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Taramaa, Raija, Stubborn and Silent Finns With 'Sisu' in Finnish-American
Literature. An Imagological Study of Finnishness in the Literary Production of
Finnish-American Authors
Faculty of Humanities, Department of English, University of Oulu, P.O.Box 1000, FI-90014
University of Oulu, Finland 
Acta Univ. Oul. B 76, 2007
Oulu, Finland

Abstract
This study examines indices of Finnishness in the production of second- and third-generation Finnish-
American authors. Its aim is to analyse the common ethnic traits of Finnishness proposed by
ethnographic research in relation to the literary texts presented by the selected authors. The research
is literary in nature, investigating both societal and social arguments that are depicted in the central
works of five chosen authors: namely, Lauri Anderson's Heikki Heikkinen And Other Stories of Upper
Peninsula Finns; Mary Caraker's Growing Up Soggy and Elina, Mistress of Laukko; Joseph Damrell's
Gift; Lynn Laitala's Down from Basswood; and Paula Robbins's Below Rollstone Hill.

One of the most important disciplines within the field of Comparative Literature – where the
function of critical scrutiny is to examine cultural identity, and various cultural models – has been
imagological literary research. For the purposes of the present thesis, the theoretical basis of this
research has been taken as the cognitive theory of cultural meaning in Comparative Literature, with
its imagological approach. Raija Taramaa's theoretical model of Finnishness provides a supportive
framework which helps to analyse Finnishness in the works of the five selected writers (who have no
developed ability in the Finnish language). Through these means it is hoped that the present research
will open up to its readers a deeper understanding of the cultural models describing Finnishness in the
production of second- and third-generation Finnish-American authors, leading them into a detailed
exploration of the ways in which the ethnic indices of Finnishness have remained in the cultural
memories of these chosen authors.

The research has indicated that cultural indices endure from generation to generation in an
unfamiliar environment even at the time when the identity of the person in question has been changed
during the former generation, for example, with respect to his or her native language. The study also
reveals that a number of the indices representing the original culture have become simplified over the
years, and that the cultural cohort of individuals exhibiting those traits has developed certain
stereotypes that have faded in past decades but not yet disappeared. The ethnicity of a minority group
of Finnish Americans surrounded by several other more dominant ethnicities has developed into
symbolic ethnicity with limited commitments to ethnic cultural activities. The ethnic activities of the
symbolic identifiers are likely to have an occasional character and to be acceptable in a multiethnic
setting. 

Keywords: assimilation, comparative literature, cultural models, emigration, Finnishness,
imagology, schemas, stereotypes





Taramaa, Raija, Sisukkaat, itsepäiset ja hiljaiset suomalaiset amerikansuomalaisessa
kirjallisuudessa. Imagologinen tutkimus suomalaisuudesta amarikansuomalaisten
kirjailijoiden tuotannossa
Humanistinen tiedekunta, Englannin kielen laitos, Oulun yliopisto, PL 1000, 90014 Oulun yliopisto 
Acta Univ. Oul. B 76, 2007
Oulu

Tiivistelmä

Tutkimuksen lähtökohtana on tarkastella toisen ja kolmannen polven amerikansuomalaisten
kirjailijoiden tuotantoa suomalaisuuden näkökulmasta. Tarkoitus on tuoda esille niitä
suomalaisuuden etnisiä piirteitä, jotka tänä päivänä ovat sellaisiksi tunnistettu sekä suomalaisten että
amerikkalaisten etnografien tutkimuksissa. Työni sijoittuu kognitiivisen kirjallisuudentutkimuksen
kenttään. Se sisältää yhteiskunnallisia ja sosiaalisia argumentteja siinä määrin kuin niitä esiintyy
tutkimuksen kohteena olevissa teoksissa. Tutkimukseni kirjailijat sekä heidän teoksensa ovat: Lauri
Anderson, Heikki Heikkinen And Other Stories of Upper Peninsula Finns, Mary Caraker, Growing
up Soggy sekä Elina, Mistress of Laukko, Joseph Damrell, Gift, Lynn Laitala, Down from Basswood,
ja Paula Robbins, Below Rollstone Hill.

Tutkimuksessa käytetään kulttuurimalleja sekä skeemoja analysoitaessa imagologista
lähestymistapaa, joka kirjallisuudentutkimuksen alalla on muodostunut yhdeksi tärkeimmistä
lähestymistavoista nimenomaan kulttuuri-identiteettiä sekä eri kansallisuuksien kulttuurimalleja
tutkittaessa. Kehittämäni teoreettinen malli suomalaisuuden eri piirteistä tukee fiktiivisten sekä
osittain ei-fiktiivisten teosten analysointia ja luo sen viitekehikon, jonka mukaisesti olen tarkastellut
suomalaisuutta valitsemieni viiden amerikansuomalaisen kirjailijan tuotannossa. 

Tutkimus pyrkii selvittämään missä määrin suomalaisuutta ilmentävät kulttuurimallit ovat
säilyneet toisen ja kolmannen polven suomen kieltä osaamattomien amerikansuomalaisten
kirjailijoiden kulttuurisessa muistissa sävyttäen heidän kerrontaansa suomalaisuuden eri etnisiä
piirteitä tietoisesti tai tiedostamatta kuvaavina. 

Tutkimus osoittaa, miten kansalliset kulttuurilliset erikoispiirteet säilyvät sukupolvelta toiselle
vieraassa kulttuuriympäristössä myös silloin, kun kulttuurin kokijan identiteetti on jo aiemman
sukupolven aikana esimerkiksi kielen osalta muuttunut toiseksi. Moni suomalaista identiteettiä
ilmentävä peruspiirre on vähitellen yksinkertaistunut tai saanut uusia vaikutteita mutta säilyttänyt
kuitenkin siitä tietoisen ryhmän keskuudessa erilaisia suomalaisuudeksi luokiteltavia stereotyyppisiä
käyttäytymisen malleja, jotka vuosikymmenten kuluessa ovat haalistunut, mutta eivät vielä
hävinneet. Pienen amerikansuomalaisen vähemmistön identiteetti monien hallitsevampien
etnisyyksien puristuksessa on vähitellen muodostunut symboliseksi etnisyydeksi, jolloin yksilöillä on
vapaus valita sitoutumisensa aste kyseessä olevan kulttuurin vaatimuksiin. Näin ollen amerikan-
suomalaisuutta ilmentävät tavat ja tunnusmerkit ovat suomalaisuuteen liitettyinä saaneet osaksensa
sellaisia arvoja ja toimintamalleja, jotka sekä symbolisen että epäsäännöllisen luonteensa vuoksi ovat
helpommin hyväksyttäviä monikulttuurisessa ympäristössä. 

Asiasanat:  assimilaatio, emigraatio, imagologia, kognitiivinen kirjallisuudentutkimus,
kulttuurimallit, skeemat, stereotypiat, suomalaisuus
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1 Introduction 

The history of emigration from Finland to America between 1870 and 1929 conceals a 
number of reasons why particular populations left their precious homeland. Those who 
emigrated often faced economic difficulties, or were landless workers, or there were 
social or religious issues involved, and so on. America was the land of hope for some 
350,000 Finns at that time, prompting them to make the long voyage in search of a better 
future, work, and/or a piece of land of their own. But on this foreign continent, the 
experiences of those who lacked ability in the English language were frequently harsh 
(Hoglund 1980: 364-366; Toivonen, 1999: 101).  

Like all other ethnic groups in America, both the first-generation Finns and their 
second-generation American-born descendants experienced a great need to preserve their 
ethnic identity as well as Finnish language. However, as time passed and the American 
influence became more balanced, they found that they had more in common with other 
ethnicities and with ordinary Americans than with the Finns in Finland. They grew to be 
Finnish Americans (Karni et al., 1975: 104; Toivonen, 1999: 102). Gradually, these 
Finnish Americans had to decrease the level of their institutional life. Though the 
immigrant generation managed to keep up its active institutional life – in the form of 
churches, labour halls, and newspapers – until the 1950s, it could no longer do so after 
World War II. In the course of time, the energetic community life faded away because of 
the declining cultural activities of the older generation. This unavoidable development led 
to circumstances in which labour halls were closed; newspapers suspended operations; 
the Suomi Synod (the Finnish-American Lutheran church) merged with the Lutheran 
Church in America; and the Central Cooperative Wholesale combined in 1963 with a 
non-Finnish organization. The immigrant era was closing fast in the 1960s (Hoglund 
1980: 368-370; Holmio, 2001: 7-8). In fact, there have been countless social and political 
forces working against the Finnish-American institutions. In addition, there were other 
quite natural changes which contributed to the group’s history. One important factor 
which weakened Finnish identity was the increasing number of American-born ethnics. 
Additionally, over time the loss of contact with Finland and the decrease of Finnish 
native-born Finns spelled change not only for the group’s language but also for the 
culture itself (Ross 1977: 139; Susag, 1999: 21; Suojanen and Suojanen 2000: 63-137). 
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When Europeans first came to the United States, many immigrants believed that they 
would leave their pasts behind and begin new lives on the new continent. American 
authorities generally thought that the many ethnic, cultural and political differences 
would blend into a new, unique being called ‘the American’. That this was not to be the 
case quickly became clear in the resistance of many American sub-cultural groups to 
notions of sameness. In fact, national identity, such as Finnishness, was preserved in 
various groups all around the continent (Susag, 1999: 21). What happened to the ‘melting 
pot’? Since, as the saying goes, ‘blood is thicker than water’, people from around the 
world learned to acknowledge in America that ‘national differences’ and ‘cultural 
identities’ still exist. During the main period of European emigration to America these 
differences were more distinguishable than they are in the multicultural world of today. 
The tiny minority of Finnish immigrants had their opportunities to establish something of 
their own but the mainstream of American society eventually absorbed them.  

This study is concerned with how the ethnic identity of Finnishness appears in the 
literary production of second- and third-generation Finnish-American authors. My 
research asks what sorts of Finnish characteristics are discernible in their narratives, what 
are the authors’ interpretations of these characteristics, and how these indices of 
Finnishness can be related to Finnish-American immigrants.1 

 I will build my argumentation on the assumptions that cultural meanings/models of 
Finnishness have been preserved in the cultural memory of these selected Finnish-
American authors. These traits of their Finnish ancestors and their own Finnish identity 
(roots) have been evoked consciously or unconsciously in their work. As regards the 
methodological framework, I will adapt an interdisciplinary approach that draws upon 
discussion of the cognitive theory of cultural meaning, and also the discipline of 
Imagology in Comparative Literature. Table 1 lists the authors and key works that will be 
examined in this research.  

Table 1. The selected authors and their works. 

Author Fiction Non-fiction 
Lauri Anderson Heikki Heikkinen And Other Stories 

of Upper Peninsula Finns  
(later called Heikki Heikkinen) 

 

Mary Lumijärvi Caraker 
(later called Mary Caraker) 

Elina, Mistress of Laukko   
Growing Up Soggy 

Joseph Damrell Gift  
Lynn Maria Laitala 
(later called Lynn Laitala) 

Down from Basswood  

Paula Ivanska Robbins 
(later called Paula Robbins) 

 Below Rollstone Hill  

                                                           
1 In this work, the term ‘indices’ has been used to describe various characteristics of Finnishness. ‘Indices’ refer 
not only to ‘signs’ of characters but to the atmosphere, and the actions of the characters in the texts (Barthes, 
1987: 106-107).  
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These five authors have been chosen as the subjects of my research because they 
represent literary production from a wide range of the areas (the Upper Midwest, the 
Pacific coast, New England) in which there are still descendants of Finnish immigrants. 
My interest is focused primarily on the second- and third-generation immigrant offspring 
for whom there would supposedly be unique experiences of Finnishness without too 
much intermingling with cultures of other nationalities. I think that the collection of texts 
in this research offers a good cross-section of the existing narratives by Finnish-American 
authors, and that they represent a versatile range of Finnish-American texts for 
illustrating the various indices of Finnishness. 

1.1  Motivation and Perspective of Research 

The aim of this research is to explore how cultural models or cultural schemas have been 
intermingled with ‘national characteristics’, ‘national identity’, ‘national images’ or 
‘national stereotypes’ in literary texts. This thesis will focus on Finnish-American 
literature written by authors whose parent(s) or grandparent(s) were Finnish. It deals with 
cultural schemas analysing the ethnic uniqueness of Finnishness in chosen American 
English fictional and partially non-fictional texts from a cognitive perspective (described 
in section 1.5). My aim is to discover the cultural features preserved in the literary 
memories of these writers. In this chapter I will discuss the elements of the research 
problems as well as the expectations that I anticipate regarding the problems. 
Furthermore, the research methods, the authors, and the overall outline of the thesis will 
be introduced.  

1.2  Research Problems 

How do the cultural models of Finnishness preserved in the cultural memories of Finnish-
American authors reflect earlier encounters and experiences in their literary production? 
This research question consists of three basic problems: 1. What were the indices of 
Finnishness among the Finnish immigrant population? 2. Have the independent entities in 
the authors’ memories formed by the cultural models of Finnishness preserved their 
Finnish heritage in their narratives? 3. On the basis of these questions I have formulated 
the most important question this study aims to answer: what are the most recognizable 
indices of Finnishness in the authors’ work?  

The first problem will be pondered in chapter four with the aid of previous research 
carried out on Finnishness as well as the surviving historical facts about Finns and their 
northern origin. A theoretical model of Finnishness in chapter four (Taramaa, 2003; 
2004a; and 2004b) contributes to the analysis and understanding of the various layers of 
cultural meanings encountered by the actors in the selected texts. Additionally, the model 
will help to analyse their societal behaviour. The second question has been studied using 
the cultural model/schema theory with the aid of imagological theories. Therefore, one 
part of the study will be found in chapter two where the theoretical approach of the study 
is demonstrated, the other part of it will be in chapter five, which consists of textual 
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analysis. Finally, the third research problem will be studied in chapter five, which 
consists of an analysis of the selected texts. 

1.3  Methodological Framework 

A number of theorists within several fields of modern cognitive science have investigated 
the psychological and sociological activities of human beings as well as the cultural 
development of societies. Cognitive conceptions of culture confirm the vision that 
‘culture’ is neither just a product of human behaviour nor a system of life, but more like a 
‘mental code’, an entity constructing human consciousness (Vivelo, 1978; Holland and 
Quinn, 1987: 11). Moreover, ‘culture’ has been seen as a system of communication in 
which human beings behave according to mental models, ‘schemas’ (Frake, 1962; 
Holland and Quinn, 1987: 9). In modern cognitive research into literature, theorists are 
interested in the relations between literature and the surrounding reality (Kajannes, 2000: 
48). According to Kajannes (2000: 48), present cognitive theories emphasize that 
literature always conveys images of people, the actuality around them, as well as people’s 
location in this reality. 

 As D’Andrade points out, “each culture is characterized and distinguished from others 
by thoroughgoing, seemingly fundamental, themes” (D’Andrade, 1981; Holland and 
Quinn, 1997: 113). According to another psychological interpretation defined by Gibbs, 
“individuals organize their knowledge of other people and the surrounding world with 
‘idealised cognitive models’. Based on empirical evidence, cognitive linguistics and 
cognitive psychology assume that many of our cognitive models of abstract concepts are 
inherently structured via metaphor” (Gibbs, 1997: 146). 

 Accordingly, metaphor is a specific mental mapping that has a good deal of influence 
on how people think, reason, and imagine in everyday life (Holland and Quinn, 1987: 
221). In effect, as Lakoff (1986: 220) argues, metaphor is a figure of thought. Members 
of a cultural group have common basic metaphors which guide their thinking and 
interpretation in life (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980: 22). In line with this, Stockwell (2002: 
109) emphasizes that “cognitive models are what cause our sense of basic categories”. 
These basic categories may consist of image schemas. Within these schemas there are 
components that could be enriched or reconfigured by the action of conceptual 
metaphor.2 “Once we learn a schema, we do not have to learn it again or make it up fresh 
each time we use it” (Lakoff and Turner, 1989: 62). In other words, cognitive models, 
which are shared, become cultural models (Stockwell, 2002: 109). Viewing cultural 
models more closely, Stockwell argues that they are shared by social groups, and that, 
therefore, patterns of categorization can vary not only by virtue of nationality and 
environment but also along the lines of common understanding or purposes (ibid.:33). 

                                                           
2 Many everyday expressions seem to share underlying conceptual structures that in turn are shared by groups of 
people. Sources for such conceptual metaphors tend to be grounded in everyday experience, and source 
domains tend to be basic-level categories. Furthermore, these metaphorical patterns are so strong and 
widespread that we can even understand our philosophical view of life itself as being founded not on an 
objective world but on a set of metaphorical representations. (Stockwell, 2002: 109) 
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Consequently, the schematic aspects of metaphors also control interpretations in 
literature. 

Literature is a valuable resource for the investigation of national identity. In this study 
I will interpret images of Finnish-American identity as they appear in my selected works. 
I attempt to analyse works by Lauri Anderson (1995), Mary Caraker (1995 and 1997), 
Joseph Damrell (1992), Lynn Laitala (2001), and Paula Robbins (2000) from the 
perspective of literature related to the cultural characteristics of Finnishness. In this study, 
the cognitive analysis of cultural models means an approach to the ethnicity of 
Finnishness. Cognitive science as a multidisciplinary approach to the cognitive 
functioning of people has been exploited by several disciplines within the scientific field, 
for example, philosophy, psychology, semiotics, literature, and computer science. In this 
research the cultural models and schemas of Finnishness will be analysed (i.e. the shared 
cultural norms, values, and symbols of Finnish-American people as they have been 
described by the selected authors in their texts). Furthermore, in order to analyse the 
cultural models and schemas more precisely the study draws on the discipline of 
imagology.  

To generate a mode of reading that would acknowledge the uniqueness of these texts, 
the methodological framework outlined in the introduction offers an interdisciplinary 
approach that foregrounds the various indices of Finnishness depicted by the selected 
Finnish-American authors. Actually, cognitive research stresses the communicative 
aspects of literary texts; the different parties of the communication are the author and the 
reading public (Kajannes, 2000: 54). In line with communication, cognitive theories of 
literature emphasize the meaning of narration. According to Chafe (1990: 79), narration 
offers a window to cognition. By this he means that through this window people can 
discern the ability of the mind to analyse things with the support of time, place and 
previous experiences. As Chafe (1990: 80) also points out, the proportion of schemas will 
be revealed in the outlining of narration. Things will be perceived and interpreted 
according to expectations – schemas will lead the narration (ibid.: 82). The means of 
narration are learned; we get them from our tradition. And as Chafe (1990: 85) stresses, 
ways of outlining things as well as the expectations of individuals and cultures are 
reflected in narration and cognition rather than the entire world. Therefore, narration is 
both communicative and schematic (Miettinen, 1995: 105). All the cognitive phases 
developed by means of narration include images and interpretations of reality (Kajannes, 
2000: 60).  

Fig. 1 sheds light on the different aspects of this study. First of all, it should be 
observed that people communicate and transmit reality by means of language, making 
their world comprehensible by creating meanings (Sintonen, 1999: 43). Meanings are 
abstract and collective. Furthermore, they are conveyed collectively from one person to 
another (Geertz, 1973b: 11-12). Narration hides the relation of meanings to reality. 
Consequently, narration (in the form of oral stories, novels, and poems) reflects 
individuals, cultures, and people’s ways of analysing life. Identity (cultural, ethnic, or of 
the self) is a way for individuals to locate themselves in a society, or in their relations to 
others (Sintonen, 1999: 123). To act according to cultural models and schemas is to 
express one’s identity. Furthermore, schemas direct narration because they are knowledge 
structures in people’s heads (D’Andrade, 1995: 158). They help to analyse the world by 
interpreting meanings. Complex schema collections are models but “every schema serves 
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as a simple model in the sense that it is a representation of some object or event” 
(D’Andrade, 1995: 151-152). In this study there are several types of schemas (images, 
stereotypes, imagemes) which will be analysed using imagological tools. Their 
theoretical background will be represented in chapter two.  

Fig. 1. Schemas as knowledge structures. 

Besides the processes discussed above, there will be other supportive tools assisting the 
study of the selected texts. It is most obvious that being Finnish I must use all possible 
objectivity to explore the literary production of these authors. Notwithstanding this fact, 
and keeping in mind other researchers, the results of their work, the theoretical aspects of 
this study, and interviews (including e-mails) with the authors, I believe that I will be able 
to obtain a new scientific perspective on the literature of Finnish-American writers. From 
these starting points this study aims to demonstrate that a large number of ethnic schemas 
have prevailed in the cultural memory of the chosen authors. 

I will be looking at the function of cultural models and schemas of Finnishness within 
the context of these texts, and compare my discoveries with information derived from 
previous American and Finnish research. In other words, cultural identity here is 
understood as being really a matter of projection, a way of seeing a given culture. Thus, I 
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will study not only the images of the Finnish actants in the texts, but also their 
backgrounds in relation to the attitudes of the authors. According to a basic tenet of image 
studies, only if the attitude of an author is taken into account can the representation of 
national traits be analysed properly. In short, my reading, interpretation, and theoretical 
analysis of the texts as well as my interviews with the authors and written reviews of 
these texts will shed light on the Finnish indices of their works. All in all, I consider the 
opinions of the authors (via our internet correspondence) to be central to the analysis of 
these texts. This study considers the ways in which the imagery of a person/an author is 
intermingled with the imagery of self through the eyes of readers. Thus, the ways in 
which these authors have recalled these various imageries illustrate a wide variety of 
‘iconospheres’ that have been available over the last century of Finnish-American 
history.3 In what follows, I want to discover the answer to my main research question 
through the means discussed above. 

1.4  Outline of the Thesis 

The theoretical framework that specifies the concepts of cultural identity will be 
delineated in chapter two as well as the scientific research and interpretations of various 
characteristics of cultural traits in literature. Sections in chapter two deal with some main 
paradigms and theories attempting to provide an applicable theoretical context for 
reading the Finnish-American authors. Furthermore, they explore the potentiality of 
cultural schemas in line with imagological mechanisms by which literary works may be 
interpreted. The main topic of this study, Finnishness, will be discussed in chapters three 
and four. Section 3.1 deals with assimilation theories employed during the great waves of 
immigration, as well as the rise of ethnic thinking in American society during the 1960s. 
Section 3.2 sheds light on the acculturation of Finnish Americans. Section 3.3 deals with 
Finnish-American immigrant literature and its origin. As well, I will be looking at the 
function of ethnic literature as well as its blending in with the mainstream of American 
literature. Further, I will discuss the dilemma of minority writers or so-called ‘hyphenated 
writers’, concurrently bearing in mind their relative lack of recognition among American 
writers. The discussions in chapter four explore historical notions of Finnishness both in 
Finland and in the United States. In section 4.1, I will be looking at different phases of 
Finnishness, and its development from the nineteenth century until today, as evaluated by 
Finnish and Finnish-American researchers. The images of Finnish-American ethnic 
identity will be studied in section 4.2 with the aid of research completed during the 
1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. Section 4.3 elaborates upon Finnish-American institutions 
grounded in the United States for immigrant Finns. According to my evaluation, based on 
a thorough research of the available material, I have begun to construct a theoretical 
model of Finnishness, which is explained through sections in chapter four. Chapter five, 
my analysis, discusses a selection of traits of Finnishness in the chosen works of Finnish-

                                                           
3 Johnson (2005) adapts the concept of the iconosphere from the unpublished work of the Polish art critic, Jan 
Białostocki (1921-1988). 
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American authors. Using theories of cultural pluralism, this analysis consists of both 
structural and behavioural traits of Finnishness in the texts. Throughout chapter five, I 
focus on personality and behavioural indices, and societal commitments, as well as 
environmental and historical attributes among Finnish Americans in the written works of 
these writers. Here I use an interdisciplinary approach to the cultural heritage and cultural 
models of Finnishness. Finally, chapter six concludes the results of this research.  

1.5  The Authors and Their Work 

In this section the five authors who form the focus of my research will be introduced 
more closely. Furthermore, the material of my study, the six texts of the chosen authors, 
will be briefly described. The following map (Fig. 2) shows the different locations in 
which the written stories are set. In 2002, when I began to collect my research material, I 
placed an announcement in the Finnish American Reporter. As a matter of fact, the 
editor, James Kurtti, offered his help and published my enquiry concerning Finnish-
American writers in the United States. Every now and then, helpful people from the 
United States and Canada contacted me providing with further information about Finnish-
American writers and their production.  

The first writer who got in touch with me due to my announcement in the Finnish 
American Reporter was Mary Caraker. She kindly introduced herself as well as her 
literary production. Owing to our interesting correspondence I familiarised myself with 
her novels. Her helpful attitude encouraged and inspired me at the very beginning of my 
study. Mary Lumijärvi Caraker was born in 1929 to parents and grandparents of Finnish 
descent. With BA and MA degrees in English Literature, she served as a teacher in 
secondary schools, but today is a full-time writer living in San Francisco, California. 
Caraker, who has several published novels, considers herself to be a minor author within 
the field of American literature; and is usually classified as a science fiction writer or an 
ethnic Finnish-American writer. Born in Astoria, Oregon, she was raised in a rural, 
Finnish-American community. Her novel Growing Up Soggy is a description of a young 
girl, Ruth Ann (Ruthie) Virtanen, living in the Pacific Northwest during the Depression 
and World War II years. Her delightful novel illustrates the rural Oregon where she was 
born and depicts the profound characteristics of Finnish ethnicity within an immigrant 
family.4 

 

                                                           
4 The Establishment of the Finnish Community in Astoria, Oregon, is published by Hummasti (1978).  
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Fig. 2. Locations of the authors’ stories. (Photo: Maps.com) 

Caraker is a captivating fiction writer. In her novel Elina, Mistress of Laukko, she 
conveys the reader from modern American surroundings to the historical places and 
events of Finland in the fifteenth century. The novel is a historical work portraying three 
women from different eras. Elina is the protagonist of a semi-mythological tale from 
fifteenth century Finland which is described in an old ballad ‘The Death of Elina’ 
(‘Elinan surma’). Lily, the protagonist of Caraker’s novel is a postgraduate student, 
finishing her thesis on Elina; and adding cohesion between these narrative strands is the 
story of Lily’s grandmother, a stoic Finn and a misunderstood recluse.5 

On account of my notice in the Finnish American Reporter I made contact with people 
from different domains in the United States and Canada. They were both able and willing 
to assist me with my charting of Finnish-American writers. Consequently, besides 
Caraker’s novels, I chose texts by writers Lynn Laitala, Lauri Anderson and Joseph 
Damrell who describe some of the lives led in the upper Midwestern areas that a great 
number of Finnish immigrants inhabited at the height of the migrations from Finland. The 

                                                           
5 In her e-mail letter (26.10.2006) Mary Caraker defines her work Growing Up Soggy as follows: “I call it a 
novel.  Though most of it is true, some of it simply might have happened.  I guess the correct term would be 
either an autobiographical novel or a fictionalised memoir.”  
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youngest of these three, Lynn Laitala, is a skilful storyteller. Her grandparents were born 
in the 1880s, three of them in Finland. Laitala’s parents spoke Finnish, learned English at 
school, but did not teach Finnish to their children. Laitala was born in Winton, 
Minnesota, in 1947 spending much of her childhood in a community made up of Finnish 
immigrants. Her family lived in several places during Lynn’s childhood such as Winton, 
Minnesota; Superior, Wisconsin; and Minneapolis, Minnesota. She is a cultural historian 
by training, with a special interest in romantic nationalism. Her personal ideology derives 
from the radical international perspective of her Finnish immigrant relatives who were 
socialists and members of the Industrial Workers of the World. Laitala’s fiction attempts 
to reflect themes relating to cross-cultural brotherhood. In her book Down from Basswood 
– Voices of the Border Country, she chronicles the lives of the North Country people 
among whom she grew up. The work makes for a better understanding of the unique 
interaction of immigrants and Native Americans who shaped the culture of the northern 
frontier. Laitala’s stories express deep sympathy for the Finnish immigrant as well as the 
Native American, exploring the values and experiences they share in the northern areas of 
Minnesota.6  

During a trip to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan in autumn 2004, I had the pleasure 
of meeting two of the writers in my study. One of them was Lauri Anderson (Fig. 3). Our 
discussions were fascinating, revealing his sincere attitude about his Finnish heritage. 
Anderson was born in 1942 and grew up in Monson, Maine, surrounded by Finns. His 
grandparents were Finnish. A professor at Finlandia University (former Suomi College), 
in Hancock, Michigan, has written several stories about the Finns in the Upper Peninsula 
of Michigan where he describes the Finnish characters by incorporating humour, satire 
and irony into his fine stories which are set in historical contexts. Anderson’s fictional 
work profiles the comic aspects and tragic moments of Finnish characters whose lives he 
sets in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Stereotypical “Yoopers” (Upper Peninsula 
People) in his novels and short stories are stubborn Finns, silent drinkers with ‘sisu’.7 In 
his work Children of the Kalevala, a Yooper Finn is to a certain extent defined by a 
relationship to the Kalevala, the national epic of Finland. Anderson’s collection of stories, 
Heikki Heikkinen, depicts his characters with a sympathy that understands their faults and 
weaknesses. 

                                                           
6 A detailed description of emigrant history of Finns in Minnesota and Wisconsin is given by Kolehmainen and 
Hill (1965) as well as Karni et al. (1975). 
7 A detailed description of the History of the Finns in Michigan is given by Holmio (2001). 
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Fig. 3. Lauri Anderson has written several stories about the Finns in the Upper Peninsula of 
Michigan. (Photo: Jorma Taramaa) 

The other writer whom I met during my trip was Joseph Damrell (Fig. 4). My visit to his 
homestead was unforgettable. Some images of his novel came alive while observing the 
beautiful family estate. Joseph Damrell was born in Detroit, Michigan, in 1944 but raised 
in Colorado and California. He is a writer and ethnographer who earned his Ph.D. at the 
University of California, Davis, in 1972. He moved to the Upper Midwest in 1978, and 
has been teaching at Central Michigan University as well as Northland College, Ashland, 
Wisconsin, where he works at the present time. Damrell has moved to the family 
homestead in Ewen, Michigan, living there on the farm founded by his grandparents. He 
has published several books describing Finnish immigrants living in the Upper Peninsula 
of Michigan.  
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Fig. 4. The author and Joseph Damrell sitting at the table of Damrell’s family estate at Ewen, 
Michigan. (Photo: Jorma Taramaa) 

Damrell fictionally describes the Finns of the Upper Peninsula in a tale called Gift, going 
through tender, mystifying, Native American and environmental issues. The incredible 
wilds of the Upper Peninsula have been disturbed by snowmobilers. In response, a 
Finnish-American man, called Gus, tries to solve the problems encroaching Upper 
Peninsula life by threatening the snowmobilers with gunfire. He hates the tourists who 
have disturbed the peace of nature through their recreational activities, hunting and 
snowmobiling. Unfortunately, one tourist dies later of a heart attack, and the incident 
enables Gus to find a “woodman’s solution to his dilemma”. What does this mean? Gus 
wants to avoid police questioning and possible imprisonment. As Harry, Gus’s nephew, 
realizes the death of his uncle, he ponders: “I suppose he was returning the gift the forest 
had given him – his body in return for having been given sustenance and life. And of 
course there was the gift he gave to me and Nora – each other” (Damrell, 1992: 118). In 
other words, all his life Gus has been living using natural resources and he wants to 
compensate by giving his own body to nature (for consumption by the animals and 
absorption into the earth).  

The last of the five writers in this study is Paula Robbins. Her story Below Rollstone 
Hill – Growing up in the Finnish Quarter of Fitchburg, Massachusetts – depicts a Finnish 
working-class family in an industrial city on the Eastern coast of the United States. Her 
story dwells in the area where many first-generation Finnish immigrants crowded the big 
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factories. Born in 1935, Robbins had parents who were born in Finland. Both of her 
parents’ families moved to the United States for better jobs. Her parents, being active in 
the Finnish-American community, spoke Finnish at home. She lives in the Westwood Co 
Housing Community in Asheville, North Carolina, where she is a freelance medical 
editor and writer. She is the author of four books and many articles. Two of her books are 
novels about her parents’ family histories. She holds degrees from Vassar College, Boston 
University, and the University of Connecticut.  

Robbins narrates the Grönlund family story which is a fictionalised history of her 
mother’s family. Tempted by promises of an easy life, wealth and success, the family 
migrates to America settling down in the Finnish quarter of Fitchburg, Massachusetts.8 In 
memoir form, Aino, the second youngest in the family, recounts her life in Fitchburg 
during the early years of the twentieth century. As an independent woman, Aino has many 
difficulties as she moves from her childhood home in Fitchburg to Finnish Harlem in 
New York City. Life in the big city has many temptations. For example, young men who 
abuse alcohol invite young girls to social gatherings. Aino has fun with other young 
people but catches the dreaded syphilis which alters her life, creating unexpected 
complications. 

Apart from the questions presented to the authors, their personal answers to my 
questions will be found in the appendix to the present thesis. 

                                                           
8  A historical description of Fitchburg’s Finns is given by Sue Coleman (1979). 



2 Theoretical Approaches to Image Studies 

What are the ethnic characteristics of Finns? Is there any scholarly reliability in such 
qualities as national or cultural identity? Will these cultural characteristics be preserved in 
the ‘memory’ of an individual as unchangeable units from generation to generation?  

One view, held by a number of cognitive scientists, is that some values, manners, and 
beliefs – as well as certain cultural characteristics that people have – stay with them a 
long time, sometimes their whole lives. If their closest world is quickly changing: 
distributing new information about the surrounding world (at a speed which is sometimes 
hard to believe), why are their understandings not rapidly changing as well (Strauss and 
Quinn, 1997: 90)? This question has occupied anthropologists and other researchers for 
many years. For example, Strauss and Quinn, among others, argue that part of the reason 
why cultural characteristics are durable in individuals seems to be that they rest on 
neuronal connections that are not easily altered. In addition, Strauss and Quinn (1997: 90) 
point out that the environment decides which outlines of experience appear. Therefore, 
the culture of people (belonging together) constructs a substantial part of that 
environment. In other words, a long-term cultural environment brings with it 
distinguishing patterns of experiences and comparable neural changes. Finally, Strauss 
and Quinn (1997: 90) remark that “change in the world can lead to new patterns of firm 
neural connections, but it does not completely destroy earlier learning”. However, to a 
certain extent, human learning depends on reward and punishment which exceeds the 
propriety of given circumstances, as Strauss and Quinn also emphasize. They point out 
that ideas about goodness and badness inform social life among people. Sometimes these 
characteristics are discerned in terms of what is moral, and sometimes in terms of what is 
natural, normal or abnormal (ibid.: 94). In a way, then, these characteristics are not 
learned as abstract qualities in human beings, but as what is approved or disapproved 
about other people, their behaviour, and the group they belong to. But at the same time, 
these characteristics depict similar things about oneself, one’s own behaviour, as well as 
one’s own group (ibid.: 94). In their further analysis of these issues, Strauss and Quinn 
argue that when learning takes place through approval and disapproval, and when it is 
associated with strong emotions, the social evaluation of oneself and others can be very 
durable. Therefore, they stress that  
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national and ethnic identities can be as enduring [...] surviving emigration and the 
incorporation of immigrants into new nation states, or the eruption again of ethnic 
wars after long periods of quiescence or state suppression can arouse durable 
emotions among people. (ibid.: 94-95) 

Several undesired historical events in Europe have also directed a wide interest in 
national characters and identities. As Leerssen points out, “in the course of the twentieth 
century in the field of Comparative Literature cultural differences and intercultural 
relations have been studied under the name of ‘imagology’ ”. According to Leerssen 
(2003a: 1), the cultural differences between nations in literary study have been examined 
as differences in attitudes and perceptions rather than as essences. Nationality and 
national cultures do not have distinguishable boundaries any more. Therefore, they are 
seen as patterns of identification rather than as identities.  

Questions of ‘national character’ or a ‘nation’s culture’ are very difficult to attain 
unequivocal answers to in the modern, multinational, world. In spite of the fact that 
human beings are becoming more and more international in their orientation, accepting 
all kinds of differences in their fellow people, there are still pronounced opinions and 
prejudices about other nationalities and foreign cultures. People have ‘images’ of other 
cultures along with those of their own. The images can be ‘inherited’ or remodelled by 
the media. Yet, as Leerssen (2003b: 1) suggests, “there is a degree of vagueness as to the 
‘truth’ of these commonplaces concerning national character”. Furthermore, many people 
admit a sort of half-belief in national and cultural characteristics, but at the same time 
they might consider the images of nationalities to be stereotypes or generalizations (ibid.: 
1). Leerssen (2003b: 1), for example, argues that “imagology, ‘image studies’, 
presupposes that the degree of truth of such stereotypes and commonplaces is not a 
necessary issue for scholarly analysis”. Viewing the study of national stereotypes and 
national characters, Leerssen (2003b: 1) points out that imagologists are “not concerned 
with the question of whether a particular reputation is true but, rather, with how it has 
become recognizable”. This means that “images are studied not as items of information 
about reality, but as properties of their context”. Therefore, it is important (in literary 
study) to ask the following questions, as Leerssen suggests: “who is using the image, 
what audience the author is addressing, what sort of text it is, what are the circumstances 
at the time the text was written, and so on” (ibid.: 1). This, again, means that the 
historical force of national stereotypes lies more in their recognition value than in their 
pretended truth-value. Moreover, stereotypes can be positive or negative, and they can, 
for example, shift along with changing political circumstances (Tajfel and Turner, 1986; 
Susag, 1999: 40).  

On the other hand, as Hoenselaars (1997: 91-92) has inferred, “if national stereotypes 
are meant to define the assumed identity of a particular group which is associated with a 
particular country one has to be careful with the concept of ‘identity’”. In particular, as 
Hoenselaars points out, it is important to remember that the concept of ‘identity’ has two 
basic meanings. The oldest of these is ‘sameness’ which indicates the similarity between 
different objects or persons. The implication of the word ‘identity’, for instance, in the 
phrase ‘national identity’ is ‘sameness’ (ibid.: 91-92). According to Hoenselaars (1997: 
92), "a more recently developed meaning of the word ‘identity’ is that of ‘sameness 
within a single object’, ‘what a person is’, ‘individuality’, or ‘personality’”. In other 
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words, as Hoenselaars suggests, “it no longer marks where one individual is like others 
but where that individual differs from those others, thus, the new meaning of ‘identity’ is 
really ‘difference’” (ibid.: 92). 

 “What counts as a cultural identity is really a matter of projection and reputation, a 
way of seeing a given culture”, stresses Leerssen (1999a: 390). Thus, Leerssen explains: 
“identity is not what you are, but what you are perceived to be or how you perceive 
yourself to be, image and self-image” (ibid.: 390). Furthermore, an imagologist studies 
not only the image of the nation in question, but also the context, and more importantly 
the thoughts of the author. One of the basic insights in image studies is that the 
mechanism of the representation of foreign nations can only be analysed properly if the 
attitude of the author has been taken into account since literature always reflects, directly 
and/or indirectly, the culture out of which it springs. This is one of the reasons why an 
imagologist distinguishes between auto- and hetero-images: the attitudes one has towards 
one’s own cultural values (the self-image or auto-image), and one’s attitude towards the 
others (the hetero-image). Any representation of cultural connections is a representation 
of a cultural confrontation. Similarly, the author’s own cultural values, norms and 
presuppositions are unavoidably involved in this confrontation. In other words, as 
Leerssen points out,  

There is always a degree of subjectivity (an auto-image) involved in the 
representation of another culture. This inevitable degree of subjectivity is one of the 
main differences between an image and objective information. The most striking 
conclusion can be drawn from the above: nobody is in a position to describe a 
cultural identity. What is described is always a cultural difference, a sense in which 
one nation is discerned to be ‘different from the rest’. (Leerssen, 2003b: 3)  

This study will analyse the chosen literary works examining cultural models with the aid 
of imagological theory. I will be looking at the function of cultural heritage and certain 
cultural schemas of Finnishness within the literary context. Further, I will be examining 
the ways in which fictional efforts are used to express a specific cultural awareness. Also 
I will be investigating the selected texts in a multi-dimensional setting of cultural models 
and schemas with imagological mechanisms. This calls for an analysis of the indices of 
Finnishness and the authors’ attitudes towards their cultural heritage. In pursuing this 
research, I will analyse how various passages from separate texts exemplify the authors’ 
attitudes both towards their own cultural values (the self-image or auto-image), and other 
people (the hetero-image), as well as towards the sharedness of cultural models. All in all, 
I will be asking, on the one hand, how inevitable is the cultural identity of Finnishness in 
the authors’ self-image and, on the other hand, how has the cultural confrontation with 
American society and the other nationalities, such as Italians, Germans, and Native 
Americans, been taken?  

Cultural Imagology may be divided into two main dimensions – the spatial 
(Geographical Imagology) and the temporal (Historical Imagology) – which have been 
used to analyse the geographical and the historical aspects in the chosen texts. In this 
study, the importance of land along with the symbolic values of a landscape have been 
examined with the aid of Cultural Geography and analysed using imagological tools. One 
of the aims of the new Cultural Geography is to illustrate the images of a landscape as 
well as interpret its symbolic values. Among other things, this ideological view 
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accentuates the importance of land for people as well as their relationship to that land 
(Mitchell, 2000: 61). In line with Cultural Geography, I will study the significance of 
places: how they make sense for people – how geography shapes identity for the selected 
authors and how they recognise themselves, as well as others, through the landscapes 
they describe in their texts. With the aid of Historical Imagology I will analyse the main 
historical events in Finnish and American history that have affected the authors and will 
come up as identical or altered image worlds in the chosen texts. Moreover, the historical 
periods or events depicted in the texts will be divided into iconospheres concurrently 
creating images from different historical episodes. In so doing I will study the main 
cultural schemas in the texts, the auto-images of the authors and the hetero-images of the 
surrounding groups.  

