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Between Pluralism and the
Melting Pot: Identity Formation
among Danish Immigrants in the
United States in the Late
Nineteenth and Early Tventieth
Centuries

Jorn Brendal

Between 1860 and 1930, some 330,000 Danes migrated to the
United States, forming their relatively modest part of a total Scan-
dinavian exodus of about 2.2 million people. Even so, Danish
migration was still of such proportions that by 1930 the 529,000
Danish Americans—the immigrants and their U.S.-born children—
made up what corresponded to 15 percent of Denmark’s population
of then 3.6 million people. Whereas many of the 1.1 million Swe-
dish and almost 730,000 Norwegian migrants clustered together
into ethnic settlements, that tendency was somewhat less pro-
nounced among the Danes. They gained a reputation for being good
at “Americanizing” or “assimilating.” Still, they and their U.S.-
born progeny did coalesce in sufficiently large numbers to form a
distinct Danish-American culture that flourished between the 1870s
and World War 1! If the overall Danish-American ethnic trajectory
during those years was toward assimilation, a pluralist dream still
remained alive. That dream has received only limited attention
within Danish-American migration historiography.? Its interplay
with its symbolic opposite, the melting pot, is the main focus of
this essay.
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During those years, Danish-American identity was continually
negotiated and re-negotiated through practical action and home-
spun theory. The practical action consisted of the migratory experi-
ence itself and of meeting and sometimes interacting with people
that at a first glance came across to the Danish Americans as
strange because they did not master the Danish language, or eccen-
tric because they had looks that from a Danish ethnocentric per-
spective came across as peculiar. For the same reasons, participa-
tion in ethnic networks of kith and kin was usually of special im-
portance during the early phase, just after reaching the New World
and before breaching the language barrier.

The practical action consisted, moreover, in establishing Da-
nish-American institutions, such as churches, mutual-aid associa-
tions, and a press. In turn, those institutions contributed to
maintaining ethnic cohesion—and the Danish language—as well
as to occasionally putting ethnicity on display through picnics,
parades, festivals, and other types of collective activities.

Practical action based on specific historical circumstances aside,
Danish-American identity formation also drew sustenance from
speculation in writing. It is this “theoretical” dimension in attempt-
ing to construct a Danish-American identity that we shall focus on
here. Even though most Danes could read and write—with reams
of letters across the Atlantic at the same time attesting to the impor-
tance of chain migration—it was mainly pastors, reporters, and
writers who stepped up to the task of offering theories of identity.
Most of those theorists lived in the United States, and by far the
majority had made the journey from Denmark to America on at least
one occasion. Their outlook was invariably transnational, with
Lutheran pastors oftentimes looking to Denmark for theological in-
spiration, editors and reporters sometimes taking an extremely crit-
ical view of Danish politics, and writers of fiction typically glorying
in romantic and nationalistic ideas about their native country.?

To some extent, the theories that these writers proposed simply
rationalized lived Danish-American experiences: No wonder that
migrants struggling to get ahead in the United States practiced a
type of cultural pluralism that allowed them to keep and maintain—
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if oftentimes also imperceptibly change and unwittingly American-
ize—important dimensions of their Danish heritage; and thus per-
haps no wonder that several writers argued in favor of degrees of
cultural pluralism.*

As noted by Philip Gleason, cultural pluralism is a slippery con-
cept, as is that of the melting pot. Both were coined in the early twen-
tieth century. The latter term appeared first and is associated with the
English playwright Israel Zangwill (1864-1926), of Russian Jewish
background, whose play “The Melting-Pot” came out in 1908 and
became a major success in the United States. To be sure, the use of
metaphors verging on melting-pot imagery go back to the eighteenth
century, to J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur who in 1782 famously
posed the question, “What then is the American, this new man?”” and
suggested, “Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race
of men, whose labors and posterity will one day cause great changes
in the world” (italics added). Also Ralph Waldo Emerson and Fred-
erick Jackson Turner came close, with the latter in 1893 describing
the westward-moving American frontier, if not as a melting pot then
as a “crucible.” But the concept was slippery. As Gleason points out,
it remained unclear whether the idea was that everyone, including
native-born white Americans, should melt into “a new race of men”
or whether, rather, the immigrants should give up their own heritage
to become old-style Anglo-Saxon Americans. Moreover, was there
a place for, say, African Americans, Native Americans, and Asian
Americans inside the melting pot? Zangwill suggested as much, hav-
ing David, his main protagonist—exclaim, “Ah, what a stirring and
a seething! Celt and Latin, Slav and Teuton, Greek and Syrian—
black and yellow [...] the glory of America, where all races and
nations come to labor and look forward!” (Italics added).’

Of course, to almost all whites in the racist Jim Crow South—
and unfortunately also to most white Americans in other parts of
the United States—the idea that African Americans should be part
of any crucible was abhorrent, and the term used for Black-white
biological mixing was “miscegenation” rather than the “melting
pot.”® Also, at the time that “The Melting-Pot” play toured the
United States, not only had Chinese labor migration been banned

47



JORN BRONDAL

since 1882 but through a series of notes exchanged in 1907-1908
between the administration of president Theodore Roosevelt and
that of the Japanese emperor Meiji, a “gentlemen’s agreement” had
been reached to deny passports to Japanese laborers wishing to go
to the United States.” The point is not, however, whether Zangwill
was right or wrong but simply to emphasize that interpretations of
the concept of the melting pot varied across time and place, yet
with very few people reflecting on this, because the metaphor came
across as so deceptively simple as to make discussions about the
finer points of its interpretation almost irrelevant.

