, Pio wrote
a pamphlet in the fall of 1877, To the Scandinavian
Workers in America, in which he advocated a break
with the traditional guild-like organization of Scandi-
navian workers.4 As the outcome of the strike had
proven that workers could count on neither Republi-
cans nor Democrats they would have to establish a
proper labor party. In the wake of the dissolution of
the First International (IWA) in July 1876, the Work-
ing Men’s Party of the United States, which, in De-
cember 1877, was renamed the Socialistic Labor Party
of America, was founded. Undoubtedly, this is the party
Pio refers to in his pamphlet. Like Pio, the party sup-
ported Lassalle’s view that even though workers might
be victorious in individual conflicts, they were bound
to lose the war unless they formed an independent
party and achieved political power through it. The
main problem was that neither American workers nor
the immigrants were aware of the potential power
embedded in their votes, but at the same time Pio drew
the conclusion on the basis of his observations of
American workers, that an “exclusively” socialist party
was hardly a viable notion at the time:

“Thus, just as impossible as it is for socialists to demand
that their most extreme and least achievable demands
should find room in it, just as impossible will it be for the
most cautious among workers to make it a condition that
the present powers that be should be handled with kid
gloves.” [pg. 6]

He clearly saw the necessity of a compromise
between the class-conscious, socialist immigrants and
the American labor unions, which were in favor of
“business-unionism” and preferred working within the
established party system. At the same time he realized
that the immigrant workers would have to begin set-
ting up new labor unions and clubs within ethnical
boundaries, if it were to become possible to transgress

2. See Ulf Beijbom, Swedes in Chicago (Uppsala), pp. 330-32. The scope of activities was sufficiently wide to make it possible for the
Den Skandinaviske Arbejderforening in Chicago to have its own building for a few decades. Mentioned in the Arbejderen, June 14,
1898.
3. The Scandinavian International soon after its foundation in 1872 attempted to publish a newspaper. This is probably the paper to
which Pio refers in a letter to Engels, March 24, 1872. Published in: B. Schmidt, 80 Louis Pio breve og en Pio bibliografi (Copenhagen,
1950), pg. 33.
4. Louis Pio, Til de Skandinaviske Arbejdere i Amerika. En Paamindelse i Anledning af den ved Jernbanestrejken vakte Arbejderbevægelse
(Chicago, 1877).
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the political and social consequences that followed from
the ethnic demarcation lines in the labor market. In
continuation of this reasoning he called upon the ex-
isting labor organizations to establish themselves as
political clubs and to contact similar clubs in other
cities with a view to “form a politically organized po-
litical whole, both for the city in question, and for all
of the country.”5 As a mouthpiece and contact body
for this organization, which would of course be
affiliated to the Socialist Labor Party, a workers’ paper
would be published with the title Den nye Tid [The
New Age].6

In Pio’s immigrant guide from 1879, Den lille
Amerikaner [A Guide to being an American], Den nye
Tid was advertised. The ad contains a description of
the paper’s editorial, political line, shown in extenso
below [in translation]7 as, so far it has not been pos-
sible to locate even a single ‘surviving’ copy of Den nye
Tid:

The only Danish-Norwegian workers’ paper and organ
for the Scandinavian socialists in the United States. Its
purpose is to defend and work for workers’ interests and to
disseminate socialist teachings among our fellow
countrymen. It will strive to gather all workers in one single
union to achieve a social order that gives the working man
his dues. It works against corruption, sleaze, exploitation
and capitalist domination. It fights against monopoly and
rapaciousness and strives for the emancipation of workers
from the yoke of the Capital.

There will be leading articles about social, political,
and economic issues. It will provide news of the worker and
the labor movement in various parts of the world — a subject
which is scorned and neglected by all other Scandinavian
papers in this country.

It is not written in an ostentatious and pompous
language, but in a style than the plain man can understand.

It is written and edited by workers.

Even before this, probably in May 1878, Pio had
been dismissed as the editor as the other staff mem-
bers considered his position as editor of a socialist pa-
per to be incompatible with his job as a journalist at a
Danish Methodist newspaper, Den Kristelige Talsmand
[The Christian Spokesman]. Like other editors of the
subsequent socialist immigrant papers, Pio had to face
the fact that a position like that was not enough to
provide him with a living. Already in 1878, he at-
tempted to start another socialist paper, Den nye Verden
[The New World], but the idea was probably never
put into practice.8 During the following years, he
worked for various non-socialist newspapers that were
primarily of “liberal” views and took a positive stance
to some of the demands of the labor movement, such
as the demand for the 8-hour working day. The jobs
he did, mainly had to do with the immigrant commu-
nity, he was a land agent and a translator. When Pio
died in 1894 he was deeply involved in founding a
colony in Florida, White City, a project that did not
include any socialist ideas.9

Den nye Tid was still being published some years
after Pio’s ‘departure’, by Thrane and after him by other
Norwegian editors. It is not known whether the paper
under the new management remained closely associ-
ated with the Socialist Labor Party.10 A contemporary
observer claimed that the paper became less socialist
in its orientation when the editor was replaced, and
that the anti-church and atheist element gained a
higher priority.11 The shift was probably due both to
the Norwegian dominance among Scandinavian so-
cialists during this time, and the fact that the immi-
grant church as the most powerful and unifying po-
litical and cultural force in the immigrant community

5. Pio, Til de Skandinaviske Arbejdere, p. 11.
6. Regarding data and a description of the papers and periodicals mentioned see Jens Bjerre Danielsen, “Bibliography of Scandinavian
Immigrant Labor and Radical Newspapers,” in D. Hoerder (editor), The Immigrant Labor Press in North America, 1840s-1970s: An
Annotated Bibliography, 3 vols. (Westport, Ct.: Greenwood Press).
7. L. Pio, Den Lille Amerikaner. En Fører og Tolk for Skandinaverne i Amerika (Chicago, 1880 [1879]), pg. XII. Pio, for example,
published an account of  a discussion he had with Marx and Engels in 1876 on the IWA, British Trade Unions etc., which was
reprinted in a Swedish newspaper, Öresundsposten in 1878.
8. See, Schmidt, 80 Louis Pio breve, p. 102.
9. However, certain utopian ideas did form the basis of the project; these notions belonged to the ideology of the American ‘progressive’
middle classes in general. See Pio’s letters from White City in Schmidt, 80 Louis Pio breve, pg. 68 onwards.
10. In the following years, the SLP in Chicago moved towards a position incorporating anarchist elements in its labor union and
political strategy. See P. Foner, History of the Labor Movement (New York), vol. 1, pp. 496, 498.
11. J.B. Wist, “Pressen efter Borgerkrigen,” in J.B. Wist, Norsk Amerikanernes Festskrift (Decorah, 1914), p. 93. In the early 1880s,
the Dane Marius Jantzen, who became a pioneer in the Norwegian movement, arrived in Chicago where he made contact with
Thrane. The latter “didn’t like Pio in Chicago.” Note in the Jantzen file, ABA.
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was defined as the most obvious and immediate “chief
enemy.”