2.1  Cultural Meaning, Models, and Schemas  

What do we understand by the expressions ‘culture’, ‘cultural heritage’, ‘cultural 
meaning’, ‘cultural model’, and ‘schema’? Each of these conceptions may be defined in 
the senses in which it is understood in this thesis. Culture, as explored in Richard D. 
Lewis’s book The Cultural Imperative (2003), is quite comprehensive for my present 
purposes: “Culture has been defined as the collective programming of the mind that 
distinguishes one category of people from another” (Lewis, 2003: 13). Furthermore, 
Lewis continues that people are not always able to locate or readily perceive culture’s 
age-old origins, but that they can, nonetheless, enumerate some of their cultural roots, 
such as language, religion, history, geography, environment, and climate. Within such a 
framework ‘cultural heritage’ is the transmission of ‘culture’ from generation to 
generation. Overall, according to Mitchell (2000: 63), the aforementioned notion of 
culture belongs to older theories stressing time instead of space. As Mitchell points out, 
new cultural theories in many disciplines emphasize spatial co-ordinates, understanding 
“culture to be constituted through space and as a space”. Additionally, culture should, 
perhaps, be understood as “the medium through which people transform the mundane 
phenomena of the material world into a world of significant symbols to which they give 
meanings and attach value” (Cosgrove and Jackson, 1987: 95). In this study, the cognitive 
approach to the ethnicity of Finnishness involves the attempted understanding of shared 
cultural norms, values, and symbols as well as the meaning of environment, climate and 
nature. Consequently, it involves a careful scrutiny of the writers’ way of depicting their 
cultural heritage using certain cultural images as well as my own conceptions of the same 
markers as a reader and also as a native Finn. 

As Strauss and Quinn (1997: 4) suggest, most anthropologists today would probably 
agree both that “‘cultures’ are not bounded, coherent, timeless systems of meanings”, and 
that “human action rests on networks of often highly stable, pervasive, and motivating 
assumptions that can be widely shared within social groups while remaining variable 
between them”. According to Strauss and Quinn, the problem is how to explain that the 
both arguments are right. In addition, Strauss and Quinn (1997: 13) have remarked that 
“more than any other theorist, Clifford Geertz was responsible for the shift from the use 
of ‘culture’ as a loose covering term for all social learning and practise to narrower 
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equations of culture with systems of meaning”. There have been different interpretations 
of Geertz’s insights about meaning. The one which Strauss and Quinn applied was what, 
they insisted, the ‘correct’ one. This interpretation, which I would also like to emphasize 
in this study, was that “meanings are intersubjectively shared” (i.e. meanings are not only 
shared, but participants know that they are shared). Consequently, as Strauss and Quinn 
point out, “individuals do not discover or make up cultural meanings on their own”. As a 
result, it is obvious that people learn all the mental structures by which they interpret the 
world through explicit teaching and implicit observations of one another’s talk, actions, 
and material products (Strauss and Quinn, 1997: 16). One solution to the problematic 
definition of ‘culture’ was developed by Ed Hutchins. His proposed answer to the 
problem of defining different interpretations of culture was that “culture is a process 
rather than a content, therefore, we have to consider both mental structures and physical 
structures as a result or residue of the process of cultural transmission and adaptation” 
(Hutchins, 1994; D’Andrade, 1995: 146). At a similar point in his argumentation, 
D’Andrade uses the term ‘culture’ to characterize the entire content of a group’s heritage 
(D’Andrade, 1995: 146). With respect to the Finnish immigrant culture, one may draw 
attention to the notions by D’Andrade, Hutchins, and Strauss and Quinn. Finns had their 
cultural heritage while leaving Finland. They had not created cultural meanings on their 
own; instead, they knew their shared cultural heritage. In time, the culture of Finnish 
Americans changed due to overlapping cultures and environmental aspects.  

In their research Strauss and Quinn (1997: 31) turn the main focus on cultural 
meanings: what they are; where they come from; why sometimes they are motivating, 
sometimes not; sometimes enduring (in persons and across generations), sometimes not; 
sometimes shared, sometimes not; and sometimes thematically unifying, sometimes not. 
In so doing, they asked questions which are also relevant in this research: ‘What are 
cultural meanings?’ Their main argument is that ‘a cultural meaning’ is the typical 
interpretation of some type of object or event evoked in people as a result of their similar 
life experiences. To call an object or event a cultural meaning is to imply that a different 
interpretation would be evoked in people with different characteristic life experiences. 
Strauss and Quinn (1997: 126) stress that cultural meanings are intrapersonal – they arise 
in people. These intrapersonal mental structures can be called ‘schemas’. On the other 
hand, extrapersonal structures are world structures. The meanings that arise in people do 
so in response to the outer world they encounter. As Fig. 5 reveals, people form their 
schemas by interpreting shared events in the public world interacting with mental 
structures (which can also be called ‘schemas’ or ‘understandings’ or ‘assumptions’) 
(Strauss and Quinn, 1997: 6; D’Andrade, 1995: 184): 
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Fig. 5. The origin of a schema. 

Seeking to explain the notion of schemas, Strauss and Quinn (1997: 49) suggest that 
meanings are based on cultural schemas that have come to be shared among people who 
have had similar socially mediated experiences. What then are schemas? The essence of 
schema theory in cognitive science is that information processing, in large measure, is 
mediated by learning or innate mental structures that organize related pieces of our 
knowledge. In their research Strauss and Quinn (1997: 49) explain that schemas, as they 
think of them, “are not distinct things but rather collections of elements that work 
together to process information at a given time”. The difference between meaning and 
schemas, one that the former is one’s interpretation of a particular situation while the 
latter are the learned patterns of connections among units, different parts of which will be 
activated in any given situation. A number of cognitive scientists, according to 
D’Andrade (1995), have traditionally used the term ‘schema’ to refer to generic 
knowledge of any sort, from parts to wholes, simple to complex, concrete to abstract. A 
great many schemas are cultural – you share them with people who have had some 
experiences like yours, but not with everybody. In a wider perspective, another name for 
a cultural schema is a cultural model. Among others, D’Andrade (1995) sees that cultural 
models are the representation of what happens in people’s minds – the result of their 
doing what they do. The knowledge which makes up a cultural model often is procedural 
in character. Complex cultural schemas are called cultural models (D’Andrade 1995: 151, 
157; D’Andrade and Strauss 1992; Holland and Quinn 1987: 4). 

As D’Andrade (1995: 122) points out, the growth of schema theory begins in the mid-
1970s. Various theories in the field of cognitive research relating to the ideas about basic 
level objects “moved the focus from simple features to more complex types of category 
structure”. Consequently, as D’Andrade argues, the idea of prototypes began to be 
explicable through competing theories becoming in the process more complex. Further, 
D’Andrade suggests that “it became apparent across the fields of linguistics, 
anthropology, psychology, and artificial intelligence that human cognition utilizes 
structures even more complex than prototypes”. However, cultural knowledge appears to 
be organized in sequences of prototypical events. D’Andrade describes that there was 
considerable variation in the names given for these structures that were more complex 
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than prototypes: ‘Frame’, ‘scene’, ‘scenario’, and ‘script’. Even though the variability in 
labelling had not fully settled down, some consensus has developed on the use of the term 
‘schema’, declares D’Andrade (1995: 122). For instance, George Mandler (1984), a 
cognitive psychologist describes schemas as ‘organizing experience’: 

Schemas are built up in the course of interaction with the environment. They are 
abstract representations of environmental regularities. We comprehend events in 
terms of the schemas they activate. Schemas are also processing mechanisms; they 
activate in selecting evidence, in parsing the data provided by our environment, and 
in providing appropriate general or specific hypothesis. Most, if not all, of the 
activation processes occur automatically and without awareness on the part of the 
perceiver-comprehender. (Mandler 1984: 55-56, in D’Andrade, 1995: 122) 

The fact that much of human discourse makes reference to unstated schemas – and cannot 
be understood without knowledge of them – became increasingly apparent throughout the 
late 1970s as researchers in artificial intelligence tried to create computer programs which 
could comprehend stories and other kinds of text (D’Andrade, 1995: 125). In his research 
analysing American beliefs about illness, D’Andrade encountered difficulties in creating 
an adequate description of cultural knowledge. His reflection on those difficulties led him 
to the conclusion that something like schema theory was necessary (ibid.: 126).  

In ethnographic research the different cultural schemas exist as useful tools to examine 
people’s relations. In ethnographic study, cultural schemas create culturally shared mental 
constructs. Strauss and Quinn (1997: 7) have pointed out that schemas can be roughly 
defined as networks of strongly connected cognitive elements representing the generic 
concepts stored in memory. But then again, they emphasize that what some things mean 
to people depend on exactly what they are experiencing at the moment and the 
interpretative framework they bring to the moment as a result of their past experiences. 
But, as D’Andrade (1995: 184) suggests, “the effects of cultural representations on 
memory are complex”. In addition to past experience, memory is affected by a great 
variety of other conditions, such as other significant schemas, the extent of awareness, 
and the strength of emotional contribution in the event. It is apparent, then, as D’Andrade 
(1995: 184) stresses, that “events which can be encoded by cultural schemas will better 
remembered than events which cannot”. On the other hand, D’Andrade (1995: 232) 
emphasizes: 

The goal functions of schemas are related to the way schemas form hierarchies. 
Schemas form hierarchies in a variety of ways. One schema may include another 
schema, or have a kind of relation to another schema, or to be related as a causal or 
logical antecedent to another schema. The hierarchy consists of passing on an 
interpretation from a lower level schema to a higher level schema, until the more or 
less final, top level interpretation of what is happening is created. The role of top 
level schemas will usually be to determine action, since that is the basic function of 
interpretation. 

However, one has to remember that cultures are not bounded and separable. People share 
some experiences with one person and other experiences with another person. This kind 
of interaction makes each person a junction point for an infinite number of partially 
overlapping cultures. According to Strauss and Quinn (1997: 122), “schemas unique to 
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individuals are built up from idiosyncratic experience, while those shared by individuals 
are built up from various kinds of common experience”. Therefore, for most people, 
“sharedness is the defining property of culture”. Thus, Strauss and Quinn (1997: 122) 
emphasize that sharedness does not require that people have the same experiences, but 
only that they experience the same general pattern. There are differences between 
cultures and societies in their sharedness as well as their supportive attitude to their 
citizens. In her research on cultural discontinuities, for instance, Claudia Strauss 
examines the learning of beliefs within the cultural complexity of American society. In a 
capitalistic system, she argues, there is some sort of normative idea that a person’s 
economic standing should depend on his or her own efforts (ibid.: 211). Consequently, 
Strauss expresses three schemas which symbolize the cultural schema of people who 
share the optimism in a successful corporation, feel the desperate moments of descent, 
then, as a consequence, are forced to change their attitude just to survive in life. As 
Strauss (1997: 216) puts it, the first schema is ‘Achieving anything you want’, the next 
could be labelled ‘Can’t fight the system’. Finally, the very last is ‘Feeling responsible for 
others’. These schemas derive from individual’s social discourses having everything to do 
with the motivational force of cultural models which act as important goals for 
individuals. In the hierarchical network of schemas, the goal-schemas may have extra 
motivational force (D’Andrade, 1995: 233). Thus, for informants in Strauss’s 
investigation the final and the most important motivational force was the interest of the 
family coming before individual achievements (ibid.: 234).  

2.2  Imagology 

There has been a long-standing interest in Western culture in ‘national characters’. 
For the most part, that interest has been essentialist, starting from the belief that 
there were such things, objectively, as ‘nations’, that these were discrete and well 
distinguishable mutually, that each was characterized by its own character and that 
this character could be analysed from that ‘nation’s’ cultural activity. (Leerssen, 
2003a: 1)  

According to Leerssen (2003a: 1), in the 1950s one special field in Comparative 
Literature, which studies intercultural relations, was developed in France, where its 
methodology took form under the name of ‘imagologie’. The beginning of ‘imagology’, 
as Leerssen (2003a: 1) argues, was dismissed by more aesthetically-oriented literary 
critics, mainly in the United States, but it preserved a certain continuation in Europe, 
mainly in Germany “where the critical study of national identification and the 
deconstruction of nationalism was experienced as a task prescribed by the mistakes of the 
recent past”. In this sense, as Firchow (1990) implies, ‘imagology’ has had a fairly long 
history but under other names. For Leerssen, a key figure in the movement is the Belgian 
comparatist Hugo Dyserinck, working at the university of Aachen. For Firchow, too, 
Hugo Dyserinck is the person who deserves the credit for “adopting and adapting the 
word ‘imagology’ for use in literary study – and for having done more than anyone else 
to make it theoretically and academically respectable” (Firchow, 1990: 135). Thus, 
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Dyserinck’s achievements as a developer of ‘Comparative Imagology’ are undeniable. In 
fact, ‘Comparative Imagology’ was a branch of comparative literary studies at the end of 
the nineteenth century, but Hugo Dyserinck with his collaborators at Aachen University 
succeeded in creating a new ‘neutral’ discipline called ‘imagology’ as a research method 
of interrelation between literatures as well as identity problems (Dyserinck, 2003: 1-2, 5).  

Firchow introduces imagology as a study of national/ethnic/racial/cultural images or 
stereotypes as they appear in literary contexts. As he stresses, the essential function of 
imagology in literature includes the study of literary images of other groups (hetero-
images) and images of one’s own group (auto-images), a task given additional 
amplification by the fact that contemporary “anthropologists and social psychologists 
were beginning to criticize their own ethnocentrist and essentialist inheritance” 
(Leerssen, 2003a: 1). Seen in this way, imagology is a discipline which aims at clarifying 
not only the origins and meanings of national characteristics but also the motivations and 
the effects of people’s habit of thinking, speaking, and writing in the form of prejudices, 
stereotypes and clichés. Notions of ‘national character’ have, from the early modern 
period onward, become the main discursive rationalization for cultural difference. Within 
this discourse, the term ‘image’ can be used as the mental shape of the other, who appears 
to be determined by the characteristics of family, group, tribe, people or race although it 
may also be worth remarking that ‘image’ in a psychological sense may be usefully 
understood as a cognitive ‘knowledge structure’ or schema (Karvonen, 1997: 29). 

In literary studies, imagology depends on the assumption that literature profoundly 
influences how people think and what they are. Firchow, for example, argues that 
“imagology deals with the literary ‘projections’ of the group imagination” on the grounds 
that the relation between imagology and the imagination “is not merely nominal”. Indeed, 
for him, imagology is related to “the conception of archetypes, being like them chiefly 
unconscious and non-rational” (Firchow, 1990: 138). Further, the same writer defines 
imagology as a field of Comparative Literature that “focuses on the ways in which 
images of the other help to define the group/national identity/solidarity of the author and 
his or her primary audience” (ibid.: 138). Thus, a convincing notion of imagology in 
literary criticism is well illustrated in the following remark by Firchow (1990: 139):  

Imagology is potentially a valid methodological approach for the whole existing 
range of literary production, though there are good reasons for limiting 
imagological analysis to specific, easily definable areas, since the conclusions 
based on such analysis will obviously vary, depending on the audience(s) for whom 
a given literary work or category of works was originally designed.  

Firchow (1990: 140) goes on to suggest that the imagological critic hopes to demonstrate 
how “even the most serious kinds of literature function to reinforce stereotypes of our 
own group identity, usually by contrast with other group identities”. At the same time, he 
emphasizes the point that imagology is a means of self-discovery (ibid.: 142). When 
people are making observations about others, they are also making observations about 
themselves. Accordingly, “only by looking at the others can we really see ourselves”. 
But, there is something more to it, as Firchow points out, namely, that by changing the 
way we look at others, we can also change ourselves (ibid.: 142). In addition, Firchow 
(1990: 141) analyses the importance of imagology, stating that imagology accepts the fact 
that literature reflects the active forces in the society that produces it. As a result, an 
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imagological analysis becomes convincing only when literary work is placed in the right 
social, historical and biographical contexts (ibid.: 141).  

These perceptions have been developed among imagologists as a result of their study 
of national stereotypes around the mid-1960s when they discovered, as Leerssen (2000: 
271) emphasizes, that “national characterizations take place in a polarity between Self 
and Other”. According to Leerssen (2000: 271), the auto-image and hetero-image show a 
tendency to become unchangeable in national or cross-cultural confrontations. 
Consequently, as Syndram (1991: 189) argues, “representations of what is Other, alien, 
foreign, correspond to complementary ideas as to what is familiar, domestic”. This 
mutual dependence of self-images and hetero-images transcends the boundaries of the 
individual text. Imagological analysis functions as a trigger to make the values of Self 
and Other explicit (ibid.: 189). ‘Image studies’ analyse referential systems within or 
around literary texts. All kinds of texts in their versatile expressions, in their social and 
political meanings shed light on cultural identities and differences, as presented by 
Syndram (1991: 191). Apparently, as Syndram suggests, “national images encapsulate the 
attitudes which arise from intercultural contact and literary traffic”. Further, he 
emphasizes that “the task of the imagological study of literature is to analyse the extent of 
the importance of national images in the artistic, historical and social spheres” (ibid.: 
191). 

Beyond considerations of individuals or social groups, then, imagological discourse 
may extend to wider areas. For Daniels and Cosgrove (1988: 1), for instance, even a 
landscape becomes “a cultural image, a pictorial way of representing, structuring or 
symbolising surroundings”. And for Meinig: 

Every mature nation has its symbolic landscapes. They are part of the iconography 
of nationhood, part of the shared ideas and memories and feelings which bind a 
people together. (Meinig, 1979: 164)9 

Taking such ideas as part of his remit, Johnson (2005) has argued for a new Cultural 
Imagology divided into two main – but mutually interacting – dimensions: the spatial and 
the temporal, which are concerned with the construction as well as transmission of 
images and image-systems. Within these terms, people can also define ‘Self’ or ‘Other’ 
through a sense of place. The cultural geographer Crang, for example, among others, 
talks about the genius loci of a place – ‘the unique spirit of place’ (Crang, 1998: 102, 
108). Such an image rules people’s opinions and controls their behaviour with images 
connected to geographical places (Geographical Imagology). As Sillanpää (2002: 6-7) 
explains, individuals or certain groups can create images of a peculiar country or a 
specific place that can be deeply rooted in their societies or cultures. In addition, cultural 
irregularities may create positive or negative judgements and images in people. These 
irregularities can result from language, mentalities, everyday habits, or religions (Beller 
and Leerssen, 2003: 1). What is more, literature from all fields of culture is closely 
intertwined with Cultural Imagology on its temporal axis (Historical Imagology) and has 

                                                           
9 Iconography is a description, classification, and interpretation of images, stories and allegories in art, whereas 
iconology is a method of interpretation which arises from synthesis rather than analysis (Panofsky, 1955: 57-58; 
1962: 6).  
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a wide variety of presentations developing national imagery from history writings to 
political discourse as well as from cultural criticism to entertainment output (Leerssen, 
2000: 287).  

2.3  Stereotypes 

There are a wide variety of definitions of the concept of the stereotype, and, therefore, it 
is important to indicate which definition is appropriate to the current discussion. A 
stereotype is widely thought to be a set of beliefs about the members of a social group. In 
particular, Cinnirella (1997: 37) maintains that stereotypes are “belief systems which 
associate attitudes, behaviour and personality characteristics with members of a social 
category”. As he points out, “stereotypes can be individual and/or shared entities”. 
Additionally, stereotypes can be studied on several different levels:  

At one level, they can be studied as cognitive structures held by individuals, 
creating questions as to how they are stored and retrieved from memory, and 
affected by cognitive processes. At the societal level the focus is on how 
stereotypes come to be shared by members of social groups to which they owe 
allegiance. In this way, stereotypes are seen as existing both in culture (for example 
literature) and in individual minds. (Cinnirella, 1997: 38)  

However, Cinnirella (1997: 38-39) accentuates that there is a difference between ‘active’ 
and ‘dormant’ social stereotypes. Besides, he voices the opinion that “active stereotypes 
are those which are currently circulating in society but with the help of dormant 
stereotypes we can better understand historical bases of prejudice and intergroup 
relations”.  

One of the most influential perspectives on the social psychology of group processes is 
the theory of ‘social identity’ developed by Henri Tajfel (1981). The key assumptions of 
Tajfel’s social identity lie in the following lines: 

There is an inherent motivational drive for positive self-esteem – to feel good about 
ourselves. Since the group to which we belong is also an extension of the self, then 
we need to feel good about them as well – to have a positive social identity. This is 
achieved by finding ways to construe our own group (ingroup) as distinct and 
superior to other groups (outgroup) on relevant comparison dimensions. (Tajfel, 
1981; Cinnirella, 1997: 43) 

Tajfel’s (1986) conception of the social stereotype is directly related to a study of ethnic 
and national stereotypes. He assumes that social stereotypes come to be internalised when 
individuals recognize themselves to be members of a particular group – that is when they 
discover themselves to be comparable with another social group (Tajfel, 1982: 44). Tajfel, 
in fact, was the person who created a ‘functional’ theory of social stereotypes, in 
introducing his theory of the ‘contents of stereotypes’, Human Groups and Social 
Categories (ibid., 1981: 146). His categorization concerning the functions of social 
stereotypes is three-fold. The first social role of stereotypes recognized by Tajfel is called 
‘social causality’. At this point, Tajfel examines how stereotypes can be used to facilitate 
descriptions of multifaceted, troublesome events. A second social function of stereotypes, 
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is related to their role of making things easier for groups to justify their behaviour 
towards other groups, the ‘justificatory function’. The third function for social stereotypes 
is the one most directly related to ‘social identity theory’. According to Tajfel (1981: 
146), a key task served by social stereotypes is to help the ingroup preserve positive 
individuality, and furthermore, make a distinction from other groups. Tajfel introduces 
this process as the ‘differentiation function’. As Cinnirella (1997: 48-49) emphasizes, 
both ethnic and national stereotypes are dissimilar to most other stereotypes because 
ethnicity as well as nationality are relatively conventional elements of an individual’s 
sense of identity and “come to impact upon one’s life from a very early age”. In 
particular, ethnic commitment is a firm factor of social identity for most people since, as 
Cinnirella (1997: 49) asserts, “one cannot normally change one’s ethnic origin”.  

What, then, are stereotypes and what is stereotyping? For Tajfel (1981) “stereotypes 
are ‘social images’, that is, sets of fixed ideas and beliefs held by members of one or 
more groups about members of another group”. In fact, stereotypes concern categories or 
groups of people with a similar social identity – “groups of people, who in some way 
belong together sharing cultural elements, such as social values” (Soeters and van 
Twuyver, 1997: 496-497). Based on the assumption by Soeters and van Twuyver (1997: 
498) that “stereotypes are prototypes of shared cultural meanings”, the investigation of 
cultural meanings in line with the imagological model will reinforce the theoretical 
framework of this research enabling the utilization of stereotypes as well (since they form 
a well-defined sub-set of imagological research). According to Soeters and van Twuyver, 
for instance, there are ‘heterostereotypes’ as well as ‘autostereotypes’. Hetero-
stereotypes, directed towards outgroups, generally have a negative impact. Self- or auto-
stereotyping, by contrast, tend to be positive ingroup stereotypes. However, because “all 
stereotypes are value-laden and evaluative”, they may be seen to function as a “means of 
grading people” (Soeters and Twuyver, 1997: 498). As Leerssen (1991b: 174) puts it: 

National stereotypes in literary representation may be deployed in many different 
ways: ironically or seriously, xenophobically or exotistically, appreciatively or 
denigratingly – but whatever the modality of their occurrence, national stereotypes 
always invoke the audience’s prior knowledge, they always rely on a pre-given 
recognition value.  

According to Leerssen (1991b: 174), the intertextual code of national stereotypes as a 
culturally shared set of identifiable literary and social characteristics has been a persistent 
practice in Western literature; a “task which has been undertaken by a direction in 
Comparative Literature known as Image Studies”. As regards the study at hand, 
stereotypes, therefore, remain, unavoidably, one perspective on the cultural characteristics 
of Finnish people in the literary work of the selected writers.  

2.4  Cultural Models/Schemas, Imagology and Stereotypes 

A basic cultural model in all cultures is the representation of what happens inside 
people – in their minds, or psyches – that results in their doing what they do. 
(D’Andrade, 1995: 158)  
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The idea of cognitive models was introduced by Kenneth Craik in the 1940s in his book, 
The Nature of Explanation. Craik stressed the use of models in thinking:  

If the organism carries a ‘small-scale model’ of external reality and of its own 
possible actions within its head, it is able to try out various alternatives, conclude 
which is the best of them, react to future situations before they arise, utilize the 
knowledge of past events in dealing with the present and future, and in every way 
to react in a much fuller, safer, and more competent manner to the emergencies 
which face it. (Craik 1943: 13)  

Clifford Geertz, for his part, discussed cultural models in a paper which was reprinted in 
his book The Interpretation of Cultures (Geertz, 1973a: 91). It is obvious that D’Andrade 
(1995) criticizes Geertz’s opinions about cultural models because Geertz limited cultural 
models to distinguishable constructions. As Geertz argues, “anthropologists should not 
try to find out what is in people’s heads, but rather should study public, out-there-in-the-
world-for-all-to-see physical representations” (D’Andrade, 1995: 157). But the reality of 
Geertz’s model has been strongly challenged by some ethnographers. The main critique 
has been aimed at the relation of his ideas to external observation. In their opinion, the 
concept of cultural models does not lie in the perceptible world alone; rather, they think 
that one has to situate many cultural practices in a mental state – a conception, a model of 
the mind (ibid.: 157, 159).  

According to D’Andrade (1995: 184), the effects of cultural symbols on cultural 
memory are complex. Memory is affected by a great variety of circumstances, such as the 
well-formedness of significant schemas, the awareness of important things, all the 
comparable past experiences, as well as emotional involvements. How, then, do people 
preserve complex entities in their long-term memory? One rule could be that all the 
things and events which can be encoded by a well-formed schema will be better 
remembered than the events for which no such schema is available (ibid.: 184). In a way 
then, as D’Andrade (1995: 185) points out, “culture is a great storehouse of schemas, and 
natural language contains the names of these schemas”. Another rule – in line with 
Lakoff’s (1986: 217), cognitive position – could reside in metaphorics: the idea that ‘a 
figure of thought’ is a process in long-term memory which could actually be called 
‘conceptual metaphor’.  

Among others, Strauss and Quinn (1997: 49) argue that schemas sometimes recreate a 
person’s memories of past events, or decide the meanings he or she conveys with respect 
to ongoing experiences, giving expectations for the future. In their research Strauss and 
Quinn (1997: 49) have supported the following arguments about schemas. They fill in 
lost or vague information. There are situations in people’s mutual communication where 
things can be left unsaid in any conversation because speakers assume that their 
interlocutors share the same schema. Strauss and Quinn (1997: 49) emphasize that 
without these learned expectations regarding the way things usually go,  

it would be impossible to get anything done, plan for the future, or even interpret 
what is happening; and without schemas that are at least partly shared, social 
interaction would be impossible as well. 

Importantly, despite the fact that schemas are an essential part of most behaviour, they are 
not always positive. Consequently, Strauss and Quinn (1997: 49) accentuate the point that 
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negative stereotypes are one sort of schema. Thus, these negative schemas act like any 
other varieties, sometimes outlining our interpretation of the present, memories of the 
past, and expectation of the future (ibid.: 49).  

To a large extent, schemas are durable. Interestingly, the most determined cultural 
examples will be confirmed if emotional provocation has been experienced during or 
instantly after the event in question: possibly because emotions reinforce the neural 
connections that outcome from such experiences, as illustrated by Strauss and Quinn 
(1997: 52). Notably, as the same authors stress, the most durable examples seem to be 
based on the virtually indelible schemas learned in infancy, and they tend to be linked to 
exceptionally strong feelings related to survival and security. In a similar manner, 
teaching can establish enduring cultural schemas. Some rewards and punishments, such 
as praise and fear, can make learning durable (ibid.: 94).  

As stated previously, imagologists make a distinction between auto- and hetero-images 
(Firchow, 1990: 135): auto-images being the awareness of identity in a group of itself 
while hetero-images concern the notions of outside groups within any given society. As 
Leerssen (1992: 117) emphasizes, one of the basic principles in comparatist image studies 
is the discovery of binary characteristics in cross-cultural perceptions. These 
characteristics can embody the interplay between the image of self and of other. “In what 
relation, precisely, do the auto-image and hetero-image stand to each other?”, he asks 
(Leerssen, 1992: 117). Leerssen accentuates the following perceptions: “the image of self 
and the other are described as interacting in a process of mutual interdependence and 
interdetermination”. In other cases, as he describes, a given image moves about. Hence, 
an auto-image can become a hetero-image, or the other way around (ibid.: 117). 

Within the same framework, the self-image is understood as the conception an 
individual has of himself or herself on the basis of auto- and hetero-images. For example, 
the self-image of a Finnish individual consists of the auto-image that Finnish people have 
of themselves, and of the hetero-image that other ethnic groups have of Finnish people. 
Equally, negative associations imply counter images within a person (which can be either 
internal or external). Internal counter images derive from the need to define one’s own 
national identity negatively, whereas external counter images consist of foreign attitudes 
towards another ethnicity. Fig. 6 illustrates the relations between the self-image and the 
auto- and hetero-images. Counter images, also featured in the figure, may become 
negative through exaggeration, distortion or caricature by an auto or a hetero group: 
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Fig. 6. The self-image as an imagological construction. 

A schema is like an informal theory concerning some object: it anticipates what kind of 
thing the object typically is. It is in some sense a projection to the future of former 
encounters and experiences (Karvonen, 1997: 29). According to Holland and Quinn 
(1987: 4), for decades cognitive anthropologists have been pondering the question of 
what one needs to know in order to behave like others in a social community. One 
explanation could be that cultural models are shared by a social group helping them to 
understand the surrounding world. But then again, as D’Andrade (1981: 158) points out, 
cognitive linguists have tended to assume that conventional metaphorical mappings pre-
exist as independent entities in memory. These fragments of memory act as ‘cultural 
models’. In this sense, a cultural model is a cognitive schema that is internalised by 
individuals before being intersubjectively shared by a social group (D’Andrade (1981: 
158). All in all, a schema is intersubjectively shared when everybody in the group knows 
it and is aware that it is also known by everyone else (ibid.: 158).  

As Holland and Quinn (1987: 6) suggest, cultural models “frame experiences, 
supplying interpretations and inferences of that experience as well as providing goals for 
action” (Fig. 7). In addition, the same commentators argue that cultural models are used 
to perform a variety of different cognitive tasks. Sometimes these models serve to 
interpret the experiences of other group members or to draw inferences from 
consequences of verbal or non-verbal actions. Hence, individuals of the same ethnic 
group act accordingly. Relatedly, many researchers in the area have made an effort to 
move towards a more accurate understanding of the circumstances where cultural models 
have been used in order to rationalize (and sometimes disguise) the behaviour of other 
people and of ourselves (Holland and Quinn, 1987: 6): 

Auto-image Hetero-imageSelf-image

Internal 
counter image

External
Counter imageCounter image
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Fig. 7. A cultural model. 

According to Lakoff and Kövecses (1987: 212), “cultural models, then, are 
intersubjectively shared cultural schemas that function to interpret experience guiding 
action in a wide variety of domains including events, institutions, physical and mental 
objects”. 

The present study focuses on how cultural meanings engender cultural models, and 
further, how these models are conceptualised among people through the use of cultural 
schemas. In my research, these schemas have been analysed in connection with an 
imagological approach to the literary production of selected authors. In so doing, my aim 
is to instance the Finnish characteristics such as they have been recalled and made 
discernible by these authors. In literature, cultural models and schemas may be more 
easily analysed by means of imagology because, within this discipline and in relation to 
national characteristics, the ‘images’ of Finnishness will be studied, not completely as 
items of information about reality but as properties of their context. In this study fictional 
and partially non-fictional texts will be analysed, not least because in a wider sense all 
linguistic representations about life belong to some extent to the field of fiction 
(Sintonen, 1999: 65). In line with the authors’ attitudes towards their own cultural values 
(embodied as self-images, or auto-images), their attitudes towards the others (i.e. the 
hetero-image) will also emerge. From this viewpoint, the question of identity involves 
each narrator’s own self-conception with the self that is recognized by others. With this in 
mind, I will also use imagological tools in analysing the fictionalised memoirs in this 
research. 

According to Leerssen (2000: 267), in the study of national characters there is a 
possibility of making an analytical distinction between the discursive registers of factual 
reporting and stereotyping. In other words, the analysis of various texts depends on the 
motivation of the writer whether the text is created to illustrate certain cultural patterns of 
a nation as typical or characteristic (ibid.: 267). Besides, Leerssen (2000: 267) 
distinguishes so-called ‘deep structures’ within national stereotyping. As Leerssen (2000: 
267) exemplifies, these stereotypes entail interpretation of various “binaries around 
oppositional pairs such as North/South, strong/weak, central/peripheral”. If these binaries 
are examined diachronically and historically, the final argument will emerge that most of 
the recognizable national characteristics will be able to reveal a binary nature. Thus, it is 
possible to find oppositional characteristics for any given national group (ibid.: 267). For 
Leerssen (1991a: 132) it is self-evident that,  

experience

interpretation

inference

action
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for example, the north-south distribution of temperamental stereotypes is a 
widespread and important European tradition, and it has become such an ingrained 
mode of viewing the world that everywhere the opposition between North and 
South will tend to take on a temperamental discourse. 

As early as in 1957, von Ehrenfels in his anthropological study of migration (using a 
hypothesis he originally developed for the case of India) found that inhabitants in the 
northern part of a country were hard-working and aloof while southerners were easy-
going and emotional (von Ehrenfels, 1957: 98). In his speculations, von Ehrenfels 
represents the hypothesis that in the course of time creative people had drifted to milder 
regions within their country, while others had resided the warmer districts. In his 
additional study of the polarisation phenomenon, von Ehrenfels (1961: 10) introduces a 
revised hypothesis, a more universal meaning for the concepts ‘north’ and ‘south’. He 
emphasizes regional differences within countries rather than comparable differences 
between countries, but his geographical explanations of locations either northern or 
southern became rather complex because maps can be drawn in many different ways 
(Linssen and Hagendoorn, 1994: 168). In 1985, Peabody (1985: 82, 94), aware of von 
Ehrenfels’s hypothesis, tested his theories in a study among Italians and Greeks. He 
found that, for instance, differences in attitudes towards religion and work reflected a 
geographical north-south division. Nationality stereotypes were homogeneous relating to 
Protestant countries. Thus, the ‘Protestant work ethic’ was significant among northern 
countries (those of Scandinavia and England) while Catholic countries (Belgium, France, 
and Italy) as southern countries had more easy-going attitudes towards work. This theory 
was extended by Linssen and Hagendoorn (1994: 179) to relate the location and size of 
nation states. They argued that “nationalities from larger states (in North European states) 
were perceived as more dominant and less empathic than the ones from smaller states”. 
Furthermore, Linssen and Hagendoorn (1994: 179) put forward the case that economic, 
political, cultural as well as geographical features of a state have an effect on 
stereotypical narratives of nations in terms of efficiency, emotionality, empathy and 
dominance. The above hypotheses are examples of European research. But in a similar 
vein, Sauer (1962: 105), in an evaluation of the history of Mexico, implies that two 
distinctive cultural landscapes are visible; one central/southern cultural area contrasted 
with the northern one. Apparently, too, in many cases the critical analysis of what 
Western man has projected into the people of the New World or Africa – the Indian, the 
Negro – is extremely complicated. It is also very unfortunate, according to Pieterse 
(1991: 194) that the practices of categorization of cultures on the basis of the Christian 
worldview reveal the attitude of Western cultures concerning binary oppositions. For 
example, Africa, a prime case for which “images may be dissembled into cognitive 
coordinates”, has often been explained in these terms: the most unfortunate binary 
opposition being ‘wild’ versus ‘civilized’ (Voestermans, 1991: 226). But behind such 
simplistic binarisms there may lurk more complex mechanisms which, as Leerssen has 
suggested, could be important for fundamental studies of national stereotypes. These may 
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include Janus-faced patterns which Leerssen has called ‘imagemes’, stereotypical 
schemas regarded as innate temperamental binaries (Leerssen, 2000: 267).10  

Leerssen (2000: 268) considers that literature is one field of culture which manifests 
national identity with emerging inconveniences within a nation, as well as disagreements 
between different nationalities. In other words, literature reflects cultural differences in 
societies as well as within national confrontations. In the twentieth century, comparatist 
imagologists, in particular, have made progress in study of literary discourse. Through 
them, the development of national thought in the historical analysis of ethnic and national 
images, as well as stereotypes in literary texts, has gained a new horizon. As Leerssen 
(2000: 268) emphasizes, “actors in literary texts are often characterized, both in their 
appearance and in their narrative role, according to stereotypes regarding their national 
background”. For his part, Dyer (1993: 13) emphasizes that stereotypes in fiction 
represent a “sub-category of a broader category of fictional characters, the type”. In 
fiction, Dyer (1993: 13) presents the idea that stereotypes are basically defined by their 
social role; whereupon the categorization is based on a few recognizable traits. In this 
case, for him, the type and its traits do not change or ‘develop’ through the course of the 
narrative, and, therefore, stereotypes are types that are total opposites to novelistic 
characters which will be revealed in their uniqueness to the reader as the narrative 
advances (Dyer, 1993: 13).  

What is more, as Crang (1998: 102-103) has noted, literary texts illuminate spatial 
phenomena which together with social characteristics compose stereotypical 
interpretations among people. Crang emphasizes a perception concerning geographers 
who have become interested in different forms of literature trying to verify the 
importance of landscape to people. Crang (1998: 102-103) argues that 

people do not simply locate themselves, they define themselves through a sense of 
place. […] The place is standing for a set of cultural characteristics; the place says 
something not only about where you live or come from but who you are. This can 
be simply a matter of stereotypes but it has more to it than that. As we go about our 
daily lives, we learn patterns of interaction, patterns of behaviour. 

A reappearance of certain behavioural patterns will be connected with certain places. 
According to Crang, newcomers, like immigrants, will be socialised into the sorts of 
manners created at those places. It is apparent that mutual experiences offer an intense tie 
between people and a connection over time. This connection binds people and places 
together due to their past and future (Crang, 1998: 102-103). In literary texts the actors 
and the depicted world describe a particular period of time. The nationality of a certain 
group gains the images of that particular national group against its historical background. 
Cultural memory makes it possible to outline the images of a certain nationality as well 
as the various confrontations with other nationalities. Consequently, the cultural memory 
of nations is far-reaching but many times very selective.  

                                                           
10 National ’imagemes’ are defined by their Janus-faced ambivalence and contradictory nature (Leerssen, 2000: 
279). Janus (Ianus) was a Roman protector of doors and passages, observing entrances and exits. He had two 
faces, so he could look inside and outside simultaneously. 
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A clarifying outlook on literary communication and cultural memory with images, 
stereotypes, and imagemes will be processed in the following text and in Fig. 8: 

Fig. 8. The structure of an iconosphere. 

Different historical periods represent phases available within literary study for the 
examination of different imagological manifestations. A certain historical period of time, 
an ‘iconosphere’, is composed of the physical traces that have endured the pressures of 
change in the societies that have produced them. These traces include all physical 
markings which have been transferred from previous communities to the ones that exist 
at the moment of observation (Johnson, 2005: 4). This notion has certain similarities with 
historical facts concerning all the documented information about former world as well as 
about lives that people have lived. Actually, in literary texts, writers’ notions, attitudes, 
values, and cultural understandings mirror the historical era when the texts have been 
written. In other words, an iconosphere represents our cultural memory that has been 
documented in narration. In line with this, we can agree with Walter Lippman’s ([1922] 
1997) idea about observing the world via literature: “we read about the world before 
knowing it”. Leerssen (2000: 280), agreeing with Lippman’s idea, states the same idea 
more accurately: 

It can be argued that national images in their function as commonplaces refer 
primarily not to the nation in question but to the currency of other, previous images 
about the nation. 

Consequently, the most basic use of the idea of an iconosphere is parallel to that of 
Lippman’s and Leerssen’s. More accurately, in fact, Johnson, for example, uses the 

Images An imageme A stereotype An image field 

An image world An iconosphere 
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concept in order to enable researchers to focus in more tightly on images of the lived. 
Finally, by comparing these different images from different historical periods, these 
disconnected images may be used to help them to delineate the outlines of the literary 
imagination (Johnson, 2005: 5). 

In Fig. 8, I have put together all the different subsets of an iconosphere representing 
the total image world available at a particular moment or period in history. In the present 
study, the analysis of Finnishness at the time of immigration consists of the traces that 
have survived describing individuals and their activities of that world within the versatile 
texts of the chosen non-immigrant authors. According to Johnson (2005: 8), it is possible 
to identify a group of interrelated images which are found inside an image world. Thus, 
an image world is the world of meanings that we understand when we compare the 
images of different periods of time and different cultures. First of all, these images 
together may be called an ‘image cache’ or an ‘image field’; also any image field includes 
the connection of at least three image fields. As Johnson (2005: 8) points out, if we 
enclose everything we know, remember, and understand at the moment of observation it 
is the present of the image field (its ‘topicality’). What is more, an image field is the field 
of cultural models which have the frames of experience, interpretation, and action in due 
time. Thus, in a wider sense, an image field consists of cultural schemas. Furthermore, 
images also have a geographical or historical dimension. In the present work, it is 
important to observe both the geographical and the historical dimensions of the image 
field in the narratives. The different images within an image field consist of various kinds 
of images describing the surrounding world and people in it. In fact, an image field is 
composed of cognitive models of the surrounding world at present and in the past. From 
Crang’s (1998) statement “people do not simply locate themselves, they define 
themselves through a sense of place”, it can be inferred, as Sillanpää (2002: 6) also 
argues, that a place exposes something about the people living or acting in it. Thus, it is 
assumed that images of different countries or specific localities can be deeply rooted in 
societies or cultures, and that, as a result, these images govern people’s choices of places 
whether these are places of domicile or holiday destinations. According to this view, 
Crang (1998: 111-112) suggests that people tend to define and defend themselves through 
control of territory by creating a bounded domain. Crang’s idea is well illustrated by the 
following remark: 

Taking up ideas of insider and outsider relationships to place people actively 
structure groups and define each other. The loss of bounded, controlled territory 
undermines people’s senses of identity which they normally control through 
relationships of ‘I’, ‘We’ and ‘Other’. In this relationship ‘other’ can be defined as 
outsiders.  