If the melting pot thus came in various shapes and forms—
some more ethnically tolerant than others—so did cultural plural-
ism. This concept was coined by Harvard philosopher Horace
Kallen when his article “Democracy versus the Melting Pot,” orig-
inally published in The Nation in 1915, came out in a slightly mod-
ified form in 1924. Writing the first version of his article during
the World War I era, Kallen saw a contradiction between democ-
racy and the melting pot. Those years saw in short order, first, an
intense “anti-hyphenate” campaign aimed at negatively forcing im-
migrants—especially those of German-American heritage—to
break their ties with their land of birth and, second, a drive for “one-
hundred percent Americanism” to positively ensure complete loy-
alty to the United States.® Indeed, the same atmosphere of heated
“patriotism” that led Kallen to reject the melting pot in favor of a
pluralistic vision inspired Randolph Bourne to dream of a “Trans-
National America” (1916) that should acknowledge the “failure of
the ‘melting-pot’” and embrace “the evidence of vigorous nation-
alistic and cultural movements in this country among Germans,
Scandinavians, Bohemians, and Poles,” rather than attempt to forc-
ibly assimilate these groups into something that over-zealous pub-
licists “unquestioningly label ‘American.”””

Thus, cultural pluralism was pushed by Kallen as a tolerant—
if for now much ignored—alternative to the melting pot with its
unpleasant World War I era connotations of one-hundred percent
Americanism. Still, as Gleason points out, cultural pluralism was
likewise a shifty term open to several different interpretations. At
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the one extreme—Kallen’s original viewpoint—was the idea that
rather than search for ethnic unity by expecting all population
groups to approach each other through assimilatory processes, one
should work toward a social harmony—a federation of national-
ities—based on retention of ethnic differences. Just like the instru-
ments of an orchestra perform each their part in creating a beautiful
symphony but remain distinct—a trombone, after all, will never
turn into a violin—the United States should be the staging ground
for what Kallen called “a multiplicity in a unity, an orchestration
of mankind. As in an orchestra, every type of instrument has its spe-
cific timbre and tonality, founded in its substance and form...”!?
This type of harmony—this “symphony of civilization”—presup-
posed e silentio a basic level of societal consensus, to be sure—
say, a fundamental reverence for the Declaration of Independence
or the Constitution. That type of social harmony, we may add, is
often associated with the concept of a basically color-blind civic
nationalism and in the U.S. context set in juxtaposition to a mostly
white Anglo-Saxon Protestant racial nationalism.!! Over the years,
indeed, Kallen emphasized that type of social harmony more and
more, by 1956 even writing glowingly of “the American Idea”
while still professing to remain a cultural pluralist.'> As pointed out
by Gleason, hidden within Kallen’s original vision of a federation
of unchanging nationalities, however, was also a racial idea. After
all, if the various nationality groups are to persist in eternity—if
the trombone will never turn into a violin—are we not dealing with
racialist thought, a type of reasoning that may have been further
fortified by the tendency to conflate “nationality” with “race” in
the early twentieth century? As Gleason puts it, the original anti-
assimilationist version of cultural pluralism was “vaguely racial in
its assumptions and open to a segregationist interpretation...”!3
As already noted, immigrants tended to practice a type of plu-
ralism that allowed them to keep and maintain aspects of their her-
itage and to get ahead in an often strange New World environment.
Milton M. Gordon, the eminent sociologist, even suggested in 1964
that “cultural pluralism was a fact in American society before it be-
came a theory...”"* This was largely true of the Danish-American
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experience. Still, already at an early date, a number of Danish-
American writers and ministers attempted to turn at least some plu-
ralist notions into theory.

Only on rare occasions, it has to be said, did Danish-American
commentators write about matters pertaining to what also in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were viewed as the
great racial divides, those constructions supposedly separating
white Americans from African Americans, Asian Americans, and
Native Americans. Whereas Danish travel writers visiting the
United States wrote whole chapters about these groups in their ef-
forts to pique their Danish middle-class audiences while exoticizing
aspects of life in the New World—and in the process making
frequent use of grotesque racist stereotypes—for the most part
U.S.-based Danish-American commentators remained silent about
these groups, commenting on them only in passing.'> When it hap-
pened, however, the presupposition was almost invariably that
Danes were superior to other groups. In a 1904 op-ed in Den
Danske Pioneer—by far the largest Danish-American newspaper—
on the dangers of socialism, one observer noted that implementa-
tion of that ideology would result in equality between “Europeans,
Americans, Chinese, Mohammedans, Jews, pagans, Negroes, In-
dians, cannibals, and God knows how many other groups.”'® A Lu-
theran pastor in Denmark whose opinion was printed in the
Danish-American paper Dannevirke in 1920, claimed that in U.S.
cities “highly civilized Englishmen, Frenchmen, Germans, and
Scandinavians” met with “half-civilized Italians, Slavs and Span-
iards and with Negroes, Chinese, and Japanese—and, finally, with
a number of Jews.”!”

Following the end of the Civil War, African Americans found
only infrequent mention among Danish Americans, one reason un-
doubtedly being that whereas by far the majority of Danish immi-
grants and their children settled in the North, most African
Americans remained in the South, at least until the Great Migration
of the World War I era came underway. Still, now and then Black
Americans were mentioned. Typically, they were portrayed in a pe-
jorative and racist manner. When a group of Danish Lutherans went
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on a land-inspection tour to Texas in 1894 with a view to establish-
ing a Danish-American settlement there, they wrote in the little
Lutheran paper Dannevirke: “Maybe just thinking about the pop-
ulation in the South makes many people fearful—especially be-
cause most of the time you are inclined to think of cowboys and
negroes.” But as they added reassuringly: “Compared to what you
might expect, as far as negroes are concerned, we saw only a
few.”!® In an even more blatantly racist vein, an ad in Den Danske
Pioneer in 1896 suggested that “as long as land can be had in beau-
tiful and industrious Wisconsin [...] not many are willing to move
out onto the Western prairies or down among the dirty and lazy
Negroes in the South.””” When the Danish Lutheran minister Peder
Kjelhede visited the little town of El Campo in Texas in 1898, he
found the town uncommonly beautiful: “But no negroes live here,
it was said.”?® Kjalhede’s colleague L. Henningsen—whom the
former actually ordained as pastor in 1898—suggested in March
1904 that only by congregating in settlements could Danish immi-
grants retain old patterns of mutual trust and reliance. If they re-
mained dispersed, they risked self-loathing, the worst condition
that any person might sink down into. “It is this [self-loathing] that
makes work among the negroes almost hopeless; but there are
really many scattered Danes who have sunk down to the same
level.”!