In the USA, too, Pio and Thrane became pio-
neers in founding a socialist organization and press
aimed at breaking the organizational and press mo-
nopoly of the religious and bourgeois groups. Like his
successors, Pio became disappointed and disillusioned
about the lack of responsiveness to the ideas of social-
ism on the part of both the immigrants and the Ameri-
can workers. However, at this time even the American
labor movement was not sufficiently rooted to survive
the downturns of a fluctuating economic development.
In general the group of immigrant workers was also to
small and instable in social and cultural terms to form
the basis of institutions capable of surviving a period
of economic recession

Immigrants and Socialism in the 1890s.

From the mid-1880s and to the mid-1890s
things had virtually ground to a halt as regards social-
ist activities among Danish and Scandinavian immi-
grants. However, form the 1890s the necessary condi-
tions were present: the large immigrant contingents
of the 1880s had become fairly settled so that a rela-
tively stable immigrant community had evolved. La-
bor union activities among American workers were
reflected in their joining the Knights of Labor, who
advocated “One Big Union” encompassing all work-
ers irrespective of occupation, race, and gender. Un-
like the Industrial Workers of the World that would
later adhere to the same idea on the basis of a socialist,
or rather a syndicalist, concept, the Knights of Labor
defined the working class as a group of “producers” in
society. In other words, its fundamental philosophy
was a secularized version of the Protestant work ethos,
work as a vocation and, not surprisingly, skilled work-
ers constituted the core of the Knights of Labor. In
Minnesota alone, there were three different Scandina-
vian local branches of the Knights of Labor12 which
was reflected in the publication of a weekly paper, The
Arbeidets Ridder, which primarily addressed and was

supported by Norwegian worker. The political stance
of the paper can be characterized as belonging to the
moderate wing of the organization. It had a certain
amount of sympathy for Henry George’s ideas and
avoided committing itself clearly to any political party.

As the Knights of Labor started to decline from
the mid-1880s, skilled workers began organizing sepa-
rately under the auspices of the American Federation
of Labor (AFL), partly to be able to protect the inter-
ests of this particular group in a economy which —
despite temporary recessions — was expanding, partly
as a result of dissatisfaction with the unwillingness of
the Knights of Labor to use industrial action in con-
flicts as well as its unwillingness to act a political pres-
sure group. In the following, two aspects of the union
policy stance of the AFL must be kept in mind, not
least because of their implications for socialist orga-
nizing and agitation among Scandinavian immigrants.
Despite the fact that many socialist workers were in-
volved in the AFL and despite a lot of persistent pres-
sure from various socialist parties and groups, they
never succeeded in making the AFL accept a socialist
platform or perspective to their labor union activities.
This meant that the AFL considered a fairly high po-
sition within labor union activities as incompatible
with a similar position in the socialist movement. In
other words, at socialist worker would have to choose
between the two types of activity.13 The other impor-
tant aspect of the AFL’s labor union policy was that it
was not in the least interested in organizing unskilled
workers, that is, the majority of the “new” immigrants
from Southern and Eastern Europe. The recruitment
basis of the AFL was primarily skilled workers, whether
they were Americans or immigrants from Northern
and Western Europe. Not surprisingly, the AFL was
far less ambivalent in its attitude to restricting immi-
gration than were the socialist parties, and the organi-
zation was one of the prime movers behind the imple-
mentation of the Immigration Quota Act in 1924.
Both of these aspects were sources of conflicts between
the political and the labor union conduct in the Ameri-
can labor movement, whereas the immigration prob-

12. Foner, History of the Labor Movement, vol. 2 (New York, 1977), pg. 58. It is claimed that Pio joined the Knights of Labor as he was
attracted by their Freemason-like nature. He will have sympathized with the organization’s general objectives, “one big union,” but
hardly with their attitude to industrial and political action. Wiinblad and Andersen, Det danske Socialdemokratis Historie, pp. 353-
354.
13. Henry Bengtson, Skandinaver på vänsterflygeln i USA (Stockholm, 1955), pg. 71.
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lem seen in isolation gained the most marked disrup-
tive effect in the socialist organizations.

Scandinavian Immigrants
in the Socialist Labor Party.14

The political organization of Danish and Scan-
dinavian workers before the turn of the century did,
as already mentioned, take place within the framework
of the Socialist Labor Party. The party had been
founded by German immigrants and until well into
the 1890s it was dominated by them, after which time
also socialist workers from Eastern Europe joined the
party. In particular, Jewish workers from New York
influenced the party and the unions which the party
established and controlled under the name of Socialist
Trade and Labor Alliance, which had been established
as a socialist rival of the AFL in 1895. Under Daniel
DeLeon’s leadership from 1890 and until his death in
1914, the party became more disciplined and took on
a clearer ideological profile which dictated an open
conflict with the AFL (for “dual unionism”) and re-
jected cooperation with the established parties, i.e. the
traditional role as a third party and pressure group for
the benefit of being an independent socialist party.
DeLeon’s ideology, strategy, and fairly autocratic lead-
ership split the party, so that from 1897 it came to
consist of two wings. This meant that the AFL under
the leadership of Samuel Gompers finally distanced
itself completely from the SLP in 1900, after which it
followed a clear “strategy of adjustment” aiming at le-
gitimizing the labor union movement and gaining po-
litical power within the “framework of the system.” At
the same time, most of the party acceded to the newly
founded Socialist Party, following which the SLP was
banished to the inferior position on the American left
wing which it has been occupying ever since.15

The strongholds of the SLP were primarily on
the East Coast where DeLeon’s influence was felt. In
Boston and New York, Scandinavian workers formed

clubs in the 1890s, but in an attempt to Americanize
the party, DeLeon did not permit the establishment
of separate ethnic organizations so that it was not un-
til after DeLeon’s death in 1914 that “purely” ethnic
federation were formed. However, this did not pre-
vent the local party organizations from primarily be-
ing recruited on the basis of ethnicity. In 1895 the
clubs in Boston and New York started a Swedish-lan-
guage paper, Skandinaviska Amerikanska Arbetaren
(later: Arbetaren) [The Scandinavian American Worker,
The Worker]. The initiators of this paper were chiefly
Swedes and Danes. To begin with, the Arbetaren was
subdivided into a Swedish and a Danish/Norwegian
section with each its own editor. This job was in the
hands of Hugo Ludwig, who had been an editor of
the Social-Demokraten [The Social Democrat] (Copen-
hagen) before his emigration in 1885. In more than
one sense he followed in the footsteps of Pio as his
leaving his native country was a direct consequence of
legal action having been taken against him as a conse-
quence a number of critical articles he had written
about the Danish military.16 During the following years
in the USA he involved himself in organizing workers
politically and in labor unions in close cooperation
with, among others, a former party friend, Harald
Neble. As a precursor for establishing proper party
branches, they organized a sickness insurance fund for
workers and a “Danish Socialist Club” in 1893. How-
ever, it soon became clear that the number of Danish-
Norwegian workers and their organizations on the East
Coast was insufficient to support a Danish-Norwe-
gian socialist paper.