In this study, my aim is to discover how people practice their culture and interrelate it 
with surrounding cultures and space. Geographical Imagology looks both at the forms of 
difference of groups but also at the ideas that hold them together. Thus, Crang (1998: 2-3) 
explains how cultures form identities through which people will be aware of themselves 
and others, through which they process different places, and how those places become 
meaningful for them. Similarly, various periods of history (i.e. the different 
‘iconospheres’ of the texts), those of the narratives as well as those of the authors, 
construct different layers of the image worlds to the analysis of the chosen texts. Finally, 
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there will be the image world of the individual, for instance, my perspective of 
Finnishness at this present period of time. Within the existing images there can be 
stereotypes that can be defined as drastic simplifications. These simplifications may have 
developed in the course of different historical periods of a nation, in this case of the 
Finnish people. Negative indices of a nation especially have the tendency to become 
stereotypical simplifications. Unfortunately, they are definitions that are hard to change. 
One of these kinds of stereotypes is an ‘imageme’ which according to Leerssen is a 
special kind of stereotype “characterized by its inherent temperamental ambivalence” 
(Leerssen, 2000: 267). Examples of these stereotypes will be in the analysis of the texts 
(chapter five). 



3 Finnish-American Culture  

In this chapter the ethnic identity of Finnish Americans will be discussed based on the 
immigration and assimilation theories of the United States. In section 3.1, I will view the 
central aspects of American immigration, assimilation, and ethnicity study during the 
great waves of immigration from Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Moreover, I will shed light on the study of ethnicity as well as general demands for a 
better understanding of cultural pluralism in the United States at present. Further, the 
basic assimilation theories will be dealt through the application of some concepts of 
ethnicity which address the question of how these theories have been analysed by 
American scholars and historians. In section 3.2, I will portray the adjustment of Finns to 
the new environments on the American continent. In this task, a valuable aid is offered by 
previous research which includes information about assimilation of the Finns expressed 
by people who consider themselves to be Finnish Americans. Furthermore, I will discuss 
different assimilation theories concerning the adjustment of Finnish people to the 
mainstream of America. Section 3.3 explores attitudes to immigrant/ethnic literature 
depicting difficulties in collecting, listing, valuing, and understanding ethnic writers and 
their significant work among writers of the host country.  

3.1  Immigration, Assimilation, and Ethnicity 

Here one should remember that the narratives in this study give subjective perspectives 
on the historical events of the early twentieth century, especially since the selected writers 
formulated them in late 1990s. Notwithstanding this fact, experiences of alienation, 
dialogues with the past and the present, as well as the contradictions between annulment 
and assimilation on a fairly personal level have contributed to these narratives. The 
iconospheres of different eras make the symbols of Finnishness appear in different ways 
to separate generations. The renaissance of ethnicity, which began in the 1970s in the 
United States, has made writing easier for authors with backgrounds other than American. 
As Saari (2003: 76) points out, “in this supportive atmosphere of the seventies the 
National Finnish Americans really came of age”. Thus, many of the writers representing 
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‘new ethnicity’ in America have taken advantage of trans-national ideologies in order to 
describe the process from marginal to mainstream in their literature (Sollors, 1980: 658). 

Nineteenth-century American attitudes towards millions of immigrants who came to 
the new continent since the founding of the nation may correctly be described as 
‘ambiguous’. In particular, over the first three quarters of the nineteenth century 
immigrants were often needed to populate distant states and territories, to work the 
mines, to farm the prairies, build the railroads, and work in industry (Gordon, 1964: 91). 
During this period immigrants could freely disembark on American soil because no 
federal legislation prevented their entry. Later, difficulties concerning religious 
communities, political groups, and working conditions caused fear and ethnic antagonism 
among Americans (ibid.: 92-93). Gradually, as American legislation dealing with 
immigration became effective, some of the problems disappeared. However, the decade 
before the turn of the century brought new immigrants from Eastern and Southern 
Europe. They were very different from the north Europeans who preceded them and 
caused new problems in the areas where they settled down (ibid.: 98). Primarily, they 
were accused of amalgamating in groups or settlements, and setting up their national 
manners and customs anew. Therefore, public opinion frequently demanded that these 
groups were broken up, so that they could be assimilated as a part of the American race 
(ibid.: 98). According to the sociologist Milton Gordon (1964), there were three main 
theories for the ‘Americanization’ of these immigrants. The first perceivable theory – 
which gained wide support among several American patriotic educational, social as well 
as political societies during World War I – was one of Anglo-conformity. Here, as Gordon 
(ibid.: 99) states, serious attempts were made, “to strip the immigrant of his native 
cultural attachments and make him over into an American along Anglo-Saxon lines – all 
this to be accomplished with great rapidity”. 

The second theory concerning the ‘Americanization’ of immigrants was called the 
‘Melting Pot’ theory. In 1908, Israel Zangwill’s drama, The Melting Pot, was produced, 
and it became a great success among Americans all around the country (Gordon, 1964: 
120). The melting pot metaphor is believed to have derived from this drama. This theory 
was much appreciated and supported by American historians around the turn of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It may also be found in the writings and speeches of 
two presidents, Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, neither of whom favoured 
theories of racial superiority (ibid.: 121). As Gordon points out, supporters of this line  

looked forward to a genuine blending of cultures, to which every ethnic strain 
would make its own contribution and out of which would emerge a new cultural 
synthesis, no more English than German or Italian and yet in some sense 
transcending and embracing them all. (ibid.: 128) 

Viewing different versions of this thesis, the theologian Will Herberg (1960) took up the 
‘triple melting pot’ theory instead of the ‘single melting pot’ and published a book called 
Protestant – Catholic – Jew analysing the religious trends in American society. According 
to Herberg (1960: 32, 40), immigrant groups identified themselves as members of 
religious communities rather than along nationality lines as in the past. Therefore, these 
three religious groups made excellent classification entities for Americans. In other 
words, intermarriages were taking place across the lines of national background, but the 
religious backgrounds tended to stay confined within these three major religious groups.  
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Finally, the third notion ‘pluralism’, which well characterizes contemporary American 
living, was a fact in American society long before it became a theory. The philosopher 
Horace M. Kallen (1924: 124), who opposed the assimilation theory, introduced the term 
‘cultural pluralism’ at the beginning of the twentieth century. Attempts to ‘melt’ the 
immigrants had failed. Thus, the only thing needed was the realization that immigrants’ 
cultures constituted opportunities, not threats. Using the phrase ‘cultural pluralism’, and 
representing ‘structural pluralism’, Gordon fabricated his assimilation theory. According 
to him, each nationality brought a flavour of its original heritage combining a rich, 
cosmopolitan culture in America, a new international nation (Gordon, 1964: 159). As 
Gordon (1954: 149) states, there are two types of cultural pluralism which should be 
considered as regards the analysis of ethnic subcultures and their adjustments in 
American society. Thus, this analysis needs to examine institutions as well as behavioural 
aspects of the members in a subculture.  

Each of the aforementioned theories, or all of them together, could be the reason why 
European immigration as a research topic was relatively neglected by American 
historians until the late decades of the twentieth century. The ‘Melting Pot’ was assumed 
to transform immigrants into Americans in a generation or two (Vecoli, 1973: 81-82). As 
the historian Rudolf Vecoli (1973: 88) has noted, one of the important questions 
occupying historians and social scientists has been: “Was America a ‘Melting Pot’ in 
which all diverse elements would be fused into a new human type or was it a mosaic 
composed of distinct ethnic groups?” However, rather than praising historians, Vecoli 
(1970: 71) prefers to remind us how badly they have “neglected the different dimensions 
of ethnicity in the American past”. Thus, he asks: “Why has the history of the United 
States not been written in terms of the enormous diversity of race, culture, and religion 
that has characterized the American people from the seventeenth century until today?” In 
conclusion, Vecoli ventures to answer his own question. He believes that American 
historians have neglected the dimensions of ethnicity because of the “prevailing ideology 
of the academic profession and its sociology”. On the other hand, there was an American 
dogma and confidence in the influence of the New World to alter human nature (ibid.: 
74). 

Over time, ‘Anglo-conformity’, the ‘melting pot’ theory and ‘pluralism’ each gained 
both supporters and adversaries. As early as 1893 a young historian, Frederick Jackson 
Turner, presented a paper, ‘The Significance of the Frontier in American History’, in 
Chicago, a work which changed people’s ways of interpreting immigrant history 
(Gordon, 1964: 117). Through his ‘frontier thesis’, Turner annulled the importance of 
European heritage with East Coast cities and emphasized the western frontier. This 
frontier, according to Turner (1893: 8), “promoted the formation of a composite 
nationality for the American people [...] In the crucible of the frontier the immigrants 
were Americanized, liberated, and fused into a mixed race [...]”. 

Among the pioneering immigration historians was Marcus Lee Hansen, a student of 
Turner, who described European immigrants as ‘carriers of culture’ who brought their 
national heritage to the American soil. In his volume of essays, The Immigrant in 
American History (1940), Hansen stressed the conservative nature of these immigrants 
who were receptive to American values. According to him, “they were Americans before 
they landed” (Hansen 1940: 52). Hansen’s writings and perspectives (shared by his 
contemporaries) dealt with small agrarian communities in the Midwest. On the other 
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hand, Boston’s Immigrants (1941), a work by the historian, Oscar Handlin, represented a 
deviation in immigration history at that time. He accentuated acculturation (Vecoli, 1973: 
83). Handlin’s major work, The Uprooted (1951), described the effects of migration upon 
the immigrants themselves. In his later writings, Handlin described American society as a 
mosaic where ethnic and racial groups had confusing situations in the control of societal 
activities. Despite the resulting discrimination and disagreement, Handlin considered 
pluralism to be a positive value (Vecoli, 1973: 84). Several other American historians 
together with social scientists have pondered the changing character of immigration. 
Along with the basic question ‘Who are Americans?’, they have tried to define ‘American 
nationality’. Several other writers have offered theories to explain the pluralistic character 
of America. In their work, Beyond the Melting Pot, the social scientist Nathan Glazer and 
political scientist Daniel Moynihan (1963) declared, “the point about the melting pot is 
that it did not happen” (Glazer and Moynihan, 1963: 290). Many accusations against 
American social historians could be made with respect to their neglect of factual 
immigrant histories and immigrants’ struggles for keeping alive their native tongues and 
cultures. In his study, Language Loyalty in the United States, the sociolinguist Joshua 
Fishman (1966) argues that immigrants made demanding efforts to maintain their cultures 
and languages. Those in favour of the country’s Americanization policy could have a 
contrary view of immigrant assimilation. The article, ‘New Approaches to the History of 
Immigration in the Twentieth-Century America’, by the historian Timothy L. Smith 
(1966) accentuates the argument that immigrants were eager to assimilate into 
mainstream American culture. Supporting Hansen’s idea that “they were Americans 
before they landed” Smith emphasizes that the newcomers shared basic values of hard 
work, thrift, and individual ambition with the natives (Smith 1966: 1268).  

In his analysis of Zangwill’s ‘melting’ idea, the sociologist Herbert Gans (2004: 33) 
stresses that immigrants never really ‘melted’ but, instead, experienced assimilation. 
However, as Gans (1997: 876) had earlier noticed, not all American scholars made a 
precise distinction between the concepts of ‘acculturation’ and ‘assimilation’. According 
to Gans (1997: 876), some scholars call attention to cultural assimilation while others 
emphasize ethnic retention. These insights have been further explained by Gans (1997: 
877) who has suggested that the ideological connotation of cultural assimilation, 
‘acculturation’, should be used in the meaning of “becoming culturally American”, where 
‘assimilation’ could be associated with immigrants who have gained the acceptance of the 
members of the host country. Thus, Gans (1997: 880) points out that immigrants as well 
as their offspring may adopt the host society’s culture while still maintaining ethnic social 
ties. In other words, as Gordon (1954: 150) puts it, “the assimilationists’ goal calls for the 
complete acculturation of immigrants, or at least their children together with succeeding 
generations, to ‘American ways and customs’”. Gordon (1954: 151) sheds light on the 
assimilationists’ goal for understanding the assimilation process as a twofold 
development which includes both behavioural and structural assimilation. According to 
Gordon (1954: 151), the former happened among the immigrant descendants in the 
middle of nineteen twenties because they adopted ‘American ways’ almost without 
exception. But the latter, structural assimilation, has not taken place. Gordon (1954: 151) 
declares the reasons for this, and emphasizes the unwillingness of both sides (the majority 
group as well as the minority) to accept full structural assimilation.  
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Regardless of the fact that within the field of anthropology the first classical definition 
of acculturation was presented as early as in the 1930s (Redfield et.al, 1936: 149), it is 
widely admitted that at present psychological studies of acculturation are particularly 
relevant and important in cross-cultural studies, in a variety of cultures (Berry, 1990: 
201). In fact, as the psychologist John W. Berry emphasizes, Gordon’s (sociological) 
model of acculturation was a kind of sub-process of assimilation within biculturalism, 
representing only a temporary phase of the development from absolute segregation to 
total assimilation (Berry, 1997: 11). Further, in the 1960s, cross-cultural psychology 
gained a major importance for studies of individual acculturation. The group and 
individual levels were distinguished by Graves (1967), who introduced the term 
‘psychological acculturation’ (Berry, 1997: 7). Among others, Berry (1990: 203) sees the 
distinction between ‘acculturation’ and ‘psychological acculturation’ as being central for 
two reasons: the phenomena are different whether they concern a population or 
individuals (ibid.: 203). According to Berry, “at the population level changes may occur 
in social structure, economic base, and political organization, whereas at the individual 
level the changes are in such areas as behaviour, identity, values, and attitudes” (ibid.: 
203). In Berry’s (1997: 9) acculturation strategies, immigrants can adopt ‘assimilation’, 
‘integration’, ‘separation’ or ‘marginalization’. As already noticed, according to the 
assimilation strategy individuals reject their own cultural identity and seek interaction 
with members of the host society. When there is an interest in both, integration is the 
alternative. Immigrants who adopt the separation strategy try to maintain their own 
culture while refusing to have relationships with others. Finally, immigrants who have 
lost their initial cultural contacts by force or have been discriminated against in the host 
society feel themselves marginalized (ibid.: 9).  

Viewing the theories of assimilation in his article ‘On the Concept and Theory of 
Social Incorporation’, the sociologist Wsevolod Isajiw (1997: 80) criticizes assimilation 
theories which treat concepts of ‘assimilation’ and ‘retention’ as reverse phenomena. 
According to his incorporation theory, Isajiw (1997: 81, 88-89) concludes that 
assimilation along with ethnic retention can work in opposite directions in synchronized 
fashion (one becoming weakened to the same degree that the other is strengthened), but 
both processes can be simultaneously energized or, conversely, simultaneously stalled. As 
Gans (2004: 34) stresses, the assimilation of immigrants depends on their threefold 
ability to encounter the host society. Gans maintains that ‘economic assimilation’ starts 
right away because immigrants eagerly look for work. ‘Cultural assimilation’ begins 
almost as quickly as its economic counterpart. The newcomers have to learn the new 
ways of life as well as American institutions, and bureaucracies. After all, ‘social 
assimilation’ is the most difficult part of the process and takes place slowly. As Gans 
(2004: 34) concludes, social assimilation does not occur until immigrants or their 
descendants are comfortable in non-immigrant groups, as members of mainstream 
churches, civic or political associations. But, the most important thing is the acceptance 
of the native-born Americans (ibid.: 34). The sociologist Momo Kano Podolsky (1999) 
argues that acculturationist theories are shared by scholars who study the European 
immigrant groups while those who study the immigrants who have arrived more recently 
will discover that they are more prone to retention. 

Rejecting Glazer’s and Moynihan’s declaration that “the point about the melting pot is 
that it did not happen”, the historian Stephan Thernstrom – appealing to the immense 



 52

migration from Asia and Latin America – has claimed that the “melting pot is still going 
strong” (Thernstrom, 2004: 47, 55). Thernstrom agrees with the sociologist Richard Alba 
(1980) about ‘symbolic ethnicity’ and has stated that visible ethnic characteristics have 
melted away during the last century. In their article, ‘Towards a New Definition’, Victor 
Nee and Richard Alba (2004) ponder old and new conceptions of assimilation 
emphasizing that “ethnicity is a social boundary”. According to Nee and Alba (2004: 88), 
people make distinctions in their everyday lives using these ethnic boundaries. They 
shape their opinions about others using concrete cultural differences as boundaries. While 
observing different groups they can better identify themselves as ‘us’ and keep the other 
groups apart as ‘them’ (‘self’ and ‘other’). Still, the new conception of assimilation will 
be at its best when the ethnic boundaries are fading away, then, “individuals on both sides 
of the line come to see themselves more and more alike” (ibid.: 88-89). 

Nevertheless, ethnicity remains an important issue within discussions of multi-
culturalism in America today. What, then, do we understand by the expressions ‘ethnic 
identity’, ‘ethnicity’, and ‘identity’?11 ‘Ethnic identity’ may be thought of as the sum of 
feelings held by group members about those values, symbols and common histories that 
identify them as a distinct group (Holland and Quinn, 1987: 94). In other words, as the 
anthropologist Anya Peterson Royce (1982: 18) emphasizes, “ethnicity is simply an 
ethnic based action”. As Vecoli (1970: 70) points out (reflecting Gordon’s opinion), 
ethnicity is “group consciousness based on a sense of common origin”. Interestingly, too, 
Nagel (1994: 152) maintains that ‘ethnicity’ emanates from ‘ethnic identity’ and ‘culture’ 
for as she further explains, “ethnic identity pertains to the psychological processes 
involved in defining group memberships, while culture forms the perceived basis for 
those definitions”. As far as Conzen, Gerber, Morawska, Pozzetta, and Vecoli (1990: 4-5) 
are concerned, “‘ethnicity’ is not a ‘collective fiction’ but rather a process of construction 
or invention which incorporates, adapts, and amplifies pre-existing communal 
solidarities, cultural attributes, and historical memories. That is, it is grounded in real life 
context and social experience.” In this study, the elements of ethnicity defined by Vecoli, 
and Holland and Quinn correspond to the main descriptions of ethnicity of Finnish 
Americans and, hence, provide a basis for the analysis of the selected texts.  

 Rather than viewing ‘identity’ as a “process of assimilation”, Isajiw (1997: 89-90) 
elaborates upon the different aspects of it maintaining; for instance, that people cannot 
share identities in the same way as they share culture or group membership. In fact, a 
person develops his or her own new identity within a new society. As Isajiw points out, 
‘identity’ is a psychological experience, possessed individually and structured through 
subjective interpretations of the surrounding world. In her study, the psychologist Jean S. 
Phinney (2003: 78) has examined the complex relationship of ethnic identity to 
acculturation, and she shares Isajiw’s opinion, using a parallel definition: “ethnic identity 
is a dynamic, multidimensional construct that refers to one’s identity, or sense of self as a 
member of an ethnic group” (ibid.: 63). As discussed previously, the concept of ethnic 
identity is also a collective phenomenon conveyed from one person to another in a 
narrative form. This notion, as Phinney (2000: 28) points out, can provide a unique 
approach as a means of examining ethnic identity among people from different cultures. 
                                                           
11 ‘Ethnicity’ originates from the Greek word ‘ethnos’, meaning ‘people’ or ‘nation’. 
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Thus, she stresses that individual narratives can offer perceptions of practices that are 
difficult to understand at the group level (ibid.: 28). In due course, one’s identity may 
well acquire both individual and collective definitions of oneself and the group a person 
belongs to (Sintonen, 1999: 50).  

But, with respect to ethnicity in American historical research, Vecoli (1970: 80) argues 
that “ethnicity in American historiography has remained something of a family scandal, 
to be kept a dark secret or explained away”. In time, as Conzen et al. (1990: 3) stress, 
immigration historians have had to change the scope of their interest because immigrants 
have ceased to be ‘foreigners’. According to Conzen (ibid.: 3), immigrants have become 
“ethnic Americans”. It was in the late 1960s that ethnicity became important in American 
life (Dinnerstein and Reimers, 1999: 190). To most analysts of ethnic relations, this 
progress came as a surprise because “European minorities seemed well on the way 
towards assimilation” (ibid.: 190). There were several reasons for this phenomenon 
because time was ready for the worldwide rise of racial, religious, linguistic, and 
nationalist reactions (Petersen, 1980: 238). Petersen has found that the rise of ethnicity in 
the United States and all over the world symbolizes something more than a mere search 
for roots (ibid.: 239). 

In 1938, Hansen presented his essay ‘The Problem of the Third Generation Immigrant’ 
to the Augustana History Society. First and foremost, this essay has often been cited for 
its famous notion that “what the son wishes to forget the grandson wishes to remember” 
(Hansen 1938: 9). This being said, what happens to the third-generation immigrants when 
they reach parity with other Americans is that the legacy of their ancestors tends to 
acquire a novel interest. When ‘Hansen’s law’ was published again in 1950s by Glazer 
(1954), it gained even more attention than it had at the time of its original appearance. As 
Glazer stresses, one cannot interpret Hansen’s law literally; rather, it is a metaphorical 
statement which recognizes the unpredictability of ethnicity. Ethnic identity, as Hansen 
(1938: 93) maintains, can vary from generation to generation depending on 
circumstances. Therefore, it is obvious that various generations experience their ethnicity 
differently. As Nahirny and Fishman (1965: 312) put it:  

For the first generation it was concrete, unreflective, lived experience, while for the 
subsequent generations it became more abstract, idealized, reflective and ultimately 
optional. Both the second and third generations are conscious of their ethnic 
identity, but the difference between these generations and between them and the 
immigrant generation does not simply involve the degree of identification with the 
group but the nature of the identification with ‘ethnicity’.  

Loyal to their cultural heritage, but impressionable with respect to the forces of American 
mass culture, subsequent generations valued their ethnicity differently. The modern world 
demanded commitment to and membership in many other groups than the ethnic one. In 
his article on the subject, Gans (1979) takes up the notion ‘symbolic ethnicity’:  

Among the third generation, people are less and less interested in their ethnic 
cultures and organizations – both sacred and secular, and are instead more 
concerned with maintaining their ethnic identity. This identity becomes voluntary 
rather than ascriptive and is woven into an image of self that is composed of 
multiple identities. This new symbolic ethnicity does not entail the constraints on 
behaviour that the older mode of ethnic identification did, but neither does it 
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provide a basis for a preservation and/or re-creation of ethnic organizations or 
institutions. It is primarily motivated by a nostalgic allegiance to the culture of the 
immigrant generation, or that of the old country; a love for or a pride in a tradition 
that can be felt without having to be incorporated in everyday behaviour. (Gans, 
1979: 9) 

While ‘symbolic ethnicity’ may linger for generations, it bespeaks the significant 
attenuation of ethnicity that assimilationists all along have predicted (Kivisto, 1989: 68). 
Alba finds that people who move away from their families make a more concerted effort 
to transmit an ethnic identity to their children, perhaps because they perceive the ethnicity 
of their children as more precarious (Alba, 1990: 29). Consequently, Alba (ibid.: 23) 
points out that “in a long-run process ethnic identities continue to exist but decline in 
significance”. The same commentator (ibid.: xiv) stresses that he shares Gans’s 
perspective of ‘symbolic ethnicity’. Alba grounds his argumentation on the factual notion 
that “ethnic differences are declining among Americans of European backgrounds” (ibid.: 
9). However, if these historical facts are bygone concerning the American societal life of 
today, what will be the destiny of the newcomers in the twenty-first century? Will the 
newcomers of today be loyal to the ideas and habits of America? More importantly, as the 
journalist Tamar Jacoby (2004: 5) ponders: “How can we reframe the melting-pot vision 
to make it work for a cosmopolitan, twenty-first century America?” What American 
society needs will be a new understanding of assimilation, a definition that suits the 
globalised world of ours (Jacoby, 2004: 5). 

To sum up, rather than seeking to explain the “neglected dimensions of ethnicity in the 
American past” as Vecoli has reminded us, one has to consider the manifold constructions 
of ethnicity. As Glazer (1980: 3) skilfully details the different aspects of ‘assimilation’, 
‘integration’ or ‘acculturation’, the entire processes have been – and will be in the future 
– very different from one group to another due to variables in immigrants’ lives, 
experiences and the histories of their homelands, as well as the circumstances of 
acceptance in the host country. Therefore, historians are not the only group of researchers 
against whom one could make accusations. In this section I have explored the work of a 
wide range of American researchers who have pondered amongst themselves the 
problems concerning, for instance, ‘acculturation’, ‘assimilation’, ‘integration’, and 
‘ethnicity’, constructing different theories around these difficult issues. As one may 
perceive, there have been researchers from several disciplines (sociology, anthropology, 
history, psychology, linguistics and even theology) all trying to comprehend and make 
comprehensible the basic structures of the prevailing ‘cultural pluralism’ in America.  

3.2  Immigrant Finns and Acculturation Towards Cultural Pluralism 

Finnish Americans are a relatively small ethnic group. Of the total number of immigrants 
to the United States up to 1920, Finns made up less than one percent. They settled in 
highly localized, often rural, areas limited to a relatively few states in the northern areas 
of the United States (Hoglund, 1980: 368). In the 2000 US Census, the number of people 
claiming Finnish ancestry was 624,000. The approximate number of second-generation 
immigrants is about 80,000. As the 2000 US Census indicated, over half a million Finnish 
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Americans of the third, fourth, fifth, and even sixth generations identify their Finnish 
heritage (as either the first or second ethnicity) (Korkeasaari and Roinila 2005: 99).12 As 
Korkiasaari and Roinila point out, the difficulty in distinguishing ethnicity in the third 
generation and beyond demands careful definition from the US Census if it wishes to 
track the origins of the population that is being surveyed in an accurate way (ibid.: 4). 
According to Korkiasaari and Roinila, one of the main problems in defining one’s ‘roots’ 
is the lack of precise definitions for the term ‘ethnicity’ (ibid.: 4). Kivisto (1989: 16), for 
his part, defines ethnicity as 

one of many competing identities available for people, and it competes with other 
components of identity such as gender, class, occupation, religion, or geographical 
region in construction of self. 

By the same token, as Glazer (1980: 3) introduces his view of ethnicity concerning small 
ethnic groups, the notion is that “differences between groups are generally more to be 
expected than similarities, and that differences have much greater power to persist than 
most people think”. Consequently, according to Glazer (1980: 3), the degrees of 
assimilation, integration, or acculturation will be very different from one group to another 
due to several facts: the times of arrival, their status of skills and education, their religion 
and values, and whether they go to urban or rural areas. Hoglund, for instance, argues that 
Finnish immigration had its own distinctive history. In his work, Finnish Immigrants in 
America, 1880-1920 (1960), Hoglund emphasizes the importance of Finnish-American 
organizations for Finnish immigrants. Viewing the central motifs of Finnish emigration, 
Hoglund’s study points out that Finnish immigrants sought a better life through collective 
effort rather than individual enterprise (Hoglund, 1960: 41, 45, 140).  

However, Kolehmainen (1976a: 278) has given a good contemporary description of 
assimilation within Finnish communities after World War II. Although he realizes the 
unavoidability of assimilation, he still perceives fine possibilities for the continuation of 
Finnish culture: 

There are still great opportunities for instilling in the second, third, and subsequent 
generations a genuine and fruitful association with their cultural sources. As secure 
Americans, assured of their economic and social status, they can afford the 
preoccupations of genealogical and cultural pursuits. And they can mediate, in one 
way or another, the results of these endeavors to future generations of Americans.  

According to Kivisto (1988: 84), extensive changes have occurred in the institutional 
substance of the Finnish-American community. These changes have been the most severe 
relating to the change from immigrants to ethnics. Ultimately, the progressive erosion of 
the structural elements that had provided the first generation with the means of 
responding to their new environment hastened the transition and made the environmental, 
as well as the social elements useless. Obviously, as Kivisto (1988: 84) makes clear, these 
changes were brought about by various separate developments in society: the decline in 
language loyalty, the acceleration of exogamous marriage rates, and changes in values. 

                                                           
12 The United States 2000 Census determined the resident population of the United States on April 1st, of that 
year. 
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This is not to say that Finnish ethnicity has disappeared. As Virtanen (1999: 398) 
emphasizes, “on the individual level, however, ethnicity cannot mean the same today as it 
did for the first-generation immigrant women and men, whose life in the New World was 
largely dependent upon the sense of group identity”. Ultimately, the maintenance of the 
language of the country of origin versus the adoption of the language of the host country 
have been major signs of cultural alteration between the first and second generations 
(ibid.: 394). In line with this, as Isajiw (1997) has pointed out, one could argue that 
lingual ‘assimilation’ among Finns occurred in a synchronized fashion; that is, the 
meaning of the Finnish language weakened to the same degree that the importance of 
English language strengthened. Yet, in smaller Finnish communities the Finnish language 
continued to be used longer than in larger cities, but English became the language for the 
second generation especially in big cities where Finns found themselves in continual 
contact with members of other communities (Virtanen, 1999: 394). Karni’s (1990: 102-
104) report concerning the inter-War period among Finnish Americans confirms that it 
was common for many immigrants’ children to conceal their Finnishness. They spoke 
Finnish at home but English elsewhere. Furthermore, Virtanen has argued that entering 
into marriage with a member of one’s own national community or from some other ethnic 
background alienated Finnish people from constant language maintenance but also more 
generally led to incessant identification with the ethnic reference group (Virtanen, 1999: 
394). 

The various indicators examined point to a growth of social assimilation. In other 
words, as Kivisto (1988: 95) remarks,  

[...] change has characterized the Finnish-American community from the period 
that the third generation came of age. However, the evidence does not support the 
argument that this has necessarily led to a decline in ethnic identification, which in 
key respects has managed to remain quite durable. 

Consequently, some new changes in attitudes towards ethnic groups captivated American 
people in 1960s. Vecoli (1990: 26) describes it: 

Black was beautiful, but so was Polish, Swedish, Italian, and so on. The discovery 
that people were not only different, but that it was ‘ok’ to be different, led to the 
discovery of different histories. The question ‘who am I?’ was followed by the 
question ‘how did I become who I am?’ The search for roots became almost a 
national obsession for individuals [...] while the histories of immigrant/ethnic 
groups became the subject of innumerable books, films, TV shows, and courses of 
study. 

In addition, as Pentikäinen (1988: 48) has observed, through developments in the 
methods of folklore and anthropology, an interest in the study of immigrant societies and 
cultures gained new stimuli. Such concepts as ‘ethnicity’, ‘ethnic folklore’, ‘ethnic 
culture’, the ‘ethnic group’, and ‘ethnohistory’ have become common in studies of the 
ethnicity of the immigrants in the New World. Among others, Pentikäinen (1988: 48) 
emphasizes that in anthropological literature, the ‘ethnic group’ has in general been 
defined as a population that 

1) [...] is on the whole biologically self-perpetuating, 2) shares fundamental cultural 
values realized in overt unity in cultural forms, 3) makes up a field of 
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communication and interaction, 4) has a membership which identifies itself, and is 
identified by others as constituting a category distinguishable from other categories 
of the same order.  

According to Pentikäinen (1988: 49) “a strong ethnic identity is typical of the first 
emigrant generation, a ‘mixed’ identity of the second and third generation, whereas the 
fourth one has a strong majority identity”. In his research Pentikäinen draws attention to 
the importance of fieldwork among immigrant descendants. He completed his research as 
a visiting professor in American universities and his fieldwork mainly in the states of 
Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan during the years 1980 and 1981. In his fieldwork, 
over 300 Finnish Americans were interviewed. As he states, much immigrant culture is 
perpetuated through oral transmission. The aim of his research was to study ethnic 
folklore and define the extent of joint interaction with respect to the worldview on 
language, culture, and the experiences of the individual, the family, as well as the entire 
community (Pentikäinen, 1982: 13). In light of his extensive fieldwork Pentikäinen 
concludes: 

The first-generation Finns typically remained permanently torn between their new 
home in North America and their heart in Finland, whereas the second generation 
tended to stress economic objectives and assimilation to American culture, while 
the third generation has turned to the quest for its roots. Family history offers a 
means of tracing at grassroots level both their process of acculturation and their 
present-day vision of their Finnish roots. (Pentikäinen, 1982: 13) 

In a similar vain, Österlund-Pötzsch (2003: 233) concludes her research among Swedish-
Finnish descendants in North America accentuating the importance of tradition and 
heritage among Swedish-Finnish informants. Their ethnicity is manifested through the 
maintenance of certain traditions. As Österlund-Pötzsch (2003: 234) states, “some of the 
informants felt that their ethnic identity was reflected in certain personal characteristics, 
in other words, they experienced that their self-identity was essentially influenced by 
their ethnic origin”. 

A whole new approach to ethnicity originated at the end of the twentieth century. The 
new conception of ethnicity helped to generate less prejudiced attitudes towards other 
ethnic groups. This phenomenon stimulated researchers, historians, and sociologists to 
study and write about the nature of ethnicity as human diversity. As Conzen et al. (1990: 
6, 12) argue, ethnicity demands dialogue between majority and minority cultures. 
Without question, this is also the dialogue between current ethnic groups in the United 
States. But did Finnish immigrants and their offspring experience ‘assimilation’, 
‘acculturation’, ‘adaptation’, ‘integration’, or ‘cultural pluralism’? Further, what about 
the present-day Finnish immigrant descendants; are they ‘ethnic Americans’ committed to 
‘symbolic ethnicity’? The truth is, as Virtanen (1999: 399) emphasizes, that Finnish 
ethnicity has not disappeared. Rather, on the personal level, it has changed from the days 
of the first-generation immigrants. Moreover, Virtanen (1981: 110) accentuates the fact 
that Finns constituted a small immigrant group. Whether they were living in big cities 
like Chicago or on the Iron Range of northern Minnesota, interactions with other ethnic 
groups were an everyday reality (Virtanen, 1999: 399). In this respect, the different 
details concerning small groups classified by Glazer (1980: 3) can be associated with 
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Finnish immigrants as well. The first-generation Finns did not assimilate into the 
mainstream although they adapted themselves to the new conditions. A very important 
notion is, as Virtanen (1999: 387) puts it, the fact that “The process of ‘ethnicization’ was 
at its turning point when the second generation reached adulthood”. With respect to the 
first assimilation theories, Anglo-conformity, and melting pot theories, it seems that they 
were oversimplified and, thus, were not appropriate theories to describe the assimilation 
of Finnish immigrants. For example, as Laitala (e-mail letter, 30.4.2004) observed, “on 
the Iron Range of Minnesota, there were very few Americans to melt with. Almost all 
inhabitants were immigrants”. Finns were a relatively small group with their difficult 
language and awkward customs. Many were ‘clannish’, and established their own 
organizations to help their people to manage in the new country. Many were “open to 
American values”, but they had a strong desire to preserve their own values. Therefore, 
Hansen’s theory (Hansen’s law) is comparable to the life experiences of Finnish 
Americans in the agrarian areas of Midwest. As Hansen (1938: 21) views it, “ethnicity 
could wax and wane and wax again” depending on circumstances. Besides, he maintains 
that the second generation is uncertain of its position in the American society and that, 
therefore, it is prone to adapt the American ways and yield to the demands of 
Americanization. By contrast, the third generation, he suggests, is secure about its place 
in the host society, verifying its enthusiasm to explore its own heritage (Hansen, 1938: 
24). In line with Hansen’s comment that “they were American before they landed”, Smith 
analyses the social history of immigrants’ assimilation in the Minnesota iron mining 
towns. He puts his emphasis on the immigrants’ ideology of hard work and individual 
ambitions. As Smith (1966: 1266) sees it, small ethnic groups had to unify economic as 
well as social interests in order to manage their everyday lives. In this respect, ‘cultural 
pluralism’ represented the kind of assimilation that Finnish immigrants witnessed and 
were living through in small cities and villages in the northern mining areas. On the way 
towards ethnicization, as Conzen et al. (1990: 15) explain, these small ethnic groups 
(Finns, South Slavs, Swedes, Cornish, and Italians) on the Iron Range of Minnesota,  

shared the spaces of work, leisure, and residence [...] developing a strong identity 
and solidarity out of shared hardship and struggles. A strong commitment to labor 
unionism and liberal politics, kinship networks resulting from extensive 
intermarriage, and a common culture, of which sauna, bocce13, pasties14, potica15, 
deer hunting, and hockey became emblematic, denoted and emergent ‘Iron Range’ 
ethnicity. 

This Minnesotan example illustrates the basic elements in building identity: ‘us’ and the 
’others’ (Conzen, et al., 1990: 15). Such encounters reinforced the cultural identity of 
small ethnic groups. They had opportunities to pursue or reject the cultural elements of 

                                                           
13 Bocce is a strategy and precision sport closely related to bowls and pétanque. It was introduced to the United 
States by immigrants, especially Italians (USBF, 2006). 
14 A pasty can be described as a pot pie without the pot. The tradition of the pasty was brought by immigrants 
who worked in the copper and iron mines (Kaplan et al. 1986: 81). 
15 Potica is made from a dough rolled as thin and wide. Then, layered with walnuts, butter, cream and vanilla, is 
rolled into a spiral and baked to a crisp amber brown. It is known to those of South Slavic ancestry as well as to 
anyone who has grown up on Minnesota's Iron Range (Kaplan et al. 1986: 227). 
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another ethnic group. In addition, dense concentrations of settlements prevented the full 
assimilation of the early immigrants. Good examples of these settlements are the isolated 
farming communities where ideological commitments related to religion or politics 
strengthened togetherness (Glazer, 1964: 165-166). Consequently, the assimilation to 
mainstream American was not always the primary concern of these small ethnic groups. 
The creator and leading philosophical promoter of the idea of ‘cultural pluralism’, Horace 
Kallen mentions three themes which define it. He compares different groups accentuating 
the notion that only an ethnic group originates from family connections, being hereby 
involuntary while all the other groups’ individuals affiliate voluntarily. In his main theme, 
Kallen appeals to the Declaration of Independence and its doctrine of equality. He 
appreciates cultural values suggesting “creation comes from the impact of diversity” 
(Kallen, 1924: 116).  

In his appealing assimilation theory, Turner (1893: 201) emphasizes the importance of 
the frontier. Moving westward from the Atlantic coast releases Americans from Europe. 
The frontier is the line of Americanization and independence. In fact, new settlers 
reached several frontiers in their search for better living conditions along with new land. 
According to Turner (1893: 203), the first frontier was the ‘Indian question’. As the race 
westward increased, he distinguished the concept into the trader’s frontier, the rancher’s 
frontier, the miner’s frontier, and the farmer’s frontier (ibid.: 205). Turner (1893: 215, 
221) notes: 

In the crucible of the frontier the immigrants were Americanized, liberated, and 
fused into a mixed race, English in neither nationality nor characteristics. [...] But 
the most important effect of the frontier has been in the promotion of democracy 
here and in Europe.  

As a matter of fact, Turner’s frontier theory has gained many critics among researchers, 
especially among ethno-historians. Krupat’s (1992: 4-5) critique is that Turner defines the 
frontier as the farthest point to which civilization has advanced, marking a clearly 
discernible line between ‘us’ and ‘them’. In the case of Native Americans, and, in spite of 
the fact that Western categories dominate discussions about culture, history, imperialism, 
literature, even the frontier, Krupat (1992: 5) perceives that the frontier is simply a 
shifting space in which two cultures encounter one another. According to Ross (1977: 9), 
a Finnish ethnic community developed on America’s industrial frontier during the era of 
industrialization that began after the Civil War. Open land and available prairie 
homesteads lured immigrants from northern Europe. In short, Turner’s frontier theory is 
very workable considering the early migration of Finns. Evidently, they encountered, for 
example, the trader’s frontier, the miner’s frontier, and the farmer’s frontier. The 
expansion westwards forced settlers at the borderline between civilization and wilderness 
to create a society from the beginning (Rask, 1987: 273). As Turner’s theory points out, 
the availability of free land and the lack of barriers to geographical mobility encouraged 
people to engage in restless efforts to achieve upward mobility (Kivisto, 1984: 215). 
Consequently, new situations demanded hard work, group work, inventiveness, and guts. 

Those researchers in favour of ‘Americanization’ believed that immigrants wanted to 
become Americans as quickly and fully as possible (Gans, 1997: 897). Therefore, the 
attributes ‘acculturation’ and ‘assimilation’ were loosely connected to the concept of 
‘Americanization’ without any precise definition. But, as Gans (1997: 875) argues, if the 
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ideas of assimilation and acculturation are distinguished, then acculturation has 
proceeded more quickly than assimilation in both ‘old’ and ‘new’ immigrations. 
Furthermore, the environment contributes to the speed of acculturation. In making his 
point, Gans (1997: 876) sees that if the concepts ‘acculturation’ and ‘assimilation’ are 
thought of independently (even when the second- and third-generation ethnics have 
almost become acculturated), immigrants still have ethnic social ties, so that they cannot 
be said to have fully assimilated. Indeed, as Trimble (2003: 6) emphasizes, “assimilation, 
if it does take place, may take several generations for the process to become complete – if 
it does come complete”. As well, he reminds us that many theorists working on themes of 
acculturation use the terms ‘assimilation’ and ‘acculturation’ interchangeably (ibid.: 6). 
Here, as discussed previously, one ought to remember Berry’s (1997: 9) four types of 
adaptation of psychological acculturation.  

As Toivonen (1999: 102) points out, Finns frequently remodelled their ethnicity in 
relation to the neighbouring culture, but at the same time they preserved some core values 
of Finnishness. Obviously, with respect to Finns, acculturation happened faster in big 
cities where surrounding people were not always Finns, but the Finns did not fully 
assimilate. In their theory, assimilationists demanded the complete absorption of 
‘American ways and customs’ (Gordon, 1954: 150). In his twofold assimilation theory, 
Gordon (1954: 151) makes a distinction between ‘behavioural’ and ‘structural’ 
assimilation. Gordon emphasizes behavioural assimilation among immigrants who 
migrated in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries because they have gradually adapted 
the ‘American way’. On the other hand, structural assimilation did not take place before 
both the majority and the minority groups desired it (ibid.: 151-152). This was the case 
with several Finnish groups, for example, in the northern part of the United States 
because the decades after World War II undermined the basis for Finnish ethnicity 
(Virtanen, 1999: 399). Some reasons for the unfavourable attitudes among Americans 
were the Finnish-American radicals who were exceptionally active in the political labour 
movement. According to Laitala (e-mail letter, 14.4.2004), as late as in the 1950s and 60s 
when she was growing up in Minnesota, “Finnish people were at the bottom of the ethnic 
hierarchy”. Hence, for her, “this notion was confirmed by a survey by the Minnesota 
Historical Society in the 1970s”. Moreover, the Finnish language along with the presence 
of strong religious groups opposing assimilation were reasons for the continuation of 
isolated ethnic communities (Kostiainen, 1983: 273).  