Lynchings of African Americans likewise found mention now
and again, including the torture and burning at the stake of Sam
Hose in Palmetto, Georgia, in 1901, an agricultural laborer accused
of having murdered his white employer and then raped his wife. In
Dannevirke, Hose was described as a “the crook” but also as “the
poor negro.”?* That same lynching, however, caused the little Lu-
theran paper Danskeren to ask, “When will the time arise when the
American people will have to learn real civilization?”* Generally
speaking, the tone of Den Danske Pioneer on lynchings was
harsher. In an editorial in 1901 on rape and lynchings, the paper
suggested, ““You have to remember that in this country, even as the
negro apes [efteraber] civilization, deep down inside he still re-
mains an utter barbarian, four generations removed from primeval
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man.”?* In another editorial two years later, the same paper sug-
gested remarkably noncommittally that even though one might
consider the pros and cons of lynchings—this “barbaric manner”
of exacting bloody revenge—doing so “will not help in the least.””?
Occasionally, African Americans were also portrayed as strike-
breakers. Thus, in discussing Black scabs at a coalmine in Pana in
central [llinois, Den Danske Pioneer suggested that in reality these
people were “a gang of murderers, selected among the negro race’s
worst scum in the Southern states.”

Asian Americans—usually Chinese Americans—were men-
tioned even more infrequently than African Americans. True, Cal-
ifornia, the home of most Chinese Americans, boasted a fairly
substantial population of Danish immigrants—in 1900 amounting
to 9,040 persons—but their contact with the local Asian Americans
appears to have been minimal.?” In 1882, the year that Congress
passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, the brand-new San Francisco-
based Bien—which at that point in time was a weekly illustrated
magazine rather than a newspaper—did discuss that city’s Chinese
population. Asserting that since the “Chinese question” was not
about politics—or at least ought not to be—the paper felt free to
publish a story on life in Chinatown, a story that, as it turned out,
ran over five issues. Delving into racist stereotypes, Bien described
the streets as “just terribly dirty” and the dwellings—many of them
allegedly underground—as over-populated and stinking. In line
with the general descriptions of that age, the Chinese themselves
were portrayed as people who could get along on extremely little
food, and who preferred opium to drink, the crucial point being
that “among them the predominant majority are addicted, whereas
among whites drunkards make up only a small minority.” More
generally, these people seemed to lack any kind of compassion for
other human beings, and the wealthiest Chinese Americans were,
frankly, “slave owners.” 2 Years later, Den Danske Pioneer char-
acterized Chinese smugglers who lured Chinese women to the
United States under false promises, only to force them to work as
prostitutes, as part of the “yellow slave trade.”? Discussions of
Chinese Americans were almost invariably negative. In 1907, Bien
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noted that a new Chinese bank was being planned in San Francisco.
The name of one of the bank managers was Ho Johnson: “We just
say: Thank God his name is not Serensen.”* In 1917, on the verge
of U.S. entry into World War I, Den Danske Pioneer warned
against importing Chinese labor to Denmark. “Anyone who knows
the slightest bit about the yellow race must absolutely resist” that
notion.*!

Apparently, Native Americans were discussed a bit more
frequently—but not a whole lot—by Danish-American commen-
tators than were African Americans or Asian Americans. One rea-
son was undoubtedly that early Danish settlers had actively
participated in the dispossession of their lands, and that the indige-
nous population therefore formed part of migration lore. Rasmus
Paulson who traveled to Wisconsin in 1867 together with his wife
and their two-year-old son remembered confronting “a couple of
hundred Indians” near Sparta in western Wisconsin while heading
north for Pleasant Valley in St. Croix County: “First, they fright-
ened us terribly; but they only asked for food and other things and
did not hurt any of us.”* In line with so many other U.S.-based
commentators and many travel writers, Danish Americans tended
to view the indigenous population as part of a “vanishing” race des-
tined to perish, now that “civilization” was replacing the wilder-
ness.* Describing the arrival of Danish-born John Smith to the
Wisconsin bank of the St. Croix River in 1836, Lutheran minister
Peter Serensen Vig (1854-1929) asserted that Smith “was without
a doubt the first white settler in St. Croix County.” When he ap-
peared, the area was “just one large virgin forest, only inhabited
by Indians and wild animals.” Similarly, a writer reminiscing on
life in Rosholt, Portage County, Wisconsin, in 1867, noted that
when the first Danes arrived, everything “was almost just wild for-
est and Indians.” In both cases, the implication was that since those
days the indigenous population had disappeared. **

The same line of thought was represented in the masthead of
Den Danske Pioneer, as it appeared on each issue of the newspaper
from 1888 to 2012. To the right, presumably representing the east,
a white, bearded man—undoubtedly a Dane—posed with a plow
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in hand in front of a pastoral landscape of tilled fields and quaint
houses and a river crossed by a bridge; to the left, likely represent-
ing the west, a Native American with spear in hand looked toward
arugged, mountainous landscape with wild animals running across
it. The clear implication was that the American Indian was receding
west as civilization made its onslaught.* In 1916, the Danish-
American newspaper editor Georg Sophus Strandvold summarized
this view: “No Indian prophet, be he ever so discerning of the mys-
teries of the future, knew that everything was going to change, as
has now happened; that the earth was going to be plowed and har-
rowed; and that immense stretches of it would be cleared, so that
homes of stone and iron and steel for millions of white people could
be built, or that these ‘pale faces’ would amass in tremendous cities
and end up completely wiping out the indigenous people. But that
is what happened.”¢