By contrast, these conditions were met in the
Midwest, in Chicago, which was also far more cen-
trally placed in terms of the distribution of these groups
in America as a whole. In July 1896 the Danish-Nor-
wegian clubs in Chicago set up a society, Arbejderen
Publishing Association, with a view to publishing a
weekly to be owned and controlled by the clubs.17 Al-
ready in December 1896 an organizational change was

14. Based on J.B. Danielsen, “Scandinavian Immigrants and the Socialist Party of America,” unpublished paper, SUNY-Buffalo,
1978, and “The Early Danish Immigrant Socialist Press,” in: D. Hoerder (editor), Essays on the Scandinavian-North American Radical
Press, 1880s – 1930s (Bremen, 1984).
15. The SLP suffered a new split in 1919/1920 when the dissidents joined the Communist Party.
16. Wiinblad and Andersen, pg. 356. A third editor of the Social-Demokraten in Denmark, Saxo Wigell, suffered the same fate.
Ibid., pg. 355.
17. The Arbejderen, March 11, 1897; July 6, 1899. Ludwig stayed on as the editor of the New York Section followed by Neble and
Emil Olsen, Arbejderen, November 16 & 23, 1899.
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effected for political as well as for financial reasons.
The financial problems were solved for the time being
by expanding the right to take up shares and by estab-
lishing support groups. The political problem arose in
connection with the election in 1896 when the mem-
bers of the SLP clubs and some of the shareholders
disagreed about the political line in the presidential
election. The mere fact that the issue of whether to
support the Democrats or SLP was even raised in the
paper gave rise to protests. The solution was a reorga-
nization of the company under the name of Arbejderen
Publishing Company so that in future, through an
editorial committee, the clubs could make sure that
the party line was followed. However, the conflict was
not so deep as to prevent one of the leading “dissent-
ers,” Christian Bunck, from holding shares in the “new”
venture.18

Surprisingly, in the early issues of the paper we
find no indication of it being associated with any party.
It was merely stated that the Arbejderen was published
by “Scandinavian, social democratic workers” and that
it “defended the interests of workers.” Political and
ideological adherence to the social democratic parties
in their homelands was quite pronounced accompa-
nied by a skeptical attitude to the rejection of the SLP
towards cooperating with other parties and an unam-
biguously negative attitude to the established labor
unions. Towards 1900 this ambivalent stance vis-a-vis
DeLeon’s political line was replaced by a more clearly
critical position. On its part, the party recognized the
Arbejderen as the official organ of the Danish-Norwe-
gian members, but because of the huge geographical
distances, it was in no position to exercise any direct
pressure on clubs or the paper. The fact that the share-
holders were so widely dispersed also made it difficult
for the Chicago clubs to control the contents of the
paper, and its dependence on voluntary contributions
and labor also had this effect. Without things ever com-
ing to a head, the paper and the clubs gradually moved
away from the party line, particularly because of the
influence by Eugene Debs’ Social Democracy and the
social democratic parties back home. The influence of
the latter became clear in particular in the criticism of

DeLeon’s “dual unionism” strategy which only con-
tributed towards splitting the emerging labor move-
ment in New York and Chicago. To the Scandinavian
workers, the news about the progress made by the la-
bor movement at home, on which the Arbejderen re-
ported extensively, seemed to be clear evidence of the
failure of the SLP (i.e. of DeLeon). The solution must
be to take over the labor union movement that was
independent of the party “from within” (the “boring
from within” strategy) and then to establish fixed co-
operation between the labor union and the political
components of the labor movement.

In this internal conflict, the Swedish clubs on
the East Coast and

Arbetaren sided with DeLeon,19 one reason for
which was that they were more subjected to the con-
trol of the party leadership. Nevertheless, it is a strik-
ing fact that this division followed ethnic boundaries
so that the Danish-Norwegian clubs and party mem-
bers left the party in 1899/1900, while the Swedish
clubs in both Chicago and New York stayed in the
fold. Thus, the existence of Swedish SLP clubs in Chi-
cago restricted the success of the Socialist Party in re-
cruiting Swedes during the first decade. The Swedes
continued to dominate the Scandinavian sections on
the East Coast (New York and Boston), and in dis-
tricts with many Swedish industrial workers the SLP
was able to maintain many strong local branches, for
instance in Jamestown, N.Y., Waltham, and Worces-
ter, Mass. After 1900 there were only a few Danes and
Norwegians in the SLP; one Dane, Arnold Petersen,
was National Secretary for several decades after
DeLeon’s demise (1914-1969). The split in the party
resulted in a decline of the readership, and in April
1900, the Arbejderen closed down. The Danish-Nor-
wegian clubs left the party and, later, affiliated to the
Socialist Party. Later in the year, they were expelled
from the party,20 a fate which, at the same time, also
overtook the Polish and Hungarian clubs and their
papers. It was to be a decade before the political orga-
nization among Danish-Norwegian workers had
reached such a level that a new attempt to start a news-
paper could be made.

18 Ibid., March 11, 1897.
19 Ibid., January 11, 1900.
20 Socialist Labor Party. Tenth National Convention of the SLP 1900: Report of the National Executive Committee, pp. 43-44.
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Arbejderen and
the Immigrant Community.