One of the basic notions presented by Gans (2004: 33-34), is that all newcomers have 
to undergo a slow process whereby all the societal activities will be adopted in one form 
or the other. As Gans finds, the threefold process that newcomers experience includes 
economic, cultural, and social assimilations. For Finnish people economic assimilation 
began right away because they came for work, thus, finding jobs moved them inside the 
economic world of the host country. Cultural assimilation began almost as quickly 
because learning the habits of everyday life made living much easier in a new 
environment, but social assimilation was slower and demanded joining non-immigrant 
groups. More importantly, the acceptance of native-born Americans was required before 
assimilation was complete. Thus, what has been the situation of immigrants since the 
third generation reached adulthood? According to Gans (1979: 92) and Alba (1990: 3), 
ethnicity gradually becomes voluntary and, therefore, contains no more than a nostalgic 
allegiance to the culture of the immigrant generation. Having no compelling duties to 
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one’s family, or to oneself, ethnicity thus takes on a merely symbolic value. At the same 
time, none of the immigrant descendants are immersed in an ethnic environment twenty-
four hours a day, but occasional behaviours can be attributed to ethnic identity. Therefore, 
“ethnic activities are selective and intermittent, and ethnicity matters only in voluntary 
ways – in celebrating holidays with a special twist, cooking a special ethnic meal, 
remembering a phrase or two in a foreign language”, according to Waters (1990: 147).  

3.3  Finnish Immigrant Literature  

The ethnic novel is generally the tale of the stranger and his clash with America, the 
tale of a subculture, the tale of ethnic transplants who maintain their ethnic 
characteristics, or the exploration of the old and the new countries; it is the attempt 
to effect a balance between two ways of life with the writer’s psyche. (Rayson: 
1981: 95) 

According to Kero, the history of Finnish literature in America has its roots in newspaper 
writings from as early as the 1870s (Kero, 1997: 147). Finnish immigrants had learned to 
read and write in their homeland; thus, this ability gave them an advantage over 
immigrants from several other countries (Virtanen, 1994: 72). Literacy brought about a 
need for Finnish newspapers on the new continent. Accordingly in 1899, the first 
religious newspaper, Amerikan Suometar, was published (Kero, 1997: 152). After that 
time, as Kero describes, other religious and political newspapers were published; and 
they gained a devoted readership among Finnish immigrants. In addition, several 
newspapers inspired various people to write poems, novels, and plays which the editors 
gladly published (ibid.: 166). As suggested by Rayson, such writers depicted both the 
former homeland and the surrounding environment in the new country as well as hard 
work in the mines and lumber camps (ibid.: 166). Ethnic literature mirrors the realities of 
life. When migrants begin writing texts, they had matured to the point where they are able 
to analyse the surrounding world as observers of reality (Vallenius, 1998: 233). In his 
research on Finnish-Swedish immigrants in the 1960s, Vallenius perceives similar reasons 
(higher living standard, work, family reasons, and adventure) to emigrate as Finnish-
speaking Finns had while moving to America. As Vallenius (1998: 233) concludes, the 
notion of the fatherland springs forth from deep experiences. In Finnish-Swedish literary 
expressions, the Finnish agrarian environment offers the migrants traits of ‘Topelian’ 
stereotypes as an authentic way of living in the fragmented modern world while visiting 
their homeland on their holidays (ibid.: 233). Is it possible that the ‘old’ stereotypical 
senses of Finland have survived in the minds of emigrants to Sweden, our nearest 
neighbour as late as in the 1960s?  

Indeed, the roots of the first-generation Finnish-American immigrants were in a 
Finland similar to that described by Topelius.16 However, the stereotypical Finns 
                                                           
16 Zacharias Topelius (1818-1898) wrote Maamme kirja, a ‘Book of Our Country’ in Swedish in 1875, and it 
was translated into Finnish in 1876. It delineates Finland and Finnish people at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. 
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described by Topelius were not completely strange to those Americans interested in 
Finnish literature because some of Topelius’s works had been translated into English as 
early as in the 1870s. His romantic stories were popular among the most enthusiastic 
literature collectors, those Americans who also knew something about the Finnish 
‘national poet’ Runeberg and who characterized him as a representative of patriotic poets. 
Owing to the works of these Finnish authors, one could easily learn an idealized image of 
a Finnish hero who always puts his country’s interests first (Niemi, 1994: 86).17 Here, a 
parallel can be drawn within the tradition of storytelling between Topelius and Henry 
Thoreau, whose celebrated works were inspired by Native America, the wild life of the 
Native Americans, as well as the backwoods of Maine.18 In his works, Thoreau shows 
that his interest in Native Americans stems from his concern for nature and humankind’s 
place in it (Moon, 2000: 11). 

As Finnish immigrants in America were eagerly founding new organizations, they also 
founded theatres in order to engage workers in their spare time. The earliest organized 
theatres were founded at the beginning of the twentieth century. For example, temperance 
societies were avidly constructing new halls which grew into centers of social and 
cultural life; amateur drama became a vital part of the hall activities (Riippa and Karni, 
1983: 119-120). Before long, other organizations (labour, cooperative, benefit societies) 
had theatres of their own. The core of the stage repertoire was classics from the Finnish 
theatre. Only a very limited number of plays were written by Finnish-American 
immigrants themselves (ibid.: 128). According to Riippa and Karni (1983: 132), the 
Finnish-American immigrant theatre was mainly a first-generation phenomenon. Thus, 
the era lasted about twenty years and was over by the 1930s. But in the words of Lauri 
Lemberg, a Finnish-American playwright, the Finnish immigrant theatre left a rich legacy 
because 

from its many participants, it developed people with wide cultural interest – 
singers, musicians, speakers and poets – who, in addition to their dramatic 
activities, enriched all other social and cultural activities of the Finnish-American 
community. (Riippa and Karni, 1983: 133) 

Apart from plays, Finnish immigrants produced literature such as poetry and novels but, 
as with play writing, the production of these texts died down by the beginning of 1930s. 
Above all, the war years 1917-1918 stopped the development of immigrant literatures. As 
Mossberg (1987: 144-145) points out, American nativism in the 1920s and immigration 
laws brought pressure on immigrant writers, complicating the use of foreign languages. 
Many writers were desperate and argued that the native languages of immigrants were 
crucial to maintain their own cultures as well as to serve their reading audiences (ibid.: 

                                                           
17 Johan Ludwig Runeberg (1804-1877) was the national poet of Finland writing in Swedish. He was the first 
Finnish writer to achieve a broad national significance and a wide international fame. Runeberg wrote the 
classical Finnish epic poem The Songs of Ensign Stål about Finland's war of 1808-09 in 1848-60. It was 
translated into Finnish as Vänrikki Stoolin tarinat in 1889 and it was used as compulsory reading in schools in 
Finland. 
18 Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) combined his talents as an author, naturalist and philosopher in Walden, 
one of the best-known non-fiction books written by an American. It describes simple life in a natural 
environment. 
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145). As Kero (1997: 280) emphasizes, this was the period when the production of 
literature should have been transferred primarily to the second generation. Gradually the 
production of literary work among second-generation Finnish Americans faded away. The 
only exceptions were the newspapers which despite all the difficulties continued to be 
published. Thus, what were the reasons for this ‘fading away’? Could one reason be, as 
Ostendorf (1985: 582) stresses, that, without any use in America, the substance of the old 
symbolic culture was gradually forgotten or became randomly used? Did this ‘fading 
away’ happen to the second-generation Finns? It would certainly be in line with 
Ostendorf’s (1985: 582) point that “many ethnic groups did not like the literature that was 
produced by their own writers”. However, the renaissance of ethnicity during the late 
decades of the twentieth century in American society facilitated a sentimental return to 
the cultural heritage of grandmothers and grandfathers making possible a third-generation 
ethnic revival (ibid.: 584). Systematically collected Finnish-American and Canadian 
literature can be found in different university libraries in Finland, but the main collection, 
comprising 2,100 publications, is situated in the Helsinki University Library. ‘The 
America collection’, one part of the Finnish national collection, consists of publications 
from 1876 to 1977 (Mäkelä-Henriksson 1976: 116). This collection consists of Finnish, 
Swedish, and English literature published in the United States and Canada. It includes 
books, newspapers, magazines, annual publications, and notes. It originates from the area 
where the most active collector of Finnish-American publications, David Castrén, settled. 
Castrén was a teacher whose career began in Calumet, Michigan (Kero, 1997: 141). He 
opened a public library there in 1881 (Mäkelä-Henriksson, 1976: 117).19 Castrén’s 
valuable work has been sustained in Hancock ever since. For example, the Finnish 
American Historical Archives (FAHA) at Suomi College (Finlandia University) were 
established in 1932, under the supervision of Armas Holmio (Kurtti, 2002: 108). 
According to Kurtti, the present place of these archives is the Finnish American Heritage 
Center constituting one of the largest collections of Finnish-American materials in the 
world (ibid.: 108). Another wide-ranging Finnish-American collection of books, 
pamphlets, newspapers and manuscripts is located at the Immigration History Research 
Center (IHRC) at the University of Minnesota, founded in 1965 (Saari, 2003: 74).  

Through the initiative of Helsinki University Library, a publication was produced – 
Amerikansuomalaisen kirjallisuuden yhteisluettelo (The Union Catalogue of American-
Finnish Literature) by Kaarina Kotiranta (1970) – which lists all the Finnish-American 
literature collected by the year 1970 that was situated in selected Finnish libraries 
(Mäkelä-Henriksson 1976: 117). The Union Catalogue of American-Finnish Literature 
was in advance of its time because European researchers did not become seriously 
interested in immigrant literature until as late as the end of the 1970s (Pynnönen, 1991: 
17). Research on immigrant literature began in Germany under Hans-Dieter Grünefeld 
and Franco Biondi. These researchers have studied immigrant literature in Germany, 
especially texts written by Turkish or Italian workers or their descendants. Over and 
above this, Biondi has charted literature written by Italian-American writers and states 

                                                           
19 Calumet is a Michigan town, formerly a large city, located twelve miles towards Keweenaw Point from 
Hancock. 
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that the eighteenth century Italian-American immigrant literary production more often 
depicts the return to homeland than departure from Italy (ibid.: 20). 

 Scandinavian literature in the United States has been studied in The Divided Heart 
(1974) by Dorothy Burton Skårdal, a third-generation American herself. In her work, 
Burton Skårdal (ibid.: 20) ponders those complicated processes in the human mind that 
contain ‘the mystery of identity’ and relate the notions of identity and culture. In 
particular, she notices that:  

In a stable cultural situation, identity is no problem to the individual; but when a 
person leaves the culture in which his personality was formed, and plunges into a 
society whose ways are strange to him but where he means to stay, the 
confrontation will force him into painful personal change. This cultural shock was 
common and central to all immigrant experience. Therefore, it is the central theme 
throughout Scandinavian-American literature.  

As Burton Skårdal reports, there are hundreds of volumes of novels, poems and plays 
published by Scandinavian immigrants in their own languages, but they are all in 
collections of churches or other archives in the United States, Canada, and Scandinavia 
(ibid.: 27). Burton Skårdal points out that even the specialists in these countries do not 
realize the amount, and value of these archives because a broad outline of the 
Scandinavian-American creative writings is lacking; thus, “what accounts of literary 
history have been published are limited to one nationality and include little more than 
lists of the best known authors and their work” (ibid.: 27). Even bibliographies are few 
and unfinished: “Only the Norwegians have undertaken an exhaustive listing of all 
individual titles printed by first-generation immigrants in the United States and Canada 
before the year 1930” (ibid.: 27-31). The circumstances have been complicated, but the 
total responsibility for the archives should be divided. In the preface of Burton Skårdal’s 
work (ibid.: 7), Oscar Handlin emphasizes an indifferent attitude of American historians 
to the migration of Europeans and their written work. According to Handlin (ibid.: 8): 

This is a hitherto neglected resource for the social history of immigration. [...] The 
scholar who wishes to employ these materials must have persistence and patience 
to hunt them out in scattered repositories and must often be satisfied with only 
fragmentary results. 

As late as the beginning of the twentieth century a biographical dictionary of some 300 
Swedish-American poets, novelists, short-story writers, and journalists was published 
(Beijbom, 1980: 978). As Beijbom argues, just a small number of these writers were 
really creative. Only the poetic value of the Swedish texts is appreciated. The main theme 
of their poems was a blend of over-romantic homesickness and uncontrolled praise for 
their adopted country (ibid.: 978). “They seldom used erotic or naturalistic themes, nor 
did they write about the everyday personal and social problems of the Swedish-American 
community”, insists Beijbom. The second-generation Swedish Americans, like their 
Scandinavian contemporaries, began to express themselves in English (ibid.: 978). In his 
study of Norwegian America, Øverland (1996: 8) mentions that all the immigrant groups 
– such as the Norwegians, Hungarians, Swedes, Bohemians, Finns, Germans, and other 
groups – in America in the nineteenth century developed their own cultures in their own 
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languages. The roots of Norwegian-American literature, according to Øverland (1996: 
14), were “nourished by the liberating force that lay in the process of emigration”: 

People who had broken away from the only way of life they had been able to 
imagine, weathered the many weeks of the Atlantic crossing, found their way 
across enormous stretches of a strange continent, and made for themselves a 
business or a farm with an acreage and a quality of soil undreamed of in the old 
country would also be able to say to themselves: perhaps I can write, too. 

Many immigrants who became writers also had ambitious thoughts about their ethnic 
identity. According to his research on Norwegian writers, Thaler (1998: 20) emphasizes 
the importance of immigrant authors as ethnic activists. The most important 
Scandinavian-American writings were published in newspapers and church periodicals. 
The literary needs of most immigrants were satisfied by a newspaper subscription, an 
almanac or Christmas annual; the better-educated minority that read fiction and poetry 
usually turned to the authors of the home country. The lack of a reading public meant that 
writing had to be a spare-time activity for most Scandinavian immigrant authors (Burton 
Skårdal, 1974: 38). As I have mentioned before, most second-generation authors with a 
Scandinavian background wrote in English. They used their native language at home, or 
they had used it at least in childhood, but as writers they felt completely safe only in the 
English language. Of course, the language of the third-generation writers was English 
(ibid.: 46).  

Language is one of the main issues in Burton Skårdal’s work, and, understandably 
enough, she contemplates the significance of language in ethnic literature. For her, texts 
by first- and second-generation American immigrants have to be classified as ethnic 
literature, no matter which language they are in (ibid.: 51). The main singularities in the 
achievements of ethnic/immigrant literature as defined by Ostendorf (1985: 580) come 
from language, authors, readers, as well as form and genre. The future of ethnic literature 
depends on all these facts together. In other words, Ostendorf stresses maintenance of the 
old language or the new Ethnic-English code; the authors should be adequately supported 
by authorities, and their readers should be a homogeneous group with similar reading 
practices. Primarily, the demands of the reading audience as well as the market direct the 
forms and genres within ethnic literature. 

 What about American literature? Is it not a rich repository of the footprints of 
ethnicity? In his introduction to The Uprooted (1951), Oscar Handlin made a famous 
statement: “Once I thought to write a history of the immigrants in America. Then, I 
discovered that the immigrants were American history” (Sollors, 1980: 649). According 
to Sollors (1980: 649), “ethnicity is a pervasive theme in all American literature”. As 
Sollors (1980: 658) observes, the rise of serious ethnic literature in the second half of the 
nineteenth century was related to resistance of stereotypes because American writers had 
traditionally avoided complicated topics concerning race, religion, and moral issues. 
According to Sollors (1980: 658), ethnic literature appeared to have a truth value, laying 
claim to an ‘inside view’ of ethnicity, and it also depicted critical views of the 
surrounding society. There is a difference between classic ethnic literature and that 
written by representatives of the ‘new ethnicity’ (ibid.: 658). Indeed, there is a moral duty 
that these so-called ‘hyphenated writers’ owe to other ethnics; namely, in the process 



 66

from marginal to mainstream literature their writings can make ‘otherness’ 
understandable to American readers (ibid.: 658).  

“In migration, above all topics, the level of ambivalence, of plurality, of shifting 
identities and interpretations are perhaps greater than in many other aspects of life” 
argues White (1995: 15). Creative writing on migration often illuminates the processes of 
socialisation, making migration a promising way of achieving the goals in life. As White 
sees it, migration brings into being fictional and autobiographical texts that describe 
people’s external activities as well as internal attitudinal and behavioural changes. The 
study of such writings widens the view of the long-term influence of migration, and also 
people’s understanding of the forces in contemporary society (ibid.: 15). In the paper 
‘Sunday Too Far Away, Images of emigrant existence in the literature of Slovenes in the 
United States, Canada and Australia’, Petrič (1995: 170) draws attention to the 
importance of migrant writings as ‘informal history’ preserving valuable details that 
would otherwise be lost. Petrič wishes: “One must only hope that the literature at least 
will remain for future generations” (ibid.: 170). As in many migration writings, the Old 
World and the New World are juxtaposed. It was a well-known Slovene myth that one did 
not need to work in America since the ‘streets were paved with gold’. Thus, there was an 
opportunity for everyone (ibid.: 163). This propaganda was heard and also internalised 
well in Finland because the same slogans were familiar to the authors in the texts of this 
study (see 5.1.6). For Slovenes the truth about America was transmitted in descriptions by 
Slovene missionaries who worked in Indian territories. The realistic descriptions of hard 
life and work were written down in their letters sent back home (ibid.: 165). According to 
Petrič (1995: 166), the writings confirm the myth of America died as they set foot on the 
American soil; dangerous work, hatred of aliens, religious and linguistic barriers, and 
homesickness were certainly enough to change it. 

In Finland research on immigrant literature has not been as significant. The most 
inclusive survey of Finnish-American literature has been compiled by Arja Pilli in the 
work Suomen siirtolaisuuden historia III under a title: ’Tendenssiromaaneja, surullista 
romantiikkaa ja opaskirjasia: siirtolaisten kirjallisuudesta ja julkaisutoiminnasta’ (1986). 
According to Pilli, the Finnish population in North America was very small in terms of 
the possibility of engaging in wider publication activities, although the interest in 
literature among immigrants was constantly growing. Most of the books disseminated 
among Finnish immigrants were Finnish books published in Finland. Pilli divides the 
titles of published Finnish-American literature into four groups according to their number 
and publisher: religious, temperance, socialist, and other literature. Furthermore, she 
mentions that, because some of the publishers were only publishing houses for 
newspapers, the printing of books was not very important (Pilli, 1986: 124). 
Nevertheless, since the 1960s, Finnish-American literary products have been published 
more frequently within the category of American literature.  

In the United States and Canada, active Finnish Americans and Finnish Canadians 
have gathered together and published extensive collections of poems, novels, and short 
stories written by Finnish-American writers. These current collections such as Sampo, the 
Magic Mill, a collection of Finnish-American writings edited by Aili Jarvenpa and 
Michael G. Karni (1989); Connecting Souls, Finnish Voices in North America edited by 
Varpu Lindström and Börje Vähämäki (2000); or O Finland, containing works by Finnish 
Americans edited by Judy Harvala Henderson and David William Salmela (1998), 
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represent the activity of Finnish-American writers most of whom are the third- and 
fourth-generation immigrant descendants. In these recent collections I also found some 
short stories written by the authors of my research. There were short stories by Lauri 
Anderson and Paula Robbins, for instance, in Sampo, the Magic Mill.20 Furthermore, 
there was one short story by Mary Caraker in the collection Connecting Souls,21 and Lynn 
Laitala’s stories appear in both of the previous collections as well as in O Finland.22  

In 1976, the journal Finnish Americana was founded, with Michael G. Karni as its 
long-term editor (Vol. 11, the last volume available, edited by M. Karni and A. Kurak in 
1995-1996). In his article ‘Elusive Channels Locating the Finnish Book Market in 
America’, Karni tells the reader how he found out that there was a widespread 
availability of people of Finnish descent who had written, or were writing, good essays, 
poetry, fiction, and translations (Karni, 1994: 234). Karni’s concern is directed towards 
the financing of publications as well as, ultimately, to the possibility of increasing the 
reading public in the future. In the end, he believes that there is a great interest in 
Finnish-American works if only the public can be stimulated (ibid.: 237). Fortunately, 
there are publishing houses both in Canada and in the United States such as Aspasia 
Books of Beaverton, Ontario (founded in 1999, Fig. 9); New Rivers Press of 
Minneapolis, Minnesota (founded in 1968); Penfield of Iowa City, Iowa (founded in 
1979); and North Star Press of St. Cloud, Minnesota (founded in 1969), which are 
interested in publishing, for example, Finnish literature in English translation, Finnish 
immigration history, novels, collections of poems as well as short stories written by 
immigrant descendants. 

                                                           
20 Anderson, Lauri: ‘Hunting Hemingway’s Trout’ (short story), pp. 224-235, and ‘Pictures’ (short story), pp. 
236-238; Laitala, Lynn: ‘Timo’s Team’ (short story), pp. 73-75, ‘Winter Trip’ (short story), pp. 182-187, and 
‘The Big Wedding’ (short story), pp. 188-191; Robbins, Paula: ‘Impressions of Finland’ (memoir), pp. 373-379.  
21 Caraker, Mary:  ‘How Toivo Saved the World’, pp. 146-149; Laitala, Lynn: ‘Ashes – Jussi’s Story’, pp. 43-
46, ‘Tamarack Autumn’, pp. 75-79, and ‘Child of the Place’, pp. 80-89. 
22 Laitala, Lynn: ’Woodsmoke’, pp. 5-7. 
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Fig. 9. Varpu Lindström and Börje Vähämäki from Canada sold books from their own 
publishing house (Aspasia Books) at FinnFest ’06 Astoria, Oregon. (Photo: Jouko 
Korkeasaari, Institute of Migration, used with permission) 

In her empirical study of Finnish Americans in 1996, Laaksonen (1997: 3) evaluates the 
reading habits of Finnish Americans who participated in FinnFest festivities in 1996 in 
Marquette, Michigan.23 Through its versatile cultural program (lectures and panels), this 
annual, popular festival offers opportunities for extensive audiences to familiarize 
themselves with old and new Finnish as well as Finnish-American literature. In her 
inquiry, Laaksonen found out that much original Finnish literature translated into English 
was well known and also that the younger generation read new Finnish fiction (ibid.: 62). 
In this sense the significance of translators along with publishing houses has been and 
will also remain extremely important in the future. In time, Karni believes the Finnish-
American texts will find new readers as long as the works are properly advertised and 
marketed.  

                                                           
23 FinnFest USA is a national festival, open to everyone, celebrating the culture of Americans of Finnish 
descent. It is held annually, hosted each year at a different site. The festivals typically run for several days and 
include a wide range of events. The festivals in recent years have drawn between 3,000 and 8,000 participants, 
depending on location. The first FinnFest USA festival was held in 1983 in Minneapolis, Minnesota (Fig. 10) 
(Kero, 1997: 328-334). 
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Fig. 10. The FinnFest parade in Marquette, Michigan, 10th of August, 2005. (Photo: 
Markku Mäenpää, used with permission) 



4 Towards a Model of Finnishness 

The aim of this chapter is to shed light on the concept of Finnishness both in Finland and 
in the United States during different periods of time. In section 4.1, I will study the traits 
and symbols of Finnishness with the aid of the latest research – completed mainly by 
Finnish researchers – which describes the most prevailing notions of Finnishness from 
the nineteenth century up until today. In line with Finnishness in Finland, I will depict the 
Finnishness that was transferred to the United States by immigrant Finns. Another 
discussion in section 4.2 studies the ethnic identity of Finnish Americans and delineates a 
number of views of Finnish-American ethnicity according to present Finnish-American 
research. Section 4.3 compares some of the ethnic infrastructural features of Finnish-
American communities at the time of migration with those illustrated by the selected 
authors. It is well known that participation in various societal organizations and 
associations among Finnish Americans was overwhelmingly active. In addition, the 
degeneration of these organizations will be briefly studied. However, in this context, it is 
necessary to limit the account of social activities to those in the texts. In sections 4.2 and 
4.3, I will present parts of my theoretical model of Finnishness until in section 4.4 I 
introduce the completed theoretical model. This model will form a basis for my further 
analysis of the texts in chapter five. 

4.1  Finnishness – National Identity 

Finns – who are they? 24 
Nations do not have unequivocal roots. Instead, there are plenty of interpretations for 

each individual case (Ruuska, 2004: 91). According to Ruuska, the questions ‘where do 
Finns come from/ who are they’ are extremely interesting because the solutions given to 
these doubts depict the varied periods of time when the answers are perceived to be true. 
As Ruuska points out, the divergence between assessments as well as different disciplines 

                                                           
24 In order to be more objective I consider my role as a researcher to be one of an observer. Therefore, I use the 
word ‘we’ only in citations. Otherwise, I distance myself from the material by referring to ‘Finns’.  
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open up new interesting questions to be solved. It is obvious that collaboration between 
several disciplines has become very important (ibid.: 91). A nation is an image, suggests 
Halonen (2005: 146). It is a group of people who have decided to build a nation. This 
group has a collective memory along with a shared history (ibid.: 146). In particular, 
among Finnish people a shared history has been written – often in the spirit of 
nationalism – through an interpretation of past events which draws attention to certain 
things while ignoring others (ibid.: 146). Accordingly, as Halonen makes clear, national 
historiography has tended to emphasize shared moments of fate which the nation has 
overcome. Characteristically, these relate to situations created in times of war or glorious 
events and heroic deeds which are shored up in a nation’s memory. Generally, Finnish 
historical time is divided into three main segments, namely, the period under Swedish 
rule, the period of autonomy (as a Grand Duchy) under the Russian Empire, and the 
period initiated by independence (ibid.: 146). In addition, as Halonen points out, 
numerous important visions of Finland’s past may help to analyse its position between 
the West (Sweden and Western Europe), and the East (Russia). Central differences 
between the West and the East have helped to define Finland’s position in Europe. 
Associations with the East have often been used to create negative images among people, 
promoting character traits such as unpredictability, contrariness, and barbarity. At the 
same time, as Halonen suggests, the West has signified appropriate faith, democracy, 
order, and progress (ibid.: 146). In other words, Finnish national history has been built on 
the notion of different epochs and centered on certain crucial occurrences throughout 
these periods. As a final argument, Halonen maintains that these historical events have 
become national symbols that still constitute important elements in Finnish national 
identity.  

Consequently, the most significant and fundamental way of approaching a 
characterization of Finnishness may be to examine those ideals and symbols of virtue 
through which the Finnish national identity (as well as patriotism) has been built. In his 
interpretation of national identity, Klinge (2005: 170) argues that neither Finnishness nor 
any other collective identity is solely arbitrated by an awareness of historical, 
geographical, or financial position. Identity is always made up, or planned, by people. 
First of all, as Renan (1990: 19) suggests: “a nation is a soul, a spiritual principle”. As far 
as Finnish people are concerned, Klinge (2005: 170) stresses that the decisive procedures 
of planning a national identity have been successful and the conditions favourable for 
those who have created such a self-image for Finns that it could have been accepted as a 
common educational system. In other words, the models which gradually became the 
basic frames of Finnishness were made up and planned by scholars whose opinions 
gained encouragement among those responsible for educational matters at the latter half 
of the nineteenth century. Still, Peltonen (1998: 22) calls Finnish culture and its 
originality into question. Do Finns actually have a history of their own? Does the rich 
imagery of Finns lack a relation to historical events and signify nothing more than 
amazing mythical stories? Furthermore, as Peltonen argues, Finnish identity is just a 
common energy experienced through symbols and rituals. According to Peltonen, identity 
is a short-term experience helping people to identify themselves in a group in the course 
of familiar and recognizable incidents, whereas national stereotypes are long-term 
cultural images of a nation maintained by education and media. They are often 
pessimistic observations or at least teasing images of neighbouring nationalities. Images 
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of Finnishness are not typical stereotypes but rather national self-images. Peltonen (1998: 
22) argues that self-images in general are seldom as self-deprecating as those of the 
Finns. In other words, Finnish people have constantly undervalued their self-images. In 
principle, there is no such thing as Finnishness, argues Anttila (1993: 108). In so far as it 
exists, it simply continues living in people’s minds as an imagined reality. Thus, 
Finnishness is always connoted through certain objects, items, occurrences or people. For 
some people ‘sisu’ and ‘sauna’, for example, manifest Finnishness becoming, in other 
words, symbols of Finnishness. In a broader sense, Finnishness is a social representation 
defined during a certain historical process (ibid.: 108). Social representations (symbols) 
are people’s interpretations of the world. That is to say, they are cultural models of a 
certain group. Here, Anttila is sharing his perspective of cultural models with many of his 
contemporaries, and his views are also in line with my theoretical approach to schemas. 
According to Anttila, people’s interpretations build bridges between them and social 
realities. Consequently, social representations are one part of a nation’s collective 
memory, symbolising past thoughts, verbal images, interpretations, and emotions (ibid.: 
109). These symbols, Anttila argues, will integrate into everyday activities and shape 
social environments. Therefore, these representations help people make decisions (ibid.: 
109). They generate cultural models and schemas to be interpreted in everyday activities. 
In order to understand the social symbols of Finnishness one has to look back to social 
origins. How did the Finns become Finns? How did the Finns become aware of their 
ethnic identity, their Finnishness? 

Viewing the central aspects of Finnish identity, Räsänen (1989: 10) stresses the 
importance of Finland’s history. Seeking relevant explanations for the justified traditions 
of the Finnish nation, historians have located several periods in Finnish history when 
Finns were pursuing knowledge about their self-image. The rise of nationalism in the 
nineteenth century sought its supporters among Finnish elite; on the other hand, the 
Romantic Movement in Finland, which underpinned nationalist ideology, was derived 
from Germany and Scandinavian sources (Kivisto, 1984: 53-54). As Kivisto (1984: 53-
54) points out, “early literary contributions to Finnish nationalism were written in 
Swedish. The historical novels of Zacharias Topelius, and the work of Johan Ludvig 
Runeberg were infused with the influence of Romanticism seeking to depict the contours 
of a distinct national character”. The work of Elias Lönnrot, the Kalevala, was 
particularly significant, but it evoked several disagreements among members of the 
Finnish (Swedish-speaking) elite because it was written in Finnish. In time, intellectuals 
(Finnophiles) had to submit, and agree with, the ideals of Johan Wilhelm Snellman, a 
political liberal, who did not support the Swedish language as a cultural language of 
Finland.25 Consequently, the most important notion expressed by Snellman became a 
national cliché: ”We are not Swedes, we can never be Russians; let us be Finns” (ibid.: 
57). In addition, the periods of Russification and Finland’s endeavour to achieve 
independence were times when the identity of Finns had to be reassessed. In January 

                                                           
25 Johan Wilhelm Snellman (1806-1881) was a national philosopher and statesman. He was an important person 
in the movement to establish Finnish as a national language. In parallel, he served as a senator and helped to 
change the Finland’s monetary standard from the ruble to its own currency, the Finnish mark. 
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1918, because of internal disagreement, hostilities broke in Finland causing a civil war. 
Every war that Finland has been forced into has created problems of identity.  

According to Räsänen (1989: 12), a national culture is just a theoretical conception 
created by researchers and others. Räsänen delineates the ways in which national culture 
has mistakenly been used to mould a nation and its ideologies. He stresses that a nation’s 
myths and folklore purposely falsify reality. From this viewpoint, Räsänen maintains that 
the Kalevala along with Topelius’s Maamme kirja (Book of Our Country) and Runeberg’s 
heroic writings have been used to create Finnish identity. However that may be, the 
Finnish nation has its ‘Topelian’ culture, which includes strong historical and traditional 
aspects (ibid.: 12). Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the Finnish self-image began 
gaining its form during the second period of nationalism in Europe (from the 1870s to 
1920s). One of the main tenets in this historical era was the meaning of language as a 
central phenomenon in the definition of nationality (Peltonen, 1998: 25). However, it was 
not unproblematic to construct a literary language using the language of common people. 
The past hundred years have gradually changed the juxtaposition of Finnish with 
Swedish, allowing the Finnish language an appreciated status as the nation’s main literary 
language (ibid.: 28). It is evident that bilingualism caused problems with respect to 
Finnishness, which was stereotypically discerned as a binaristic opposite of Swedishness. 
Later the most perceivable stereotypical juxtaposition was an image of the woody nature 
of Finland with European city culture of that time (ibid.: 32-33). Is it possible that the 
impression of woods as the most central element of the Finnish environment has much to 
do with Finnish characteristics (Ylikangas, 1996: 38)? Obviously, as Ylikangas suggests, 
the tension between city dwelling and backwoods living has been one of the essential 
elements of a Finnish environmental history that has also moulded Finnish mentality.  

In what follows, I will survey the content of Topelius’s Maamme kirja in relation to 
Finnishness in Finland, especially the status of Finnishness at the time of the great waves 
of immigration. The Maamme kirja was published in Finnish in 1876, and it became the 
most important book in Finnish elementary schools for decades to come. Several new 
editions were published. Indeed, by 1907, the number of published copies had reached 
240,000. It is apparent, then, that this book was in many cases one of the most important 
books that emigrants from Finland had read at school. Of course, as Hoglund (1960: 17) 
notes, many Finns found their literary world through the Bible, Catechism, almanacs, and 
occasionally through other books. In his book, Topelius succeeded in making a synthesis 
of all the attainable information concerning Finland and Finnish people creating a 
patriotic impression (Rantanen, 1997: 200). Topelius structured his wide-ranging work in 
the form of six chapters related to geography, folklore, folk traditions, history, and social 
studies. In addition, his aim was conceivably to offer his young readers an extensive 
picture of Finland and awake their patriotic feelings towards their fatherland (ibid.: 200). 
According to Rantanen (1997: 200), Topelius emphasizes national thinking as the main 
principle as regards the analysis of the world. Through the course of his work, Topelius 
reifies the abstract and difficult conceptions of the fatherland using two separate tenets: 
liberalism and romanticism. For its part, romanticism draws attention to nation’s fidelity 
to nature. By relying on a romanticism that provides people with a faith in providence, 
Topelius teaches that a nation is one element of the divine order in which everyone has 
his or her mission (ibid.: 201). Connecting all the nuances of romanticism, Topelius 
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draws attention to industrious life in society displaying people as ‘workers in the great 
society of the human race’ (ibid.: 201). 

Throughout the entire work, as Rantanen (1997: 202) notes, Topelius succeeded in 
combining religion and knowledge, fatherland and society, historical traditions and 
progressiveness in the name of romanticism and liberalism. Even though the Maamme 
kirja gave new hope to Finnish people, it narrativized the vicissitudes of a poor and 
unindustrialized country. Sadly, God had situated the ill-fated Finnish people in the 
backwoods to lever stones and live on the mercy of natural forces (ibid.: 203). By 
characterizing the poor conditions in Finland, Topelius taught Finnish people to be 
humble while facing natural forces. Likewise, he praised the beautiful and picturesque 
landscape of Finland highlighted by Finnish authors and artists, especially by Runeberg 
who masterfully described the bright nights, velvet–soft grass, gloomy pine trees along 
with the quietness of a Finnish nature in which only the euphony of a mavis can break the 
silence (ibid.: 204). In Wargelin’s writings about Finnishness (1924) one finds the same 
iconographical atmosphere, appreciation, and praise of the Finnish nature: 

The Finns have always sung, and when they came to America they had reason to 
sing of their longing for home, and of their childhood memories and youthful loves, 
whispered under the "midsummer-night sun", when nature was awake in its sleep, 
and the evening embraced morning without the shadow of night on its brow.  

Evidently, a national identity is to some degree built on all kinds of national myths 
(Siikala, 1996: 141). A far-reaching notion about Finns is the myth that Finnish people 
have ‘come from the woods’; Finns are forest dwellers who long for solitude. According 
to Lehtonen (2004a: 55), the images of Finnish agrarian life persist in conflict with the 
latest images of Finland as a developed urban country. This is due to the impression that 
Finnishness is something that identifies with nature. In her analysis of the Topelian 
worldview, Rantanen (1997: 205) points out the ethnocentric view of the fatherland that 
Topelius emphasized as an intrinsic value. Moreover, by appealing to a Christian 
worldview, Topelius legitimates his own perspective: the land is God’s gift. In so doing, 
Topelius put Finns in an awkward position. They had to unravel an antithesis. On the one 
hand, as Rantanen (1997: 205) argues, Finns took a negative stand while observing their 
country as outsiders. On the other hand, by admitting defeat in comparison with warmer 
and more fertile countries they reversed their value judgments, thinking more positively 
about Finland. Thus, Topelius succeeded in transferring his patriotic ideas about the 
fatherland to his fellowmen. Generally, in this kind of ethnocentric thinking, the position 
preferential for one’s own will be put as an intrinsic value on which the attributes of the 
object have no effect whatever. Thus, Finland is an ideal place for the Finns. Based on the 
arguments represented in the theoretical part of this study (section 2.4), one is able to 
discern similarities between Topelius’s ideas and Leerssen’s (2000) research concerning 
binary oppositions (North/South, cold/warm) in Western cultures as well as Crang’s 
(1998) theory of the importance of landscape in defining cultural characteristics. One 
could maintain that Topelius was a bright person who understood these aspects of world 
and life and, therefore, tried to educate Finnish people in an ethnocentric manner so that 
they would appreciate their own country’s position as an intrinsic value that should not be 
affected by the depressing qualities of the land (Rantanen, 1997: 205). In addition, 
Topelius advised that by looking at others people can see themselves; but that by looking 
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at others they can also change themselves: a development which is extremely important. 
However, his opinions were anything but extrovert because he did not encourage people 
to participate in overt discussions with outgroups. His patriotic feelings were possessive 
and collective (ibid.: 207). Topelius considered foreigners as embodiments of momentary 
pleasures while Finns were brave and honest workers who looked the truth in the eye and, 
regardless of all their suffering, worked for the best of their country. Topelius did not 
appreciate individuals in the sense that they could separate themselves out from the 
people as a whole (ibid.: 207). The whole nation had to work together to benefit the 
church, school, government, and all the institutions that provided administrative duties in 
the society. In a sense, he banned travelling and emigration (ibid.: 216). Briefly, the 
antithesis ‘us’ and ‘them’ creates problems for Finnish people even in present interactions 
in Europe (Alapuro, 1998: 181). This, emphasizes Alapuro, is due to the sense of insiders 
versus outsiders, and intense reactions to this feeling still exist within Finnish culture. It 
is true that threats have always come from outside giving Finnish people no other 
alternatives; they have been obedient citizens adjusting to the prevailing situations. Thus, 
even today it is difficult to see ‘us’ as Europeans, as part of ‘them’.  

At this point it is relevant to notice that life changed quickly at the end of the 
nineteenth century; the old folk traditions were disappearing in Finland (Hoglund, 1960: 
17). Finnish people found other opportunities for mental endeavour and expression in 
reform activities, temperance societies, trade unions, and cooperatives (Hoglund, 1960: 
4). Economic liberalism helped new industrial companies to organise work in factories, 
mills, and workshops. In many ways, then, the Finnish economy became industrialised 
(ibid.: 5) while a number of Finnish people still remained in agriculture. During the years 
from 1800 to 1850, the urban as well as rural population doubled, but in the next half of 
the century the urban population rose by more than 200 percent (ibid.: 6). As Hoglund 
argues, agricultural occupations became less important, but the new urban centers did not 
absorb all rural migrants because thousands of them left Finland for the cities of America. 
Analysing values among Finnish rural people, Hoglund (1960: 17) finds that “everyone 
did not accept awakening in the same degree, and many did not come to a full realization 
of it until after they had crossed the Atlantic”. The old folk traditions helped immigrants 
control their lives in a society in which rural folkways were no longer adequate. 
According to Hoglund (1960: 36), “through associative activity in America the Finnish 
immigrant found a new home built with his Old Country heritage in his New World 
environment”.  

 Nineteenth century nationalism increased research into different races, nationalities, 
and national characteristics. Stereotypical descriptions of ‘us’ and ‘them’ gained both 
mental and physical shape with representatives in several countries in the world. 
Simultaneously, Finnish textbooks offered presentations of these characteristics as well as 
their classification according to diverse criteria. Towards the end of the century, these 
descriptions gained more normative forms, and the Finns could read in books ‘who they 
really are’ and ‘how they will be distinguished from ‘them’ or ‘others’’ (Paasi, 1998: 226-
227). Topelius had begun his descriptions of Finns in the Maamme kirja, which, in effect, 
disseminated his way of thinking and affected Finnish people for several decades after his 
death. New geographical books and articles in the 1950s brought forth more specified 
stereotypical characteristics of Finnish people. Compared to other nationalities Finns 
were a silent and peaceful people who were used to hard work. They bore discomfort and 
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hardships in an unbelievable manner (ibid.: 228). Yet, they lacked good manners and 
politeness, and real ‘national faults’ were also discernible. As regards to drunkenness and 
fighting, they were understood as national nuisances, and, therefore, the struggle against 
them was everyone’s responsibility (Knuuttila and Paasi, 1995: 76).  