Printed at the front and center of the masthead of Den Danske
Pioneer, and superimposed on the white man and the Native Amer-
ican, so that they were hidden slightly, was a small picture depict-
ing the American eagle, a couple of banners, and the motto, £
Pluribus Unum. The question remained, however, whether the
Native American or the African American and the Asian American
should be included in that Unum? Judging by the whole idea of the
“vanishing Indian,” the Native American would seem to have been
excluded. And considering the racist tone used against African
Americans and Asian Americans, so would they. If they still be-
longed in the United States, they were, at most, part of the Pluribus,
of a harsh type of pluralism characterized by rigid color lines, a
“coercive pluralism,” to use Lawrence Fuchs’ term, that, as it
seemed, only remained “harmonious” to the extent that these
groups accepted a subordinate status under white supremacy.’’

Other groups in U.S. society, including notably the Danish
Americans themselves, seemed able to move toward the Unum.
True, even among ethnically “white” Americans, several “racial”
dividing lines remained, and whole hierarchies of whiteness were
constructed which placed northern and western Europeans at or at
near the top, with English-speaking “Americans” of U.S. ancestry
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at least two generations back providing the yardstick for most eth-
noracial measurement.*® Hardly surprisingly, the tendency among
Danish-American commentators was to portray themselves as atop
the ethnoracial hierarchies, not far removed from the Yankees. In
doing so, like so many other ethnic groups, they invented what Orm
Overland called “homemaking myths.” Even if the Danes could
hardly boast as loudly about the Norse Viking Leif Ericson’s “dis-
covery” of America as the Norwegian Americans sometimes did,
they could, at least, go one step further back and point to the con-
siderable influence that Danish Vikings had had on the formation
of the English people.* In accordance with this line of thought, a
number of “white” groups, some of them dismissed as racial
“others,” were viewed condescendingly as ranking far below the
Danes. To be sure, most such groups were only mentioned spora-
dically. When on rare occasions Italian-American Catholics and
Jewish Americans of Eastern European heritage were discussed,
the tone tended to be negative, as when the Danish-American Lu-
theran minister Kristian @stergaard in 1904 advised Danish immi-
grant families that housing in Hartford, Connecticut was
prohibitively expensive, at least “if you don’t want to settle among
Jews or Ttalians or similar types.”* Irish Catholics, the male pro-
totypes of whom were frequently portrayed by travel writers as
prone to whisky and spousal violence, might likewise be viewed
with suspicion by Danish-American commentators.*! Writing from
Omabha, Nebraska, in 1893, Karin Marie Madsen defended a rel-
ative who faced criticism because he was to marry a Swedish
woman. But as Ms. Madsen wrote: “My neighbor is Danish, and
their son is engaged with a Catholic—that, after all, is more pitiful.
She is Irish, and we’re at war with them on matters religious.”* In
the winter of 1884, Pat Williams, an Irish-American farmer in Rut-
land in northern Iowa, asked Lars Peter Jensen, his Danish-Amer-
ican neighbor, for water for his horses. Jensen, however, refused
to help him because his own access to water depended on melting
snow or walking a mile to a neighbor who owned a well. Shortly
afterward, the Irishman left the area, the implication being that he
didn’t have what it took to be a farmer in Iowa.** To be sure, there
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were also exceptions to these types of description. In eastern Kan-
sas, a writer reported that when Jens Pedersen Lund was caught by
a snow storm and suffered frostbite, a local Irishman took him into
his shanty and expertly helped him recover by using snow to ease
his suffering.*

The relationship with German-Americans could have been ex-
pected to be tense because Danish Americans associated them with
the Three Years’ War (1848-1850), with the disastrous War of 1864
that led to the loss of Southern Jutland until 1920 and later with
World War I. Sometimes tensions did indeed surface. Hans Peter
Christian Hansen, a restless bohemian soul who in 1847 founded
Skandinavia, the first Scandinavian newspaper in the United States,
thus reported about a brawl in a German bar in New York City be-
tween a couple of ethnic Danes and one German in April 1849 re-
lated to a sea battle in the First Schleswig War.* Also, there were
examples of Danish and German Americans attempting to buy each
other out of tight-knit ethnic settlements, with German Americans
taking the lead in such an effort in Freeborn County in southern
Minnesota in 1904 and Danish Americans doing something similar
at Partridge in Pine County, Minnesota, in 1906.4

One should not exaggerate the degree of negative feelings be-
tween ethnic Danes and Germans in the United States, however.
Rasmus Serensen, a Danish proponent of migration to the United
States, was infuriated when onboard a ship from Hamburg to New
York he heard Danes sing war songs. Shortly afterward, he gave a
speech—in German—condemning national hatreds. From the for-
est settlement in Columbia Valley, Washington, came a report in
1890 that settlers “visit with each other almost as if they were at
home, both Danes, Germans, and Americans—and all kinds of na-
tionalities.” Similarly, in Upper Walnut Creek in Kansas around
1916, Danes and Germans had a reputation for being good neigh-
bors.*” Indeed, Lutherans from northern Germany had so much in
common with their Danish-born neighbors in Hartland, Wisconsin,
that just three years after Denmark’s defeat in the War of 1864 they
built a church together to accommodate both groups. At Rankin in
eastern Illinois during the 1870s, a Danish congregation that in-
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cluded many members from German-occupied Southern Jutland
was occasionally permitted to borrow the local German-American
church.*