On the basis of information found in the
Arbejderen it is possible to make an approximation of
the scope and nature of activities within the immi-
grant community (primarily aimed at protecting the
interests of immigrants in their capacity of workers).
As already mentioned, the clubs were already estab-
lished locally before they obtained any official status
in the SLP. The largest clubs were in Chicago, Minne-
apolis, New York, and Boston whereas a number of
smaller clubs were to be found in states with a reason-
ably large group of Danish and Norwegian immigrant
workers.21 In the list of shareholders, the majority lived
in the Midwestern region (Illinois and Minnesota)
whereas the dissemination of agents for the Arbejderen
is far more pronounced. The number of agents and
their geographic position changed considerably from
one year to the next, except for the local strongholds
on the East Coast and the Midwest something which
in turn indicates that the rate of mobility in this seg-
ment of the Danish (and Norwegian) immigrants was
high which, in turn, precluded the emergence of stable
local communities a necessary factor for achieving con-
tinuity in any political organization endeavors. In other
words, what happened was political organization car-
ried out by forces within the local communities as dis-
tinct from organization resulting from political agita-
tion originating from without or from above (from
the SLP). Characteristically the early steps towards
political organization was the formation of “apoliti-
cal” institutions like health insurance funds and cho-
ral societies that, in turn, took the initiative to form
political clubs that were integrated into a political struc-
ture. Thus, the Socialist Book Club in Chicago and
the Socialist Choral Society in Boston were among the
most important shareholders in the Arbejderen. These
organizations that had primarily been established to
cater for the interests of the immigrant worker outside
of his job and the political system to provide financial
security, education, and leisure time entertainment

were, in other words, the infrastructure in local immi-
grant culture and were a prerequisite for political or-
ganizing.

The function of the Arbejderen was to ensure
communication between the widely dispersed clubs
and the different “internal” organization levels and be-
tween these and a wider “external” readership. The lim-
ited success in the respect can be deduced from the
fact that the Arbejderen was only published for four
years, and its circulation never exceeded 2,800,22 which
was far less than the circulation figures for the largest
Danish-American papers. Thus, the Den danske Pio-
neer [The Danish Pioneer], published in Omaha, Ne-
braska was the most important Danish-American
newspaper also in Chicago. Before the turn of the cen-
tury, this newspaper took a very positive stance to the
most important demands of the American labor move-
ment (the 8-hour working day, the right to organize,
etc.). The editor of the Pioneer, Sophus Neble, had by
marrying the daughter of “Black” Hansen who had
accompanied Pio to America, close contacts with radi-
cal and labor friendly circles within the immigrant
community and the Danish labor union movement.
Thus, Neble was the prime mover behind the large-
scale fundraising that took place for the benefit of
Danish workers during the Great Lock-Out in 1899.
Apparently, the circles behind the socialist clubs and
the Arbejderen never succeeded in setting up close co-
operation with the party or the labor unions in Den-
mark. The Arbejderen’s most serious competitor for
the worker readers was, in addition to Neble, Chris-
tian Bøtker, who in Chicago published a paper with a
far more mellow socialist line called the Revyen [The
Review].23

In all essentials, the Arbejderen was dependant
on volunteers. The regular work force consisted of the
editor and two typographers. During most of its life,
the editor was John Glambeck. It is not known whether
changes of editors were due to political differences,
but they certainly had a lot to do with the pay condi-
tions.24

21. List of shareholders in the Arbejderen, March 11, 1897. List of agents were published regularly.
22. Ayer’s Directory of Newspapers (Philadelphia, 1899, 1900, 1903 (!)).
23. See Arbejderen, September 21, 1899 (Neble); January 5 & 19, 1899 (Bøtker).
24. Later Glambeck acquired a large farm in Canada. Christian Nielsen, 90 Aar i Chicagos Danske Koloni, Den danske Pioneer, pg. V
(cutting in the Udvandrerarkivet, Aalborg).
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The Socialist Party and
the Scandinavian Immigrants.25

Internal Conflicts.

The Socialist Party was the central political ex-
pression of the organization of the American left in
the two first decades of the 20th century. A motley
crew founded the party in 1900: Debs’ American Rail-
way Union and Social Democracy, populists, Chris-
tian Socialists, German social democratic immigrants
and their descendants, the intelligentsia of the cities,
and the American worker aristocracy. Until 1914 the
party grew steadily, after which time the Wilson brand
of liberalism overtook the party. Its opposition to the
USA’s entry into the World War I boosted member-
ship temporarily, but also contributed towards mak-
ing the party less legitimate. The outcome of this was
political persecution on the part of the Federal Gov-
ernment, and together with latent conflicts within the
party, this lead to a final split in 1919.

These conflicts had many sources: reformist
policy or revolutionary policy (the “immediatists” ver-
sus the “impossibilists”), relations with the AFL and
the American worker aristocracy, relations with the
Industrial Workers of the World (syndicalism and in-
dustrial unions), the position on the labor union and
political organization of the “marginal” groups like
blacks, immigrants from Southern and Eastern Eu-
rope as well as mineworkers and farmhands in the West,
cooperation with Wilson progressivism, the position
on American participation in the war, and finally the
stance vis-a-vis the Russian Revolution and the politi-
cal and strategic consequences to be drawn from it.
Before 1917, the Left Wing of the party did not have
much influence, and although from 1917 the socialist
profile grew stronger ideologically speaking and re-
flected in a stronger internationalist position it was
the center and the right, i.e. the reflection of the Ameri-
can worker aristocracy, which dominated the party:
the party intended to participate within the frame-
work of the established system and to ensure gradual
reforms and refrained from attacking the AFL at the
same time as it neglected the immigrants who formed
the large majority of the American industrial working

class.

The SP and the “Immigrant Issue.”

Thus, the party chose not to take a showdown
with the Gompers line in the AFL although numer-
ous elections in the AFL had demonstrated that the
organization numbered quite a lot of socialists among
its members. For instance, Max Hayes who as a social-
ist was running against Gompers obtained one-third
of the votes at the AFL Convention in 1912. The party
had no countermove to the labor unions’ collabora-
tion with the Wilson administration and the employ-
ers after 1916. As early as in 1910, the party had cho-
sen “the parliamentary route” at the expense the en-
deavors to organize industrial workers. No attempt was
made to translate the strong unrest characterizing the
American labor market among both skilled American
workers and unskilled immigrant workers into politi-
cal action. On the contrary, by being silent and thus
assenting, the party came to be seen as having an atti-
tude to immigrants and blacks which did not differ
much from that of the AFL. To be sure, there were
many German, Jewish, Irish, and Scandinavian im-
migrants in the party, but the support from the other
ethnic groups to a large extent came from immigrants
who had already been involved in socialist activities
back home and who joined the party on their own
initiative. No attempt was made to attract the great
majority of immigrants to the party which tacitly
gradually came to endorse the AFL line in favor of
limiting immigration.