In the course of history, every nationality has gained some common features which 
have become national characteristics. Gradually, these characteristics have developed into 
widespread clichés with more or less truth in them. A number of special traits of 
Finnishness have been considered as distinctive marks of the Finnish mentality even in 
scientific research (Ylikangas, 1996: 35). Viewing several characteristics of Finnishness, 
Ylikangas (1996: 35) presents some stereotypical traits of Finns as indications of national 
mentality. As regards Finnish manners, Ylikangas argues that Finnish people do not feel 
good about themselves in verbal communication on account of several fears (ibid.: 40). 
Consequently, Ylikangas suggests that Finns may have xenophobic feelings and be afraid 
of criticism and aggression. On the reverse side of the anthropophobic feelings of Finns, 
there is a constant longing for authority, advice, and guardianship from above. Under this 
guardianship, many Finns have an anxiety to give positive proof of their competence, 
nearly forgetting their social relations and partly ending up in loneliness (ibid.: 40). 
According to Ylikangas, there are several ways for Finns to release themselves from the 
pressures caused by society or isolation. Sports, for example, have been the means of 
preventing social reclusiveness for many shy Finns, and some of them have become 
world-famous athletes. The most famous example of them is Paavo Nurmi (ibid.: 40).26 
Unfortunately, the most popular Finnish means of releasing the pressures of society or 
isolation is the drinking of alcohol. As Ylikangas implies, it seems justified to argue that 
some Finnish people keep up the bad habit of imbibing alcohol until they get blind drunk. 
Unluckily, this habit has been connected to hostile behaviour and an eagerness to fight 
while drunk (ibid.: 40). In her article, Apo (1998: 84-85) refers to newspaper and seminar 
debates in 1994-95 (before Finland joined in the European Union) about Finnish identity, 
Finnish personality and behavioural indices relating these discussions to negative 
stereotypes (stigmas) of Finnishness. At the core of Apo’s article, as she compares 
Finnishness to old European cultures, is the conception of Finns and their insufficient 
ability to communicate on all the domains of social interaction. In this reading, Finnish 
people are ‘self-racists’, and Apo continues wondering about the main reasons for such 
accusations by the writers who were reproaching Finns for being impolite, too serious, 
blunt, and realistic, as well as being incapable of small talk. Apo’s perspective is shared 
by Peltonen (1998: 23), who argues that in an evaluation made by representatives of other 
nationalities Finnish honesty is emphasized as a good image, but in Finnish minds it may 
become a manifestation of stupidity. In line with this, Finns call an appreciation of 
diligence and conscientiousness ‘work-madness’. The stereotypical evaluation of Finns 
about themselves indicates a thoroughly, negative way of defining their social identity. 
According to Tajfel’s (1981) definition “There is an inherent motivational drive for 
positive self-esteem – to feel good about ourselves”, but Finns have quite the opposite 
behaviour. Moreover, according to the seminar speakers in Apo’s article, the Finnish 

                                                           
26 Paavo Nurmi (1897-1973) is the best known Finnish long distance runner winning a total of nine gold and 
three silver Olympic medals in three Olympic Games 1920-28. 
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language is classified as undeveloped. Furthermore, some speakers characterise Finns as 
being biologically pathological because they are not able to control their inner selves. 
That there may be something to this allegation is suggested by the European statistics 
showing that Finns are the leading population in alcohol abuse, suicide, and capital crime 
(Apo, 1998: 85). Apo locates the main reason for these negative stigmas in the 
ideological and political power that the Finnish elite has used over common people for 
more than a hundred years. Through these dormant stereotypes one can better understand 
the historical bases of prejudice along with intergroup relations (Cinnirella, 1997: 38-39). 
Fortunately, among all the negative clichés there are some positive ones which Finns can 
be proud of. Consequently, Finns keep their promises, and they obey the law and order; 
without a doubt, Finland is a country that pays its debts (Ylikangas, 1996: 35).  

However, neither Finnishness nor any other identity is an unchangeable state. Rather 
the question is about constructing an identity or the project of repeating it in a social 
group which can reiterate things in a different way. Furthermore, people have to generate 
new meanings to old manners, or connect them into new relations (Lehtonen, 2004b: 
127). As noticed earlier, thinkers like Klinge are ready to consider that “identity is always 
made up by someone” (Klinge, 2005: 170). In a similar vein, Lehtonen (2004b: 124) 
argues that a nation and a national identity have been purposely made. Besides, people do 
not have fixed identities: rather, they identify themselves with particular identities over 
and over again (ibid.: 123). As Isajiw (1997: 89-90) points out, identity is controlled by 
subjective analysis of the surrounding world. Indeed, according to Knuuttila and Paasi 
(1995), the process is both temporal and spatial, which is also the way of evaluating the 
external influences in the texts of this research (see section 5.3). Lehtonen (2004b: 124), 
for his part, stresses that everything is related to the creation of an identity on the ‘stage’ 
where these identities will be performed, conveyed, adopted, and repeated. According to 
Lehtonen (2004b: 125), these identities have been, and will be, performed on very 
ordinary stages – at homes, schools and stores, in pubs and jobs, on the streets and 
football fields – contributing to the recognization of the relation between realistic levels 
(environment, monuments) and symbolic levels (sisu, honesty) while creating a national 
identity.  

What are the collective symbols of Finnishness today? What are these identities on the 
‘stages’ of everyday Finnishness? Multiculturalism came to Finland in the 1990s along 
with globalisation, the European Union, and accelerated migration (Löytty, 2004: 224). In 
the multicultural world, national cultures have become important means of classifying 
people as well as marking boundaries. Many old and new traits and symbols of 
Finnishness have been identified, even strengthened; and Finnish researchers of national 
identity are well aware of this development. In this Lutheran country known as the land 
of ‘sauna’, ‘sisu’, and ‘Sibelius’, numerous other significant national symbols do exist. 
Most of them were created a long time ago, and in some respect, they stand for those 
symbols of Finnishness that Finnish emigrants transferred to America. It is obvious that 
on the ‘stage’ of the modern European country, as Finland is, many of the older traits and 
symbols of Finnishness have altered, become old-fashioned, or have simply lost their 
meaning for the younger generations; they do not exist any more. As far as the notion of 
hard work is concerned, one is able to sense that the Lutheran work ethic still exists. Hard 
work made it easier for Finns to build the Finnish society and made Finnish dreams come 
true in Finland and abroad. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the basic Finnish 
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homestead consisted of buildings which were intended for one family only (Junkala, 
2005: 130). It has always been important for Finns to possess a house of their own, ‘Oma 
tupa, oma lupa’, meaning that when one has his own place, he is his own boss (Engle, 
1975: 44). This slogan was also familiar to the Finnish-American immigrants. In 
particular, after World War II, when the majority of the Karelian people had to be 
resituated on Finnish soil, it was crucial to get a piece of land on which to build a house 
for the family. The Finnish government also assisted veterans in their endeavours for a 
new beginning during the reconstruction after war (Junkala, 2005: 131). Nowadays, it is 
not necessary to build a house for one’s family because there are several other 
possibilities in a modern society to find habitations for people. As Junkala (2005: 133) 
points out, the old veteran houses are symbols of collective deeds and survival in hard 
conditions. Many young married couples build houses of their own as a symbol of their 
way of living and personal life strategy (ibid.: 133). Although a tendency to hard work, a 
good work ethic, or ‘work-madness’ are traits that still can be discernible among Finns, it 
is not a surprise, in this technologically orientated country, that the essence of work has 
changed towards less physical efforts.  

According to Laaksonen (2005: 136), the symbols of identity have two tasks in 
society. On the one hand, they add to a group’s togetherness, but on the other hand they 
separate individuals from others, emphasising difference. One of the connective national 
pillars and identity symbols of Finnishness has admittedly been the ‘sauna’; it sets Finns 
apart from others (Fig. 11).27 Its origin is uncertain and debatable, but generally it is 
related to Finns and Finnishness. The sauna has a central part in Finnish everyday culture, 
but, notwithstanding, its meaning and peculiarity are hard to realise (ibid.: 136). It is a 
combination of traditions and mystic beliefs. As an identity symbol, the sauna represents 
a different cultural narration allowing, for example, Finnish immigrant descendants to 
separate and contrast themselves against mainstream American mass culture. It is their 
bond to the Old Country (Warkentin et al., 2005: 5).  

In part, as has been argued, ‘sisu’ in conjunction with the sauna may have been behind 
the world-famous achievements of Finnish athletes (Laaksonen 2005: 136). Inevitably, 
Finland is a nation of sports where athletes have become powerful symbols in society. 
Finnish athletes with their victorious achievements, for instance, in several Olympic 
Games have been extremely encouraging models for ordinary people and for Finnish 
youth in their endeavours to conquer hardship and endure pressure. The most important 
task of sports in a community is to create stories: who we are, or what our goals will be.  

                                                           
27  Most researchers agree that Finns always had some form of sweat bath, as did most peoples around the 
world. It was the simplest and most efficient way to satisfy people's innate need to keep clean. When the Finns 
were nomadic, they probably used a portable sweat lodge similar to those carried by the American Indian and 
still seen among nomadic tribes in central Asia. After centuries of temporal use, the sauna acquired spiritual 
significance. The sanctity of the sauna was supported by ritual and strict propriety. During the Middle Ages 
sweat bathing was popular throughout Europe. The Finnish sauna's profile began to grow when the Reformation 
made the European bath house almost extinct. (Aaland, 1997) 
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Fig. 11. An American-made small sauna as displayed at FinnFest ‘05. (Photo: Woodworks 
Unlimited, Republic, Michigan, used with permission) 

Stories about athletes have moulded national symbols, helping to make Finns a sports 
nation (Sironen, 2005: 104). ‘Flying Finns’ (long distance runners) are one key element 
among images of Finland because the term has come into being abroad.28 Such 
achievements make the athletes of this tiny nation equal to others, or even (sometimes) 
better (Halonen, 2005: 102). As mentioned above, a common belief is that nothing like 
this could have happened without the famous ‘sisu’. ‘Sisu’ has been defined in section 
5.1.1 with reference to the Finnish-American research in the present study. But here I 
would like to address the question of how current Finnish research defines this strange 
stamina typical of Finns. According to Knuuttila (2005: 25), the concrete meaning of the 
word ‘sisu’ (the inside of something) has been conceptualised, and it has gained an 
abstract meaning of a certain type of characteristic or state of mind. As Knuuttila points 
out, numerous old Finnish literary documents include definitions of ‘sisu’, and several 
Finnish linguists have documented meanings for ‘sisu’ beginning from a malign form 
which tempts people to do evil deeds. Similarly, it can reflect both stubbornness and 
                                                           
28 Flying Finn is a nickname given to several Finnish middle and long-distance runners, e.g. Hannes 
Kolehmainen, Paavo Nurmi, and Ville Ritola, in the 1920s and 1930s (Hannus, 1988). Since the 1960s the term 
has been renovated to mean Finnish rally and formula drivers, and later since the 1990s Finnish professional ice 
hockey players. 
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pride. A person having ‘sisu’ can be cruel, unscrupulous but also brave and daring; on the 
other hand, he or she can be careless, cunning, and furious. The most viable explanation 
for ‘sisu’ among Finns today would probably be toughness, patience, and an ability to 
endure trials and trouble (ibid.: 25). 

Accordingly, in making a distinction between the personal and behavioural indices and 
the symbols of Finnishness, one finds out that there are plenty of symbols of Finnishness 
created by Finns over the years of Finnish history. The question regards the extent to 
which these symbols connote Finnishness after all. For example, coffee drinking is such a 
deep-rooted Finnish custom that one cannot separate its foreign origin. Coffee drinking is 
a Finnish national habit, which is not difficult to believe, taking into account the coffee 
consumption levels which are the highest in the world. Coffee is a drink that promotes 
physical, social, and psychic interdependence. A warm drink suits northern conditions 
giving reasons for nice coffee breaks and rituals for coffee parties (Halonen, 2005: 124). 
According to Halonen, coffee drinking means welfare and hospitality. Serving coffee to 
guests has gradually become a ritual in Finnish homes. Nowadays, coffee parties are one 
element of Finnish public relations. What is more, a freshly baked ‘pulla’ (bun) would 
improve the occasion remarkably. As a fascinating detail, it may be worth mentioning 
here that serving ‘coffee and pulla’ was a schema that Finnish immigrants transferred to 
the United States. The aroma of a newly baked ‘pulla’ brought forth memories of a 
homey atmosphere together with a clean and safe childhood. A warm ‘pulla’ baked by 
mother or grandmother and a glass of milk were delicacies of one’s childhood home 
(ibid.: 127). In the same category as ‘pulla’ goes the healthy Finnish product ‘ruisleipä’ 
(bread baked of rye meal). The fine Finnish rye corn grown on Finnish soil in the bright 
summer nights has come to signify the strength and modesty needed in hard work (Kolbe, 
2005: 120). Less welcome, perhaps, but nevertheless widespread, Finnish symbols are 
‘Koskenkorva’, and the ‘puukko’.29 As Korhonen has observed, the origin of the Finnish 
‘puukko’ is in the prehistorical era where they were found in the graves of iron age and 
were both male and female ‘weapons’ (Korhonen, 2005:140). The ‘puukko’ is still a 
useful, small tool, but used in a wrong way it can be very dangerous. It has always been a 
sign of a free man in the North, symbolizing a means of defending one’s honour (ibid.: 
140). Regrettably, it is also a symbol of the Finns’ bad reputation in America, as Finnish 
‘free men’ were often known as knife fighters, and trouble breeders (Engle, 1975: 40). 
There is a strong stigma of primitiveness with which Finns have been branded. According 
to Apo (1996: 182), the ‘Black is beautiful’ attitude has gained its Finnish version as 
being proud of ‘originality’ or ‘nearness of nature’ (ibid.: 182). Do Finns come from the 
woods? Do they still use a knife as a symbol of freedom in the year 2007? Unfortunately, 
sometimes free Finnish people do use knives in fights while drunk, but, by and large, they 
have a ‘kännykkä’ in their pocket, which is another story.30 Nowadays, this civilized 
nation practicing Nordic walking and having a ‘kännykkä’ in everyone’s pocket belongs 
to one of the most educated nations in Europe. A great success in international statistical 
comparisons has pleased Finns for years. Finnish school children have achieved top 

                                                           
29 ‘Koskenkorva’ is a registered alcohol trademark. And, ‘puukko’ is a typical Finnish knife. 
30 ‘Kännykkä’ is a mobile phone in Finnish. It is not a Finnish invention, but the cultural penetration of the 
mobile phone at the beginning of the 1990s has been more efficient in Finland than anywhere else in the world. 
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grades in learning tests (called Pisa-tests) arranged by the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Are 
Finnish people proud of themselves, or do they still have to toady in front of others?  

4.2  The Ethnic Identity of Finnish Americans 

In the early years of the twentieth century, Finnish Americans lived in a culture that was 
basically Finnish (Hummasti, 1990: 90-91). As Kaups (1975) has noted, Finnish 
immigrants wanted to recreate the same way of life for themselves as they had left behind 
in Finland. After the First World War, as the Finnish past became more remote, Finns in 
America wanted to ensure a continuity in their history by creating a practical Finnish-
American past. According to Hummasti (1990: 90-91), “the 1920s and 1930s mark 
something of a renaissance of Finnish culture in America”. The older generations of 
Finnish Americans were worried about the possible loss of Finnish cultural values, and 
maintained a desire to pass them to the coming generations (ibid.: 91). Yet, the American 
school system together with American society set goals for immigrants which were 
almost as difficult to achieve for the second generation as they were for the first (ibid.: 
93).  

Especially during World War I immigrants could not escape awareness of their 
national origin. Since dominant American elements typed immigrant behavior by 
race and nationality, Finns became concerned with how each of them was 
classified. In other words, they were self-conscious of their group reputation 
outside immigrant ranks. (Hoglund, 1960: 125) 

Indeed, their doubts were justified because for some reason or other, the Finnish 
reputation in America was not always good. Many American writers shared a 
stereotypical program of assumptions describing Finnish traits, even though their 
assumptions were contradictory at times. According to Hoglund (1960: 125), the main 
attitudes about Finnish characteristics among Americans were that Finns are “taciturn, 
melancholic, sober, clannish, patient, radically sullen, even-tempered, more phlegmatic 
than the Italian, ambitious to get on, and too self-contemplative”. But most of all, 
Hoglund stressed, their inventories of Finnish stereotypes “accentuated proneness to 
drink, fighting, and radicalism”. Although their ethnic self-consciousness had become 
stronger in America, Finns also lost some elements of their ethnic identity; thus, they 
could not avoid sensing cultural changes in themselves (Hoglund, 1960: 127). Where 
Hoglund was describing the time and attitudes from the 1880s to the 1920s, Wargelin 
(1924) offered the interpretation of Finnish people in America which applied to a slightly 
later period:  

We have found the Finn to differ from us in many respects. Some of these 
differences may be viewed with interest, and may be considered as contributing in a 
positive way to the welfare of our country; others may awaken us to a study of the 
underlying causes of these phenomena, many of which are seen to present 
themselves in the social life of many modern nations. The past history of the Finns, 
however, proves to us that they are not strangers to the great ideals that have 
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received recognition in the life of America. They have been under the influence of 
Western civilization for hundreds of years; they have labored and fought for 
political and religious freedom for centuries in their native land. And as a result of 
this Finland is today a Republic with one of the most democratic forms of 
government found anywhere. She can boast of a fine national system of education 
and high percentage of literacy. Her people have become hardened to endure 
difficulties and obstacles to a remarkable degree, and they possess physical strength 
equal to that of the healthiest races.  

This short introduction releases Finnish people from all doubtful beliefs giving them an 
acceptable position among other immigrant nationalities in America. Wargelin praises 
Finnish activity and hard work in life suggesting the existence of ‘sisu’. The religious, 
educated, freedom-loving nation (Finland) gained an independence that it is now 
developing in a democratic manner. Finnish democracy in those days meant the typical 
‘Finnish way of life’, which was related to the characteristics and mental traits of Finnish 
people (Paasivirta, 1962: 78). What is more, Americans had a conception that Finland 
was a country where people were satisfied with their lives (ibid.: 78). As Paasivirta 
(1962: 150) mentions, Americans particularly admired Finnish democracy in the battle 
against communism after the Second World War. To some extent, as far as Paasivirta is 
concerned, the Finnish democratic system had held out against all the political changes 
due to the Finnish character. Finns had been brave, steadfast, self-confident, and 
optimistic in their endeavours (ibid.: 150). In the 1950s, when the Fulbright scholarship 
students from the United States were able to form new notions of Finnish people in 
Finland, they could correct the possible false assumptions. Some of the characteristics 
that Finnish-American immigrants were claimed to possess, appeared to be true as Finns 
in Finland were evaluated; they were honest, clean, and diligent, but also stiff and 
introverted (ibid.: 38, 167).31  

According to Niitemaa (1975: 12), the idea of studying Finnish overseas emigration 
was developed in the early 1950s in Finland, and, as a result, the systematic collection of 
materials began in 1963. Several researchers both in Finland and the United States, such 
as Arnold R. Alanen, William Hoglund (he was rewarded in 2004, see Fig. 12), Ralph 
Jalkanen, Michael Karni, Matti E. Kaups, Reino Kero, John I. Kolehmainen, Auvo 
Kostiainen, Peter Kivisto, Vilho Niitemaa, Douglas Ollila, Jr., and Keijo Virtanen, just to 
mention a small number, have developed Finnish-American immigrant research in many 
fields beginning from the 1960s onwards.  

                                                           
31 Repayments of Finland's 1923 post-war debt to the United States were converted into the ASLA (Amerikan 
Suomen Lainan Apurahat) fund to enable Finnish-American student exchange. It was executed because of the 
desire "to promote further mutual understanding between the peoples of Finland and the United States of 
America by a wider exchange of knowledge and professional talents through educational contacts." (The 
Finnish-American Fulbright Agreement of July 2, 1952).  
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Fig. 12. Professor William Hoglund, University of Connecticut, (sitting in front) was knighted 
and awarded Finland’s highest honour, the White Rose Medal. The knighting ceremony was 
part of Finn Forum VII, which was held in October 2004 at the University of Minnesota. 
Professor Vecoli (on the left) gave the speech, and Marianne Wargelin, Honorary Consul of 
Finland in Minneapolis (on the right), participated in the knighting ceremony. (Photo: Jorma 
Taramaa) 

In her study, ‘An Anthropological Inquiry’, Anja H. Olin-Fahle describes Finnishness in 
American cities in 1970s. Her most comprehensive work was done in Brooklyn, New 
York, in a community called ‘Finntown’.32 In her research, she distinguished “two 
dimensions of ethnicity in the case of Finnishness: the cognitive and the structural” (Olin-
Fahle, 1988: 122). According to Olin-Fahle (1988: 122), the cognitive approach means 
understanding shared cultural norms, values, and symbols. In the case of Finnish people, 
Olin-Fahle studied the social relations of Finnish groups and individuals, also 
interviewing them related to their ideas about their Finnishness. At that time (over thirty 
years ago), Olin-Fahle’s findings show that Finnishness had persisted in urban America in 
many places. In the case of Brooklyn’s Finntown, she finds that the Finns reserved their 
identity by keeping themselves different from other groups; “in part by manipulating 

                                                           
32 Finntown is a phenomenon of Finnish-American life and culture in the twentieth century including both work 
and leisure time. However, the first Finntowns in the nineteenth century were the areas where seamen lived on 
shore, such as the harbours of New York; Sydney, Australia; and St. Petersburg, Russia (Koivukangas, 2004). 
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some values, norms, symbols, and ceremonies from their traditional culture and by 
establishing new rules to keep themselves apart from other surrounding ethnic groups” 
(ibid.: 130). In the conclusion, made in the mid-1980s, and in line with assimilation 
theories (section 3.2 ) Olin-Fahle (1988: 131) emphasizes that 

The well-known assimilation and accommodation models used in immigration 
studies are insufficient as explanations of the situations which I found while 
studying Finnish immigration in the United States. The most salient feature of the 
Finnish communities remains: the persistence of ethnicity, that is, Finnishness. 

In what follows, I will survey Pentikäinen’s (1982) research among Finnish-American 
students at the University of Minnesota in order to examine this claim in more detail. 
Pentikäinen’s students (n= 30-40) were descendants of Finnish Americans studying the 
language and culture of their forefathers. When questioned about the notion of 
Finnishness, these students emphasized that Finns invented the ‘sauna’, have ‘sisu’, and 
are good fighters and athletes. They were winners in the Second World War, and the only 
nation that paid its war debts. Finns, in this survey, are outdoor people. They were 
religious people when they came to America but some of them became red radicals in 
time. Finns are independent people; they have ‘oma tupa ja oma lupa’. When they came, 
they chose surroundings resembling Finland. They founded the co-ops; they have their 
special dishes, and they are good at learning languages. Finns created the Kalevala still 
believing in naturopathy (Pentikäinen, 1982: 10). Several other researchers, such as 
Eleanor Palo Stoller in her examination of ‘Sauna, Sisu, and Sibelius: Ethnic Identity 
Among Finnish Americans’ (1996), Chris Susag in his dissertation Finnish American 
Ethnicity as Measured by Collective Self Esteem (1999), Päivikki and Matti K. Suojanen 
in their study Retulaatsissa Miamissa (2000), Susanne Österlund-Pötzsch in her 
dissertation Swedish Finn Immigrants in North America American Plus (2003), and Jouni 
Korkeasaari and Mika Roinila in their study ‘Finnish North Americans Today’ (2005), 
have charted the present situations of Finnish ethnic minorities in the United States. 
Similarly, Sirkku Wilkman in her work Siirtolaiset Suomen voimavarana maailmalla 
(2005) examines today’s migration to Germany and the United States. It is interesting to 
know how the descendants of Finnish immigrants or these newcomers grade their 
Finnishness and how they express their ethnic identity. Some of the results have also been 
discussed here as the basis for my own research of Finnish identity in chosen texts. 

Eleanor Palo Stoller conducted a series of interviews on individuals from Finnish-
American communities in the middle of 1990s. According to these, 43 percent of 
respondents who claimed Finnish ancestry lived in Michigan, Minnesota, Massachusetts, 
and New York (Palo Stoller, 1996: 149). In the essay published concerning her research 
on ‘Sauna, Sisu and Sibelius: Ethnic Identity Among Finnish Americans’, she analyses 
interview transcripts relating to Finnish-American ethnicity (1996). This research 
investigates ethnic identity among second- and third-generation Finnish Americans using 
a multi-dimensional approach which incorporates both qualitative and quantitative data. 
For her research she interviewed thirty-four Finnish Americans from fifteen states. The 
sample of respondents was gathered from individuals who had subscribed to a list of 
ethnic publications, and who had participated at an annual national ethnic festival (ibid.: 
148). The distribution of respondents was such that eighteen were second-generation and 
sixteen were third-generation Finnish Americans; they ranged from 32 to 84 years in age: 
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eight were under 45, thirteen were between 45 and 60, thirteen were over 65 years of age, 
and nineteen were women (ibid.: 148). Palo Stoller presents the results of her analysis in 
a figure which is grouped into four dimensions (Ethnicity & the Self, Orientation to 
Finland, Real World Ethnicity, and Ethnicity as Social Construction) which, in turn, 
generated twelve subdimensions of ethnic identity (ibid.: 149). In my research the main 
interest in the results of her work is aimed at one of the four higher-order dimensions 
which is ‘Ethnicity and the Self’. For the analysis at hand, the subdimension ‘Identity’ 
from the aforementioned dimension sheds light on my research in a particularly useful 
way. In this part of Palo Stoller’s research the respondents interviewed described 
characteristics they attributed to a Finnish heritage and identity (ibid.: 154).  

To a large extent, people tend to identify the personal and behavioural traits that are 
allegedly characteristic of different ethnic groups. Similarly, the Finnish-American 
respondents in Palo Stoller’s research described characteristics they attributed to a 
Finnish heritage. In what follows, I will briefly introduce the various traits of Finnishness 
outlined by the respondents. First and foremost, several emphasized cleanliness by 
recalling the popularity of Finnish housemaids from the migration period. Some of the 
respondents mentioned the Finns’ affinity with nature and a love of the outdoors. Others 
brought forward honesty and trustworthiness. In particular, an emphasis on hard work 
was mentioned by most of the respondents; but to fully understand the commitment to 
work one has to understand the meaning of ‘sisu’ (guts, examined in subsection 5.1.1). 
Unfortunately, these stubborn, hardworking people did not have the courage to be 
sociable (ibid.: 154). On the contrary, Finns were often described as being reserved, shy, 
stoic people who kept to themselves and avoided overt expressions of emotions. They 
could be melancholic or have a tendency towards depression. Most respondents were 
aware that Finns are thought to be heavy drinkers. But, at the same time, they were 
concerned about the dangers of ethnic stereotypes. They did not like to emphasize 
drinking problems. With regard to the answers of the respondents, a number of them 
believed that their own personalities had been shaped by their ethnic background (ibid.: 
155).  

According to Engle (1975: 6), Karni et al. (1988: 123), and Susag (1999: 24), the 
Finnish character has been described as stubborn, daring, independent, nature-loving, and 
solitude-seeking. Additionally, Finns have been depicted as hard-working and hard-
drinking people. Traditionally, as stated before, the most distinctive cultural 
characteristic, a ubiquitous feature in Finnish people, is ‘sisu’. These sources have stated 
that this has been ‘the reason’ why the Finns have been able to preserve their ethnic 
identity (Engle, 1975: 6). A convincing account of the ethnic stereotypes showed by 
Finnish Americans has been provided by Chris Susag (1999: 87, 90). The subjects 
(n=134) were Finnish Americans living in the northern Midwest. According to Susag’s 
study, a typical respondent was described as being 61 years old, retired and residing in 
rural Minnesota. The respondents in this study were asked to describe their own 
characteristics; thus, they characterized Finns as being hardworking, honest, 
quiet/reserved, slow to make friends but good when they do, stubborn, and clean. In 
addition, the respondents had to define the most important as well as the least valued 
indices of Finnishness. The former turned out to be honesty, sauna, home, ‘sisu’, 
freedom, Finland, family, peace, independence, cleanliness, hard work, freedom of 
speech, Finnish-American buildings, church, and lakes. Negative indices (from a total of 



 86

15) included being drunk; the Finnish vodka, ‘Koskenkorva’; the workers’ movement; the 
temperance movement; and the marshland (Susag, 1999: 90). As a concluding notion, one 
cannot but draw attention to the connective details about Finnish characteristics in the 
above interviews. The ‘main’ indices of Finnish character in all of them gave support to 
my study of the traits of Finnishness in the texts. 

After all, World War I also promoted an important change in the United States which 
ended a wide-ranging immigration from Europe. Viewing Finnish ethnicity during the 
post-war years, Ross (1977: 139) maintains that the Finns’ attitude to their cultural 
traditions and homeland was “one of the most persistent and durable of ethnic 
subcultures”; but the years from 1914 to 1920 meant the end of the older Finnish 
immigrant communities causing changes in attitudes towards Finnish Americanism.  

In their research Suojanen and Suojanen looked at 84 Finnish-American informants, 
mainly from Florida (Suojanen and Suojanen, 2000: 18-23). The research was aimed at 
acculturation of Finns, their values, and identity (ibid.: 9). Respondents in these 
interviews had lived in the United States from three years up to sixty-eight years. As 
these researchers (ibid.: 134-135) argue, the cultural identity of immigrants is gradually 
changing, the ethnic groups in the United States have to discover and negotiate their 
identity repeatedly; as immigrants, they have to interpret their ethnic heritage again every 
day. In their research Suojanen and Suojanen (2000: 134) found out that, nowadays, 
Finnish immigrants are culturally Americans, but at the same time they are 
cosmopolitans, totally bilingual, and multicultural. They emphasize that Finnish heritage 
but also American nationality have brought up a balancing identity or double identity in 
these descendants of Finns. Therefore, Suojanen and Suojanen (2000: 135) offer the 
notion that Finnish Americans have their own Finnish-American culture which is a part 
of their unconscious mind. The assimilation of Finnish immigrants has not totally 
happened but the third generation has already become quite American. Further, a small 
number of those Finnish Americans are searching for their Finnish roots by maintaining 
‘symbolic ethnicity’ by using Finnish items, dishes, and a Finnish flag in their household 
(ibid.: 44). Ethnic identity, according to Alba (1990: 75), adapts forms of symbolic 
ethnicity as long as it has no real content, no commitments in terms of action. According 
to Suojanen and Suojanen (2000: 47-48), there were five different means to make the 
everyday adjustment easier. These Finnish Americans accentuated group orientation; they 
were proud of their tribal background. Their identity was predicated on what Eakin has 
formulated as an ‘I am we’ strategy: a collectivity which brought both responsibility and 
obligations but also security and confidence.33 Furthermore, a sense of duty formed a 
social network for safer acculturation into mainstream American. Life in the new country 
was a promise of privacy, in which they were allowed once in a while to use their ethnic 
language. Finally, as Suojanen and Suojanen emphasize, religion gave strength, 
confirming people’s endeavours to manage their lives. In this respect, the respondents 
underlined some moral and ethical values, such as honesty, loyalty, frankness, 
faithfulness, and respecting good manners (ibid.: 48).  

                                                           
33 The ‘I-am-we’ experience is a description of the native sense of self, where such a phrase indicates that I 
understand myself as a self only in relation to the coherent and bounded whole of which I am a part. (Eakin, 
1985: 217-219) 
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An interesting comparison could be generated with research carried out among 
Finnish-German housewives in 1988. These first-generation immigrants (age 35 – 40) 
were married to Germans; most of them had Finnish academic degrees having learned 
German at school (Tuomi-Nikula, 1989: 239). The main identity factors of these Finnish-
German housewives were based on Finnish moral and ethical values that they had 
inherited in the 1960s and 70s when they left Finland (ibid.: 240). They had adjusted to 
German society but felt themselves to be Finnish. According to Tuomi-Nikula, the most 
significant symbols of Finnishness were Finnish furniture along with design products in 
their homes. Their ethnicity had step by step metamorphosed into a symbolic ethnicity.  

Primarily, the above mentioned studies are based on direct immigration ties or notions 
of symbolic ethnicity, but many of the latest investigations originate from the principle 
that people readily make use of new chances to migrate if they get tempting employment 
opportunities or motivation to make the most of their academic achievements outside 
their home country. In her study, Sirkku Wilkman (2005) describes Finnish migration to 
Germany and the United States in the twenty-first century. This survey was carried out as 
an Internet interview during the summer and autumn 2004. Among other things, the 
respondents (n=139) were asked about their motives for migration as well as their 
opinions on characteristics of Finnish immigrants in the target countries. It is noteworthy, 
as Wilkman (2005: 113) points out, that Finnishness and Finland were important to these 
respondents. Evidently, living abroad makes people examine their identity more 
objectively, and one’s ethnic background becomes important even to today’s multicultural 
immigrants. According to Wilkman (ibid.: 116), these newcomers both in Germany and in 
the United States had mainly positive ideas about Finns in those countries. They were 
even prone to praise the Finnish national character with stereotypical notions such as 
being honest and persistent (having ‘sisu’). However, there were some separate answers 
which claimed that Finns are rude, cloistered, and selfish. Some people who migrated to 
Germany expressed their disapproval of the drinking habits of Finns (ibid.: 116). The 
subjects (n=73) who answered the questions concerning the United States had migrated 
from Finland during the years 2000-2003 (ibid.: 39). With respect to my research, their 
replies offer applicable information. These new immigrants defined local Finns as 
persons who had come to earn money (people with a career). Some of them were 
classified as diligent, hard-working and energetic people who had ‘sisu’. A number of 
respondents emphasized the curious and brave attitude of these family-centred Finns. 
They were also regarded as honest, reliable, envious, self-centred and arrogant people 
who were proud of their Finnishness (ibid.: 118). 

Very valuable research has been carried out by Korkiasaari and Roinila (2005: 102) 
concerning Finns in North America today. In 2001 Korkiasaari and Roinila completed a 
survey where about 3,000 responses were gathered from Internet answers. The 
connection to Finnishness, as Korkiasaari and Roinila (2005: 106) state, “fades 
generation by generation which is expected”. Optimistically, they list things that could 
slow down the process; childhood experiences are important along with the living 
environment. With an interest in their Finnish roots and Finnish traditions, parents and 
grandparents can shed light on their heritage, inspiring their children to learn Finnish 
customs and traditions. The most important thing is language maintenance, while live 
contact with relatives in Finland is also of considerable value (ibid.: 111). To some extent, 
today this contact is possible in terms of computers and via the Internet. People are 
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gaining wider access to an extensive variety of Finnish-based home pages, enlarging their 
opportunities for learning more about Finland. 

As Korkeasaari and Roinila point out, the living environment is vital in preserving a 
cultural identity. One good example of Finnish-American enclaves and environments 
preserved up today is the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, an area where some of the texts 
in this study are placed. According to Kurtti (2002: 104),  

Upon entering the city (meaning the city of Hancock), travellers immediately 
observe vestiges of a significant Finnish-American presence. Bilingual street signs, 
benches adorned with ‘Tervetuloa!’ (Welcome) and Finnish flags fluttering from 
streetlight poles affirm the city’s commitment to its Finnish theme. [...] Sauna 
accessories, ‘Iittala’, ‘Arabia’ and ‘Paulig’ are familiar product lines in the local 
shops. One can purchase ‘leipäjuustoa’, or ‘nisua’ (another name for ‘pulla’), and 
other authentic Finnish breads in local bakeries and the Co-op stores. [...] and 
everyone knows that ‘Nokia’ is a Finnish company.34  

Drawing on my own experience and observations in 2004 – when I visited the Great Lake 
area of Minnesota and Michigan as well as the city of Hancock – I would have to agree 
with Kurtti. Strong Finnish manifestations still exist up in the North, but some of it has 
gained a symbolic value. More importantly, as Kurtti (2002; 107) emphasizes, 
“Hancock’s strongest and most enduring monument to Finnish America is Finlandia 
University – the only North American institution of higher learning founded by Finns”. 
The college calendar year includes ‘Finnish Independence Day’, ‘Heikinpäivä’, 
‘Laskiainen’ (Shrovetide, see Fig. 13), and ‘Kalevala Day’ (Kurtti, 2002: 109).35 ‘Heikin- 
päivä’ is a local festival, but it is comparable to the celebration of St. Urho.36 Why do 
people maintain festivals or create new ones? As Kostiainen (1986: 151) emphasizes, 
festivals and celebrations preserve ethnic ties. Nowadays, Finnish-American immigrant 
descendants are surrounded by festivals. They have the old festivities connected to the 
traditions in the old country, the new festivities like St. Urho’s Day, and American 
festivities (ibid.: 151). According to Kostiainen (1986: 151), St. Urho’s Day is an 
example of intermingling of different cultures. The festivities began in the 1950s, and 
they strategically have been held annually in the middle of March, the day before the 
Irish St. Patrick’s Day. These new festivals are good indications of Finnish Americans’ 
ability to undergo a transformation (Pentikäinen, 1982: 10).  

                                                           
34 Present-day Hancock has a population of approximately 4,700 residents. According to the 1990 Federal 
Census, forty percent of the city’s residents claim Finnish ancestry (Kurtti, 2002: 105). ‘Iittala’ and ‘Arabia’ are 
old Finnish glass and porcelain factories. ‘Paulig’ is an old coffee roasting factory. ‘Nokia’ is nowadays a 
multinational telecommunication company, but its roots are in Finland. ‘Leipäjuusto’ is baked cheese.  
35 ‘Heikinpäivä’ relates to a Finnish proverb associated with the name day for Heikki (Heikki divides the hay). 
The celebration is marked as a mid-winter festival (Kurtti, 2002: 106).   
36 St. Urho, according to a legend, was the “hero who expelled the frogs (in some versions the grasshoppers) 
from Finland in ancient times and thus saved the wine-crop” (see Fig. 14) (Kostiainen, 1986: 151).  
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Fig. 13. Finnish Shrovetide (Laskiainen) at Palo, Minnesota, in February 2004. (Photo: Tim  
Winker, www.SaintUrho.com, used with permission) 

Fig. 14. St. Urho Statue in Menahga, Minnesota. (Photo: Tim Winker, www. SaintUrho. com, 
used with permission)  
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In addition, all kinds of encounters at the international level are as important as above 
mentioned festivities. In his examination ‘Finnish adaptation and cultural maintenance: 
the Sudbury experience’, Oiva W. Saarinen (2002: 212-213) found that 

Nokia, the Formula One races, success in hockey, acclaimed symphony orchestra 
leaders and opera singers, the emerging recognition of Finnish music and rock 
bands, impressive shipbuilding achievements, just to name a few, have all 
combined to enlarge the image of Finland far beyond its traditional symbols of 
Sibelius, sauna, Paavo Nurmi and trees. 

As a concluding outline, I will next present one part of my theoretical model of 
Finnishness (Taramaa, 2003; 2004a; and 2004b). Hopefully, this model will help to 
summarize some of the personality, behavioural, and societal features of Finnishness in 
Finland, and America during the time of immigration as well as nowadays. The three 
nested subsets of the theoretical model have been separated, whereupon the separate parts 
have been explained in Figures 15, 17, and 18 below. The inner circle in Fig. 15 depicts 
typical personality and behavioural indices of Finnishness. These indices appear in the 
research material quoted in this study. Several indices charted in Fig. 15 were brought up 
by Finnish-American respondents in the surveys and are mentioned by the authors in the 
present study as characteristics of their Finnish heritage (see the interviews of the 
selected authors in the appendix). They were also included in the characteristics of 
Finnishness studied by the Finnish researchers depicted in sections 4.1 and 4.2. 
Furthermore, these features will form an important part of my literary analysis of the 
chosen texts. The personality and behavioural indices assembled into the core of the 
theoretical model will be analysed in sections 5.1 (‘sisu’, stubbornness, diligence, 
cleanliness, helpfulness, honesty, reticence, drinking habits), 5.2 (religiousness, desire for 
freedom), and 5.3 (love of nature). 

Fig. 15. Personality and behavioural features relating to Finnishness. 
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My research asks what sort of traits of ethnicity can be discerned in the chosen texts, 
what components of Finnish identity can be noticed in them, and how these 
characteristics are related to the traits of Finnishness of immigrants and their descendants 
(i.e. how do the chosen authors mirror their Finnish heritage in their texts?). These 
differences will be analysed by taking advantage of the aforementioned research and 
interviews, as well as my own interviews with the authors, and their e-mail 
correspondence. 

4.3  Finnish Immigrant Infrastructures 

The ambition of cultural pluralism predicted a society where ethnic groups could keep up 
their own social structures and their identity respecting their own values and behavioural 
patterns if they were not in conflict with the values of the host society (Gordon, 1954: 
153). Assimilationists who demanded a ‘neutral’ American social construction that 
minority groups could assimilate into did not accept this kind of social subsystem (ibid.: 
153). In general terms, in Finnish-American subcultures institutional affiliation prevented 
rapid assimilation into American society because the American majority groups did not 
want to deal with Finnish organizations and vice versa. Finns wanted to run to their own 
organizations. The issue became complicated, as Wargelin (1924, chapter IX) observes, 
because of Americans who wanted to establish organizations in towns and villages where 
Finns already had their own:  

They do not always need new organizations, but those that exist could be made 
more serviceable in the work of Americanization by bringing together, through 
them, men and women of both sides. Important questions could be discussed and 
many racial difficulties in the community life could thereby be eliminated. Our 
social life in many mining and industrial towns is sadly in need of mutual 
communication and intercourse between different classes of citizenry.  

The wide range of organizations shaped the infrastructure of Finnish-American 
communities for decades. Palo Stoller (1996: 160) has noted:  

Historians of immigration have documented the complex infrastructure created 
within immigrant neighbourhoods to fulfil both traditional and emerging needs. 
This infrastructure included fraternal organizations; labour unions, boarding 
houses, co-operative centers, the work gang, saloon, the grocery store, the mutual 
aid society, church, and newspaper. 

The various centers, societies, and movements had many-faceted effects on immigrants 
and the succeeding generations. On the one hand, the numerous organizations generated 
great opportunities for immigrants to practice their own culture and to develop their own 
traditions. But, unfortunately on the other hand, an intensive participation in these 
ethnically-based organizations differentiated individuals from the surrounding society. On 
the whole, the number of organizations encouraged individuals to seek their own place in 
the new society. Thus, it was obvious that they became acquainted with members of other 
nationalities as well (Virtanen et al., 1986: 18). According to Kivisto (1989: 69), at its 
peak the Finnish-American community developed four major types of ethnic institutions 
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wherever there were large groups of Finnish residents: fraternal organizations with 
temperance societies (being the most important), consumer cooperatives, radical political 
organizations, and churches.  

