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Abstract 
This essay examines the celebration of Norway’s Constitution Day 
in Whitewater, Wisconsin, between 1880 and 1940. While much 
of the existing research on Norway’s Constitution Day in America 
has focused on communities with significant Norwegian-American 
populations, this study analyzes how these celebrations transpired 
in a community with a relatively small Norwegian-American pres-
ence. The analysis reveals both similarities and differences when 
comparing the Whitewater celebrations to those in communities 
with larger Norwegian-American populations. This way, it demon-
strates how local conditions shaped cultural practices in immigrant 
communities, including those tied to ethnic celebration. By com-
paring celebratory practices across different types of communities, 
the essay emphasizes the need for further research into the experi-
ences of Norwegian Americans who resided outside of typical eth-
nic colonies, suggesting that such an approach would offer new 
insights into the complex social dynamics of migration and cultural 
identity.  
 
Introduction 
On 17 May 1931, a group of twenty-nine individuals convened at 
a private residence in Whitewater, Wisconsin to commemorate 
Norway’s Constitution Day. The event featured a selection of Nor-
wegian cuisine, and the venue was accordingly decorated with Nor-
wegian flags. Throughout the afternoon, attendees engaged in the 

213

CC-BY-SA 
omp.novus.no



singing of Norwegian songs, and young women wearing traditional 
costumes performed Norwegian folk dances. Such celebrations 
were not unusual in communities of substantial Norwegian-Amer-
ican populations. In the small town of Whitewater, however, Nor-
wegian Americans made up only a modest minority. The 
com memoration therefore reflected both Norwegian and American 
cultural traditions. In addition to Norwegian flags, the American 
national emblem was also displayed as part of the decorations, and 
the program culminated with the singing of “America.”1 
   In previous research, studies concerning ethnic celebration in 
the United States have predominantly focused on ethnic colonies 
or enclaves where the examined demographic constituted a signif-
icant presence. For example, scholars have concentrated on Ital-
ian-American festivals in New York, German-American festivals 
in Milwaukee, and Japanese-American celebrations in California.2 
This trend is also identifiable in the field of Norwegian-American 
history, where scholars often have focused on small towns or rural 
communities characterized by a significant concentration of Nor-
wegian-American residents.3 Additionally, historians have, to some 
extent, directed their attention towards ethnic celebrations in larger 
urban communities with considerable Norwegian-American pop-
ulations, including Chicago and the twin cities of Minneapolis-St. 
Paul.4 These settlements have housed sizeable Norwegian-Ameri-
can communities, and interesting results can be found through 
studies of celebrations in these ethnic colonies.5 
   This essay, however, concentrates on a different type of settle-
ment. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, White-
water was not particularly characterized by the presence of 
Norwegian-born migrants or their descendants. The settlement was 
founded by internal migrants from the New England region in 
1837, and international migrants from various parts of Europe set-
tled in the community over the following decades.6 Thus, by stu-
dying the Norwegian Constitution Day in Whitewater, it is possible 
to investigate the development of ethnic celebration in a com-
munity where Norwegian Americans constituted a relatively small 
minority. The following research question has therefore been for-
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mulated for this study: “How did Norwegian Americans in White-
water, Wisconsin, celebrate Norway’s Constitution Day between 
1880 and 1940, and how did this differ from celebrations in com-
munities with larger Norwegian-American populations?” The time 
frame was chosen because it encompasses an interesting and rel-
evant period in local and national history. Whitewater experienced 
considerable demographic changes during this period, and the 
larger societal conditions for expressing ethnic affiliation, for in-
stance through ethnic celebration, were changing in the period.7 
   The commemoration of Norway’s Constitution Day, commonly 
referred to as Syttende Mai¸ serves as a main example of ethnic 
celebration in this essay. These celebrations mark the anniversary 
of the signing of the Norwegian Constitution in 1814 and are re-
garded as the most significant annual ethnic celebration associated 
with Norwegian Americans as an ethnic group.8 Other forms of eth-
nic celebration, such as the 1925 centennial that commemorated 
the beginning of organized migration from Norway to America, re-
ceived comparatively less recognition among Whitewater residents. 