These views necessarily brought the party into
conflict with its ethnic branches. Unlike the SLP, the
SP had from the outset realized the necessity or orga-
nizing the immigrant workers in separate sub-organi-
zations. By 1912 the party had seven ethnic branches
(Foreign Language Federations). They were relatively
autonomous organizations with many local sub-orga-
nizations and had their own press, health insurance
funds, book clubs, etc. Contact with the party was
handled by a representative at the party headquarters.
In 1912, they accounted for one-sixth of the party
membership, which in 1919 had increased to one-third
mainly because of the growing Eastern European Fed-

25. Based on J.B. Danielsen, Scandinavian Immigrants in American Socialism (SUNY-Buffalo, 1978; unpublished MA thesis).
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erations. Their independence of the party was strength-
ened by the fact that, in financial terms, they were
better off than the parent party in terms of earning
from their presses, subscriptions, publishing activities,
etc. As early as in 1912, the Wobblies (IWW) and the
big Finnish Federation left the party, without this
threatening the unity of the party. After 1917 the op-
position came to be more or less identical with the
ethnic organizations and moved in a clearly Bolshe-
vist direction, particularly following the Russian Revo-
lution and with the Russian Federation as the prime
mover. However, it would be wrong to focus exclu-
sively on the Revolution as the fundamental cause of
the split.26 It only triggered the latent conflicts con-
cerning all of the organizational and political strategy
which the Center-Right faction had so far disregarded
or reacted to by expulsions. Subsequently the Left Wing
organized in two communist parties, one the Com-
munist Party in which the Eastern European Federa-
tions and Russian inspiration was dominant, and the
Communist Labor Party which was more “American”
and influenced by the IWW. Scandinavian socialists
were more in tune with the latter. The SP never recov-
ered from the drastic remedy constituted by the ex-
pulsion of the ethnic federations. By 1919 identical
conflicts had been played out in the Scandinavian and
Finnish Federations (the latter was expelled twice, in
1912 and 1919, respectively).27

The Scandinavian Federation was founded by
Swedish and Danish clubs in the Chicago area, and to
begin with it recruited its members among journey-
men and skilled workers who had arrived in the USA
in the 1880s and ’90s. Many of them had been activ-
ists in the labor union and political movement back
home, something which before 1900 made them join
the SLP and leave it later as a result of DeLeon’s policy.
These social democratic workers categorically preferred
the “soft” line of the SP vis-a-vis the labor unions to
DeLeon’s policy of labor unions controlled by the po-
litical party; the primary effect of which had been a
split in the already weak movement. Against the back-
ground of their experience in their home countries the
American pattern with a total division between labor
unions and party policy must have appeared artificial,

but — like the SP — they hoped to be able gradually
to push the AFL in the right direction, not least by
ensuring that the SP grew stronger and left its politi-
cal mark both locally and nationally. This position
seemed justified by the growth of the SP throughout
the period before 1912 also among Scandinavian work-
ers, one symptom of which was the fact that the Dane
Christian Madsen was elected for the SP to the state
legislative assembly in Illinois, as well as having a num-
ber of Scandinavian socialists elected to city councils,
e.g., Rockford, Ill. and Racine, Wisc.

After 1914 the Scandinavian organization too
moved towards the Left Wing of the SP. One explana-
tion of this is that newly arrived immigrants who be-
came activists in the clubs and in the press arrived in
the USA in possession of experience gained as indus-
trial workers and remained industrial workers in the
USA. As newly arrived immigrants and industrial
workers they also attributed less importance to achiev-
ing socialism through participation in the political sys-
tem. Furthermore, judging by the articles they pub-
lished in the press, several of them had belonged to
the left wing of the movement back in Denmark. Con-
sequently, the experience they made on arrival in the
USA must have made them sympathize with the po-
litical strategy of the SP left wing, namely that of mo-
bilizing the immigrants politically and in labor unions.
In labor union terms, the solution would be to set up
industrial unions on the IWW model, but without
distancing itself from political activity in the way that
this organization did. However, there was no vehe-
ment clashing with the SP leadership until a short time
before the final split-up in 1919, but in the period
leading up to this, the views of the Left Wing became
ever more pronounced in articles and interventions
and, indirectly, this position was reflected by criticism
being more frequently leveled at the social democratic
policy back home.

The Scandinavian Socialist Federation.

In the course of the first decade after the turn of
the century socialist agitation and activism grew among
Scandinavian worker immigrants so that the SP pe-

26. See James Weinstein, The Decline of Socialism in America, 1912-1925 (New York, 1967). He especially emphasizes the Russian
Revolution as the cause of the split.
27. See, Danielsen, “Scandinavian Immigrants,” pp. 31-39 (Finnish Socialist Federation).
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riod was the high point of both the existence of a work-
ing-class culture among urban immigrants as of the
extent of political activity formulated on the basis of
the interests of this group as workers, and not just as
immigrants. Both the Socialist Party and its Scandi-
navian Federation had their headquarters in Chicago,
the center of American radicalism until the early 1920s.
Many Scandinavian socialists were members of the SP
itself and read its English-language press. To them,
apparently, the language barrier cannot have been a
problem, or if it had been one they had overcome it
soon after their arrival in the USA. Thus, Scandina-
vians (and Danes) were well represented among the
agitators who made the socialist weekly Appeal to Rea-
son, the weekly with the highest circulation figure in
the country around 1911.28

The primary functions of the Federation were
agitation and socializing for which purposes various
bodies and institutions were set up. In a few big cities,
and especially in Chicago, these bodies collectively
constituted a political subculture in the Scandinavian
immigrant community and the institutional core and
the political expression of working-class immigrant
culture which saw the light of day in the first few de-
cades prior to the cessation of mass immigration which
was a result of the Immigration Act of 1924. In other
words the Federation was a “network” in which a num-
ber of activities were organized on the basis of a fun-
damentally socialist position, which had as its imme-
diate objective the protection of the interests of immi-
grants in their capacity of workers vis-a-vis both the
American as the Danish-American ethnic community.

As had been the case in the 1870s it was the
Norwegians who set up the first socialist club, the
Skandinavisk socialistisk Klub for Chicago og Omegn
[Scandinavian Socialist Club for Chicago and Envi-
rons] in September 1904. The initiators, Adolph Bay,
Claus Nicoll and Martin Tranmæl had been active in
the labor movement in Norway (Bay and Tranmæl
returned to Norway where they were to take up promi-
nent posts in the union movement and the Labor

Party). The Danes followed suit in 1907 with the es-
tablishment of Socialistklubben Karl Marx [the So-
cialist Club Karl Marx], which (probably) had been
independent since the split with the SLP. In addition
to these, there were clubs in Kenosha, Wisconsin (Dan-
ish-Norwegian), Duluth, Minnesota and Rockford,
Illinois (both of them Swedish) that convened the con-
gress in Chicago in July 1910 at which the Skandinav-
iske Socialistiske Forbund (SSF) [Scandinavian Social-
ist Federation] was formed. It was only after 1910 that
the Swedish SP-clubs in Chicago became dominant
in relation to the surviving SLP-clubs. Thus, the Swed-
ish newspaper Svenska Socialisten [the Swedish Social-
ist] was launched in Rockford, but moved to Chicago
on the foundation of the Federation.