The first organizations, which were already functioning in the later decades of the 
nineteenth century, were churches which involved themselves in communal activities. It 
was here, among the representatives of church, that the most persistent aim to preserve 
the Finnish language prevailed. The members of the temperance societies were usually 
also members of the church, or they could become members of the labour organizations. 
Cooperatives were more closely aligned with radical Finns than with the religious sector 
of the ethnic community (Virtanen et al. 1986: 21). The Finnish labour movement in 
Northern America was based on activities within the ethnic institutions at the beginning 
of the twentieth century (ibid.: 22). When Finnish migrants went to the New World, they 
did go specifically in search of work; yet they were also permeated by the Protestant 
work ethic. As Virtanen (1997: 117) points out, Martin Luther’s teachings have been 
considered as grounds for the fact that the Protestant work ethic has been so deeply 
rooted in the Finnish culture in Finland and also among the Finnish Americans. As 
Virtanen (1997: 118) emphasizes, immigrants headed for jobs, but most of the Finnish 
migrants were unskilled. Their plan was to return home after a few years with all the 
money they had earned. In addition, he remarks that the Finns believed in hard work as a 
means of significantly improving their standard of living, far above the level they had had 
in Finland (ibid.: 119). Therefore, they often came to the region of the Great Lakes where 
work was easily available. In the year 1900, almost half of the Finnish immigrants to the 
United States were living in Michigan and Minnesota (ibid.: 123). Virtanen (1997: 118) 
describes life and work in the area:  

It was work that held a central place in the lives of immigrants, and was the nature 
of their work as well as the degree of economic success, which determined how the 
first generation of Finnish Americans lived. But the life of immigrants was hard, 
and the lack of any welfare system in the New World made them realize that their 
survival was in their own hands. 

The immigrants fought for better and safer working conditions, higher wages, and shorter 
hours in mines and mills. Workmen’s associations were often the only form of social 
activity outside the church helping immigrant families. In 1890, the first Finnish-
American workmen’s association (Imatra) was formed; the awakening of the Finnish-
American labour movement began. From the beginning, there were also immigrants who 
had acquainted themselves with the ideas of the international labour movement 
(Kostiainen, 1976: 208-209). In addition, some of the early leaders of the Finnish-
American labour movement had previously participated in the labour movement in 
Finland (ibid.: 207). When fast-growing industrialism and increasing overseas commerce 
were already changing social conditions in many European countries, trade in Finland 
was still considered to be peaceful domestic industry. According to Holmio (2001: 275), 
that was “because of the geographical location and the historical development of Finland, 
the economic and political movements of Central and Western Europe arrived there 
considerably later than elsewhere”. But eventually industrialism also reached Finland. 
The Finnish Labour Party was organized in Turku in 1899. However, the rise of the 
labour movement among the Finnish Americans must be examined against developments 
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in Finland if it is to be clearly understood. In a short time, several labour organizations 
were founded to improve difficult working conditions among Finnish-American 
inhabitants of the country (Kostiainen, 1976: 212). Regardless of the nationalistic 
accusations that representatives of the Finnish Labour Movement encountered, they 
emphasized the internationality of the labour movement. Some of the Finnish-American 
labour associations became followers of international socialism (ibid.: 208-209). At the 
beginning of 1922, the Finnish-American working class movement was divided into three 
main groups. Finnish-American people participated either in the Finnish Socialist 
Federation, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), or the Communist organization 
(ibid.: 205-234).37 According to Kostiainen (1976: 213), “from 1906 to 1914, the Finnish-
American labour movement in general flourished as never before or after”. The IWW 
(‘wobblies’, a popular name for the members) was in close contact with the Socialist 
Party of America as well as the Finnish Socialist Federation coordinating activities in 
trade union. Unfortunately, there were ideological conflicts, and more radical ideas 
tended to reflect IWW thinking (ibid.: 212). Kostiainen (1976: 216, 218) points out that 

between the years 1906 and 1914, Finnish-American socialists took part in many 
strikes. The Finns played a leading part in the strike in the Mesabi area, Northern 
Minnesota, in 1907. These and many other labour disputes in which Finns played a 
prominent role had the general effect of giving the American Finns a ‘reddish’ 
reputation.  

It should be observed that, in spite of the bad reputation of these ‘reddish’ organizations, 
the practical work among immigrant Finns was indispensable. Ideological actions played 
an important role, but a great variety of operational principles were focused on cultural 
activities, publishing ventures, and other general educational endeavours (ibid.: 232). 
According to Holmio (2001: 275), in the early days of their existence, the Finnish labour 
associations in the United States worked as independent units, but later they had to join 
their forces to have some effect on the development of socialism in the country. As 
Kostiainen (1983: 270) observes, “within organized labour the Americanization process 
proceeded in different ways”. The Finnish-American labour movement emphasized 
internationalism right from the beginning. Unexpectedly, as Kostiainen points out, radical 
workers’ organizations pushed their workers towards Americanization and assimilation 
(ibid.: 270). As a remainder of the socialist past of Finnish Americans, a Finnish-
American community is still publishing the weekly newspaper Raivaaja in Fitchburg, 
Massachusetts, but it is issued without any specific socialist aspects. Nowadays Raivaaja 
informs its readers about happenings in Finland and Finnish communities all over the 
world (Kero, 1997: 279).  

The oldest influence for unity among the Finns was the church with its congregations. 
Holmio (2001: 172) states that by the 1860s, when modern emigration from Finland 
began, almost all the migrants were members of the Evangelical Lutheran state church. 

                                                           
37 In 1906, the Finnish Socialist Federation (Suomalainen Sosialistijärjestö) was established at Hibbing, 
Minnesota (Kostiainen, 1976: 212). The IWW or Industrial Workers of the World was a syndicalist-oriented 
American trade union organization founded at the beginning of the twentieth century. Most of the Finnish 
supporters of the IWW were miners or lumberjacks, and they also represented the Socialist Party (Kero, 1997).  
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Thus, the Lutheran faith within Finnish congregations during the time of immigration 
was the basic element of life and welfare among the Finns on the new continent, which 
was only natural. As soon as the Finnish immigrants disembarked in the new continent, 
the strict hold of the church of Finland eased up, creating the ultimate feeling of freedom. 
From that moment on, the individuals themselves had the responsibility for their own 
faith. However, the Finnish Lutheran church did not greatly differ from the prevailing 
American Protestant ethic; thus, it was easy to join in the new society, and also a church, 
if one wished. Hence, it was not necessarily religion that delayed the process of 
readjustment to the new society (Lewis, 2003: 57). However, in 1890, nine Lutheran 
congregations, representing twelve hundred Finnish immigrants assembled at Trinity 
Lutheran Church in Calumet, Michigan, and organized the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America – the Suomi Synod which was closely related to the Church of 
Finland (Ollila, 1972b: 250-252). 

Religion caused mutual problems in the midst of the Finnish community because there 
were a comparatively large number of members of Finnish revivalist movements among 
which Laestadians were one of the largest groups (Yliniemi, 2005: 159).38 The 
Laestadians came from the northern areas of Finland and Sweden where this movement 
had a secure position. Naturally enough, due to their Finnish traditions these Finns 
wanted to belong to a church. At the beginning of their religious movement in the North 
America, Laestadians were members of Apostolic Lutheran Church (ALC). 

Understandably, there were many conflicts among Finnish immigrants before they 
could solve their religious problems, not least in naming their congregations. The 
frequent conflicts were not solved without help from Finland. Occasionally, for example, 
the leaders of the Finnish Laestadian movement sent preachers to solve problems (ibid.: 
159) A major part of religious Finns other than Laestadians affiliated themselves either 
with the Suomi Synod or the National Church (called ‘Amerikan Suomalainen Evankelis-
Lutherilainen Kansalliskirkko’ in Finnish) which was founded a bit later.39 It gained more 
evangelical aspects of a free church than the Suomi Synod, and it had tight connections to 
the Evangelical Movement of Finland (Ollila 1972a: 161, 167; Kero, 1997: 36-39). In the 
1920s, about twenty-five percent of the Finns in America belonged to the above 
mentioned churches. In addition, there were some smaller Finnish churches such as the 
Congregational (called ‘Lähetyskirkko’ in Finnish) and the Pentecostal (called ‘Helluntai-
laiset’ in Finnish) churches (Ollila, 1976: 160-161; Kero, 1997: 39-42). Finns were also 
active in a few Baptist congregations as well as in the Methodist movement (Ollila, 1976: 
161; Kero, 1997: 41-43). But then again, the majority of the Finns considered themselves 
emancipated from the church, and socialism provided a new vision of the future for them 
(Kukkonen, 1972: 167-168). From the 1920s Americanization was such a wide topic that 
discussions about larger sectarian mergers gained popularity. Gradually, the ethnic 
                                                           
38 Laestadians are a religious group which has flourished in northern Sweden and Finland since the nineteenth 
century and was named after the powerful revival preacher Lars Levi Laestadius (1800-1861). They believe in 
lay ministry, confession of sins, absolution, and congregational self-rule (Kukkonen 1972: 102-105). 
39 The Evangelical Lutheran National Church was established in 1898. It could be regarded as a competing 
church with the Suomi Synod. During the early period of its existence, the National Church functioned more as 
a revival movement than as a church. In time, the National Church drew closer to the doctrines of the Finnish 
Pietism. Therefore, it was also called the Pietist Lutheran Church (Kukkonen 1972: 110-116).   
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features of the churches were eroded, and, the religious heritage of the Lutheran churches 
asserted itself as being more important than the ethnic one (Ollila 1976: 168-171). The 
synod leadership generated the aim of American Lutheranism in 1963 by joining with 
Danish, Swedish, and German Lutherans to form the Lutheran Church in America (ibid.: 
171). Virtually, at the same time the National Church stopped functioning (Kero 1997: 
263). 

However, after the Synod fusion in 1963, American Laestadianism remained in the 
form of independent religious groups preserving and bearing the marks of Finnishness. 
As in Finland, members of the Laestadian movement in America were not able to keep up 
unanimity in the community. From the very outset of its existence, the movement has 
been quarrelsome, and as a consequence, it has constantly split up into new groups. 
According to Talonen (2005: 196-198), after the first dissolution of the ALC, the Old 
Laestadians established their own group known as Old Apostolic Lutheran Church (called 
‘Esikoiset’ in Finnish). As a result of subsequent divisions, the conservative Laestadians 
(called ‘Vanhoillislestadiolaiset’ in Finnish) organized their own group under the name of 
the Association of American Laestadian Congregations (AALC), further changing its 
name to the Laestadian Lutheran Church. The split-up of the conservative Laestadians 
also generated another group called First Apostolic Lutheran Church. The current ALC, 
also called the Federation, corresponds to the Finnish Laestadian group called ‘Rauhan-
sanalaisuus’ or ‘Pikkuesikoiset’. In addition, there are still several other smaller 
Laestadian groups in North America (ibid.: 210). As Talonen (ibid.: 209) argues, the total 
membership of all Laestadian groups in 2005 has been estimated to be about 32,300. 
According to Penti (2002: 155), “within the sparsely settled Upper Peninsula, the 
Apostolic Lutherans are highly visible. While there are many sects, they have a tendency 
to simply call themselves ‘Apostolic Lutherans’ or ‘Laestadians’ so outsiders think they 
are members of just one church.”  

After all, migration caused disagreements among Finns. Thus, Holmio (2001) reports 
that at the end of the nineteenth century it was a characteristic of high-minded Finnish 
nationalism to view the life of the immigrant in a poor light, and against a gloomy 
background, to paint an idealistic picture of Finland, where people’s habits were clean, 
and life was lived in a Christian way. In Siirtolaisen Opas (the Immigrant’s guide) for 
1910, Pastor M. I. Kuusi wrote as follows: 

Dancing, playing cards, swearing, and making merry, the immigrants came across 
the ocean. Upon reaching the shores of America, they became scattered over the 
new homeland. But the effect of their wicked life together and the seeds of false 
ideas of freedom remain in their hearts. They have drunk a toast to freedom of the 
flesh and are as if intoxicated. In the evening they sit in saloons and other places of 
amusement. They are now in the land of freedom. (Holmio, 2001: 229)  

As Holmio (2001: 231) emphasizes, the first generation of Finnish immigrants came to 
Michigan, as well as to America mainly from circumstances similar to those in the new 
mining communities. These Finns were not temperance-minded. Thus, it was natural that 
life in America continued much as it had been in the old country, and, therefore, the 
American way of life cannot be blamed for their bad drinking habits. According to 
Holmio, even in those mining towns, which were almost completely populated by Finns, 
drinking was a wide-ranging nuisance. However, the dangers of alcohol were well known 
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in Finnish communities. As a result, many temperate persons, including church goers, 
strengthened the development of the temperance movement. Holmio (2001: 231) points 
out that American temperance societies focused their work on the industrial cities of the 
eastern states, and it was carried on completely in the English language. In due course, 
the Independent Order of Good Templars, which was more or less international, became 
interested in the Scandinavian immigrants, and the circumstances became more 
favourable for temperance work among them. The first Finnish temperance society in 
America was organized in 1885. According to Karni (1981: 163), temperance societies 
were primarily a nineteenth century phenomenon. The change in way of living adopted 
by middle class of rural and small town America included the approval of social drinking. 
Therefore, temperance societies became outdated, and by the middle of the 1940s many 
societies closed their doors for good (ibid.: 167). 

Perhaps the most important types of ethnic institutions were the cooperative centers. It 
has even been expressed that the cooperative movement is the Finns’ greatest 
contribution to American society (Kostiainen, 1976: 232). According to Holmio (2001: 
329), the modern consumer cooperative movement is considered to have its origin in 
England, beginning in the 1820s. Consequently, as Holmio points out, the immigrants 
from the Scandinavian countries brought their distinctive ‘company’ stores to America, 
and Finns are certainly among the first to have established the consumer’s cooperatives in 
America (ibid., 330). The following humorous lines certainly illustrate some of these 
actions: “the Finns were so well known for their cooperative activity that in certain areas 
if two Finns were seen walking together on a Saturday night, it was said that they were on 
their way either to take a sauna bath or to form a new cooperative” (ibid.: 332). In her 
novel, Below Rollstone Hill, Paula Robbins describes a similar situation:  

Whenever Finns get together, they have to found an organization, but as soon as it 
gets to be of any size, the members fight, and there’s a schism. We used to joke that 
if you get three Finns together in a room, they’ll found a club, but add three more, 
and it will divide into two factions’. (Robbins, 2000: 19)  

As Holmio argues, the cooperatives were socialistic enterprises to some people. To others 
they were the “brunt of jokes until the depression of the early 1930s revealed their value”. 
In those difficult situations, these Finnish businesses also began to interest other 
nationalities, and they gained a growing number of members from outside their own 
community. In spite of bad times, the cooperative stores remained open and were able to 
help their members, while many other businesses had to close their doors. The first 
Finnish cooperative store in Michigan was established in 1907 (Holmio, 2001: 334). In 
the post-war period the Finnish character of the cooperatives began to decline, but they 
were thriving businesses into the 1950s in many districts. However, the younger 
generation gradually lost touch with the original cooperative principles of their forbears. 
National organizations were suspicious of the political character of the Finnish 
cooperatives; therefore, they were not willing to take Finns into the newer companies. 
This attitude led to a gradual collapse of these ethnic organizations. In short, as Kivisto 
(1988: 87) argues, “the organizational charisma of the earlier epoch had eroded, with 
cooperatives opting for a modern, rational calculating business approach”. 

What were the reasons for the fast disappearance of these once so important fraternal 
organizations? Kivisto (1988: 84) has observed that very little research has been 
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conducted on the value system of Finns in America. Nonetheless, some researchers have 
completed a few community studies which provide some clues. As Kivisto (1988: 84) 
mentions, Schofer’s study of Finns in Northern California up to 1960 depicts radical 
Finns as becoming acculturated to mainstream political life: primarily, by finding a place 
in the left wing of the Democratic Party. As far as religious Finns were concerned, 
Schofer found them very similar to mainstream Protestants (Schofer, 1975). For Kivisto 
(1988: 94) it was evident that by the 1960s, the image and reality of the ‘Finntown’ as an 
institution was rapidly disappearing, along with it the strong emphasis on communal-
oriented attitudes ceased to be relevant. One example from the Chicago area similarly 
confirms the development of Finntown. Finnishness flourished on the north side of 
Chicago in the 1940s, but thereafter the Finnish community spread out into the suburbs 
(Pyöli-Vainio, 1975: 87-99, 151). This was due to better living conditions and rising 
affluence. In his study of Lanesville, Massachusetts, David Hayes (1958) stresses the 
disappearance of the earlier orientations in the ethnic communities and describes how the 
Finns achieved lower middle-class status. Hayes (1958) emphasizes that in the process of 
moving up the social ladder, the Finns adopted the values of the American middle class. 
Kivisto (1988: 94) reports: “With a decline in negative stereotypes, Finns were able to 
manipulate the more positive image held by the host society and integrate them into the 
larger value pantheon of the American middle class”. In a somewhat different way, Olin-
Fahle’s (1988: 121-124) study of a Finntown in New York City points out how Finns 
manipulated some values, norms, symbols, and ceremonials from their traditional culture, 
establishing new rules to keep them distinct from other groups. In his study of the rural 
community of Waino, Wisconsin, Harry Rickard Doby (1960) concludes that “the ‘rapid 
and abrupt change’ from a relatively isolated folk community to a modern one immersed 
in mass society occurred without any noticeable degree of social disorganization”. In a 
similar vein, Wargelin (1924, chapter V) examines the Americanization of Finns: 

In the case of the Finn there do not exist very radical differences between the social 
environment and the cultural status of the old country and those of America. For 
this reason his assimilation takes place within a reasonable length of time; but he 
would resent the imposing of any customs or habits the meaning of which had not 
been explained to him. In our opinion, wise persuasion and education hasten the 
assimilation of the immigrant into American life, but compulsion and legislation in 
this respect create a feeling for violating the democratic principles of our country. 

Researchers have documented the decline of many of these aforementioned structural 
foundations for ethnic communities, but remnants of ethnic infrastructures (for example, 
some churches and newspapers) are still visible (Palo Stoller, 1996: 160). To quote 
Kivisto (1989: 83), at least two interesting questions anticipate the researchers of the 
future:  

Firstly, “can cultural values survive without such institutions?” And, secondly, “if 
cultures are ‘tool kits’ of symbols, values, and world views, then to what extent do 
contemporary Finnish Americans make use of tools derived from their ethnic 
background rather than tools supplied by the dominant culture?”  

Interviewing Finnish Americans in Florida during the period from 1985 to 1990, 
Suojanen and Suojanen (2000: 72) found out that the most popular current Finnish-
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American associations were their tribal associations, such as ‘Kalevalan Naiset’, the 
‘American Finnish Tourist Club’, the ‘Finlandia Foundation’, ‘Karjalaiset’, and ‘Pohja-
laiset’. According to Suojanen and Suojanen, seventy-five percent of Finnish Americans 
in Florida participated in some of these tribal associations. The great majority of the 
respondents thought that these associations were not necessary for maintaining Finnish-
American identities. However, exactly the same percentage accepted that these tribal 
associations confirmed national boundaries as well as created opportunities to arrange 
encounters. Almost half of the respondents thought that yearning for the old times was 
simply old-fashioned; but, the rest of them did not agree at all. Ninety percent of the 
respondents agreed with the statement that maintaining Finnish heritage and transferring 
it to their children was important, worthwhile, even crucial. The tribal associations helped 
them to keep up their Finnish heritage; moreover, most of the respondents considered 
them important in transferring the Finnish heritage to future generations. Thirty-seven 
percent of these Finnish Americans in Florida thought that these tribal associations 
promoted isolation from ordinary American life. According to Strauss and Quinn (1997: 
113), it is only natural that some people are intentionally trying to preserve and pass 
important schemas (practices and beliefs that they value) to future generations – “to 
insure that their own enduring schemas will become the enduring schemas of the next 
generation”.  

Within this context, one ought to remember the importance of ‘Apostolic Lutherans’ or 
‘Laestadians’ in the United States. As Marsha Penti (2002: 157) views the identity of the 
Apostolic culture, blaming the common opinion of the surrounding society for 
misunderstanding and stereotyping, these small restricted communities which honour 
decades-old beliefs; she points out that 

the American Finnish imagination also easily dismisses Apostolics as not being part 
of American Finnishness. However, ironically of course, in their places at the edges 
of so-called ‘normal’ American life, the Apostolics actually earnestly support 
American Finnish culture. Apostolics seem to savor the margins of society despite 
being marginalized. They take comfort in their own sense of history, both defined 
in regional origin and international diaspora. (ibid.: 157)  

Among the conservative Laestadians (the Laestadian Lutheran Church, LLC) connections 
to Finland have been uninterrupted. They are in direct communication with the SRK (the 
sister organization of the LLC) in Finland (Fig. 16). Finnish preachers are repeatedly 
invited guests in their revival meetings; young people have attended private Laestadian 
folk high schools in Finland, and there have been active youth exchanges. International 
marriages between American and Finnish Laestadians are not unusual (Lehtola, 1992: 
147-148; Wääräniemi, 1999: 64-70; Talonen 2005: 203). The estimated membership of 
this conservative Laestadian group (LLC) is only 5,000-6,000 (Talonen, 2005: 209). 
According to Talonen, this group is, however, the most modern of the Laestadian groups 
in North America maintaining international connections via well-designed websites 
(ibid.: 204). Thus, these Laestadian groups have well preserved their Finnish cultural 
heritage within their religious communities. 
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Fig. 16. The American flag in the annual Finnish summer services of conservative 
Laestadians has been a symbol of the enduring relationship between Finnish and American 
Laestadians. (Photo: SRK, www.srk-oulu.net, used with permission) 

The aforementioned institutions formed the foundation of Finnish-American society 
during the great waves of immigration. Thus, their importance is apparent in the 
narratives of my research. 

In fact, as Penti (2002: 161) emphasizes, a more flexible characterization of American 
Finnish culture in the twenty-first century is needed, at least outside the Upper Peninsula. 

Saunas are not ordinary in daily American Finnish life. Foods, while fairly 
permanent, are more infrequent markers of celebratory delight. Language use fades 
and becomes marginal. Overwhelmingly, the old institutions – like churches, but 
for the Apostolic, and halls – have faded in importance. In the more than a century 
of American Finnish culture, its parameters have changed. (ibid.: 161-162)  

My conclusion concerning the above discussion of Finnish-American organizations, and 
associations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries may be depicted as follows (Fig. 
17):  
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Fig. 17.  Societal features of ethnicity among Finnish immigrants. 

The societal criteria of ethnic features are described in the middle circle in my theoretical 
model of Finnishness. They stand for the ethnically based activities of Finnish-American 
people inside their communities in their new homeland (external features of Finnish 
culture). These activities demanded special abilities of commitment in establishing the 
foundational pillars of the new society. Several societal institutions (in Finland or in 
Europe) had been founded before immigrants settled down in America, and immigrant 
Finns as well as Finns in Finland just conveyed the awareness of them to America. 

The core of my theoretical model (Fig. 15), which defines the most important personal 
and behavioural traits of Finnishness in everyday activities can be connected to the circle 
in the middle (Fig. 17). In other words, I am signifying here the process of adjusting the 
internal and external features of Finnishness into cultural models within Finnish-
American society. Consequently, these cultural models carried out as cultural schemas 
define people’s value connotation by relating them to the indices of Finnishness which 
demand emotional commitment. Of course, helpfulness, honesty, and cleanliness were 
excellent recommendations for a good job, for example, for housemaids as well as 
workers in boarding houses or in public saunas. Undoubtedly, the aforementioned 
occupations required hard work, as did all the other jobs mentioned in the circle in Fig. 
17. In addition, it should be noted that the temperance societies arranged activities for 
families and organized temperance education. But, at the same time there were people 
who did not look for arranged activities. They were Finns who led a simple lifestyle. First 
of all, they were solitude-seeking people who enjoyed the quietness of nature, for 
example, hunters, fishermen, lumbermen or farmers. The debatable reputation of 
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‘hermits’ grew as a result of those men, quite often bachelors, who were given to 
poaching and abusing alcohol in their remote dwelling places. At any rate, the various 
societal activities (Fig. 17) within the ethnic infrastructure of Finnish-American 
communities in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were, to a certain extent, 
characteristic of the Finns. Accordingly, many of those societal activities gained positive 
or negative connotations within American society leading to situations where Finnish 
Americans were labelled either as good or bad depending on the reputation of the activity 
in which they were involved. This kind of stereotyping was enduring but injurious. As a 
result, Fig. 15 describes the ‘image fields’ of personality and behavioural indices in the 
chosen texts; and Figures 15 and 17 together illustrate the ‘image worlds’ of Finnishness 
within them. Each text has an image world or ‘iconosphere’ of its own. 

4.4  A Theoretical Model of Finnishness 

To a large extent, the political and ideological developments over the last two decades, 
especially in Europe, have shed new light on the study of national and cultural identity 
(Leerssen, 2000: 268). As a result, the study of literature has become important in the 
field of imagology. A good example is the enthusiastic study of literary texts among 
researchers who are anxious to find cultural and ethnic intersections when describing 
historical distances between a text’s origin and its audience. 

According to D’Andrade (1981: 158), a cultural model can be represented as a 
cognitive schema as he describes the conceptions of experiencing the internal and 
external features of a culture. A cultural group can be further defined according to 
external or internal criteria (Tajfel, 1982; Susag, 1999: 39). Citing Tajfel, Susag has 
proposed that identification with a cultural schema involves two components, often with 
the inclusion of a third. There is a cognitive element, in the sense of an awareness of 
membership in a particular group. There is an evaluative element, in the sense that this 
awareness is related to some value connotation. Besides, there is a third element which 
results from the emotional investment implicit in awareness and evaluation. These three 
components are needed before an individual identifies himself or herself as a member of 
an ethnic group. People can identify personality and behavioural traits which are perhaps 
characteristics of a different group. Sometimes they attribute some of their own traits to 
their ethnic background. In other words, the personality and behavioural features of a 
group create internal features of a culture which form cognitive elements according to 
which people can sense awareness of membership in a group. What is more, these 
features constitute cultural models and schemas to reinforce their cultural identity. In this 
study, I will analyse the indices of Finnishness using the examples of social images 
appropriated by the characters in the texts. Thus, the image field of personality and 
behavioural indices in the narratives will be analysed in terms of auto-, self-, counter-, 
and hetero-images along with different kinds of stereotypes.  

According to Leerssen (2000: 268), an analysis of a literary text raises challenges to 
the researchers revolving around historical distances between the text and its audience. 
The historical period described in each text could be the ‘iconosphere’ (world of 
meanings) of the temporal period that the author is describing and using historical 
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material as well as his or her cultural memory of the past occurrences and people of that 
world. These pieces of memory and the historical facts together comprise ‘images’ 
(knowledge structures or schemas) which the author uses in composing his or her 
narrative; through these visions the author creates another iconosphere. Accordingly, if 
one considers the whole text of an author as an ‘image world’ (a bounded group of 
images), then the group of related images, for example, the personality and behavioural 
indices (Fig. 15), create an image field within the image world. Thus, there is a relevant 
connection between the different image worlds of Finnishness in various eras of history 
(Fig. 15 and Fig. 18). The personality and behavioural traits of Finns depicted in the texts 
as well as in Finnish-American and Finnish research on Finnishness can easily be 
mirrored against the images of Finnishness of today. Here one should remember 
Wilkman’s (2005: 118) research among the new immigrants to the United States during 
the years 2000-2003. They defined local Finns as diligent, hard-working, honest, reliable, 
and energetic people who had ‘sisu’. Apparently, the image worlds of different 
iconospheres are comparable. 

The last subset of the theoretical model of Finnishness (Fig. 18) describes some of the 
most perceivable cultural characteristics of Finnishness today:  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 18. Discernible cultural characteristics of Finnishness today. 
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Some of the typical characteristics of Finnish people today valued by Finnish as well as 
non-Finnish observers are depicted on the outer frame of the circle. These characteristics 
particularly symbolize Finns in the image worlds of outsiders. However, things that have 
been said about Finnishness in Finland today are rather commonplace. Accordingly, there 
may be some truth in Löytty’s (2004: 40-41) account as he writes: 

Although we recognize mainly Finnish traits and characteristics in the stereotypes 
uttered about Finnish people nowadays, we do not always recognize ourselves in 
them, and, therefore, we find them more or less amusing clichés knowing that they 
are exaggerations.  

According to Löytty (ibid.: 42), nationalism in Finland at present is barely discernible. 
Certainly, as Löytty argues, common Finnish national symbols are no threat to anyone, so 
they have become routines approached in an ordinary manner. But, it would be incorrect 
to think that attitudes have changed very much in the hundred years of Finnish 
consciousness, quite the contrary. Many of the traditional ways to expose national spirit 
still evoke strong emotions if they are threatened. An interesting proof of this is the 
following example. In 2004 there was an intense debate in media about the Finnish 
national anthem as one Member of Parliament suggested that ‘Maamme’ should be 
changed to Sibelius’s ‘Finlandia’.40 As a consequence, there was a bill introduced in the 
Parliament to protect the original anthem (Löytty, 2004: 43). Nowadays one cannot deny 
the significance of the media. National awareness can be created via the media, especially 
by the press. It is customary for the Finnish press to emphasize the pronoun ‘we’ when a 
public speech is expressed to the Finnish people as a nation (ibid.: 44). The strategy 
behind this is to define (somewhat unconsciously) Finnishness as something that 
concerns only those people who recognize themselves to be part of the group addressed; 
moreover, the writer considers him- or herself to be a member of that group while using 
the word ‘we’ (ibid.: 45). Interestingly, as was emphasized by Suojanen and Suojanen 
(2000: 47-48), Finnish Americans also stress group identity; the belief ‘I am we’ brings 
forth both a sense of duty and responsibility. Are Finnish people more group-orientated 
than, for instance, other European nations? Finland’s destiny is to be a borderland 
between the West and the East. Finnish political as well as historical identity has taken 
shape in relation to the neighbouring countries. Consequently, it has always been a 
challenge to maintain both social and cultural relationships with the surrounding 
nationalities. This historical state of being a borderland has promoted Finland’s constant 
interaction with other nations, for example, in commerce (Lehtonen, 2004c: 190-191). As 
a result, Finnish people have learned to negotiate in a conciliatory way.  

There is a firm tendency among Finnish people to be just ordinary Finns. That has also 
been the motto of Finland’s current president Tarja Halonen. According to Löytty (2004: 
47), it is always an excellent image for a Finnish politician to be just an ordinary person. 
Yet, there is something special in Finnish conventionality (ibid.: 48). Many foreigners are 
fascinated by the Finnish personality and behavioural indices or are charmed by Finnish 
honesty. In spite of the internationalisation of Finns, “Finns are still Finns”; 

                                                           
40 ‘Maamme’ is the Finnish national anthem composed by Fredrik Pacius in 1848; and ‘Finlandia’ is a patriotic 
hymn composed by Jean Sibelius in 1899.  
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stereotypically, Finns are honest and reliable, and their frankness is also appreciated 
abroad (ibid.: 48). The most interesting point of view considering the images in Figures 
15 and 18 is that the basic images or stereotypes of Finnish people within different 
temporal periods appear to be almost the same. For example, most Finnish businessmen, 
noted by observers like Lewis (2003: 203, 308), pride themselves on being reliable 
workers having a high work ethic. (This may be construed as an ability to act in 
organized groups and strive towards the best results, using stubbornness and ‘sisu’ if 
necessary.)  

Palo Stoller’s (1996) report on Finnish Americans and their own opinions about 
Finnishness draws attention to analogous traits. Finnish honesty and trustworthiness are 
appreciated, and hard work is emphasized. However, the persistent commitment to work 
is nothing but stubborn behaviour to reach one’s ultimate goal being associated with the 
respondents having ‘sisu’. Indeed, parallel results are discernible in Susag’s (1999) 
research. These were also the basic characteristics required when immigrants were 
establishing themselves in a new society. In other words, they had to be honest, diligent 
people who helped each other in their endeavours, but many times they required 
stubbornness, or ‘Finnish sisu’, as well. What all of this points to is the need to realize the 
details of every historical period and its interrelation with other iconospheres. The subsets 
of my theoretical model create the basis of the analysis that I will present in chapter five. 



5 From Finnishness Towards Symbolic Ethnicity 

This chapter includes an analysis of the selected texts. Various features of Finnishness as 
they appear in the narratives will be examined using the theoretical model illustrated in 
chapter four (Taramaa, 2003; 2004a; and 2004b). On the one hand, the cultural models of 
the authors will be analysed by studying the personality and behavioural schemas of 
different characters in the texts; on the other hand, an imagological analysis of the indices 
of Finnishness will facilitate a more accurate examination of ethnic traits (images and 
stereotypes). My correspondence as well as interviews with the authors have enabled me 
to supplement this image code by gathering more explicit self-images in relation to these 
materials. Further, the indices of Finnishness that the personality or behaviour of the 
actors in the stories symbolize may easily be seen to mirror the identity of the group they 
belong to (auto-images) or the images of outside groups (hetero-images). Section 5.1  
deals with the analysis of the most important personality and behavioural indices of 
Finnishness in the chosen narratives. These are perceivable on a personal level and are 
also discernible in descriptions of readjustment into American society. Section 5.2  
contains an analysis of the societal commitments of the actors in the texts. The 
subsections aim to analyse how the Finns were incorporated into American society with 
the aid of an effective social life. Thus, the strength of institutions at the beginning of 
readjustment was enormously important (5.2.1). Yet, the degeneration of the Finnish 
language among the second and third generation, together with the indifference of 
American society, promoted the use of English language (5.2.2). It was unavoidable, 
however, that acculturation changed the ethnically based institutions of the Finns, and, 
little by little, they ceased to be (5.2.3). Finally, in section 5.3 the analysis of external 
influences has been divided into subsections which examine environmental elements 
along with the influence of climate and nature on the atmosphere of the narratives. 
Cultural Imagology with its spatial and temporal dimensions will be used to interpret the 
aforementioned elements and the historical events in the texts (5.3.1 and 5.3.3). It is also 
noteworthy that climate and nature together constitute basic elements for people. Thus, 
section 5.3.2 examines their importance for Finnish Americans in a new environment, 
showing how the authors have perpetuated the cultural meaning of these elements in their 
texts. 
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Naturally, each narrative represents an image world of its own. Therefore, my purpose 
is to discover how the national images become recognizable in different texts; what the 
attitude of each author is to the characteristics of Finnishness; how these authors 
accentuate the role of the immigrants in society, and how the actors in the texts live 
through the pressures of the external forces of life as descendants of the Finns. As 
discussed previously in section 1.3, this analysis calls for conceptions of ethnicity in 
narration. The key aspect of this discussion in relation to cultural traits lies in the fact that 
these latter are elements of the Finnish Americans’ self-image which are transmitted by 
way of narration to the public. These traits are components of the symbolic and narrative 
entity that defines Finnish-American identity described by the chosen authors in their 
texts.  

5.1  Personality and Behavioural Indices  

In this section a selection of personality and behavioural indices of Finnish people at the 
time of immigration, and as they are evoked by the authors in their literary works in this 
study, will be defined and analysed on the basis of cultural models and imagological 
schemas. The discussions in the following subsections explore the constructions of 
various images and their cultural content in line with cultural schemas. The research asks 
what kinds of schemas are discernible, how these schemas can be related to the 
Finnishness of the authors, and whether these schemas construe positive or negative 
images (stereotypes) of the characters in the texts.  

In this section the division is based on previous research and interviews, presented in 
chapter four, as well as my own research and interviews of the authors. The most 
prevailing personality and behavioural indices of Finnishness, such as ‘sisu’, diligence, 
cleanliness, helpfulness, honesty, reticence, and drinking habits form the subsections of 
section 5.1. 

5.1.1  ‘Sisu’ 

What is ‘sisu’?  
What was/is the immense mental strength that the Finns believe themselves to have (or 

to have possessed formerly)? Where does this characteristic come from? ‘Sisu’ can be 
both inherited and environmental. It has no exact synonym in any other language; but it 
means something like ‘solid’ – even ‘stolid’, as well as connotes ideas of obstinacy, 
patience, bull-headedness, and downright cussedness (Engle, 1975: 6). According to 
Paasivirta (1962: 113), Finnish ‘sisu’ became an idiom connected to Finnish soldiers 
during the Winter War (Strode 1941: 6).41 In this context, it was a characteristic of the 

                                                           
41 The Finnish-Soviet Winter War erupted on 30th November 1939 when Soviet’s Red Army launched an assault 
on Finland. It lasted 105 days ending on 13th March 1940. The war was based on the Nazi-Soviet Pact in which 
Finland was left into the Soviet sphere of influence. Finland achieved several heroic wins on the front during 
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Finns which indicated ‘guts’, inner fire, or superhuman nerve-power. Indeed, if one 
considers the results of various research projects and interviews made about and among 
Finnish Americans, one must definitely come to the conclusion that the Finnish notion of 
‘sisu’ still exists, at least in the memory of numerous Finnish Americans. Consequently, 
Aho, who has interviewed a number of Finns and Finnish Americans, gives an exhaustive 
definition of ‘sisu’ using the following remarks:  

‘Sisu’ is said to be a tough-to-translate, near spiritual quality which Finns 
everywhere seem to know about, believe they possess and practice. ‘Sisu’ is much 
more than fortitude. ‘Sisu’ is an old characterization used by the Finnish people, 
maybe for the last ten thousand years. ‘Sisu’ is a Finnish word for guts, grit, 
determination, and the capacity to endure any hardship. As one old Finnish farmer 
had said: “It’s stubbornness beyond reason.” (Aho 1994: 1)  

During the summer and fall 1991, a national mail survey was conducted to map the 
opinions of second- and later-generation Finnish Americans about their ethnic heritage 
and identity. There were 447 respondents. Here, the respondents were asked several 
questions about ‘sisu’. As Aho (1994: 4) points out, ninety-one percent believed that 
people of Finnish heritage have this characteristic. One of the most interesting findings in 
the survey was that quite a high percentage of all respondents, regardless of the age 
group, thought that their ideas about ‘sisu’ had affected their own behaviour and /or ways 
of thinking.  

Hence, the researcher Eleanor Palo Stoller, analysing ethnic identity among second- 
and third-generation Finnish Americans, was able to emphasize the importance of ’sisu’ 
in relation to hard work, stating that: ‘Perseverance and tenacity are two words used to 
define the Finnish characteristics of ‘sisu’, which one of the respondents in the research 
translated as guts, courage, determination, with just a trace of Finnish stubbornness.’ 
Another respondent argued: ‘Sisu is a central marker of Finnish-American culture’ (Palo 
Stoller, 1996: 154). As we may notice, the properties of ‘sisu’ in both of these studies 
prove to be parallel. 

Is it possible, however, that ‘sisu’ can diminish? This question worried Harry in Joseph 
Damrell’s novel when he was thinking about his uncle Gus trying to understand the 
reasons for his disappearance:  

Did ‘sisu’ – what the Finns call nerve or guts – diminish with the disillusionment 
born of decay? Harry had seen the power of ‘sisu’ around himself since he was a 
little boy. His parents and grandparents had fought for their future with Finnish 
‘sisu’. (Damrell, 1992: 83)  

It is evident that Finnish-American writers have to ponder the essence of ‘sisu’ just to 
give the right impression of a word which is tinged with a variable scale of emotions. 

                                                                                                                                                
the first weeks of the war but finally had to accept a heavily loaded peace treaty. Its terms were that Finland had 
to cede about 10% of Finland's territory and more than 400,000 Finnish people lost their homes. The Finnish 
Americans and Canadians established a voluntary military unit consisting 370 soldiers. They were on the front 
just before the peace treaty. The Winter War was a part of the Second World War (Jutikkala and Pirinen, 1979: 
214-244). 
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This has also been the case in Lauri Anderson’s story collection Heikki Heikkinen when 
Anderson makes one of his protagonists thoroughly analyse the meaning of the word:  

All the years that Eddie was growing up, the Finns of Coppertown talked about 
sisu. Eddie asked his Finnish relatives to define sisu. Eddie’s Uncle Wilho defined 
sisu as guts. As a small child, Eddie often heard Wilho’s sisu rumbling after his 
uncle had consumed too much vodka and pickled fish. Eddie’s uncle Toivo defined 
sisu as stubbornness, but that only confused little Eddie. He knew that mules were 
famous for their stubbornness, but did that mean that they had sisu? Eddie’s dad 
defined sisu as determination – as choosing a goal and then working towards it in 
an intelligent way. (Anderson, 1995: 13-14) 

The last statement affirms Palo Stoller’s previous research concerning the strong fortitude 
(‘sisu’) of commitment perceived by Finns as part of their auto-image (Palo Stoller, 1996: 
154). In my research three authors out of the five examined contributed remarks, 
examples or notions about ‘sisu’ in their texts. For example, in Growing Up Soggy, Mary 
Caraker points out the different aspects of the term, describing instances of its less 
laudable sides. One example of the things bothering Ruth Ann as a young girl was the 
difference between her clothing and that of the American girls. Her mother was very 
stubborn when it came to the subject of warm clothing during winter. “Don’t tell me 
about the others” (Caraker, 1995: 26), she said, but promised to Ruth Ann that she could 
wear short socks on the first of May. The day came – it was snowing. The following days 
were cold, but Ruth Ann wore her socks obstinately. She overheard her parents’ 
discussion, the word ‘sisu’ expressed by her father, and her mother uttering: “The kid’s a 
Finn, all right” (Caraker, 1995: 26). 