The essay therefore concentrates on celebrations tied to Norway’s 
Constitution Day between 1880 and 1940, and it reveals both sim-
ilarities and differences when comparing Whitewater’s celebrations 
to those in communities with larger Norwegian-American popula-
tions. For instance, while celebrations in various types of com-
munities played important roles in the preservation and adaptation 
of cultural traditions, the Whitewater celebrations stand out as rel-
atively exclusive ethnic events compared to the more inclusive 
community festivals found in some communities with larger Nor-
wegian-American populations. Consequently, the essay suggests 
that future research could benefit from a broader exploration of the 
experiences of international migrants who resided outside of typical 
ethnic colonies or enclaves. Such a shift in focus could enhance 
our understanding of how local conditions, including settlement 
patterns and population composition, influenced the evolution of 
cultural traditions, including practices tied to ethnic celebration. 
   Being an in-depth case study, the essay especially concentrates 
on the local community of Whitewater. However, its objectives ex-
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tend beyond the confines of this specific community, as it also aims 
to explore potential differences between different types of com-
munities. To achieve this broader aim, the essay consults earlier re-
search regarding the purpose and function of ethnic celebration. 
Historian Ellen M. Litwicki, among others, views ethnicity and 
other forms of collective identity as socially constructed rather than 
primordial. Public holidays and commemorations, according to Lit-
wicki, serve as significant sites of this process of invention, with 
international migrants and their descendants creating ethnic iden-
tities through ethnic celebration.9 Similarly, historian April Schultz 
asserts that celebrations represent significant sites where meaning 
is constructed or reaffirmed. Schultz characterizes ethnic celebra-
tions as intricate and continuous dialogues that are part of the 
broader construction and reconstruction of cultural identities.10 Fur-
thermore, she argues that the construction of Norwegian-American 
identities in the early twentieth century was “not a homogenous 
identity invented and accepted by a homogenous group.”11 Norwe-
gian Americans resided in various types of local communities, with 
some residing in ethnic enclaves surrounded by ethnic institutions 
and others inhabiting regions with minimal Norwegian-American 
presence. Consequently, the purposes and functions of ethnic cele-
brations, as well as the development of ethnic identities, could 
differ among residents of different settlement types.12 The celebra-
tion of the Norwegian Constitution Day could therefore play an 
important role in the creation and recreation of Norwegian-Amer-
ican identities, potentially playing different roles in Whitewater 
compared to other types of local communities. 
   Focusing on the celebration of Norway’s Constitution Day in 
Minneapolis-St. Paul, historian David Mauk has identified that 
these events served several functions. Firstly, they contributed to 
the preservation of a common cultural heritage, fostering a sense 
of community that distinguished Norwegian Americans from other 
ethnic groups and the broader society.13 Secondly, the celebrations 
encompassed assertions regarding the group’s contributions to the 
United States and the compatibility of Norwegian and American 
traditions, with the aim of illustrating that Norwegian Americans 
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had found their rightful place in American society. Additionally, 
according to Mauk, the Norwegian Constitution Day has been an 
important site for Norwegian-American leaders to construct a pub-
lic reputation for their group, shape opinions in both Norway and 
the United States, and reinforce the group’s ties and status in both 
countries.14  
   Building on the insights of Litwicki, Schultz, and Mauk, among 
others, this essay explores how Norwegian Americans celebrated 
the Norwegian Constitution Day in Whitewater, a community 
where Norwegian immigrants constituted a relatively modest mi-
nority. The essay is divided into two main sections. The first pro-
vides a chronological overview of the Syttende Mai celebrations in 
Whitewater from 1880 to 1940. The second section adopts a com-
parative approach, contrasting Whitewater’s observances with 
those in communities where Norwegian Americans formed a larger 
portion of the local population. This structure allows for an inves-
tigation into the development of Syttende Mai celebrations in 
Whitewater, while also providing insights into how the experiences 
of Norwegian Americans as a local minority shaped their cultural 
practices in comparison to those in more sizable Norwegian-Amer-
ican communities.  
 
Syttende Mai in Whitewater 
Whitewater was established as a settlement in 1837, and its pop-
ulation grew steadily during the following decades. Between 1880 
and 1940, the settlement’s population ranged from 3,215 and 
4,359.15 Although it initially consisted largely of internal migrants 
from the New England region, Whitewater also attracted inter-
national migrants, primarily from Ireland, Germany, Norway, and 
England. Norwegian-born migrants began settling in the area in the 
1840s, and by 1900 their population had reached 107, constituting 
3.1 percent of the settlement’s total population. The number of Nor-
wegian-born residents declined over the subsequent decades, with 
only 27 individuals–less than one percent–recorded as Norwegian-
born in the 1940 census.16 In addition to these foreign-born mi-
grants, about one-third of Whitewater’s residents in the early 
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twentieth century had foreign-born parents. The exact number of 
American-born residents of Norwegian parentage has not been 
available, but it is reasonable to assume that they outnumbered the 
Norwegian-born population.17 Thus, even though Norwegian 
Americans never formed a large proportion of Whitewater’s overall 
population, a notable number lived there between 1880 and 1940. 