The majority and the biggest branches of the
Federation were concentrated in the Midwest, in Illi-
nois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota.29 Thus,
in 1911 there was only a single branch on the East
Coast (Kearney, New Jersey) and on the West Coast
(Tacoma, Washington). In the course of the next de-
cade several branches were founded in these regions,
but many of them only survived for a short time, and
it was primarily in these geographical areas that mem-
bership rapidly declined in 1917-18, when because of
its opposition to the USA entering into the war, the
party was subjected to serious repression. From hav-
ing six branches at the time of its establishment, the
SSF gradually grew over the next few years so that in
January 1917 it had 69 branches with a total of 2,297
members. During 1917 the number of branches stag-
nated, but the number of members kept growing to
3,735 which is primarily attributable to opposition to
the war.30 The same year saw an actual decline of the
organization on the East and West Coast, especially in
smaller towns, where the socialists were most vulner-
able to the activities of patriotic activists. In the bigger
cities they must have felt less isolated. Furthermore,
the Midwest was generally inclined to be more pacifist.
The year 1918 saw a further, general decline, which
seems to have been reversed by the turn of the year

28. See James R. Green, “The Salesmen-Soldiers of the Appeal-Army,” in Bruce M. Stave (ed.), Socialism and the Cities (New York,
1975). SSFs Annual Reports, 1911 and 1912, also note good results in getting new subscribers to the English-language press. LO
Archive, ABA.
29. See Appendix.
30. Monthly Reports of Membership of Foreign-Language Federations, January 1917-March 1919. Theodore Draper Papers, Hoover
Institution, Stanford University.
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1918/1919, but then the internal strife set in with a
vengeance.

The Press.

Naturally the printing press was the most im-
portant organ for internal communication within the
“network” and externally with a wider readership. Ini-
tially, the Federation attempted to take over already
existing newspapers, but only the Svenska Socialisten,
Rockford, did so successfully. The Danish paper, the
Revyen, in Chicago which was doing acceptably in
financial terms demanded an amount which was be-
yond the Federation’s means. As had been the case in
connection with the Arbejderen, the editor, Christian
Bøtker, soon became one of the favorite targets of the
socialist newspapers. In October 1911 when it was clear
that negotiations with the Norwegian paper Gå På
[Forward] had not yielded a positive result either, the
Federation resolved to launch a Danish-Norwegian
Socialdemokraten. Both papers were launched under
very primitive conditions and were totally dependent
on voluntary work. Actually, the Socialdemokraten ran
at a deficit until 1917 whereas the Svenska Socialisten
had consolidated its financial footing by 1914. From
1917 the problems encountered by the papers were of
a political nature as well as a financial. The postal au-
thorities increased postage considerably, something
which hurt small papers without their own distribu-
tion net and with a geographically widely dispersed
readership. When the USA entered the war the for-
eign-language socialist press was encompassed by the
Espionage and Trade with the Enemy Act which meant
that they would have to hand in translations of all ar-
ticles touching upon the war; it was left to an indi-
vidual, local, politically appointed Postmaster as a rep-
resentative of the Federal Government to determine
whether the paper should be seized. Both the Svenska
Socialisten and the Socialdemokraten were seized sev-
eral times. Growing expenditure was not offset by
growing earnings at a time when climbing expenses
for working-class families may have affected the num-
ber of readers negatively.

Both papers predominantly depended on their
sales revenues as their earning from advertising and
announcements were fairly modest. The money for
running the presses came from voluntary contributions
that went into a Press Fund; from parties and picnics
organized for the benefit of the press and, of course,
from the Federation’s own finances. As activities grew
with book clubs, lectures, etc. and not least with the
establishment of a fully owned printing house from
1914, profits made in these connections could be used
to alleviate the constantly strained press.31

In the difficult start-up period, neither the
Svenska Socialisten nor the Socialdemokraten could af-
ford paying their editors or contributors. When it
moved to Chicago, the Svenska Socialisten managed to
employ an editor, whereas the Socialdemokraten was
run by a committee consisting of Claus Nicoll, Otte
Swensen, N. Stenhill, and K. Wittrock. The paper was
completely dependent on volunteers and began pub-
lishing under very primitive conditions. However, a
few months later, it became possible to appoint Frands
(Ferdinand) Hurop as the paid editor. Hurop had had
a long career in the labor movement (the Metal Work-
ers Union) and in the Social Democratic Party before
he emigrated in 1893.32 He practically worked his way
across the American continent and finally settled as a
farmer in Washington. Before becoming an editor, he
had been an industrious contributor to the Socialdemo-
kraten and the prime mover in a number of attempts
to establish a formalized relationship between The
Danish Confederation of Trade Unions back in Den-
mark and the immigrant organizations (see below).
His arrival gave the paper a more professional look
and a qualitative lift.

Hurop remained the editor until November
1916, interrupted by a year’s stay in Denmark, 1913-
14. He was given a job in the social democratic press,
but despite his plans to remain in Denmark, he found
it difficult to put up with conditions there, and re-
turned to his position as an editor in Chicago. In sub-
sequent letters and newspaper articles, Hurop explained
the increasing split with the left wing of the Federa-
tion, which made him leave the position in order to

31. Approximately 40 to 45 per cent of the printing house earnings were derived from commercial activities, see Svenska Socialisten,
February 14, 1919.
32. Regarding Hurop: “Oluf Bertolt” in Dansk Biografisk Leksikon; Wiinblad and Andersen, pp. 357-59.
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be in charge of founding a farming cooperative in Vir-
ginia. After this, the views of the Left Wing gained
prominence in the paper, but at the same time stabil-
ity and continuity came to suffer as a result of the con-
stant changes of editors that was primarily a result of
the fact that the paper simply could not pay a living
wage (when Hurop left his job he was owed several
months’ salary).

Agitation and Policies.

The primary task of the Federation was to agi-
tate in favor of socialism among Scandinavian work-
ers.33 This appears clearly from the more programmatic
contributions to the paper, the annual reports and the
reviews of party activities published in 1920 in con-
nection with the 10-year anniversary of the Federa-
tion. Participation in local and national election cam-
paigns was largely left to the parent party. After Hurop’s
departure this practical division of labor developed into
a conflict concerning the political and labor union
strategy to be followed, something which, in the fol-
lowing years, was reflected by the fact that political
matters were given a lower priority accompanied by a
more critical attitude to party policy and a more fa-
vorable attitude to organizing workers in labor unions
(“industrial unionism”). However, in those cases where
a Scandinavian socialist was a front-runner and had a
realistic chance of being elected, the Federation and
its press took an active part in campaigning for him.
Before the major elections every fourth year, the pa-
pers were issued in more copies than normally, and
election campaigns were covered extensively, but in its
day-to-day activities, the Federation focused on giv-
ing immigrants an opportunity to work politically
despite the language barriers, in other words, it acted
to promote the assimilation process under socialist
auspices. At least a few times a year, agitators were dis-
patched on months-long journeys, especially to the
East and West Coasts to recruit members and to assist
in setting up local branches. In the sphere of educa-

tion and leisure time activities, the Federation itself
organized various activities or collaborated with the
following types of associations: choral societies, lec-
ture associations, health insurance funds, women’s and
youth associations, etc.