 Mary Caraker gives the impression in her books and in the e-mail answers to my 
questions that the innermost connotations of ‘sisu’ were not always exactly 
complimentary. In a similar manner, as Caraker states, it had its less laudable sides. In 
many cases it expressed the utmost stubbornness and the taking of unexpected risks. 
Hence, knowing the meaning of the word, with its internal connotation of stubbornness 
and bull-headedness, gave Ruth Ann the strength to resist the hard wintry conditions. She 
had the guts to do it regardless of her mother’s intimidation about the threat of 
pneumonia. The cultural model she had experienced forced her to make her own 
interpretation of ‘sisu’, and to act accordingly. Furthermore, her mother’s metaphorical 
utterance gave extra strength and defiance to her. Caraker’s definition of ‘sisu’ is in line 
with statements made by Finnish researchers (section 4.1) and a respondent in Palo 
Stoller’s study when they maintain that there is ‘good sisu’ and ‘bad sisu’. And, the 
respondent continues: “through adverse experiences, a person can carry on when things 
might look hopeless [...] but sometimes it is just plain stubbornness and bull-headedness” 
(Palo Stoller, 1996: 154). Certainly, if one considers the following examples in Caraker’s 
narratives Growing Up Soggy and Elina, Mistress of Laukko, the temperamental 
ambivalence of ‘sisu’ becomes evident. In the first example Mary Caraker describes 
father’s ‘sisu’ in the Virtanen family: “When Daddy had trouble meeting the mortgage 
payments, which was almost every year, it inspired him to somehow scrape up the money 
and hang on” (Caraker, 1995: 26; Caraker, letter, 3.5.2003). In the other example, Lily, in 
Elina, Mistress of Laukko, analyses her grandmother’s behaviour:  
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The woman had always been a cipher. Kind to her, but coldly distant to everyone 
else. Whatever she had suffered in her marriage she bore with sisu: the hard-jawed 
stubbornness said to be a characteristic of Finns. Whatever happened before the fire 
or after, she would never ingratiate herself to her neighbours, never try to justify 
herself, no matter what they thought. (Caraker, 1997: 50)  

These two examples represent different stereotypical imagemes of ‘sisu’. They are 
double-faced temperamental ambivalences (good and bad ‘sisu’). In the first instance, the 
stubborn behaviour of Ruth Ann’s father manifests the fact that he manages his farm, and 
he has the final responsibility for it, indicating at the same time persistent tenacity, 
courage, and also the imagination to take care of things. In the second case, Lily 
contemplates her grandmother’s ‘sisu’ and tries to understand its historical development. 
Evidently, in her own image world, memories of her childhood grandmother are positive, 
and grandmother’s ‘sisu’ in her imagination is good. It was the grandmother of her 
childhood, but obviously there had been other kinds of ‘sisu’ in her life, too. Lily’s 
grandfather had been a jealous and abusive man who drank too much. He had married her 
grandmother because she became pregnant. When Lily’s father was a young boy their 
barn caught fire, and his father was burned to death in it. Unfortunately, the neighbours 
accused Lily’s grandmother of the fire, while another rumour went around that she had 
been given the opportunity to rescue him but had not availed herself of it. In the village 
she gained the reputation of a witch. In this case bad ‘sisu’ destroyed the grandmother’s 
normal life. Her positive schema of ‘sisu’ altered in time because of all the hardships 
turning against her original self-image. Her stubbornness prevented her from correcting 
the rumours of the fire; thus she became a lonely recluse on a remote farm. Her unlucky 
marriage and suspicions of incest between her husband and their son, Lily’s father, were 
secrets she kept for herself. It was the Finnish way of dealing with family affairs.  

Nevertheless, good or bad, ‘sisu’ was the strength of Finnish immigrants helping them 
go forward, even though the whole world seemed to be against them. This is the ultimate 
opinion of many of their Finnish-American immigrant offspring even today. According to 
D’Andrade (1995: 185), any culture is a fund of schemas, and human language includes 
the names of these schemas. It is obvious, then, that the short lexical term ‘sisu’ was 
better remembered as a descriptive symbol of Finnish strength and stubbornness than 
some longer and more complex descriptions. On the whole, Finnish people proved to 
have great courage in the wars against Russia, and the pride in Finnish ‘sisu’ is inevitable 
in the texts as well as in the interviews in Palo Stoller’s research. The following examples 
shed light on Mary Caraker’s and Lauri Anderson’s images of Finnish ‘sisu’. Lily in 
Elina, Mistress of Laukko, is confused about the accusations that her grandmother had set 
the barn on fire, and ponders:  

Sisu, Lily thought. The kind of stiff-backed tenaciousness Gran could well have 
inherited from her ancestors. That had enabled Finland, faced with the Russian 
menace, to survive as a nation. That had inspired Finnish immigrants like her great-
grandparents to put down roots in their new country despite prejudice and lifetimes 
of privation. (Caraker, 1997: 89) 

In his boastful utterance about Russians, Heikki Heikkinen in Lauri Anderson’s Heikki 
Heikkinen proudly expresses something about Finnish ‘sisu’ as well: “We Finns beat the 
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pants off them in the Winter War” (Anderson, 1995: 35). Indeed, most respondents in 
Palo Stoller’s interviews stressed Finland’s ability to maintain her independence from the 
Soviet Union, also to pay huge war reparations after World War II (Palo Stoller, 1996: 
158). These historical events were things that reinforced the positive auto-image of the 
word among Finnish Americans.  

As far as the cultural model of ‘having sisu’ is concerned, the selected authors as well 
as the respondents in the research and in the interviews have preserved the varied traits of 
‘sisu’ very well in their cultural memories. As stated previously, all the things encoded by 
a well-formed schema will be best remembered. Based on this statement the schema of 
‘sisu’ had been internalised well by learning this typical characteristic of Finnishness both 
explicitly and implicitly. With regard to the auto-image of ‘sisu’, one could state that it 
appears to have upheld mainly the positive image of ‘sisu’ all these years since the hard 
days of immigration. In effect, the image of ‘sisu’ has been employed as a purely Finnish 
characteristic by most people who know the word, and as such it has become a 
stereotype. Yet, in her stories Laitala (e-mail letter, 14.4.2004) does not wholly endorse 
the use of the word as a distinctive Finnish trait, as she points out, because she thinks that 
“all the immigrants, refugees, occupied, and enslaved peoples have needed extraordinary 
courage and persistence against all odds”. She did not use the word ‘sisu’ to describe the 
Finns because the word could easily label them only as stereotypes, and she wanted to 
redeem them from being like that.  

5.1.2  Diligence 

A proper job and getting rich were the main reasons for many immigrants to seek their 
fortune in America. In the early days of immigration, Finns were usually considered to be 
hardworking people. Finnish working morals can be examined from the standpoint of 
‘Biblical’ schemas, an element of Finnish culture for which the Lutheran church is to be 
thanked. Accordingly, as Virtanen (1997: 116) emphasizes, “Luther regarded all forms of 
work – whether by minister or maid – as equally worthy of respect”. Besides, work, or 
the lack of it, has an enormous impact on the individual, for it determines matters not 
only of material standing but also of mental welfare. Therefore, hard work conditions, 
and physically demanding work might be reasons why immigrant Finns emphasized the 
importance of education. Unquestionably, it was the quickest route to becoming an 
American, and to being accepted in American society (Robbins, 2000: 24). The authors in 
this study, as northern country dwellers, understand the restricted opportunities available 
to those who wished to get good jobs without schooling, especially in the North.  

It is apparent, then, that the authors emphasize the importance of work. A common 
attitude towards hardworking Finns is almost mythical, as Lauri Anderson describes it 
(Anderson, letter, 19.6.2003). This attitude is reinforced by Mary Caraker’s opinion: 
“Work, what would we do without it?” (Caraker, 1995: 152). In a way, the Lutheran 
doctrines of a strict work ethic upheld by Laestadian families were fully appreciated. 
Thus, it was just natural, for instance, in the Virtanen family that everyone participated in 
all kinds of work, even the children, whereas the lack of work caused great difficulties. 
This was also the case within the Grönlund family in Paula Robbins’s narrative. Father 
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Grönlund was desperate because he did not find work. When he finally got a job at a 
lumber camp far away from his family, it did not coincide with the schooling that he had 
been given in Finland. Being away from home and feeling irresponsible about the 
family’s welfare, he began to drink and fight. The father’s behaviour indicated deep 
Lutheran values which compelled him to make a social evaluation of himself as a 
husband and father. Evidently, he had learned a cultural model that a man’s duty is to take 
care of his family: 

One day Father was giving directions to Antti about some chore he was to perform. 
Antti, by now used to his role of man-around-the-house, responded, ‘I don’t do it 
that way. Mother likes it the other way.’ Father responded with an angry oath, ‘You 
do as I say, do you hear? I’m the man in this house,’ and proceeded to thrash Antti 
with his leather belt. (Robbins, 2000: 16) 

He never succeeded in getting the position that he had enjoyed in Finland as a respected 
foreman in a mill: “Father’s few words in broken English were not enough to convince 
them” (Robbins, 2000: 16). Thus, the fact was that environmental contingencies 
determined the main features of Father Grönlund’s experiences of the new country 
changing this self-sufficient, strong Finnish man into a weak, silent drinker. His schemas 
about a man’s role in society and towards one’s family were associated with negative 
feelings which affected his self-image or identity. As Strauss and Quinn (1997: 232) point 
out, a person can have several self-images or identities. When the Grönlund family came 
to the United States, father Grönlund could have seen himself as a good and diligent 
working man, as a potentially rich man, as a responsible father, and as a caring member 
of a community; but his dreams did not come true. In the same context, one could quote 
Engle (1975: 48), and state:  

The most valuable asset a Finn had, was his wife. It was she who held thing 
together in the home and community while the husband was at work in the mines or 
the forests. And it was she, with her incredible stamina, sisu, who made survival in 
the wilderness possible.  

This was also the case in the Grönlund family. Mother took care of a boarding house with 
the aid of their children. Father’s strong emotions of disapproval gradually changed him, 
and his behaviour. The environmental ‘punishments’, the Depression and capitalism, as 
well as humiliation at home, with a diligent wife taking care of the household, were 
unbearable. He became an alcoholic who started fights, and constantly ended up in jail. In 
a way, his cultural model changed and lost its durability due to pressure from outside. His 
identity became one of a drunkard, dependent on his wife without the respect of his 
children. 

The former collocation of women with stamina can further be consolidated through 
the opinion of Ruth Ann’s mother concerning their neighbour Eino who drank a lot: “If 
he didn’t have a workhorse of a wife he would have lost his farm long ago” (Caraker, 
1995: 18). Furthermore, Lauri Anderson’s opinion about hardworking Finnish-American 
women is worth mentioning in this connection:  

Their women are independent and as strong-willed as their husbands. They are very 
neat and private. Both men and women work physically very hard. (Anderson, 
letter, 19.6.2003) 
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Wargelin Brown (1986: 83) buttresses the above views in her survey, in which she 
examines Finnish-American immigrant women and their work contribution carried out as 
active participants in several social domains:  

Women living in mining communities raised families, tended gardens and animals, 
ran boarding houses, and worked as domestics in wealthy area homes. 

One example from the novel, Growing Up Soggy, by Caraker symbolizes a large number 
of the cultural schemas which hovered around everyday life in an immigrant family. The 
religious grandmother was on a visit to the family; but she came earlier than expected, 
and trouble began. In no time the grandmother became angry about her son’s drinking, 
quarrelled with him and went crying up to her room. When she finally came out of her 
room, the situation changed. The author writes:  

She would have made us all miserable, except that suddenly the peas were ripe and 
there was no time to worry about an old woman’s sulk. Everyone was busy from 
daybreak to dark. (Caraker 1995: 37)  

The stubborn, strict Laestadian grandmother had to forgive and to forget; at least she had 
to correct her external appearance because of the most important thing – work. The 
cultural models in Caraker’s novel for ‘work’, ‘religion’, and ‘drinking habits’ show the 
way in which individuals within a language community might conceptualise their various 
experiences of work, religion, and drinking but also the way in which cultural models 
shape the cultural knowledge that individuals share in a particular cultural community. A 
familiar cultural schema directs the behaviour of family members; everyone knows how 
to act in situations like these; words are not needed. The schemas are intersubjectively 
shared. Everyone knows the schema. Similarly, Damrell depicts working attitudes in his 
novel as “Duty before happiness” (Damrell 1992: 47). Those were the words of Gus’s 
grandfather who blamed no one else but himself for the family’s unsuccessful attempts at 
attaining prosperity: “Grandpa believed that he had no one to blame but himself, [...] or 
he should have worked harder or read the Bible more” (Damrell, 1992: 47).  

The cultural model of a high work ethic among Finnish immigrants was a well-learned 
guarantee for wealth and happiness. Gus’s Finnish immigrant father believed that the 
only way to live was by unending, back-breaking labour, and he was determined to pass 
this legacy on to his sons (Damrell 1992: 6). Thus, the auto-image of Finns as hard 
workers had also created a strong self-image for Gus’s father which he wanted to pass on 
to his sons. First of all, they would get Finnish heritage, a good work ethic, and, as 
grandfather had said: “Making something of yourself was the measure of the man” 
(Damrell, 1992: 46). Accordingly, Finnish immigrants were often proud of their abilities, 
as becomes clear in Mary Caraker’s description of Ruth Ann’s father: “Daddy, we 
believed, could do almost anything. He was the one who drove the car and plowed the 
fields and built bathrooms and dollhouses” (Caraker, 1995: 12). In a similar manner, 
Lauri Anderson emphasizes the importance of work, and describes his characters’ attitude 
to it:  

By the time World War II began, Leon [one of the characters] had decided there 
was definitely something wrong with Finns. ‘They always choose to live in cold 
and uncomfortable places – like Finland and Upper Peninsula,’ he said. They also 
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believe in a strict work ethic, in the spiritual value of hard, physical labor. They are 
idiots! (Anderson, 1995: 108) 

And, as Anderson (letter, 2.5.2003) writes in one of his letters: “Finns are famous as hard 
workers who complain little”. The Lutheran attitude to work was also felt in Aina Lahti’s 
story in Laitala’s collection. After the violent death of Aina’s husband, Urho, who had 
been a leader in a strike, she had been forced to take care of the family by herself; and her 
feelings are described as follows: “I worked in the house and field until my body ached, 
taking pleasure in hard work and deep sleep” (Laitala, 2001: 71). In line with other 
authors, Paula Robbins emphasizes hard work as a Finnish trait (Robbins, e-mail letter, 
19.4.2004). The following example of Mother Grönlund describes a cultural model of the 
Finnish work ethic: “At home there was always work to be done, and Mother had sunk 
into a humourless and grim concentration on doing what had to be done to support her 
family. Among the Finnish sayings that she often quoted was, ‘Diligence overcomes 
misfortune’” (Robbins, 2000: 60).  

Intrinsically, these characteristics of work can be related to the experiences of 
respondents in Palo Stoller’s interviews concerning work and the work ethic among Finns 
in America. In their answers, most respondents mentioned an emphasis on hard work, 
often as ‘the characteristic that comes to mind first’:  

Finns work until they die, unfortunately. They push, push, push, constantly, 
constantly, constantly using every second of their time. As this respondent suggests, 
such an emphasis on work was not spoken of in a positive light: They seem to put 
work just about above everything. Sometimes it bothers me. I think they do that to 
point where it’s almost a fault. (Palo Stoller, 1996: 154) 

Ultimately, the extremely strict Finnish work ethic generated a positive hetero-image 
among outer groups in the surrounding community and strengthened the Finns’ almost 
too low self-esteem. But conversely, the positive cultural model of work among Finnish 
Americans exhausted many of them; and sometimes turned against itself, bringing forth 
auto-images which were not so positive after all.  

5.1.3  Cleanliness 

One noticeable feature concerning the Finnish home may be said to be its perfect 
cleanliness. Superintendent Gilruth, of the Hancock, Michigan, High School, who 
has lived for a long time in communities where Finns are very numerous, said in a 
public address: "the Finnish homes are so clean that I would not hesitate to eat a 
meal off their floor." (Wargelin, 1924)  

One unifying characteristic in the texts of this study is the attitude of other ethnic groups 
to the cleanliness of Finns. Due to their work in mines and lumber camps, Finns were 
often considered dirty. However, the other side of the coin is the truth that Finnish 
immigrant girls and women were famous for their cleanliness, and they gained good jobs 
in cities like New York as housemaids and boarding house keepers.  
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In connection with physical cleanliness we may refer to the Finnish bath-house 
with which everyone who lives among the Finnish people soon becomes 
acquainted. It is one of the first of the many buildings that he builds on his farm. 
On Saturday evenings, or when the men have finished their week's work, they are 
sure to go to the Finnish bath-house. It is our belief that the old saying, "cleanliness 
is next to godliness", is not very far from right. (Wargelin, 1924) 

In addition, many Finnish women established public saunas for workers, so that they 
could wash themselves after the dirty work in mines, mills, or lumber camps. As noted 
before, the sauna is something very important, almost sacred, to Finns as becomes clear if 
one examines its history. It was also an important bond to the Old Country (Warkentin et 
al., 2005: 5). According to Engle (1975: 20, 40), as early as in 1655, the first settlers 
improving their living conditions had log cabin saunas. As has been mentioned above, 
many families built their sauna first and lived in it until the main house was completed. In 
the course of time, public saunas also became popular. As Engle (1975: 20, 40) has noted, 
in 1880, there were nine public saunas, for example, in the town of Calumet, and two in 
Fitchburg which is the hometown of the Grönlund family in Paula Robbins’s story. Thus, 
it is not surprising that every author in this study describes the sauna in some way or 
other. It is obvious that some of the writers have preserved the cultural schema of ‘being 
clean’ in their cultural memory both as a negative and a positive schema.  

At the beginning of the first story in Down from Basswood, for example, Lynn Laitala 
makes Indian Charlie Bouchay suggest: “The lumberjacks lived in filth and ate rotten 
food” (Laitala, 2001: 5). In the same way in Mary Caraker’s novel Growing Up Soggy, 
the reader experiences a depressing feeling when Ruth Ann’s mother, using a negative 
schema (an external counter image), scolds her daughters for soiling their feet in cow pies 
on a nice warm summer day: “Do you know what they say about us sometimes? ‘Dirty 
Finns’, that’s what they call us. Dirty Finlanders. Dirty Finns. Dumb Finns. They called 
us that when I was in school” (Caraker, 1995: 50). Although the usual ethnic slur was 
‘Dirty Finns’, they were far from that! Only their work was dirty. As Engle (1975: 41) 
describes, “all traces of filth disappeared in the sauna, along with the suds of their harsh 
yellow laundry soap”. However, the mother’s anger had brought up painful memories 
from her childhood. One might argue that the strong awareness of both positive and 
negative images of cleanliness among Finns brings forth the ‘Janus-faced imageme’ with 
its stereotypically ambivalent schema. Both of these manifestations of cleanliness (clean 
and dirty Finns) can be triggered into use depending on the speaker, situation, audience, 
and time. Interestingly, in literary texts these durable ambivalences are present as long as 
the texts exist. Notably, the durable schemas learned in infancy tend to be exceptionally 
strong (Strauss and Quinn, 1997: 93). In this way, the role of Ruth Ann’s mother in 
creating an enduring cultural schema with respect to the cleanliness of Finnish people 
was manifested in her scolding her daughters and through the evaluative judgments 
which she expressed with regard to clean/dirty, good/bad manners. It is apparent, then, 
that approval and disapproval engender emotions such as shame or guilt about one’s own 
behaviour. Mother knew both manifestations of cleanliness, but in the particular 
educational situation she was obliged to take forth the negative imageme of the 
stereotyped image of Finns. Cultural schemas, when learned through approval and 
disapproval, and connected with strong emotions can be very durable indeed. In this case, 
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the procedural character of a cultural model (being clean) brings forth a collection of 
memories that process information in the mother’s mind at that moment, and the most 
durable experiences (the negative schemas from her childhood) activate her knowledge 
structure about cleanliness. According to Strauss and Quinn (1997: 95), little children 
understand the different states of being loved for being good and having love withdrawn 
for being bad. These states of mind develop especially in early childhood when a parent’s 
love brings forth security, and they can be particularly durable. Ruth Ann and her sister 
did not understand their mother’s behaviour, but they certainly learned to know the 
external counter image of Finnish cleanliness. 

In a similar manner, Paula Robbins, in her novel Below Rollstone Hill, tells us about 
cleanliness and yellow soap: “The night before [school began], both children were sent to 
soak in the tub and told to scrub themselves thorough with a bar of strong yellow soap” 
(Robbins, 2000: 10). It is evident, as was mentioned in the opening lines of this section 
that the good reputation of Finnish cleanliness spread rapidly, and Finnish girls had an 
advantage over many of the other applicants in getting a good job in big cities like New 
York (Robbins, 2000: 93). 

From these passages it can be inferred that the cultural environment can be one site for 
the experiencing of a cultural schema. Due to the reputation of the ‘dirty’ mining 
environment, Ruth Ann’s mother had to experience remarks like ‘dirty Finn’ in her 
childhood. Therefore, her self-image and also her auto-image were strong counter 
images. Nevertheless, things were quite the opposite in terms of the reality perceived 
within the auto-image of Finnishness. The cultural model concerning the cleanliness of 
Finnish people was shared with the group of Finns as having a positive connotation, and 
this may well have been the opinion of other ethnic groups, too, because Finnish people 
were famous for their saunas and their clean houses. However, the negative schemas, the 
stereotyped (imageme) dirty miners and lumberjacks haunted decent Finns for much of 
the twentieth century. The cultural model of cleanliness depicted in Fig. 19, below, is 
based on the imagological model of self-image as it has been described in Fig. 6. 

The positive hetero-image of the surrounding groups is based on the good reputation 
of Finnish cleanliness. The bad reputation of dirty miners, however, is also durable, and 
creates a strong external counter image. Along with these images found by the members 
of other ethnic groups there is the positive auto-image of the Finns. In effect, it is difficult 
to juxtapose these images within their image fields. Therefore, Finnish Americans 
pondered over the Janus-faced imageme of cleanliness for decades to come. 
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Auto-image

Clean houses
and clothes.
Saunas and 

boarding 
houses.

Self-image

We are clean.

Hetero-image

Good 
reputation for 

cleanliness. 
Public saunas.

Internal 
counter image

Dirty miners 
and 

lumberjacks.

External 
counter image

Dirty Finns, 
dirty miners 

and 
lumberjacks.

Counter image

Both 
cleanliness and 

dirty Finns.

 

Fig. 19. An imagological interpretation of cleanliness. 

5.1.4  Helpfulness and Honesty 

In the new setting immigrant Finns began to fight the surrounding difficulties together. 
There were various opinions about Finns among other ethnics. Some thought that Finns 
were clannish, living close together within their own communities, while others thought 
of them as more or less individualists living outside the masses (Engle, 1975: 44). Both 
these notions are true. When circumstances demanded, unanimity was predictable. 
Finnish people who belonged to the Lutheran church also learned humanity towards other 
people especially towards those in need. Relatedly, many organizations and associations 
were founded to alleviate the difficult lives of Finnish immigrants. It was obvious that to 
set up new organizations and establish real estates demanded the famous Finnish 
‘talkoohenki’.42 

                                                           
42  Spirit of cooperation for the common good. 
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Prosperity in Finnish communities, then, lay on everyone’s shoulders, difficulties in 
the new country were shared as much as possible. Difficult working conditions both in 
Finland and in America unified workers, and the Labour Movement supported the 
connective feeling that all workers together helping one another would gradually change 
working conditions all over the world. In spite of the numerous quarrels and fights the 
Finns were accused of, they usually sorted things out. For instance, the anecdote about 
two Finns taking a sauna bath or forming a new cooperative puzzled Aino Grönlund as 
her family used to go for their weekly sauna to Johnson’s because that was where the 
Socialists went: “It seems crazy, looking back on it, that there should have been such 
deep divisions among such a relatively small number of people who should have had all 
kinds of ties through language and homeland, but there were” (Robbins, 2000: 18).  

These stereotypes of Finns helping each other and fighting each other can be analysed 
on the basis of a ‘Janus-faced imageme’. Psychologically, the ambivalent elements of 
human encounters are present in this manifestation of helpfulness. People learned the 
moral value of helping other people through their cultural models (religion, education); 
but the power of egotism brings forth quarrels often enough, and people may selfishly 
ignore the learned cultural models. One example of helpfulness cited from Caraker’s 
novel Growing Up Soggy is from the time of World War II when all help was needed: “In 
volunteer work more to her liking, Mama made weekly batches of cookies for the 
Lutheran Service Center in Astoria, sacrificing a portion (too much, I thought selfishly) 
of our precious sugar” (Caraker, 1995: 59). Life at the farm was relatively poor, and Ruth 
Ann’s memories of her mother’s helpfulness were somewhat bitter because (as a little 
child) she felt that everything that was given away disturbed the family welfare. 
However, the Lutheran ethic of love for one’s neighbour was one of the main tenets in 
their religious family. Comparable humane help was also needed at Saima Hall. As a 
matter of fact, Robbins felt similarly as she witnessed her mother’s helpful activity on 
Saima’s important occasions: “I’d hate to count the number of loaves of pulla my mother 
made for meetings at Saima over the years!” (Robbins, 2000: 22). 43 

Another kind of example concerning helpfulness is in Laitala’s novel Down from 
Basswood when Pete LaPrairie, an Indian, guides a tourist in the wilderness: “There’s 
more to living up here than paddling and portaging, [...] It takes skill for a man to provide 
for others [...] A man gets his honor by taking care of other people, being generous. That 
was the Chippewa way” (Laitala, 2001: 85). That was the way in which Pete tried to 
make sure that Sig, a tourist, could understand the laws and responsibilities of the 
wilderness to replace the things, for example firewood, they had used in a camp before 
they left. This utterance by an Indian reveals the genuine self-image of the author and her 
respect for the natural law of Native Americans, as well as the ideal concept of 
helpfulness towards fellow men. It is understandable that Laitala clung to the problems of 
mill workers and lumberjacks. She also depicts the anxiety of Finnish women since their 
men were treated ‘like beasts’ in the mills and logging camps because that was one reason 
for their drinking problem. “‘They left Finland hoping for better things’ […] ‘but they’re 
turning into a bunch of drunks,’ Mrs. Laitinen said. ‘What can we do?’” (Laitala, 2001: 
54). 
                                                           
43 Finnish coffee bread is called ‘pulla’ or in some Finnish dialects ‘nisu’. 
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Thus, help was needed, but how could the surrounding community participate in this task. 
First of all, women decided to offer new activities as well as amusement to their men by 
establishing a library along with a dancing hall; “dances would get them out of the 
saloons” (ibid.: 54): 

Sarvoja talked to the bosses at the mill. He convinced them that the men would be 
better citizens, stay sober, and not miss so much work if they had a wholesome 
place to spend their time. The mill donated a piece of land. The women had bake 
sales and pie socials to raise money for the materials, and Sarvoja organized a 
building crew. (Laitala, 2001: 56) 

The hall was a great success giving them positive experiences, unity, and new goals to 
strive for. They held a workers’ meeting in the new hall and spoke on human dignity. 
There was a newcomer in Winton, Mr. Korva who brought news of the Industrial Workers 
of the World (ibid.: 58). Unfortunately, when the bosses discovered these meetings, they 
shut down the hall. But these Finnish people bought a piece of land and started building 
another hall using the strong spirit of ‘talkoohenki’, completing their endeavour in no 
time. “We kept the movement going with lectures and plays and songs of solidarity. 
Winton wasn’t a lumber camp anymore. It was a village. The workers weren’t beasts any 
longer. They were men. [...] In the hall we became a people of grace” (ibid.: 58-59).  

As Engle had put it, “Immigrant Finns soon realized that one way of easing life’s 
difficulties in America was to band together; collective action (‘talkoohenki’) would 
change the new country into the land they had dreamed of” (Engle, 1975: 52). 
‘Talkoohenki’ was generally used and a documented Finnish word in historical 
descriptions of immigrant Finns, but to the authors in my research it did not mean 
anything. Why is that? The cultural model of ‘talkoohenki’ had disappeared in two 
generations. It was built from the common experiences of Finnish immigrants. As Strauss 
and Quinn (1997: 49) stress, there are differences between cultures and societies in 
sharedness as well as their supportive attitude. At the moment of immigration the schema 
of ‘talkoohenki’ was dependant on Finns’ shared experiences on the new continent. 
Consequently, they ‘felt responsible for others’, and they formed their schema for helping 
others by interpreting shared events in the public world. By helping others they could 
ensure help for themselves when needed. In time, after settling down, getting a place of 
their own, or getting a good job, Finns did not need so much help from others. Gradually, 
‘talkoohenki’ was forgotten, and the American attitude ‘your success is up to you’ became 
the new schema for these Finns. It is understandable that, as a schema, ‘talkoohenki’ was 
not durable. It was forgotten as soon as Finnish families managed without each other’s 
help. In this matter, acculturation had begun.  

The Finns were famous for their strength and honesty. The Lutheran faith as well as 
hard work in the rural areas encouraged people in Finnish communities to value honesty 
in their work and social relationships. For example, they were able to buy on credit freely, 
because their honesty had become well known. According to Holmio (2001: 89), a story 
is told about two lumberjacks who went to a certain Calumet store during the absence of 
the Finnish clerk. The owner sold them boots, mittens and other apparel, and gave each of 
the men his bill to sign. One wrote ‘hyvä tavara’ (nice goods) and the other ‘maksa velka’ 
(pay the bill). When the Finnish salesman returned, he immediately noticed the prank, but 
the owner of the store had unshakeable faith in the honesty of his customers. Nor was he 



 119

mistaken, for a few weeks later the men returned to pay their bills (Holmio, 2001: 89).44 
In the study by Palo Stoller (1996: 154), the respondents mentioned honesty and 
trustworthiness when they were asked about their Finnish inheritance. As for the 
involvement in politics, one respondent opined: “With Finns, you have to be more or less 
honest. What you say, that’s what it better be” (ibid.: 154). Then again, in his story about 
Eddie’s mother in Heikki Heikkinen, Lauri Anderson draws the reader’s attention to the 
attitude of a representative of another ethnicity towards the characteristics of Finns: 

Eddie’s mother hated the Finns for their earthiness. She saw them as still trapped by 
the peasant mindset they had brought from Scandinavia. She admitted that they had 
some admirable traits – industriousness, parsimoniousness, and honesty – but 
abhorred their weekend drunkenness, their lack of social graces, and their 
ignorance of the world outside the town. (Anderson, 1995: 12) 

It is obvious that by these notions Lauri Anderson mirrors his self-image of Finnishness 
towards the hetero-image of other ethnicities. The external counter images are confusing 
within the image field he shares with his characters. He is compelled to compare 
surrounding cultures in order to create his own identity and adjust himself to the 
surrounding groups as a Finnish American. 

Ultimately, it is difficult to analyse and define honesty. The word ‘honesty’ is not often 
mentioned in the texts of this study. In spite of the fact that, for instance, Mary Caraker 
was taught to be honest, and fear the punishment of God for dishonesty, some questions 
about religious honesty could be asked. Was it honesty that troublesome issues were kept 
silent or family secrets and hardships such as drinking problems were disguised? These 
matters leave open questions to the researcher. Is it self-evident that Finnish people were 
honest or is it only a cliché? This was one of my additional questions to the authors. 
Damrell (e-mail letter, 28.1.2005) remembers his grandfather’s attitude: “One’s word was 
in many cases one’s only meaningful possession. Last two chapters of Isaac Polvi deal 
with this, and I think he makes a point that he never lied – ever. This character trait was 
an antidote to the idea that Finns were radicals.” 45  

In their letters, Anderson (letter, 19.6.2003) and Robbins (e-mail letter, 23.1.2005) 
consider Finns to be honest people. One reason for this is described in Anderson’s letter: 

The stereotypes that Finnish Americans have about themselves come from 
Finland’s twentieth century trials and tribulations (the Civil War fighting, paying 
off its debt to America; the only country that has ever done that). They consider 
themselves more reliable as workers than anyone else, and they are good workers. 

In line with these opinions there is a similar interpretation of Finnish honesty in Caraker’s 
letter (e-mail letter, 31.1 2005): “I think that the honesty of Finns is both true and a 
cliché. I was only taught to believe Finns were more honest than other folk. The 
repayment of Finland’s WW II debt was held up to us in school as an indication of their 
honesty.” No doubt, this trait of Finnishness that Finnish Americans were willing to 
                                                           
44 There was at least one Finnish employee to serve Finnish customers in each of the larger stores, regardless of 
the owner’s nationality  (Holmio, 2001: 89).  
45 Damrell edited the autobiography of his grandfather Isaac Polvi published by North Star Press of St. Cloud, 
St. Cloud, Minnesota in 1991. 
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preserve in their cultural memory has been significant for their self-esteem. It has built up 
their positive self-image reinforced by the common hetero-image of outsiders. Whether it 
is true or a cliché, this kind of positive characteristic will endure as a cultural model for a 
long time. 

Consequently, if one considers the cultural model of Finnishness (Fig. 18) and 
analyses the relationship between the inner and outer circles, one implicitly discovers the 
mutual connection between immigrant ‘honesty’ and the supposed Finnish ‘reliability’ of 
today.  

5.1.5  Reticence 

From time to time, the Finnish people have been described as reserved individuals who 
keep to themselves, avoiding overt expressions of emotions; they have been accused of 
shyness or stoicism; and, what is more, they have been accused of dark moodiness and a 
tendency towards depression (Palo Stoller, 1996: 154). 

The terms ‘silent Finn’, and ‘dumb Finn’ are characteristics of cultural models (hetero-
images) given from outside Finnish groups which invoke lasting antagonistic feelings in 
Finnish people. Undoubtedly, there are many reasons to be silent, such as hard work, a 
lack of ability in the English language, and, first and foremost, the stereotypically ‘silent’ 
character of the Finns. One common feature in the literary texts is that men are more 
often referred to as being silent than women. But then again, manly silence has been 
perceived as a mark of wisdom or deep thinking as may be seen in Growing up Soggy, 
when Mary Caraker describes the silent father: “Perhaps because he spoke so seldom, his 
utterances bore more weight than Mama’s, and so did his opinions” (Caraker 1995: 12). 
The cultural model of silent men in the Finnish community has been recognized inside 
the social group as well as outside it. But the counter image of being silent had a heavy 
negative charge from outside the Finnish community. Finnish men were silent in many 
ways; they could be silent religious persons; some of them were silent drinkers while 
others were solitude-seeking hermits enjoying the tranquillity of nature. In Laitala’s story, 
Charlie Bouchay, an Indian, picks Antti Lahti as partner to live with, and he teaches Antti 
much about the woods. When Antti asked Charlie the reason for choosing him, the latter 
answers: “Because you don’t talk much” (Laitala, 2001: 140). Laitala allows the reader to 
notice how the auto-images of these two men work. They appreciate each other’s 
attitudes to nature as well as silent behaviour while moving there. As Strauss and Quinn 
(1997: 94) argue, these characteristics are not learned as abstract qualities but as 
behavioural patterns approved by individuals in similar situations. The author’s attitude 
reinforces a positive auto-image towards Finns and Native Americans and, to some 
extent, alleviates the effects of external counter images about Finns and Native 
Americans. As Strauss and Quinn (1997: 94) indicate, the environment decides which 
experiences appear; thus goodness and badness inform social life among people in terms 
of what is moral. If people are compelled to evaluate their lives through approval and 
disapproval, they experience situations with strong emotions which can be very durable. 
Creating her self-image Laitala takes into account both auto-images among Finns and 
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hetero-images among Native Americans as well as other Americans. Hence, she explains 
(e-mail letters, 14.4.2004, 30.4.2004):  

When I married my half-Finnish, half-Chippewa husband in 1974, our marriage 
was illegal in several states of the Union, because it was considered a mixed race 
marriage. I never have viewed myself as American in the melting pot. My sense of 
marginality to American culture has defined my life and work. Nor do I consider 
myself a Finn. My ethnic identity is particular to time and place. 

In Laitala’s case, one can sense an identity based on a strong subjective interpretation of 
the surrounding world. This opinion reinforces Leerssen’s (2003b: 3) ideas about cultural 
confrontation. The author’s own cultural values, norms, and presuppositions complicate 
these confrontations. There are always some kinds of prejudices involved which make the 
final distinction between an image and objective information more difficult to make. 

 In the same manner, Damrell describes silent men as Harry and Gus are driving 
together: “We drove the five miles to the town without speaking to one another” 
(Damrell, 1992: 4). Unfortunately, Harry has to admit his shyness when Nora, the social 
worker, pays a visit to the house: 

 All I had managed up to then were a few platonic north country hugs, which, far 
from even remotely satisfying my desire, added fuel to the proverbial fire. 
(Damrell, 1992: 14-15)  

Harry wants to end up in a relationship with Noora but does not have the courage to 
suggest such a thing. Other similar remarks can be found in all the novels.  

In line with examples of silent men, there are also some examples of the silent 
behaviour of women in the texts. In the story of the Grönlund family in Below Rollstone 
Hill, Robbins lets her protagonist Aino describe her colleague Fanny in the Chapman’s 
family: “Like many Finnish people, she tended to be quiet and limited her words to what 
was necessary” (Robbins, 2000: 82). Another example of the silent woman is from 
Damrell’s novel Gift where Harry tries to remember his mother: “She never was very 
talkative, and I could see her just shaking her head” (Damrell, 1992: 53). Other similar 
remarks can be found in all the novels. The remote manners of Lily’s grandmother in 
Mary Caraker’s novel, Elina, Mistress of Laukko, insinuate the reserved character of the 
stoic Finn, as she is also labelled by the author: 

They pulled up to a shabby Greyhound station, and Lily was relieved to see Gran’s 
red pickup already there. She struggled out of the bus, carrying the still-sleeping 
Chris, and Gran greeted her with a restrained hug and a ‘You’ve got luggage?’ 
(Caraker, 1997: 4) 

There must be some truth in the lines by Mary Caraker: “Finns rarely demonstrate 
affection, and Mama and Daddy were no exceptions” (Caraker, 1995: 53). In the 
Epilogue to Growing Up Soggy Caraker, after her mother’s funeral, tries to reminisce 
about things from her childhood and her mother:  

I wish there had been more compliments in her life. The reticence of Finns is 
difficult for others to comprehend, but when I recall Mama’s smiling face and the 
inner peace she seemed to project, I am confident that she must have heard what 
Daddy left unsaid. She must have learned to live with silence and to accept it, 
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especially in the years when she was alone. I wonder if the silence might not have 
nourished her, too [...] I don’t recall ever hearing the word “love” pass the lips of 
either Mama or Daddy, but after fifty years of learned accommodations, shared 
labor and weathered crises, the word was perhaps superfluous. (Caraker, 1995: 153)  

The Laestadian faith specifically did not encourage people to show their feelings. Mary’s 
parents had learned their cultural models in their religious families in their childhood. As 
a child Caraker did not question her parents’ behaviour. As Strauss and Quinn (1997: 16) 
emphasize, people learn their mental structures by observing the actions of others. This is 
how children evaluate their parents’ behaviour and trying to understand it (whether or not 
they accept or criticize it). Analysing her mother’s behaviour after her death, Caraker 
feels sorry for her, but, at the same time, she is ready to believe that things which were 
left unsaid meant love and affection for her parents; only the cultural model learned in 
their childhood prevented them from showing their innermost feelings towards one 
another. 

When Clara Keskinen in Laitala’s text considers a suitable husband for herself 
comparing men of different nationalities, the irony towards Finnish men is obvious: 
“Legend has it that a Finnish man once loved his wife so much that he almost told her” 
(Laitala, 2001: 116). The previous quotations give us a hint that human relations, 
especially between husband and wife lacked consideration. It is a cultural model that 
could have been learned at home or imitated from the surrounding society. On the other 
hand, the stereotyped, silent husband who is not necessarily religious tends to drink, fight 
and/or abuse his wife: “Finnish men drink too much or are perpetually tense. As sober, 
they are polite and careful, but drunk they explode into violence sometimes” (Anderson, 
letter, 19.6.2003). The truth of this opinion is that the opposite poles of the selfsame 
imageme are activated. Hence, the currency of a national attribute means that it is 
accompanied by a latent presence of its possible opposite. As Lauri Anderson has also 
noticed, these are national clichés having some truth to them which are peculiarly suited 
to the trope of irony in Finnish culture. One example in Damrell’s novel describes the 
dark moodiness of many Finns, and the dreadful fate after misfortune in life: “I got a 
letter from Dad saying he was going to join Lois, my mother, in Eternity – his exact 
words – but I missed the meaning of the Biblical hyperbole of the future suicide [...] He 
also said that he had set up the tree farm for me” (Damrell, 1992: 29). And later in the 
novel when Harry analyses his own behaviour he remembers:  

But I had to deal with other fears. Especially when I discovered, after Mom’s death 
and Dad’s suicide, that I was alone and that I, too, would someday die. What was 
life about? Were we all like Christmas trees – born to be cut down? Decorated, 
celebrated, then thrown out? It wasn’t a comforting thought [...] what about me? 
The big macho. Never showing emotions, always forcing down the feelings that 
threatened to rise with the tides of experience. And how Nora had laid that delusion 
to rest. (Damrell, 1992: 29, 103)  

In this beautiful self-examination Damrell describes Harry as a character who finally 
makes the decision to stay and live in the northwoods. I do agree with the unknown 
reviewer (Anonymous reviewer, 1992) that Damrell nicely develops his character, 
pointing out the importance of a simple and honest life in the harsh conditions up in the 
north: “The relationship of man to the environment is quietly presented through the 
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character’s thoughts and activities”. Damrell’s rich and captivating narrative allows the 
reader to place him/herself into Harry’s position, into the cultural environment of a 
northwoods resident. Harry’s struggle is a hard-won attempt to change his cultural 
schemas with respect to new societal rules up in the north as well as to human relations in 
his life. His utmost desire is to avoid a life of bachelorhood. Furthermore, Uncle Gus’s 
cultural schema (his lifestyle in the woods) has lost its meaning for Harry who, as a 
‘Yooper’, represents a new generation.  

5.1.6  Drinking Habits 

Unfortunately, the drinking habits of Finnish men have resulted in acute social problems 
causing much suffering, as well as bad memories, for many people. Lynn Laitala 
expresses this point in one story: “Finlanders!” one of them laughed. “Weak minds but 
strong backs” (Laitala, 2001: 37). And, elsewhere: “In Finland they said that American 
streets were lined with gold, but in Hibbing they were made of mud and lined with 
drunks” (Laitala, 2001: 18). In effect, the cultural schema (i.e. the auto-image) of 
drunkenness among Finns definitely has been a negative one. Indeed, as already seen, one 
of the most interesting results in the research by Susag (1999: 90) concerned drinking 
habits as one of the least valued indices of Finnishness was found in the answers of the 
respondents. It is evident that the negative cultural model should recall unpleasant 
memories, and, as a result, the difficult issues caused by alcohol have been either 
ultimately erased from the consciousness of these respondents or they have been difficult 
to recall or admit. Sarcastically, however, one could indicate that drinking problems will 
be an everlasting subject with regard to Finns if one considers, for example, the latest 
interviews by Wilkman (2005). 