   Despite this demographic presence, local newspapers did not 
accord significant attention to the Norwegian Constitution Day dur-
ing the nineteenth century. On some occasions, Whitewater news-
papers reported on celebrations occurring in other locations, but 
there is no indication to suggest that Syttende Mai was commem-
orated within the city’s borders. For instance, in 1883, The White-
water Register explicitly noted the absence of a public celebration 
in the local community, stating, “The 17th of May, the Norwegian 
4th of July, was celebrated with no little display at Madison and 
some other places, but Whitewater was not among them.”18 As 
such, newspaper accounts from the nineteenth century reflect a lim-
ited enthusiasm for organizing public events on the Norwegian 
Constitution Day in Whitewater, despite sporadically acknowledg-
ing that the day was observed in other communities.  
   Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the Norwegian Con-
stitution Day received greater coverage in local newspapers. On 
several occasions during the 1890s, it was reported that residents 
of Whitewater participated in events held in other cities, such as 
Beloit.19 The language employed in local newspapers during this 
period suggests that the day had gained wider recognition among 
its readers. While earlier accounts provided brief explanations of 
the day’s significance, such as likening it to America’s Independ-
ence Day, reports in the 1890s made more casual references to the 
event, such as “the Norwegian anniversary.”20 This suggests that 
the population of Whitewater had become more familiar with the 
Norwegian Constitution Day, despite the fact that public events 
were still not widely observed in the local community. 
   Beginning in 1912, public celebrations on the Norwegian Con-
stitution Day were organized in Whitewater and the surrounding 
area.21 These events were predominantly arranged by religious so-
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cieties or in partnership with Norwegian-American Lutheran con-
gregations.22 From the 1880s and onwards, Norwegian Lutheran 
churches in Whitewater, Heart Prairie, Skoponong, and Sugar 
Creek were united under a single pastorate.23 Given their proximity 
to one another, events held in one location often drew attendees 
from the others. Accordingly, the Syttende Mai celebration in Sko-
ponong in 1912, which was spearheaded by a local Willing 
Workers’ Society and held at the Skoponong Church, also involved 
the Whitewater community. The Whitewater Register reported that 
the celebration featured Norwegian music and songs, including the 
National Anthem of Norway.24 The incorporation of these elements 
is indicative of a desire to preserve a common cultural heritage 
among Norwegian Americans in the area.25 
   The main address delivered at the 1912 Skoponong celebration 
was given in English by Reverend N. G. A. Garness. Garness, 
whose parents had emigrated from the Hordaland region of Nor-
way, was born in Iowa and served as the pastor of the united pas-
torate between 1907 and 1920.26 Following the speech and the 
general program, attendees were served ice cream and cake. De-
spite ice cream being commonly associated with more recent cele-
brations of Norway’s Constitution Day, it was not considered a 
traditional Norwegian dish at the time. The use of English lan-
guage, as well as the selection of dessert, indicate that the event 
was not solely an occasion for preserving a common Norwegian 
or Norwegian-American cultural heritage. Rather, it served ad-
ditional purposes and reflects how individuals of Norwegian birth 
and ancestry in the Whitewater area constructed or reconstructed 
their ethnic identities as Norwegian Americans.27 
   In 1913, a Syttende Mai celebration was organized at the Nor-
wegian Lutheran Church of Whitewater. As reported by The White-
water Gazette, the event included a special program featuring 
“favorite Norse melodies by the choir.”28 Reverend Garness, again, 
acted as main speaker, and the newspaper noted that his address 
was appropriate and interesting. In his speech, the reverend dis-
cussed the meaning of the day and explained the duty of “American 
Norwegians” to celebrate the occasion with their compatriots in 
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the old country.29 These formulations demonstrate the perceived 
importance of the day and signify an intention to preserve a sense 
of continuity or affiliation with Norway and its customs. At the 
same time, they indicate that a shift had taken place. In the words 
of the reverend, those in attendance were no longer simply “Nor-
wegians,” but rather “American Norwegians.” According to Gar-
ness, it was their responsibility to celebrate the Norwegian 
Constitution Day in accordance with this distinction. This illus-
trates how the event served as a locus for the development of ethnic 
group identity at the local level. Through his speech, which stressed 
the obligations of “American Norwegians,” the pastor contributed 
to this process of construction. And ethnic celebration, as argued 
by both Schultz and Litwicki, served as a site where this process 
took place.30 
   Although the church played a prominent role in commemorat-
ing the Norwegian Constitution Day in Whitewater during the early 