Among individual branches attracting an inter-
est, there are the Danish-Norwegian branches in Chi-
cago. In 1914 these two merged and became “Afdeling
Nr. 1 Karl Marx” [Branch No. 1 Karl Marx] which
was followed by an increased level of activity. Together
with the branches in Rockford, Ill. and Duluth and
St. Paul, Minnesota, this branch was among the larg-
est. It is described both as the best organized, active,
and politically aware of the Chicago branches,34 which
was due in particular to the influence of the veterans
from the SLP days. For instance, it set up its own (al-
ternative we must assume) Sunday school, theater club,
and women’s association. Some years later, the branch
acquired its own building, Folkets Hus, [House of the
People] which hosted the activities of the branch as
well as many Federation activities during the follow-
ing years.35 ‘Karl Marx’ survived the split of the SP
and was only dissolved in 1941.36

The definition of their tasks as seen by the Fed-
eration and the press inevitably brought them into
conflict with the “bourgeois” immigrant organizations
and the majority of Danish-American papers. In com-
parison with the time before the turn of the century,
conflicts between them seem to have been accentu-
ated so that there was less cooperation between social-
ist and “bourgeois” organizations, and the tone be-
tween the two groups became more acrimonious in
their respective publications. The Socialdemokraten was
explicit in its criticism of the picture painted by the
Danish-American press both of American and Danish
society. More specifically, criticism was leveled at its
failure to bring any news about the labor movement
in Denmark, something for which the immigrants who
had been active in the movement back home felt a
need. The conflict was not only a result of the separat-
ist policy for which the socialist themselves had opted,

33. The Socialdemokraten and the Svenska Socialisten brought numerous articles on the rights (and the lack thereof ) of the immigrants
accompanied by appeals to acquire citizenship, vote at elections, and join a labor union as well as warnings against employers who
were known as exploiters of newly arrived immigrants.
34. Bengtson, Skandinaver på vänsterflygeln, pg. 94.
35. See the Socialdemokraten, September 6, 1918.
36. According to Bengtson its archives were shipped to Stockholm. It has not been possible to verify this claim.
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but also a result of the “socialist scare” which the more
conservative organizations and press had taken over
from the surrounding society.37 Socialism was not only
“un-American,” it was also “un-Danish/Swedish/Nor-
wegian.” Behind the vehement attacks against social-
ism, one is aware of a fear on the part of leading Dan-
ish-American circles that this ethnic group as a whole
would be identified with “radicalism” and lose its sta-
tus in the ethnic hierarchical system, its hard-won re-
spectability as “good Americans.”

This intra-ethnical conflict having been men-
tioned, it should also be mentioned that conflicts
within the socialists’ own ranks did from time to time
assume an ethnic expression. Thus, Bengtson, who for
several years was the editor of the Svenska Socialisten,
as well as Hurop indicate that ethnic boundaries could
contribute towards accentuating political differences.
In his memoirs Bengtson states that the Danish-Nor-
wegian clubs tended to be more radical in their views
than the Swedish, while Hurop, several years later, in
the Danish Socialdemokraten states that the fact that
the Socialdemokraten was written for both Norwegians
and Danes did cause problems.38 In neither the
Socialdemokraten nor in the Svenska Socialisten did these
conflicts caused by ethnicity ever surface.

Links with Denmark.

Many of the workers which were active politi-
cally and in the labor unions were, however, also mem-
bers of ethnic organizations just as circulation figures
clearly indicate that the majority of the immigrant
workers must primarily have been readers of the lib-
eral Danish-American press. Den danske Pioneer
(Omaha, Nebraska) was the most important Danish-
language newspaper in Chicago. However, form 1910
endeavors are made to channel workers’ interest
through the ethnic organizations. Frands Hurop was
the prime mover behind a proposal to establish regu-
lar cooperation between the Danish Brotherhood as

the largest Danish-American organization and the
Danish Confederation of Trade Unions (DsF). Accord-
ing to the proposal, the Brotherhood were to set up a
committee which, on the basis of reports received from
its 300 branches, was to keep the DsF informed (i.e.
potential immigrants among its members) on job pos-
sibilities, wages, etc. If they produced their union card,
immigrants in the USA would be given assistance and
advice from the Brotherhood, just as the DsF under-
took to assists the members of the Brotherhood. In his
recommendation to the congress of the Brotherhood
in 1910,39 Hurop stated that most of the immigrants
coming from Denmark were workers, and that the
influx of them would strengthen the Brotherhood and
disprove the image that the Danish public had of the
Danish-American community, which was primarily
based on the Danish American Society (The Rebild
Festival, etc.). In the letters he wrote to the DsF to
obtain their sanction of his endeavors he also states
that another motive of his was to strengthen a social
democratic influence in the Brotherhood which already
organized a considerable number of social democrats,
and to reduce the influence of church organizations
over newly arrived workers.40 However, the proposal
was not adopted as those opposing it demanded a two-
thirds majority in favor, and because “a great deal of
anti-Socialist sentiment was generated because of the
proposal,”41 which had been adopted by a simple ma-
jority in the first instance. Later on, when Hurop
moved to Chicago he initiated similar contacts with
the Scandinavian Socialist Federation so that a list of
its branches and the organizations with which it co-
operated was published in the labor union journals.42

At the annual meeting of the Brotherhood in 1915 its
board was finally authorized to initiate cooperation
with the Danish Confederation of Trade Unions.43 The
World War and the changing patterns of immigration
following in its wake probably prevented any further
expansion of this cooperation.

37. Bengtson, Skandinaver på vänsterflygeln, p. 61
38. Ibid., pp. 72-73. Social-Demokraten, (Copenhagen), December 1, 1933.
39. Uglen, April 1910 (Cutting in the Archive of the Danish LO, ABA: Danish Brotherhood in America).
40. Hurop to P. Knudsen, February 20, 1909; to C. Gran, July 24, 1910. Ibid.
41. Hurop to Carl Madsen, October 16, 1910. Ibid.
42. The SSF (N. Juel Christensen) to the DsF, March 8, 1912. Ibid. DsF requested more information and practical suggestions
concerning the establishment of an information agency for immigrant workers. This seems to be the last letter in that correspondence.
43. Hurop to Carl Gran, May 2, 1913. Ibid.
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The Split and What Followed.