The relationship between Danish Americans and other Scandi-
navian Americans was usually good. In Minnesota, one settlement
was even named Swenoda, an abbreviated compound of Swedish,
Norwegian, and Danish.* Co-settlement among the three groups
was hardly the rule, however, even if in the early days of migration
they co-founded ethnic institutions, such as the ethnic church and
press, until increasing migration enabled them to part ways along
national lines.’® During the 1870s, tensions sometimes erupted, as
when Norwegians and Swedes decided to leave the local Lutheran
church after the arrival of Holger Rosenstand, a Danish Lutheran
pastor whose relatively High Church, liberal-minded, and not suf-
ficiently pietistic Grundtvigian theology they could not stomach.
Danish Americans, on the other hand, might also be disappointed
by Norwegian-American ministers for, as one Danish-born col-
league noted of a Norwegian-born pastor’s sermon, “even though
it was Lutheran, it still was not like at home.” Similarly, some Da-
nish congregants told a Danish minister in the 1870s that even
though they understood the local Norwegian minister’s language,
they had difficulty fathoming his message.>! Still, tensions among
the Scandinavians should generally not be exaggerated; one Danish
minister even suggested that Danes from the island of Zealand had
more in common with Swedes than with their compatriots in Jut-
land.»

Most frequently, relationships with the people invariably
dubbed “the Americans,” i.e., white English-speaking citizens of
U.S. nativity going at least two generations back—were good. Na-
talie Bering, a Danish-born schoolteacher who after migrating to
the U.S. in 1873 lived most of her life in Nebraska, insisted that
“wherever she goes, a woman has a protector in an American and
is never subjected to any kind of insult.” Pastor Holger Rosen-
stand—who likewise migrated to the United States in 1873 and re-
turned to Denmark in 1878—mnoted bitterly in 1901 that in the
United States you find a “friendliness that, whenever you come
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across it at home [in Denmark], is praised to the skies because of
its rareness but that you find everywhere over there.”3

True, sometimes the Americans could be arrogant, as one Dane
asserted had been the case in Nasonville, Wisconsin, in the late
1860s when other settlers of various immigrant backgrounds vis-
ited with each other whereas the “Americans” kept to themselves.
Also, their well-known energy and restlessness, noted by many a
travel writer, might lead to stupid decisions, as when one Yankee
traveling in the company of a group of Danes in Kansas drowned
in the Salina River because he didn’t have the patience to wait for
the ebb.>* Sometimes, a certain sense of inferiority could be de-
tected in this Danish-American skepticism of the Yankee. A Danish
entrepreneur who came to Manistee, Michigan, in 1865, urged his
fellow nationals not to “yield to the Americans and put up with toil-
ing for them.” Of Jacob Nielsen of Union in eastern Nebraska it
was said that for years he was “the best horseman and most skilled
cowboy among the Danes, and no American surpassed him
either.”’

You might even argue that in certain respects the “Danes” were
actually better than the “Americans.” A writer from the large Da-
nish settlement in Dannebrog, Nebraska, reported that when the
grasshoppers came in the summer of 1874 and money and food
subsequently got scarce, “many of the Americans ran away from it
all and headed home for their families back east, whereas the tough
Danes persevered.” Similarly, in Viborg, South Dakota, when the
grasshoppers likewise struck there in the 1870s, it was reported that
the Americans and the Germans first “lost their courage” whereas
the Danes stayed.® Even though the Danish immigrants may
simply have been rationalizing about their own imagined hardiness
in the face of a lack of alternative resources, this type of reasoning
appears to have been widespread. A Danish correspondent in
Clarksville, Nebraska, claimed in 1880 that the Americans didn’t
have “much inclination to work™ because “they are not steady of
mind but have a good tongue and can speak and sell and earn
money” in all sorts of ways. A former servant girl who had arrived
to the United States in 1893 identified what she saw as a basic dif-
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ference between Danes and Americans in Racine, Wisconsin: The
Danes were “lighter of hue and sturdier” whereas the Americans
were “so swarthy and slim that it is pitiful.”’

Even though the Danes to some extent saw the “Americans”
and non-Danish whites of northwestern European heritage as “dif-
ferent,” still, with these groups the possibility of mingling socially
and even biologically nevertheless remained open—much more so
than with, say, the Italian Americans, Jewish Americans, African
Americans, Chinese Americans, or Native Americans. Patterns of
intermarriage confirm this hypothesis. To be sure, in 1900 almost
nine out of ten Danish-born women marrying after arriving in the
United States had a Danish-born spouse, and almost eight out of
ten Danish-born men did so. Most of those who married outside
their nationality group, however, had found their spouses among
people of Swedish, Norwegian, German, and “American” heritage,
along with a sprinkling of Irishmen.®

Even though patterns of marriage and of settlement opened up
the possibility of becoming part of an Unum based on “Americans”
and other groups of primarily northwestern European heritage,
many Danish ethnic leaders hoped to see their Danishness survive
for quite a while yet. That tendency to maintain a sense of Pluribus
was particularly pronounced among the Grundtvigians, named after
the Danish theologian Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig (1783-
1872). As the basis of their faith, these “Happy Danes” largely
placed a “living and confessing” church before the Bible. Viewing
life optimistically as a gift to be enjoyed, they based their beliefs
also on a powerful nationalism rooted in Danish culture and lan-
guage. Even though a sense of Danishness likewise pervaded the
Inner Mission—the other main branch of Danish Lutheranism—
this more pietistically minded group of “Gloomy Danes” frowned
upon drink and dancing and placed a strong emphasis on repen-
tance and personal faith. In the process, they worried less about re-
tention of the Danish language in the New World.>® Whereas these
two groups were obliged to co-exist in Denmark within one and
the same state church, in the more competitive religious landscape
of the United States they went each their way in 1894 after having
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cooperated tenuously since the early 1870s; the Grundtvigians re-
mained within the “Danish Evangelical-Lutheran Church in Amer-
ica” that had formally been organized for all Danish Lutherans in
1874, whereas the Inner Mission group found a home in the
“United Danish Evangelical-Lutheran Church in America” from
1896.%0