twentieth century, celebrations were not limited to its premises. In 
addition to the 1913 church celebration, an event was also organ-
ized at the city’s Normal School that same year. According to local 
newspapers, the program was given by Norwegian students at the 
school and included the national song, performed by a chorus of 
about twenty voices, and a lecture on “High Lights of Norwegian 
History.” Additionally, the program featured readings of poems by 
Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson and performances of Norwegian folk dances 
in traditional Norwegian costumes. However, alongside these 
otherwise preservationist program elements, the event also featured 
a speech on the impact of environment on Norwegian character.31 
This suggests an interest in exploring potential changes associated 
with migration and location. As such, the celebration of Norway’s 
Constitution Day in Whitewater not only functioned as a site for 
constructing or reconstructing ethnic group identities, but also as a 
site for active reflection on how these processes influenced the 
character of Norwegian Americans in the Whitewater community. 
   During the following years, annual celebrations were organized 
in the Norwegian Lutheran Church of Whitewater. In 1916, The 
Whitewater Register acknowledged that it had become a recurring 
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event by noting that “Norwegian Independence Day on May 17 is 
always appropriately celebrated in Whitewater each year at the 
Evangelic Lutheran Church.”32 For the 1916 celebration, the church 
was decorated with Norwegian and American flags, and an exhibit 
featuring pictures of Norway was on display. The program, similar 
to prior occasions, encompassed musical performances and recita-
tions, concluding with various refreshments.  
   As noted by earlier research, the First World War significantly 
impacted conditions for cultural and ethnic expression in the United 
States.33 Many foreign-born residents, and their American-born de-
scendants, experienced increasing pressure to conform to Anglo-
American cultural norms after 1914, with leading political figures 
promoting the idea of “100 percent Americanism” and demands of 
complete loyalty to the American war effort.34 Among immigrant 
communities, these developments resulted in a reduced enthusiasm 
for organizing ethnic celebrations, including the Norwegian Con-
stitution Day.35 These trends also had local implications, as ev-
idenced in Whitewater. Local newspapers indicate that Norway’s 
Constitution Day was celebrated to a lesser extent during and after 
the war. Sparse reports of celebrations being held in Whitewater 
during the 1920s suggest that the occasion received less attention 
than it had in the 1910s, and it is reasonable to interpret this devel-
opment in the context of broader societal changes during the World 
War era.36  
   As mentioned in the essay’s introduction, a celebration on the 
Norwegian Constitution Day was organized at a private residence 
in 1931. Accounts in local newspapers indicate that the day had lost 
some of its recognition among local residents, with coverage, sim-
ilar to that of the 1880s, briefly describing the day’s significance. 
The Whitewater Press, for instance, noted that Norwegians celebrate 
“Independence Day” on 17 May and that many Americans of Nor-
wegian birth or ancestry also commemorate the occasion.37 The 
1931 celebration took place at the home of Peter and Clara Nelson 
on Janesville Street in Whitewater, both of whom were born in Wis-
consin in the 1870s to Norwegian-born parents from the Telemark 
region of Norway.38 According to newspaper reports from the event, 
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“everything possible was Norwegian.”39 This was, of course, not 
the complete picture. The location was decorated with both Amer-
ican and Norwegian traditional symbols, and the program ended 
with the singing of “America.” This event can, therefore, be re-
garded as a form of Norwegian-American celebration that incorpo-
rated cultural elements of various origins in order to demonstrate 
the compatibility of Norwegian and American traditions. As such, 
the 1931 celebration can be viewed in the context of the aforemen-
tioned objective of demonstrating how Norwegian Americans had 
found their rightful place within the American society.40 
   Overall, sources clearly suggest that a shift occurred in White-
water’s relationship with Norway’s Constitution Day between 1880 
and 1940. In the 1880s, there is no evidence to suggest that local 
residents marked the occasion either privately or publicly. Starting 
in the 1890s, some residents began participating in celebrations 
outside Whitewater. In the 1910s, annual public celebrations were 
held in Whitewater, often organized by individuals affiliated with 
Norwegian-American religious congregations. However, these 
celebrations ceased with the United States’ entry into the First 
World War, with no public celebration identified during the 1920s 
or 1930s. The 1931 celebration, which was more of a private gath-
ering, is an exception that symbolizes a selective and nostalgic con-
nection to Norwegian-American culture and heritage rather than a 
broader communal tradition. 