The internal split that led to the expulsion of
the Left Wing from the SP in June 1919 at which
time the Danish Federation was expelled together with
several other ethnic federations was not caused by the
Russian Revolution as far as the Scandinavian Federa-
tions were concerned, but with the party’s stance on
“industrial unionism.”44 Concurrently with this, offi-
cial as well as unofficial repression of socialists (and
communists) was intensified and culminated in the
so-called Palmer Raids in January 1920. In the Scan-
dinavian immigrant community a rabid campaign
against socialists and communists was the equivalent
of this.

In January 1920 following a ballot, the Federa-
tion decided with a great majority to remain indepen-
dent as a propaganda organization within the Scandi-
navian immigrant community and affiliated to the 3rd
International. Several of the leaders, however, were
involved with the Communist Labor Party for which
they were given prison sentences in May 1920. When
the Federation congress had adopted the policy for-
mulated by the Executive Committee, more and more
members left the party, and when the Left Wing took
over the press, it began to lose readers. In March 1921,
the Socialdemokraten closed down, and it was decided
to publish an English-language paper instead as the
Scandinavian workers were already so assimilated that
a Danish-Norwegian paper was superfluous.45  It was
published under different names (New Age, New World,
and Voice of Labor) until 1924 and before it stopped
was associated with Workers Party. However, the Scan-
dinavian Federation which joined the Workers Party
had shrunk considerably.46

From the 1920s onwards, the typical pattern was
for Scandinavian activists in the American commu-
nist party not to have any very strong affiliation to

their ethnic community.47 In the 1930s the center of
the activities of Scandinavian immigrant workers
moved to New York as the Federation itself, its propa-
ganda organization the Scandinavian Educational So-
ciety, and the successor of the Svenska Socialisten, the
Ny Tid [The New Age] which was published until 1936
moved there. At the same time, another attempt was
made to launch a Danish-Norwegian paper. In the late
1930s, the highest rate of activity among Scandina-
vian workers based on ethnic criteria was to be ob-
served among (mainly Danish and Norwegian) sea-
men (Scandinavian Seamen’s Club).48 At the outbreak
of World War 2, the Scandinavian Workers Federa-
tion consisted of a handful of clubs.49 The Danish-
Norwegian Karl Marx Club in Chicago dissolved it-
self in 1941, after which the Arbejdernes Sangforening
[Workers’ Choral Society] in that city was the only
trace of a socialist presence in the immigrant commu-
nity before World War 1 and the immigrant-worker
culture from which it had sprung.

Thus, it was primarily during the two decades
prior to World War 1 that we can speak of a separate
working-class culture finding different organizational
expression in the Danish-American immigrant culture.
Structural factors can be attributed to this fact, such
as geographical and social mobility as well as the ces-
sation of mass immigration which impacted on the
assimilation pattern of the ethnic groups. To this must
be added more specific factors like political repression,
the markedly negative attitude of the surrounding so-
ciety to radical activities, the uncertain legal position
of the immigrant workers, and internal dissension.
Despite a certain degree of personal continuity, dis-
continuity in the political organization of Danish and
Scandinavia workers is a far more conspicuous feature.
This is particularly striking for the periods before and
after World War 1. When Paul Rasmussen, a second
generation Danish American, embarked upon his long

44 A more detailed description of the course of events, see Danielsen, Scandinavian Immigrants, p. 60 onwards.
45 Arne Swabeck to Michael Brook, 12 January 1972.
46 1923: 243 members (1.6 per cent of the party membership); the WP was the lawful entity of the Communist Party and had been
established in 1921. Aivo Kostiainen, The Forging of Finnish-American Communism, 1917-1924 (Turku, 1978), p. 126.
47 This does not apply to N. Juel Christensen, but to the other prominent Danish agitators in the Communist Party, D. V. Aagaard,
Arne Swabeck, Niels KjÊr, Anders Overgaard.
48 See, Christian Tortzen, S¯folk og skibe 1939-45. Den danske handelsflÂdes historie under anden verdenskrig. Vol. I, p. 165
onwards and 757 onwards; Vol. III, p. 46 onwards.
49 Bengtson, Skandinaver pÂ v‰nsterflygeln, p. 185.
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political history on the American left and in the labor
movement in the 1930s and 1940s, any memory of
the existence of these activity had all but vanished in
what still remained of a Danish-American immigrant
community.50, 51

50. Paul Rasmussen, Interview with Jens Bjerre Danielsen, May 22, 1980 (Copenhagen).
51. This article was first published in 1985. Since then, several new studies have been published, including some on the socialist
workers in Chicago, a stronghold of Danish-Scandinavian workers. Although for this reason the article is not up to date, it remains
the best overview of the activities of Danish workers for the period convered.

Appendix

I. Scandinavian Branches in the SLP (and affiliated clubs)

East:
Scandianvian Socialist Club of North NY
Scandianvian Socialist Section af Greater NY
Dansk Socialist Club
Branch 2, Brooklyn
SLP Scandinavian Section, Fordham
Boston Section No. 7
Scandianvian Socialist Club, Cambridge, Mass.
Scandianvian Socialist Club, Boston
Philadelphia

Midwest and West:
Scandinavian Branches 1, 2, 3, Chicago
17th Ward Scandinavian Section, Chicago
Lemont, Ill.
Clinton, Iowa
Racine, Wisc.
Greenville, Wisc.
Brainerd, St. Paul, Minn.
Omaha, Nebraska
Denver, Colorado
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II. Skandinavisk Socialistisk Forbund (SP)

Geographic Distribution

Region State/City 1910 1911 1917 (Nov.)
Midwest: Illinois 5 18 31

Chicago 3 - 13
Wisconsin 1 (2?) 2 5
Minnesota 1 - 7
Ohio - - 4
Iowa - - 1
Michigan - - 1

East: New Jersey 1 -
New York - 5
Massachusetts - 9
Pennsylvania - 1
Rhode Island - 1

West: Washington 1 5
North Dakota - 2
Utah - 1
Idaho - 1
Oregon - 1
Montana - 1

Membership:

Year No. Branches Members Source
Jan. 1911 7 216
Jan. 1912 20  748 SSF Annual Report 1911-12
Jan. 1913 39 † 1012
Jan. 1917 69 2297
Dec. 1917 68 3735 Svenska Socialisten
Dec. 1918 65 2211

†- 5 dissolved.