Among the Grundtvigians, the idea of remaining Danish and
not simply “Americanizing as fast as possible,” as one Grundtvi-
gian pastor put it, was particularly pronounced.®' That sense was
strengthened when Frederik Lange Grundtvig (1854-1903), son of
the famous theologian, migrated to the United States in 1881. Two
years later, he was ordained minister in Clinton, lowa, and re-
mained in the United States until 1900. Not only did the Grundtvi-
gians during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries build
their own churches and seminaries, folk high schools, and Sunday
schools, and establish both a religious and a secular paper (Kirkelig
Samler (1872) and Dannevirke (1880), respectively); notably, they
also founded a number of Danish Grundtvigian settlements. Those
included Tyler and Askov in Minnesota, Withee in Wisconsin, Dag-
mar in Montana, Danevang in Texas, and Solvang in California.®?
As the younger Grundtvig envisioned it, Tyler would be “a small
fortress for Danish folk life in America.”®® When Grundtvigians
established the Danish People’s Society (Dansk Folkesamfund) in
1887, prior to their first meeting they sent out a call in which they
not very modestly announced, “It is our belief that the Danish
people possesses a spiritual heritage not without significance for
the human race.”®*

Even though nationalism did not play the same role for the
Inner Mission, they also built their own institutions, including
churches, Sunday schools, and seminaries. Indeed, with the
Grundtvigians for several years having taken the lead in importing
pastors directly from Denmark—and even establishing a short
educational program at Askov folk high school in the southern part
of Jutland in 1872 for would-be ministers planning to go to the
United States—their competitors within the Inner Mission were
the first to found their own Danish seminary in the United States—
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at Blair, Nebraska, in 1884.% They also established both a reli-
gious and a secular paper Dansk Luthersk Kirkeblad (1877) and
Danskeren (1892), respectively. Indeed, they also took the lead in
creating a number of Danish settlements, including Kenmare,
North Dakota; Sidney, Montana; Danebo, Oregon; and Turlock,
California.®® We might add that the most important early historian
of Danish-American history was Peter Serensen Vig (1854-1929),
a prominent pastor within the Danish United Church. Thus, also
people associating with the Inner Mission group took quite an in-
terest in things Danish. If the main purpose of the Grundtvigians
was to retain and even expand Danishness in the United States,
the Inner Mission hoped to save as many Danish souls as possible
from the sea of religious temptations luring and threatening in the
United States.

Most Danish Lutheran immigrants subscribed to some version
of a benign type of cultural pluralism that allowed them to retain
important aspects of their inherited Old World culture while also
celebrating aspects of their New World identity. To the German-
born Forty-Eighter and prominent Republican politician Carl
Schurz (1820-1906) is ascribed the memorable adage, “I love Ger-
many as my mother. America as my bride.” In his seminal work,
The Minds of the West, historian Jon Gjerde dubbed this insistence
by many European immigrants that they could be two things at the
same time, their “complementary identity.”®”

Whereas any Danish-American public event during the second
half of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twen-
tieth—for instance a church celebration or a public parade organ-
ized by, say, the secular Danish Brotherhood—invariably featured
both the Danish and American flags, the tendency to celebrate Da-
nish identity was particularly pronounced among the Grundtvi-
gians. In 1896, Emil Ferdinand Madsen (1861-1930), a notable folk
high school pioneer, published the novel Fra de stille Skove (From
the Silent Woods) about life among a group of Danes in a forest
settlement somewhere in the Midwest.®® The narrator offers that,
“Once upon a time, God must have created this area after having
arrived straight from Denmark and been in excellent spirits!”® In-
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deed, here “Danish spiritual life” has found “such a peaceful garden
[...] deep inside North America’s virgin forests, many miles away
from the cities and railroads! How marvelously is it not shielded
from the rough storms of the world that may, to be sure, penetrate
the thousands of trees but will have lost some of their force before
reaching that far.”7° As it turns out, however, the mood in the set-
tlement has been darkened by the stern local pastor—clearly of the
Inner Mission variety—who does very little to keep any sense of
Danishness alive. But with the arrival of Thorvald and Anna—a
young Grundtvigian couple and the novel’s two heroes—every-
thing changes. They dream of their two children growing up here
to become “good Danish people,” far removed from the surround-
ing society where they risk being “seriously corrupted by the de-
praved, inane American life that otherwise devours so many Danish
youths across America—especially in the city!””" They challenge
the gloomy pastor by introducing songs from the fatherland, as well
as games from the folk high schools, and much against his will they
attempt to embellish the local literary society’s library with books
by N. F. S. Grundtvig and the Danish folk high school leader and
writer Anton Nielsen.”? At a fall celebration, veterans from the War
of 1864 march together: “The old warriors strode ahead in the cam-
paign of ‘64! The sons of Denmark marched to Dannevirke! Long
live Denmark! was inscribed on the podium near the large lime tree.
[...] Anton wept. Seren felt like rising and shouting so that it would
resonate across the entire settlement: Long live Denmark!”™
Despite this powerful appeal to Danish nationalism and simul-
taneous denigration of American spiritual life, a certain appeal to
being both Danish and American remains in the novel. As the nar-
rator at one point explains, “Karen has sewn the Danish flag, and
Marie has sewn the Star-Spangled Banner.””* That type of appeal
to a complementary identity was in fact widespread. As Madsen
himself wrote in another connection, “Indeed, our two flags, the
Star-Spangled Banner and Dannebrog, fly over a position today
that will not fall tomorrow but which will mean prosperity and pro-
gress.”” And as a writer in the Grundtvigian settlement of Dane-
vang, Texas, put it in 1908: “Do not surrender yourselves but guard