   This arc of development aligns with larger shifts in Whitewater 
and the broader American society. First, a generational shift oc-
curred. The number of Norwegian-born residents declined over the 
selected period, indicating that Whitewater’s Norwegian-American 
community predominantly consisted of American-born individuals 
by the 1930s.41 Previous research has suggested that the perceived 
connection to Norway and Norwegian cultural symbols was less 
pronounced among American-born Norwegian Americans.42 It is 
therefore plausible that this generational shift diminished the per-
ceived relevance of Syttende Mai for Norwegian Americans in 
Whitewater. Second, a linguistic shift took place between 1880 and 
1940. Until the turn of the century, Whitewater’s Norwegian-Amer-
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ican congregation predominantly used Norwegian. Beginning in 
the early twentieth century, English was gradually introduced into 
congregational activities. By the 1920s, most of these activities 
were conducted in English.43 This linguistic transition, which was 
influenced by the increasing pressures toward Americanism and 
the simultaneous generational shift, contributed to a transformation 
in the character of Whitewater’s Norwegian-American com-
munity.44 Third, a shift has been found in the church’s role as an 
ethnic institution. Parallel to the linguistic shift, Whitewater’s Nor-
wegian-American church became less distinctly associated with 
ethnic identity. In the late nineteenth century, local newspapers 
often referred to it simply as the “Norwegian” church, emphasizing 
its connection to Norwegian language and culture. By the 1930s, 
while the church was still recognized as a Norwegian-American 
institution, its association with Norwegian language and culture 
had weakened.45 As a result, it no longer served as a natural hub 
for ethnic celebrations, as it had in the 1910s. This development is, 
of course, also linked to the broader societal context in the World 
War era, which constrained the space for expressing ethnic affili-
ation.46 Based on these observations, it is evident that cultural and 
societal trends influenced Whitewater’s shifting relationship to 
Norway’s Constitution Day between 1880 and 1940. 
 
A Comparative Analysis 
Norwegian Americans across the United States commemorated 
Norway’s Constitution Day between 1880 and 1940. Comparing 
celebratory practices in different types of communities reveals both 
similarities and differences, and a comparative analysis helps iden-
tify the distinctive characteristics of celebrations in these different 
settings. Therefore, the following paragraphs adopt a comparative 
approach which examines the Whitewater celebrations alongside 
Syttende Mai observances in small towns with larger Norwegian-
American populations, such as Benson in Minnesota and Stoughton 
and Moscow in Wisconsin.47  
   This comparative approach reveals several similarities. First, 
in every examined community, Syttende Mai served as an arena for 
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the preservation of cultural traditions. Cultural symbols brought 
from Norway, alongside Norwegian-American symbols inspired 
by Norwegian traditions, were displayed as part of public celebra-
tions in various types of communities. Among other things, these 
symbols included flags, clothes, music, and food. For example, Syt-
tende Mai celebrations in Benson, Minnesota, during the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries often featured the display of 
Norwegian flags and other symbols of Norwegian culture. Histo-
rian Odd Lovoll has analyzed Benson’s celebrations, noting that 
they often expressed demonstrative Norwegian symbols.48 Simi-
larly, historian Terje Joranger finds that Syttende Mai celebrations 
in Moscow, Wisconsin, incorporated various cultural symbols, in-
cluding performances of traditional Norwegian folk music.49 Ef-
forts to preserve cultural symbols and traditions were also evident 
at the Whitewater celebrations. For instance, Norwegian flags and 
traditional music were key elements of Whitewater’s Syttende Mai 
celebrations in the 1910s. These examples illustrate that similar 
markers of ethnic identity were displayed across different locations, 
regardless of the communities’ respective ethnic compositions. 
Even though Norwegian Americans constituted a smaller portion 
of the overall population in Whitewater compared to Benson and 
Moscow, they employed the same symbols to affirm their connec-
tion to a broader Norwegian and Norwegian-American community. 