62



BETWEEN PLURALISM AND THE MELTING POT

the treasure you were handed down from your fathers and fight
cheerfully and faithfully under America’s flag, and simply raise
Dannebrog continually alongside the Star-Spangled Banner.”’*

In 1907, eleven years after publishing his novel, Madsen was
the driving force behind the establishment of the settlement of Dag-
mar in Sheridan County in the northeastern corner of Montana.
Named after the queen married to Valdemar II of Denmark, the set-
tlement expanded near three lakes that were given well-known Da-
nish names, i.e., Furese, Skarridse, and Arresg. Here, not only was
an attempt made to create a Danish-language public school but
Grundtvigian women’s and youth clubs were established along
with a meeting house and a church. A high point of the settlement’s
community life was the annual midsummer night’s celebration that
reportedly attracted Danish Americans from far and near.”” An un-
dated photo with the caption, “Home of E. F. Madsen, Dagmar,
Mont.,”—with that person undoubtedly being Emil Ferdinand
Madsen—in the possession of the Local Historical Archives of
Stevns, Denmark, depicts five adult people along with three horses
at a farm house. In the yard is a flagpole atop which fly both the
Danish Dannebrog and, above it, the U.S. Stars and Stripes.

This type of pluralism based on a complementary identity re-
mained forceful among many Danish immigrants until World War
I. Outside religious circles it was seen when secular Danish mu-
tual-aid societies—notably the Danish Brotherhood, established in
1882—organized parades and other ethnic celebrations. At one
such festivity in Racine, Wisconsin, on June 5, 1900—Denmark’s
Constitution Day—mnine lodges representing the Danish Broth-
erhood of Racine, Milwaukee, Chicago, and their vicinity, partici-
pated along with members of the Danish Sisterhood, established in
1883, and four other Danish-American associations. The fun truly
took off in Lincoln Park where some 5,000 participants listened to
the tunes of the Hamlet Singing Society and to the music played
by Professor Olsen’s Musical Corps, and the Columbian Band, with
many participants also dancing to the tones of Lawson’s Orchestra.
The festivities featured songs honoring both Denmark and the
United States, including tunes celebrating the Danish Constitution
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and the United States, including “My Country ‘tis of thee,” the un-
official anthem of the United States.”®

Even before Israel Zangwill had coined “the melting pot”
phrase (1908) and Horace Kallen the “cultural pluralism” term
(1924), one Grundtvigian Danish pastor had begun formulating
deep thoughts about being Danish in the United States. Fra de store
Soers Land (From the Land of the Great Lakes, 1901), written by
Danish-born Holger Vilhelm Rosenstand (1849-1933) who served
as a Grundtvigian pastor in the United States from 1873 before re-
turning to Denmark in 1878, anticipated some of Israel Zangwill
and Horace Kallen’s ruminations on Americanization and ethnic
identity. Reminiscing on a Fourth of July parade he witnessed in
Manistee, Michigan—his main domicile during his stay in the
United States—he remembered how one ethnic group after another
had marched by, each featuring its own orchestra. Where Horace
Kallen fifteen years later would envision “an orchestration of man-
kind” and a “symphony of civilization,” Rosenstand at first experi-
enced only dissonance: “A variegated multitude of colors and
music from many different musical bands, each playing to its own
tune so that it all became a cacophony.” He himself had participated
in such parades on previous occasions but decided not to do so this
time. “The decision had just been made when from the distance I
heard ‘King Christian Stood by the Lofty Mast™ [“Kong Christian
stod ved hejen Mast”]. With the music approaching, “Dannebrog
emerged along with the other Nordic flags.” Rosenstand was so
moved that he now reversed his earlier decision: “I had to join.”
At this point he felt a warm sensation, “like an inner electric current
gushing from head to toe. I felt at one with my people.” Not only
that. Soon, Rosenstand experienced being at one with the whole
parade. A larger feeling of brotherhood with the other peoples now
streamed through him. The cacophony was turning into a sym-
phony. He simply had to admit it: “This great human universality
in which differences are erased, when the usually so clearly demar-
cated borders between the peoples are obliterated, can be strangely
fascinating. [...] I felt some of this on that Fourth of July.” He in-
sisted, however, that precisely the fact of his marching together
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with other Danes had caused this sensation. “How would it have
gone had I not been among my own people; would I then have
sensed anything of that strong general spirit?””

In this sense, Rosenstand emerged as an early proponent of that
type of pluralism that Kallen and Randolph Bourne world propa-
gate during the World War I era. He emphasized that the United
States was a vigorous and expansive nation that could absorb even
the most challenging immigrants: “It [the United States] has not
only stomached it [immigration]; it has even proven strong enough
to transform a great number of the immigrants in its own melting
pot” (“i sin egen Smeltedigel”; italics added).” In its own melting
pot! Seven years before Zangwill, Rosenstand was using the melt-
ing pot as an ethnic metaphor. Notably, to him the melting pot was
not about forced Americanization, as it would soon be to Kallen
and Bourne: “It is not to remelt them in an Anglo-Saxon melting
pot, in the same way that the Prussians in Southern Jutland have
made changelings out of the Danish children by teaching them to
sing—*ich bin ein Preuse’[...]"%

In Rosenstand’s view, at its worst, the melting pot represented
American superficiality, with all schoolchildren irrespective of eth-
nic background being taught to shallowly appreciate various
“great” American men, as “our great men” and American history
as “our history,” as if those men and that history always represented
their own heritage. At its best, however, the American melting pot
symbolized a release of the immigrant’s pent-up energy, because
each individual carried within him “a king and a slave.” In the free
atmosphere of the United States, it was up to the individual to re-
alize this potential energy. Freedom was making Americans out of
the immigrants but on an ethnically diverse basis. In the United
States, Danish immigrants could release their inner king but retain
their Danish characteristics: “I also know that young Danes like
calling themselves Americans but likewise dubbing themselves
‘Danish Americans.”””®! Thus, the “melting pot” that Rosenstand
envisioned was strongly pluralist in its expression. Incidentally, it
was quite unlike the disturbing crucible painted by the Norwegian-
American newspaper editor and writer Waldemar Ager who in
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1917—two years after Kallen’s landmark essay and one year after
Bourne’s—published On the Way to the Melting Pot, a novel in
which Norwegian immigrants entering the pot do so at the cost of
stripping away their family ties, their language, and their heritage.®

Rosenstand and many other Danish Americans dreamed about
a type of Americanization that would unfold in a tolerant and plu-
ralist fashion without the use of coercion. The idea was exactly to
allow the Danish immigrants to love Denmark as their mother and
the United States as their bride. As the Danish People’s Society put
it in 1887: “It is our firm belief that we are exactly the best Amer-
ican citizens when we persist in being Danish.”®?