In this way, celebrations in various types of communities helped 
preserving a sense of common heritage and community among 
Norwegian Americans.50 
   Moreover, in every examined community, Syttende Mai served 
as an arena for the adjustment, adaptation, and development of cul-
tural traditions. For instance, Joranger’s examination of the Mos-
cow celebrations shows how the Norwegian Constitution Day 
became part of a larger process where Norwegian-born migrants 
and their descendants could construct and reformulate ethnic group 
identities in America.51 Lovoll also emphasizes that Norwegian 
Americans in Benson used Syttende Mai as an arena for the re-
invention and recreation of a Norwegian cultural heritage that was 
transferred from one generation to the next.52 As noted above, the 
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Whitewater celebrations featured explicit discussions regarding the 
changing nature of Norwegian and Norwegian-American character. 
The celebrations also featured both Norwegian and American cul-
tural symbols, illustrating how it became a Norwegian-American 
celebration which differed from equivalent celebrations in Norway. 
Through ethnic celebration, thus, Norwegian Americans in White-
water reinterpreted traditional cultural symbols into an American 
context, similar to the situation in communities with larger Norwe-
gian-American populations.53 As such, Syttende Mai celebrations 
in various communities, regardless of local ethnic composition, 
served as arenas for negotiations regarding the meaning of being 
“Norwegian American.”54 
   More interestingly, comparing the Whitewater celebrations to 
those in communities with larger Norwegian-American populations 
also reveals several differences. First, the Syttende Mai celebrations 
in communities such as Benson, Moscow, and Stoughton followed 
a different arc of development compared to Whitewater. In these 
communities, celebrations often began as small, private gatherings 
in the mid-nineteenth century, before evolving into large, inclusive 
community festivals by the end of that century. These festivals 
often attracted many visitors, and they often drew participation 
from people of various ethnic and national backgrounds. As such, 
they were not exclusive Norwegian-American ethnic gatherings, 
but rather inclusive events considered relevant to a broader public. 
Such festivals typically involved activities inspired by American 
celebratory traditions, including baseball games and parades with 
decorated floats.55 This trajectory contrasts with the development 
in Whitewater, where Syttende Mai celebrations never turned into 
broader community festivals. 
   These differences are connected to a second point: the role of 
Syttende Mai in the building of unity and identity. In communities 
such as Benson and Stoughton, Syttende Mai celebrations evolved 
into local patriotic events that honored the communities’ historical 
ties to Norwegian-American culture and tradition. In doing so, they 
served as a resource in the building of local identity and patriotism, 
while simultaneously contributing to enhancing the public reputa-
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tion of Norwegian Americans as a collective entity.56 The celebra-
tions highlighted the compatibility of Norwegian and American tra-
ditions and emphasized that Norwegian-Americanness was part of 
local history and character.57 As a result, Syttende Mai was not 
merely an ethnic event, but also a broader celebration of local com-
munity and unity across ethnic boundaries.58 In contrast, the day 
served different purposes in Whitewater. There, Norwegian-Amer-
icanness was not perceived as representative of the local com-
munity’s character or history. The Norwegian Constitution Day did 
therefore not function as a tool for the construction of local identity 
and patriotism, but rather as a resource for creating ethnic togeth-
erness in a more confined and exclusive sense. This contrast illus-
trates that Syttende Mai served different purposes in different types 
of communities, depending on aspects such as the composition of 
local populations and the cultural influence of Norwegian Ameri-
cans on their respective local communities. 
   A third difference concerns the role of Syttende Mai as an arena 
for business and commercial interests. In the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the Benson celebrations adopted an overtly American charac-
ter and became community-wide events that attracted people from 
diverse national and ethnic backgrounds. Lovoll suggests that these 
changes were at least partly motivated by a desire to promote busi-
ness by drawing rural families to the town, which likely contributed 
to the broad participation of businessmen from various ethnic back-
grounds.59 Similar trends have been found in Stoughton, where 
local businesses were involved in the planning and execution of 
the city’s Syttende Mai festivals.60 In contrast, as the celebrations 
in Whitewater never evolved into community festivals, they also 
did not function as arenas for commercial activity. These celebra-
tions did not attract large crowds from outside the town, and they 
were therefore not of particular interest to the local business com-
munity. Instead, the Whitewater celebrations were largely initiated 
by religious societies driven by ethno-religious objectives rather 
than commercial profit. Thus, the celebrations in Whitewater did 
not include activities aimed at commercial transactions, such as the 
sale of food, clothing, flags, and other merchandise, in contrast to 
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those in Benson and Stoughton. This difference constitutes another 
example of how Syttende Mai served different functions in different 
types of communities. As meaning is constructed and reconstructed 
during public celebrations, as argued by Schultz, these differences 
also influenced perceptions of what it meant to be “Norwegian 
American.”61 Local conditions thereby shaped the celebratory prac-
tices on Norwegian-American ethnic holidays, which, in turn, in-
fluenced the experiences of Norwegian-born migrants and their 
descendants. 
   Even though some elements consistently were present at Syt-
tende Mai celebrations across various settlement types, these ex-
amples demonstrate some of the differences that can be found when 
comparing ethnic celebrations in different local contexts. These 
differences were, at least in part, shaped by local conditions, in-
cluding the composition of local populations. As such, the exam-
ples highlight that the experiences of Norwegian Americans varied 
depending on the characteristics of the communities in which they 
settled. Practices tied to ethnic celebration differed between ethnic 
colonies and other types of settlements. Therefore, it is important 
not only to study the cultural practices and experiences of inter-
national migrants who resided in ethnic clusters, but also to ex-
amine the conditions and practices in communities beyond the 
ethnic colony. 
 
Conclusions 
This essay set out to address two main questions. First, it aimed to 
examine how Norwegian Americans in Whitewater celebrated Syt-
tende Mai between 1880 and 1940. The analysis reveals that Nor-
way’s Constitution Day was generally not widely celebrated among 
Whitewater residents during this period. In the 1880s, it was briefly 
mentioned in local newspapers, but there is no evidence of any or-
ganized celebrations taking place in the community. Beginning in 
the 1890s, newspapers reported that some residents participated in 
celebrations held elsewhere, but public events in Whitewater were 
not organized until the 1910s. These celebrations, which were pri-
marily hosted by Norwegian Lutheran churches, occurred annually 
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for several years before ceasing during the First World War. Aside 
from a private gathering in 1931, there is no evidence of further 
commemorations during the selected period. Whitewater’s cele-
brations never evolved into city-wide festivals that included res-
idents beyond those of Norwegian birth or ancestry. Instead, they 
were largely confined to spaces such as churches or private homes. 
Still, they incorporated both Norwegian and American cultural 
symbols, including flags and music, and the English language was 
often used throughout the selected time period. This suggests that 
Syttende Mai celebrations in Whitewater were shaped by both local 
conditions and broader societal trends. 
   Second, the essay aimed to analyze how the celebration of Nor-
way’s Constitution Day in Whitewater differed from celebrations 
in communities with larger Norwegian-American populations. 
While some similarities have been identified–such as the role of 
Syttende Mai in the preservation and adaptation of cultural tradi-
tions–the differences demonstrate how local conditions shaped 
celebratory practices. In Whitewater, events tied to Norway’s Con-
stitution Day appeared as relatively exclusive ethnic commemora-
tions, in contrast to the more inclusive community festivals 
observed in Benson, Moscow, and Stoughton. Moreover, differ-
ences have been identified regarding the role of Syttende Mai in 
the building of ethnic identity and local patriotism, as well as in 
the involvement of business and commercial interests. While these 
differences are unsurprising given the varying size and influence 
of Norwegian-American populations in these communities, they 
illustrate how local conditions influenced the experiences of Nor-
wegian-born migrants and their descendants.  
   By highlighting these differences, this essay demonstrates that 
the Whitewater celebrations, in some respects, served different 
functions from those in communities with larger Norwegian-Amer-
ican populations. This, in turn, illustrates how Norwegian Ameri-
cans who settled in ethnic colonies encountered different conditions 
than those who lived outside of such enclaves. As such, the study 
shows how local-level conditions influenced cultural practices, in-
cluding those tied to ethnic celebration. Given the role of ethnic 
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celebration in the development of ethnic identities, these local-level 
differences played important roles in shaping how Norwegian-born 
migrants and their descendants negotiated their ethnic identities as 
Norwegian Americans. As such, future research could benefit from 
further exploration of international migrants who resided outside 
of typical ethnic colonies. This approach would provide new in-
sights into the complex social dynamics of international migration, 
thereby offering a more nuanced understanding of how local con-
ditions shaped the cultural practices and identities of American im-
migrant communities. 
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