This cultural pluralist framework that so many Danish and
other immigrants subscribed to, was badly shaken during World
War 1. In 1915, Theodore Roosevelt, the former president, began
thundering against “hyphenated Americans” who divided their loy-
alties between their country of birth and the United States. Soon
that harsh language was replaced by even more vehement calls for
“one-hundred percent Americanism.” Even though most of this
angry rhetoric was aimed at German Americans, the Danish Amer-
icans also felt the heat, especially after the United States entered
the war on April 6, 1917.34

With this kind of pressure mounting, the defense of a more tol-
erant and pluralist vision of the United States was heard first and
foremost from Peter Serensen Vig, one of the leaders of the Inner
Mission Danish Americans, rather than from the Grundtvigians.
That same year, he published Danske i Kamp i og for Amerika
(Danes in Battle in and for America), a book that aimed to demon-
strate how the Danish people had always been imbued with a fight-
ing spirit, right from the age of the Vikings to the American Civil
War. With equal measures of bitterness and sarcasm he noted that
during the Norman invasions, the presence of brave “hyphenated
Anglo-Saxons” had benefitted Britain. In forwarding these argu-
ments, Vig took a position somewhere between the Grundtvigians’
insistent Danish nationalism on the one hand and the hysterical
calls for one-hundred percent Americanism on the other. In a slap
at the Grundtvigians, he claimed that immigrants must endeavor to
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live in the present rather than “constantly go backward and look
back to a past that in reality they have no living connection with.”
In a slap at the one-hundred percenters, however, he also asserted:
“It is not possible to change languages and customs like you change
your clothes, and if that were possible, the whole world would have
been crazy a long time ago.” If already this assertion exuded notes
of cultural pluralism, so did the statement that followed: Was it not
true that a special characteristic of the Danes was that they honored
their fathers, both the grand and distant ones and the more humble
and recent? Vig expressed a wish that “this trait in our people’s
character should never be eradicated but instead become more no-
ticeable than it has been until now, also among the Danes in Amer-
ica.”®

In May 1918, Governor William L. Harding of lowa signed a
decree banning the use of other languages than English in public
space, including the churches—a decree flying in the face of many
a Danish Lutheran pastor whose English might be rusty at best.
The Sac City Sun, a local paper, even reported that Governor Har-
ding in a July 4 address that same year criticized Danes in the large
Elk Horn-Kimballton settlement for not giving their children an
American upbringing but rather teaching them to be “one-hundred
percent Danish.” Supposedly, the governor even claimed that im-
migrants who had left “the filth of Denmark” would never be able
to repay what lowa had given them. Harding, however, subse-
quently denied ever having made that statement.®

Even so, the reaction among Danish Americans was swift. A
protest from the Danish-American Jacob A. Riis League—named
after the famous Danish-born photographer and urban reformer, or-
ganized in May 1918 to prove Danish-American patriotism to the
United States, and led by the Chicago-based businessman Max He-
nius (1859-1935)—was promptly printed in several Danish-Amer-
ican papers.’” Also, Seren Peter Damsgaard Rodholm, a Danish-
American Grundtvigian minister, called the governor’s language
decree “unjust, unlawful, unconstitutional, and even pro-German
in effect, if not in intention.”® Again, however, Peter Serensen Vig,
the Inner Missionary leader, writing in the Des Moines Register,
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may have used the harshest words: “A person may be born in Den-
mark and still be a good American citizen, and a dog may be born
in America and still be a dog. No language in itself is either loyal
or disloyal, but it is the use made of such languages that counts.”®

Two months later, the Jacob A. League printed an overall de-
fense of Danish-American identity. Like the protests against Gov-
ernor Harding, this statement was written in a pluralist vein: “We
are not ‘foreigners,’ a term that almost has become an epithet. Nor
are we native-born Americans, notwithstanding those among us
who think that such a ‘camouflage’ is fitting. No! We are and re-
main born in Denmark! And for those who are ashamed of this
there is no place in the League.””

Despite such assertions—and notwithstanding that editor So-
phus Neble (1858-1931) of Den Danske Pioneer in 1923 self-right-
eously asserted that during the war, when “fanaticism got out of
hand,” he alone had fought for the Danish language, whereas “all
Danish pastors sat back silent and mute”—the truth was that the
pressure of the Great War was having a real effect on the Danish
Americans and many other immigrant groups.”’ Almost at the very
point when the cultural pluralism formulated by Horace Kallen—
and in reality also promoted by Randolph Bourne—finally saw the
light of day, the not quite as systematically articulated pluralism of
Danish immigrant leaders—mirroring the practical pluralism of
many Danish settlers—had begun to fade.”> With shrinking eco-
nomic pressure to migrate from Denmark in the early twentieth
century and with the coming of World War I, of immigration re-
striction in the 1920s, of the Great Depression in the 1930s and of
World War 11, along with the aging of the first generation of settlers,
the stage was set for exaggerating the assertion that Danes had al-
ways been fast to Americanize.
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