In Laitala’s book, the portrayal by which Indian Charlie describes Finnish lumberjacks 
also evokes the drinking habits of Finns: “The lumberjacks [...] When they got their 
paychecks they went to town and drank until they lost their reason” (Laitala, 2001: 5).  

Another chapter depicts Clara Keskinen’s image of Finnish drinkers: “I’m not going to 
marry a Finn, she thought. [...] Finns are never happy drinkers like Slovenes and Italians. 
They sit and drink in silence until they are drunk, and then they weep or start a fight” 
(Laitala, 2001: 115). However, she marries a Slovene! Thus, the cultural model of Finnish 
drinking habits in the cultural memory of Lynn Laitala as well as in the memory of the 
respondents of Susag’s research is preserved as a negative internal schema. It is obvious 
that alcohol abuse is also one of the cultural schemas of Finnishness in Mary Caraker’s 
novels. Her family was a religious one belonging to the Apostolic Lutheran Church. As 
discussed previously, grandmother Virtanen paid a visit to her son’s family, causing an 
upset by arriving a day earlier than expected. Father had hidden the home-brewed beer 
bottles behind the kitchen stove. Mother did not like the idea of beer-making, but she had 
rationalized; beer was less of an evil than whiskey. Everybody in the family knew 
grandmother’s attitude to alcohol, and things started to happen very fast: “‘We’ve got to 
rid of it,’ mother said. She gave Daddy a push. ‘Go outside and talk to her. [...] Alan! 
Ruthie! Go out through the bedroom window. I’ll hand the bottles to you. Run!’” 
(Caraker, 1995: 31). For a time, things were kept secret from the grandmother. This 
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attitude to drinking is quite similar to that in Joseph Damrell’s family. In an interesting e-
mail correspondence he implies, “There were so called ‘good’ Finns and ‘bad’ Finns also 
among his relatives. The good ones, as he states, were hardworking, honest, simple, 
humorous, intelligent, and literate people. The bad ones drank” (e-mail letter, 7.3.2004).  

In a social sense drunkenness was a major problem for immigrant men, particularly 
those who were unmarried. Luckily, Finns themselves were the first to agree that alcohol 
brought out the worst in them. Hence the common awareness, the ‘internal cultural 
schema’, forced the Finns to bring about some kind of change to their hard-drinking 
culture. Some of those who felt that drunkenness was an evil thing took up arms under 
the authority of the church and its temperance movements (Karni et. al, 1988: 123).  

The cultural model of drinking habits among Finns is possible to clarify with the aid of 
Fig. 20: 

 

 
 

Fig. 20. An imagological interpretation of drunkenness. 

This conception will be analysed using imagological terms. Thus, the image of Finns for 
the individual who is making the final judgment (his or her self-image) is the result of 
auto- and hetero-images in which the auto-image has been composed according to the 
opinions among the Finnish groups themselves. They have noticed that Finnish men 
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drink too much, and they have already made the stereotyped conclusions: Our men drink 
because they are shy and silent. In other words, shyness is one of the personality indices 
of the Finns; and silence, in many cases, is the attendant behavioural model. It is 
apparent, then, that the hetero-image will emanate from the opinions of other ethnicities. 
It is evident that by judging the whole community on account of the behaviour of some 
individuals they have made a stereotyped judgement of the Finns in general: They are 
drinkers. In addition, the external counter image (the negative schema) has been made 
through distortion and exaggeration. Unfortunately, every nation also has the need to 
define its own national identity negatively. Thus, the internal counter image signifies the 
negative identity of the Finns.  

In this case the caricature of Finns gains its internal counter image by virtue of the 
individual who is making the final judgement with regard to his or her self-image: “The 
Finns are not happy drinkers, I’m not going to marry a Finn” (Laitala, 2001: 114). 
Accordingly, a person who has had the difficult task of creating a balanced vision of the 
drinking problem makes the final interpretation of Finnish drunkenness by combining the 
external and the internal counter images. After all these complicated constructions have 
been arranged in the individual’s mind, the final cultural image gains its psychological 
content; in this case it happens to be a negative cultural model. Thus, a person may state 
that it is his or her self-image of Finnish drunkenness. Even though not all Finns are 
drinkers, they are, nonetheless, stereotyped into the vast cultural group of Finns identified 
by other nationalities as heavy drinkers. The above quotations are examples of how 
stereotypes work in narratives. The writers in this study have made a choice; either they 
describe fictional or stereotypical characters in their stories. Obviously, a durable cultural 
model as well as a strong external counter image might have affected their choices. Thus, 
they have described stereotypical characters under the pressure of social thought 
expressing the values of the surrounding society. As Dyer (1993: 14) points out, authors 
have to consider whether to emphasize the psychological (alcoholism as a personal 
problem) or the social (alcoholism as a problem of society) aspects of drunkenness in 
their narratives. In this study, the characterization of drinking types is a fusion of both 
considering the motifs of each narrative.  

 All the above examples are connected to the customs of drinking alcohol, but a more 
common drinking habit among Finns is coffee drinking (as described in section 4.1). 
There are numerous episodes in the chosen texts describing Finnish traditions of serving 
coffee and ‘pulla’ (bun) for guests. Caraker (1995: 49) is especially annoyed about 
Finnish coffee drinking habits when she compares the manners of ‘real’ Americans and 
Finns: “Real Americans [...] and their old folks didn’t drink their coffee out of saucers.” 
There was something uncivilized in that habit, and as a young girl she was ashamed of it. 
In her cultural model it gained the impression of Old Country people, old people who did 
not know how to drink their coffee in an acceptable manner. Anderson’s characters are 
real coffee drinkers. He is even able to link religion and coffee drinking together.  

The youngest of Matti and Liisa’s children, Leon, appeared to be a normal Finn 
when, at the age of eight, he took to coffee as if it were the staff of life. From then 
to the end of his life, he drank between twenty and thirty cups a day. (Anderson, 
1995: 107-108) 
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Finnish women have a strong sense of privacy, which they violate only on Sunday 
morning after church when they gather to gossip over nisu and coffee. Then 
everything comes out. (ibid.: 77) 

Heikki’s grandson is not an active Lutheran, but he likes their pancake breakfasts 
and much prefers Lutheran coffee to the Catholic variety. (ibid.: 68) 

It is evident that coffee and ‘pulla’ are also served in the Grönlund boarding house. 
Aino’s mother bakes fresh coffee bread for her customs and her family. The social 
activities at Saima Hall inspire housewives to bake ‘pulla’ and serve coffee to people who 
come to their recreation clubs in the evenings: “Whenever there was any kind of event, it 
was accompanied by the obligatory coffee and cake. The ladies in the community 
contributed loaves of pulla or other cakes, and huge pots of coffee were available” 
(Robbins, 2000: 22). One of the most peculiar writings comes from Damrell’s (1992: 16) 
text where Harry is serving coffee to Nora: “I assumed she’d know that my serving her 
coffee wasn’t an invitation for her to leave, a signal still widely used in Yooperland, a 
custom inherited from the Finns.” Perhaps this had something to do with guests who are 
not so nice or have stayed for too long, and the host has a strong desire to make him or 
her leave. As Kurtti (e-mail letter, 8.8.2006), the editor of the Finnish American Reporter, 
recalls: “My father used to talk about visiting the neighbour’s children. When the father 
of the house thought they were there long enough he’d say, ‘Keitetään lähtökahvia’ (Let’s 
make farewell coffee).” As Strauss and Quinn (1997: 51-52) argue, a ‘worldwide 
knowledge’ about ‘offering guests drinks’ is formed according to a model which is 
learned in situations when a person is participating in a similar occasion as a guest and 
later as a host. In the framework of a schema, which involves company manners in 
people, one can discern a pattern of interaction. Schemas like these are learned when 
repeated in social interactions. Thus, coffee drinking is not solely a Finnish custom, but 
their social occasions have gained a strong pattern of offering guests coffee and ‘pulla’ 
rather than anything else. Later, the hetero-image of Finns as heavy coffee drinkers also 
reinforces their auto-image.  

5.2  Societal Commitments 

In this section, the commitment of the Finns towards different ethnic institutions will be 
examined as they appear in the selected texts. This study considers the ways in which 
Finnish traits are intermingled with the representations of various organizations (Fig. 17) 
in the texts. In this sense, I am interested in the confrontations between various 
organizations and the surrounding society, between ‘us’ (auto-image) and ‘them’ (hetero-
image) as they are depicted in the narratives. The cultural models of the authors (self-
images) will also be analysed on the basis of societal behaviour of the characters in the 
stories. The attitudes of the participants will be analysed using three horizontal cultural 
schemas adapted from the research by Claudia Strauss (Strauss and Quinn, 1997: 216). 
These three schemas, one may remember, are: achieving anything you want, can’t fight 
the system and feeling responsible for others. In effect, these schemas manifest how the 
different roles of Finnish Americans as members of the American society change in the 
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course of time. This section is subsequently divided into subsections. In subsection 5.2.1  
the analysis is aimed at various institutions which the Finns took advantage of or 
developed further in their metamorphosis into Americans. Language as one of the basic 
elements of culture among Finnish Americans will be studied in subsection 5.2.2. 
Institutional erosion was inevitable within Finnish communities from the postwar period 
onward. The difficult changes and their images in the texts will be examined in 
subsection 5.2.3. 

5.2.1  Institutions as Tools of Commitment 

Life in the New World proved to be harder than most of the Finnish immigrants expected. 
As Karni (1990: 98) describes: 

Dreams of gold were dispelled more or less immediately upon arrival in the United 
States by the conditions which prevailed. Instead of getting rich quickly and 
returning to Finland, the immigrants were forced to labour at the bottom of the 
American job ladder and struggle against those who spoke English, against workers 
from over 100 different lands seeking exactly what the Finns were seeking, and 
bosses who only wanted from them the maximum effort for a minimum price [...] 
The Finns threw their energies into creating a Finnish subculture in America. Once 
in America Finns banded together [...], and they formed church groups, temperance 
societies and cooperatives of all kinds.  

The whole image world of ‘golden dreams’ that had been generated by immigrant Finns 
collapsed rapidly. Their schema paradigms concerning the new life in America – getting 
rich, achieving anything you want – soon proved to be impossible or at least very hard to 
accomplish, though hard work functioned as a healing response. Some Finns turned to the 
church. The relatively small numbers of Finns in the United States were separated mostly 
by degrees of religious faith. It is obvious that the importance of religion is also one of 
the main subjects included in the works analysed in this study. Apart from the ancient 
beliefs in the gods of nature that one can easily sense in the texts of Anderson, Caraker, 
Damrell, and Laitala, there were also other strong religious feelings described in the 
stories based on the prevailing religious movements among Finnish immigrants. In 
Caraker’s novels the predominant religious movement is the Apostolic Lutheran Church. 
Also the Pietist Lutheran Church is mentioned in Lynn Laitala’s stories. 

When Aina Lahti, in Laitala’s story, was imprisoned for striking with the miners, she 
sensed that God was with her. This God was understanding, and helped her: a force which 
she felt, was quite the opposite of the ‘right’ religious attitude taught by her preacher 
father. Aina’s internal schema did not work as a simple directive from the past. Her image 
world from her childhood changed giving her strength to believe in the righteous things 
she had done. She could achieve anything she sought with the help of God. Her God was 
not an angry one. On the contrary, ‘free America’ allowed her to build a loving schema 
for the deity (Laitala, 2001: 70). However, many difficult and cruel incidents had 
occurred in her life, and she had found her God little by little: “I found happiness doing 
what I knew was right. When I defied the people who abused their power – the steel trust, 
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the clergy, the deputies, my brother, my father, my husband – I had felt God’s grace” 
(Laitala, 2001: 71). This new feeling became part of her new self-image further on, and it 
no longer belonged to the cultural schema taught by her father. In other words, it is 
evident that under some circumstances behaviour that is inconsistent with an inherited 
schema will be especially noticeable and memorable, and likely to change the image. As 
Strauss and Quinn (1997: 98) emphasize, it is possible that “novel experiences may – just 
because they upset one’s commonsensical view of the world – arouse strong emotions 
leading to a change in cognitive structures faster than normally occurs”. In Aina’s case 
the new situation demanded a new interpretation, and the tendency towards durability in 
her inherited religious schema was overcome by a deliberate effort to change. 

Due to the Apostolic Lutheran faith, Mary Caraker’s childhood God was also a 
punitive deity. As the story tells the reader at the beginning of the novel, Ruth Ann had 
jealously burned a letter which was meant for her mother; father was out fishing on the 
river when a storm burst out. Mother was worried, but soon Ruth Ann was more worried: 
“God knew what I’d done, and He’d sent the storm” (Caraker, 1995: 19). Thus, father 
could be dead because of her terrible secret. All her life she had been taught to be honest, 
and, that if she was not, God would punish her. Likewise, the punishing God was present 
in the thoughts of Gus’s father in Damrell’s novel. While pondering his unsuccessful life, 
as seen earlier, Gus’s father blamed no one else but himself; “He should have worked 
harder or read the Bible more” (Damrell, 1992: 47). The Lutheran faith consisted of three 
main pillars: home, religion, and the homeland. This was Gus’s Topelian worldview 
learned from his forefathers. One should believe in God, work hard, and serve one’s 
country. Consequently, on the soil of a foreign country, Finnish people had to adhere ever 
stronger to things that were left: work and religion. 

It is noteworthy that temperance societies were primarily a nineteenth-century 
phenomenon sponsored by the dominant Protestant middle class of rural and small-town 
America (Kivisto, 1989: 70). This was also the case in Fitchburg where the Grönlund 
family had their boarding house. The following quotations from Robbins’s story describe 
her cultural memory of a socialist society in Fitchburg called Saima:46 

Almost all of our social life and whatever fun my parents had in those years of 
constant drudgery revolved around Saima. It was their lifeline, their hold on 
security in this vast, strange new land, as it was for so many other Finns. There the 
immigrants could forget the sad fact that they would never again see their families 
back in Finland. Saima became their extended family. It was the place where, for a 
few hours, they were not reminded that they were unable to speak proper English, 
unable to compete for good jobs, or live in the fine houses on the hilltop. [...] Saima 
was important for children as well. (Robbins, 2000: 22) 

When my brother got older, he competed as a wrestler in meets sponsored by the 
Reipas Athletic Club [...] Selma and I went to meetings on Sundays, where we 

                                                           
46 The Saima Workers' Society of Fitchburg, Massachusetts was founded by a group of local members of the 
Finnish Temperance Society in 1894 as a Finnish workers' organization. In 1946, second-generation Finns 
organized the Finnish American Club of Saima to carry on the activities of the original organization (Kero, 
1997: 74). 
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learned about Finnish history and the Kalevala, the Finnish national epic. (Robbins, 
2000: 22) 

I didn’t pay too much attention to the boarders [...] They came and went [...] Some 
would go on a Saturday night drinking binge and cause so much commotion that 
my mother would have to evict them. A few sober bible-readers belonged to the 
Finnish Temperance Society and went to meetings in their hall on Grove Street and 
to church on Sunday mornings at the Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church on 
Mechanic Street. (Robbins, 2000: 38)  

The above extract illustrates the state of ethnicity of immigrant people and the way in 
which they were dependent on the sense of their group identity. It was not a surprise that 
temperance societies had high goals for their members in those difficult situations: “They 
not only had to abstain from alcohol, but they were also not supposed to curse, gamble or 
do anything else deemed immoral” (Robbins, 2000: 19). It is evident that the temperance 
societies strengthened both the self-image of individuals and the auto-image of the 
Finnish groups inside American society. There the feeling that achieving anything is 
possible became stronger, giving them self-confidence. As long as they felt themselves 
outsiders in society, they could feel security and equality within these organizations. 
Thus, the cultural memories of protected and unforgettable Finnish customs reinforced 
their cultural schemas in situations as described above.  

Furthermore, Finnish socialists were active in their endeavours for better working 
conditions. According to Karni (1990: 99), in 1907 Finnish socialists fomented and led a 
major strike against United States Steel and other corporations on the Minnesota iron 
ranges. The strike lasted for three months. It was suppressed but concurrently a wider 
American public became aware of a minority group such as the Finns. Unluckily, it 
aroused negative attention towards the Finns although this attitude was not the whole 
truth, but the Finns’ worst characteristics came up in this strike. Karni (1990: 100) 
suggests: “Stereotypes about Finns began to emerge. They were perceived by Americans 
as wild knife fighters, drunks, clannish, aggressive, trouble breeders in industry and most 
damningly as ‘Reds’, ‘Anarchists’, and later ‘Commies’.” Interestingly, Laitala (e-mail 
letter, 14.4.2004) reveals similar traits of Finns in one of her letters: 

Finns were stereotyped as drunks, as Reds, as violent and knife wielding, as stupid, 
crude and clannish. The defense Finns made to these stereotypes were other 
stereotypes: they were clean and paid their debts. The saddest thing for me is when 
Finns themselves define themselves through the stereotypes. There is of course a 
grain of truth to all stereotypes. Finns have trouble with alcoholism. Finns did 
figure prominently in radical movements. 

She continues: “The goal of my book was to restore the humanity of Finnish immigrants 
of northern Minnesota”. Moreover, in her image world about her childhood environment 
Laitala wants to expiate the wrongs suffered by immigrant Finns. She fabricates an 
antithesis of two worlds by creating an imageme, the drunks and the Reds against 
cleanliness and honesty. Her words reinforce one truth about images. The accusations 
from outside the Finnish community gained strong auto-images among Finns. If they 
were Reds, violent fighters, stupid and crude, they were also clean and honest people who 
paid their debts. The positive auto-images were supposed to smooth out the negative 



 130

blame towards the Finnish people and their poor personality or behavioural indices. 
However, as Laitala reminds us, some of the negative external counter images may 
gradually become internal counter images of a group. Individuals in the group begin to 
see the images of their own group as the outer group perceives them or desires to 
imagine.  

Particularly in the texts by Lynn Laitala and Paula Robbins, the power of the labour 
movement has been emphatically depicted in the fight for better working conditions both 
in the mining areas and among the factory workers in towns. The ideas about church, 
religion and socialism are colourfully depicted in Robbins’s story about the Grönlund 
family in Fitchburg: 

My parents did not believe in organized religion. [...] Father and Mother rebelled 
against the strict and dour faith of their childhood, in which they were forced to 
spend most of every Sunday in church and were forbidden to play or dance on the 
Sabbath. My father often quoted Karl Marx, who said, “Religion is the opiate of the 
masses.” Father declared “Religion is the handmaiden of the capitalists. The bosses 
are able to keep their workers in line because they are foolish enough to believe the 
pastor’s preaching about man’s sin and depravity.” The non-religious Finns were 
Socialists; in a sense, however, Socialism became their new religion. My father and 
most of his contemporaries were as evangelistic about Socialism as the most ardent 
Lutherans were about their beliefs. [...] Many of the Socialists, like my father, had 
worked in factories in Finland and had already been converted in the old country. 
They brought their Socialism with them to America. (Robbins, 2000: 19-20)  

The cultural schema of August Grönlund, the father of the family, was a socialist schema 
meant to achieve better working conditions for the workers in America and around the 
world. They had a firm belief in the socialist program, but their well-meaning endeavours 
had to endure large trials before working conditions improved and before they could 
achieve what they really wanted. The big strike in the mining area of the Upper Peninsula 
of Michigan in 1913 has been depicted in Robbins’s story (Robbins, 2000: 38-43):  

There was trouble between the union men and the strike breakers. Towards the end 
of the month, sheriff’s deputies and militiamen arrested 141 strikers. [...] The local 
businessmen and newspapers were all on the side of the companies, and they 
printed stories that said that the Finns were ‘Russian aliens, trouble-makers, and 
Socialists’.  

A parallel story by Laitala describes the drastic incidents occurring during the big strike 
that inflicted misery on thousands of workers and their families on Minnesota’s Mesabi 
Range in 1916 (Laitala, 2001: 60-71). It is apparent that, at the beginning, one of the most 
important cultural schemas of the characters in Laitala’s stories was that of optimism: the 
achieving anything you want schema: “Most of us strikers were immigrants who’d come 
to America believing promises of liberty and prosperity. American promoters taunted 
desperate people throughout Europe with the visions of land and gold” (Laitala, 2001: 
60).  

The final fight was between socialists and capitalists, between weak and strong. These 
polarities brought forth the diverse cultural models of the ethnicities participating. The 
attitude of the Finns was strong at the beginning of their immigrant era, but those Finns 
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who had to fight and strike to get better working and living conditions became weaker 
and weaker as they faced capitalist resistance without any reasonable cause. There was 
concurrently a discernible construction of behavioural binaries in Finns, strong and weak. 
Their cultural model was traumatized. A revealing debate is heard between Aina Lahti 
and her brother in jail in which the company men had put her as a punishment for using a 
public pump: “I’m ashamed of you, he said. I’m so ashamed. What would our family 
think? [...] You’re talking like a crazy woman. We’re guests in this country and you’re 
breaking the law” (Laitala, 2001: 68-69). Aina gets home from jail but her husband is 
angry with her.  

He was most angry because I’d showed that he was wrong – that the world wasn’t a 
black and white place of good and evil that he wanted to believe it was – labour 
against capital. [...] Urho [her husband] went to one last meeting on a clear 
September night. But the next morning he lay dead on the road with his skull 
crushed in. The authorities didn’t bother to look for his murderer. Urho was just a 
Finlander, just a striker. (Laitala, 2001: 68-69)  

The above quotation shows the oppositional binaries that upset Laitala: black and white, 
good and evil, capital and labour, Finlander and American. These imagemes illustrate the 
struggle of these immigrant Finns. Their cultural models were in constant uncertainty. 
Thus, they had to adjust their identity all the time. When the strike was over, Aina 
realized that they had lost. She was overwhelmed with regret and guilt. Her thoughts 
travelled in circles. Hence her final schema could just be thought to have levelled out at: 
can’t fight the system. Aina’s reaction to all of this was her feeling responsible for others. 
She did the tedious work in the boarding house – washing clothes and ironing them, 
cooking, washing dishes, scrubbing floors, and taking care of her son, Andy.  

Things were not any easier for the Grönlund family in Fitchburg. Mother Grönlund 
had to take care of the boarding house and its welfare. In 1912, the United Cooperative 
Society opened its doors on Rollstone Street which helped living and paying the bills. In 
fact, all the cooperative societies founded at the beginning of the twentieth century were 
purely Finnish. The common language in stores and meetings was Finnish (Kero, 1997: 
254). As Kivisto (1989: 70) points out, cooperatives were more closely aligned with 
radical Finns than with the religious sector of the ethnic community. They were very 
useful as a stopgap arrangement during strike actions when the business community often 
denied credit to workers. In spite of their usefulness, the Finnish participants were both 
admired and mistrusted by the larger cooperative movement and by diverse social 
reformers later on. In addition to the cooperatives, there were other organizations helping 
the Finns and other immigrants to get better living conditions. One of these organizations 
was the Industrial Workers of the World (the IWW) – the ‘Wobblies’. The ideal 
community that Mr. Korva was talking about in Laitala’s story is described as: 

A worldwide community, where everyone would be equal. He stood on the hall 
stage and moved us to love of brotherhood like no preacher had done in any parish 
church. The IWW stood for all humanity. When the bosses got wind of it, they shut 
down the hall. They wanted cheap, obedient labor, not spirited men. It was their 
land, they said. They weren’t going to tolerate subversion and sedition on their 
property. (Laitala, 2001: 56) 
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Authorities in American cities wanted to prevent IWW coordinators from public street 
speaking because they knew that the resistance of the government and police would 
otherwise be impossible to organize: “The streets were the physical means of production 
of meanings. They were the space in which values were produced and contested” 
(Mitchell, 2000: 86). These battlegrounds of ‘free speech’ were the only visible places 
where the ideological message of labour could be proclaimed. Thus, the streets were also 
the places where some Finns got a bad reputation, stigmatising Finnish labour for years to 
come. It is obvious that these difficult situations divided Finnish people, and the 
surrounding community tested the personality of each of these stubborn Finns. These 
national stereotypes involved oppositional pairs of behaviour both strong and weak. If 
they were perceived as wild knife fighters, drunks, clannish, aggressive, trouble breeders 
in industry and most damningly as ‘Reds’, ‘Anarchists’, and ‘Commies’, their non-
rational ebullience is most evidently one pole of the imageme of Finns, and the opposite 
pole of the selfsame imageme could be activated as penchant for systematic 
organizational efficiency. They were group-orientated fighters: both strong and weak. A 
representative of the weak fighters could be August Grönlund who lost his self-respect on 
account of unemployment. He did not get a permanent job, his drinking problems began, 
and he was several times thrown into jail. He was ready to return to Finland, but his wife 
objected to the idea. He had a strong faith in Socialism, but it began to totter right from 
the beginning as he saw the town of Fitchburg: “The capitalists are the same all over, 
with their boots on the workers’ backs. I was wrong to think that things would be 
different in America. Besides, I don’t like it in Fitchburg [...] Helmi, let’s go back” 
(Robbins, 2000: 2). 

Thus, even the location of Fitchburg was against his readjustment. As Crang (1998: 
102-103) points out, identity is also something that people are able to live through a place 
which sometimes strengthens the impression of ‘who you are’. August Grönlund had lost 
his ‘sisu’. Or had he? He felt himself weak and defenceless. Without a proper job he 
could not support his family. As a result, especially of his drinking, his ‘sisu’ grew into 
violence. As a jailbird, he shamed his family. But, there were the strong socialists, too, 
those who believed in an idealistic new world (the battle against evil capitalists) or those 
who just had the strength to fight for better working conditions. One of these men was the 
aforementioned Urho (Aina Lahti’s husband) who was a leader in the strike and who – 
believing in the power of solidarity – lost his life fighting for better living conditions.  

5.2.2  Language – the Blueprint of a Culture  

One of the basic elements in the cultural life of peoples has admittedly been language. 
Lewis (2003: 34) opines that “in a sense, when one creates written forms for a spoken 
language, one creates a culture. Thus, culture, language, writing, and religion form a 
complex blueprint for belief, behaviour and survival. Sometimes one of the four leads the 
way, sometimes another”. 

This has also been the case with Finnish immigrants. Thus, learning the English 
language was important for immigrants. Fundamentally, as Virtanen (1997: 118) 
emphasizes, the Finnish miners and lumberjacks never even intended to learn English, 
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since they did not mean to stay long away from their homeland. But the time factor was 
important, for the longer they endured the new situation, the less likely it became that 
they would go back to Finland. Language alone was reason enough why the workers in 
the mines clustered by nationality. They found themselves competing with each other for 
better work, and for better status on the job. Admittedly, as Virtanen (1997: 119) 
maintains, these situations had the effect of strengthening the Finnish sense of identity. 
The Finns wanted to maintain their Finnishness in nationality and language even in the 
mines, mills and lumber camps. To a large extent, language was also the problem for 
Finnish immigrant women who had jobs outside their homes. In all events, their 
reputation was high and their opportunities for integration in big cities were therefore far 
better than those of the men in the mines (ibid.: 120). As time passed, attitudes to the 
English language among Finnish immigrants changed. In fact, Finnish people appreciated 
schooling, as becomes obvious while reading the texts in question. Many of the young 
characters in Laitala’s stories study at a university. Lily, in Caraker’s novel, is finishing 
her Master’s thesis. And Robbins’s characters, the Grönlund children, passed 
comprehensive school, even though they could not attend high school because of all the 
work at their boarding house. Nevertheless, education was appreciated in the family. 
Aino, the youngest of the Grönlund children, became acquainted with a young man 
whom she describes: “He loved books and was well read, and seemed much more 
intelligent than many of the other boys I knew” (Robbins, 2000: 107).  

However, it was not always so easy to teach English to Finnish people. One 
descriptive remark uttered by an employee in a cooperative community, where English 
was replacing Finnish for conducting business makes the point clear enough: “There are 
two hard nuts to crack – to teach English to a Finlander, and Cooperation to an 
American” (Engle, 1975: 61). One example concerning similar difficulties is found from 
Laitala’s story where she gives a moving description of Andy Lahti’s first steps at school:  

The teacher shouted and shook a ruler at me. I had no idea what she wanted me to 
do. She looked like she was going to attack if I didn’t do it soon. Alma Rautio 
leaned forward in her seat. “Repeat the sound she makes, “Alma whispered in 
Finnish. [...] Antti found me sobbing [...] “I have trouble with English myself, said 
Antti. You learn English words and teach them to me. I’ll teach you trapping. We 
can trade.” By Christmas I’d learned English on the playground from Alma [...] I 
wanted to quit school and spend all my time in the woods. The only thing I enjoyed 
about school was walking there through the woods, eyes down, reading the ground. 
(Laitala, 2001: 92-93) 

From these examples, a number of notions may be concluded. In a certain respect, the 
students in Pentikäinen’s 1980-81 interviews verified other opinions which were contrary 
to the accounts above (section 4.2). That is to say, they admired their ancestors’ excellent 
language-learning ability. Is this just irony or a misunderstanding? In fact, language 
learning is a very individual process; therefore the image of Finns’ language learning in 
general might have gained a positive auto-image among young Finnish Americans. 
Generally, the Finnish language was preserved among the first-generation Finnish 
Americans. The American public school system had an intense emphasis on 
‘Americanness’. Even as late as the 1920s not much attention was paid to ethnic 
differences; and, therefore, immigrant families had to transfer their cultural heritage to 
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the next generation independently. Many of the Finnish organizations, including the 
church, made vigorous efforts to maintain the Finnish cultural heritage among the 
Finnish-American youth. The inspiring thought was that as long as Finnish Americans 
knew the Finnish language they would be able to experience their Finnishness and 
transfer it to their descendants (Virtanen et al. 1986: 18). Indeed, the doubts were real, as 
can be sensed in the writings of Wargelin (1924): 

The children are ashamed of their parents and of their own nationality, a thing 
which is deplorable with anyone. What is the remedy for this condition which does 
not exist only among Finns, but is common with all immigrants to a greater or 
lesser extent? And is it a crime, we may ask, to be able to speak some other 
language besides English in America? We have never been able to understand 
Americanism as being that narrow. The breach between the younger and older 
members of the family can not be remedied in such a way. The thing to do is to 
promote unity of spirit and interests, and this must be done through education that 
is democratic in spirit.  

Unfortunately, the situation of the Finnish minority did not encourage Finnish parents to 
teach their children any Finnish. Laitala’s account verifies this statement: “I learned 
Finnish when I lived with my grandmother; my parents refused to let me speak it when I 
went to live with them because they were afraid of political harassment” (Laitala, e-mail 
letter, 30.4.2004). It is evident that the self-image of many Finnish immigrants was based 
on a feeling of inferiority and, of course, the outside pressure of the American society 
forced the immigrant communities to take a look at their ethnicity and try to comprehend 
their position in the large society. The immigrants were forced, at least superficially, to be 
both Finns and Americans (Toivonen, 1999: 102). Their acculturation proceeded at full 
speed. The ethnic identity of the second generation was nothing like their parents’; they 
had to create their own identity (self-image) in the pressure between Finns and 
Americans. 

Children often had to help their immigrant parents understand official documents or 
conversations. Quite often the language barrier separated children from their parents and 
elder relatives. The truth was that parents did not always understand their children’s 
language or, more unfortunately, the children were ashamed of their Finnish-speaking 
parents. The following passage taken from Paula Robbins’s work confirms the statement 
above: 

I loved school and did well [...] Later on, when I became more fluent in English and 
learned to read well, school became an oasis for me [...] School was the route to 
becoming an American, to be accepted [...] Because our parents never learned much 
English, they could not share our American experience in school, and as children 
we lived two separate lives, a Finnish life and an American life. [...] It meant that 
we were exposed to grown-up concerns and activities at a much earlier age than we 
might have been, since many of the documents or conversations we were asked to 
translate dealt with legal or business matter. [...] After many years, the language 
that we spoke with each other at home and with our friends was not really Finnish 
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at all, but Fingliska, a mongrel language that could not be understood without some 
knowledge of English. (Robbins, 2000: 24-25) 47 

At a personal level, as Robbins describes, integration into mainstream American was 
important, but Finnish life at home was something that children could not flee from. In 
these circumstances they had to accept both of these lives, and their identity had to 
develop between these two cultures. According to Alba, language is a crucial social 
marker, and “culture is embedded in language” (Alba, 1990: 10). Thus, awareness of an 
ethnic culture will be lost to those who are not familiar with their mother tongue. Ethnic 
languages can offer interesting social differences in communities. They symbolize 
repositories of cultural knowledge. The markers of another ethnicity may be signalled 
further by characteristic accents or the use of non-English words and phrases in English 
speech (ibid.: 10). Evidently, Fingliska was a natural aid in adjusting to the American 
society in and among many Finnish families. The cultural identity of the first-generation 
Finns was influenced by the surrounding cultures but as long as the language was familiar 
they felt themselves to be Finns.  

Gradually, the English language became the dominant language of the younger 
generations. For the second-generation integration into the larger society was both 
confusing and compulsory. American schools, of course, had assimilationist language and 
cultural policies: the language of instruction was only English, and the use of other 
languages was banned even during recess. Children were supposed to become good 
Americans (Toivonen, 1999: 102).  

As Kivisto (1989: 77) points out, the Finns, like most of their European immigrant 
counterparts, witnessed dramatic declines in Finnish language skills from 1940 onward. 
There is also a notion of this development in Laitala’s account (e-mail letter, 30.4.2004): 
“On the Iron Range, the different nationalities did not stop speaking their languages at 
home until 1943, when all stopped because of the fear of being found unpatriotic in war 
time. It is still unpatriotic to be bi- or multilingual in America.” 

Obviously, Fishman’s (1966: 21) phrase “language loyalty” was not known, 
understood or appreciated by ethnic leaders. Among others, Fishman points out that 
maintenance of one’s ethnic language improves the preservation of ethnic identity. But, 
there was no sufficient effort from the ethnic community to restrain the decline of the 
Finnish language. However, many ethnic leaders considered this development to be 
regrettable but inevitable. It was not until the 1960s that ethnicity became important in 
the United States. After all, Finns had to accept the demands of the host society to use 
English not only in public but also in private life. Nevertheless, as it has been suggested 
by Kivisto (1989: 77), the decline in language maintenance was slower for Finns than for 
many other groups, due to the difficulties many Finns had in English language learning. 
In addition, this may have been because Finns were more rurally based than many of the 
other new immigrants. Even today one can find isolated villages in the Upper Peninsula 
of Michigan where Finnish is spoken. For example, among Laestadians the Finnish 
language had great importance because their doctrines were long combined with the 

                                                           
47 The terms ‘Fingliska’ or ‘Fingelska’ (Finglish) refer to American Finnish which was and still is spoken by the 
Finns who emigrated to North America before the 1930s as well as by their offspring (Virtaranta, 1992: 32).  
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language. Some representatives of the older generation went against the English language 
in sermons. Thus, Finnish was almost a sacred language for them: living faith would fade 
away if the Finnish language disappeared from America (Wääräniemi, 1999: 64). 
Gradually, the English language also gained foothold in Laestadian services beginning 
among the Old Apostolic Lutherans as early as in 1899 (Talonen, 2005: 198; Lehtola, 
1992: 105). In time, industrial development in America gave new possibilities to farmers 
and miners, and many of the Finnish workers drifted to larger cities. The second 
generation did re-establish ethnic enclaves having the desire to be with other Finns as a 
means of avoiding the alienating character of a rapidly growing urban centre. Since 1950, 
as the third generation came of age, the move to major cities continued. Unlike the 
second generation, they did not settle in ethnic neighbourhoods but generally opted for 
the suburbs (Kivisto 1989: 78). 

For most of the authors in this research Finnish is the language that they heard spoken 
in their childhood by their parents, grandparents or other relatives. A common aspect in 
each family of these authors was that their parents did not teach their children any 
Finnish. The self-image of the first-generation immigrants was defeated by the demands 
and attitudes of the surrounding society. It was useful for both the authorities and the 
immigrants that English was taught to newcomers. Among the authors, Lauri Anderson 
heard Finnish at home, as did Joseph Damrell, whose sister and brother grew up speaking 
a kind of ‘home Finnish’. He himself tried to learn Finnish in his adulthood but gave up 
after a few months. Second-generation Finnish-American Paula Robbins heard Finnish at 
home because her parents spoke it when she was a child. Lynn Laitala’s first language 
was Finnish because her parents spoke Finnish, but she does not remember much because 
her parents did not teach it to their children. Mary Caraker’s grandparents came from 
Finland, and her parents spoke Finnish at home. In her novel, Growing Up Soggy, Ruth 
Ann’s grandmother expressed her discontent with learning Finnish in the family. But she 
acted wisely in demanding that her daughter-in-law should teach her children the Finnish 
language. In so doing, she knew that it was the only way to preserve Finnish cultural 
heritage and have the living faith. As Ruth Ann asked her mother about grandmother’s 
muttering, she answered: 

Oh, the usual. She said that you’re growing up wild. That you used to know 
Finnish, and it’s my fault you’ve forgotten it [...] You spoke it a little, when you 
were small and she was here a lot. I suppose I should have seen that you kept it up, 
but it just didn’t seem important. I nodded. It didn’t seem important to me, either. It 
was a language of old people, of people who dressed and acted funny, not of 
Americans. (Caraker, 1995: 34) 

The oppositional attitudes of Ruth Ann’s grandmother and mother were obvious. Mother 
did not realize the importance of language in transmitting the cultural heritage of 
Finnishness to her children. However, she wanted the best for them and that they should 
be educated and assimilated into American society as soon as possible. Feeling 
responsible for their children and choosing the easiest way, she subconsciously gave up 
and yielded to the schema: can’t fight the system. As Hansen (1938: 21) emphasizes, the 
second generation (such as Ruth Ann’s mother) felt insecurity about its position in the 
society and wanted to adapt the American ways without any delay. 
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In their texts these authors used Finnish words occasionally to emphasize the 
Finnishness of certain objects, food and family relations. All the authors in this study had 
some Finnish words or sentences preserved in their long-term memories (Table 2): 

Table 2. Finnish words presented in the selected texts (corresponding English words in 
parentheses). 

Food Clothing 
& things 

Remarks Persons 
& animals 

Buildings 

pulla, nisu 
(a bun) 

huivi (scarf) Päivää 
(good day) 

mummu, isoäiti 
(grandmother) 

sauna 

limpa (bread) puukko (knife) ’sisu’ 
(guts) 

pikku poika, 
(little boy) 

 

korppu 
(hard bun) 

 voi, voi 
(oh, no) 

paha poika 
(bad boy) 

 

munia (eggs)  voi kauhistus 
(oh, how awful) 

äiti (mother)  

mojakka 
(fish-soup) 

 saatana (satan) isä (father)  

silli-kaviaari 
(herring-caviar) 

  noita (witch)  

viili (sour milk)   kissa (cat)  

The most common Finnish words used in these narratives relate to food and people. The 
most important family members, of course, occasionally had their Finnish counterparts in 
the stories as well as the kind of food and bakery vocabulary that did not have any 
substitute within the American dishes. One important tool constantly used by Finnish 
men in the stories was ‘puukko’, a knife that had no other more suitable name in English. 
Furthermore, ‘sauna’, ‘sisu’ and ‘saatana’ were important words without any translations 
into English. By and large, the first- and sometimes the second-generation Finnish 
immigrants expressed themselves in Finnish whenever they did not want their children or 
grandchildren to understand what they were talking about. For instance, in Mary 
Caraker’s novels the cultural model of Finnish language use became associated with 
negative things, adults speaking concealed family secrets. Ruth Ann’s father and Lily’s 
grandmother always swore in Finnish. In addition, the language was Finnish whenever 
the old people gathered, for instance, to have a sauna together. Accordingly, some 
separate words or sayings indicated trouble or a measure of stress: ‘Voi, voi’, ‘hui 
kauhistus’ (oh, how terrible). The cultural model of experiencing Finnish language and 
interpreting it as a signal of trouble, secrecy or ‘old people’s talk’ applies a cultural model 
that is shared by the social group in question. Therefore, everyone in the group knows the 
schema whereby Finnish language is used in situations like these, and he or she acts 
accordingly.  
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5.2.3  Institutional Erosion 

Do the descendants of Finnish immigrants have to be ‘Finnish’? This question was 
problematic for the first-generation immigrants. They appreciated education as much as 
they wanted to transmit their ethnic heritage to their descendants. This could not happen, 
however, without sacrifices. Naturally, the American school system accentuated 
American habits, culture, laws and regulations, and the teaching, of course, was 
conducted in English, not in the language of immigrants (Virtanen, et al. 1986: 31). In 
time, this system promoted assimilation and jeopardized the relations between children 
and their parents; the cultural heritage of their own families became less important. At 
any rate, the education of the Finnish immigrant youth worried, for instance, the 
representatives of temperance and cooperative societies. By and large, the church adopted 
the strictest attitude towards assimilation whereas the attitudes of the members of the 
labour movement were more or less supportive (ibid.: 37). All the activities of these 
organizations were clothed in an ethic of cultural duty to bring their benefits to the 
Finnish immigrants and their descendants in America.  

According to Mitchell (2000: 13), “society is the relationship between people and 
institutions that both derive from and help reproduce political, economic, and cultural 
forms”. First and foremost, the adjustment to American society was inevitable for Finns. 
Fig. 21 describes the process by which Finns were Americanized. For several decades, 
their own organizations helped and alleviated the difficult processes of acculturation or 
assimilation. By the outbreak of World War I, the formative period of the Finnish 
immigrant communities in the United States, was mostly finished. Like all other 
immigrant groups the first-generation Finnish immigrants and their second-generation 
American born offspring, frequently experienced a great tension between the need to 
preserve their ethnic identity and the unavoidable changes caused by their ongoing 
integration within the surrounding society. It was obvious that the English language 
constituted the main problem for immigrant organizations. In time, the process of 
adopting a new language was evident concerning mostly the second- and third-generation 
immigrants. In the long run, Finnish immigrants were not able to preserve their culture 
and identity as Finns. Instead, they were constantly reshaping and renegotiating their 
ethnicity and identity in relation to their social matrix. As Toivonen (1999: 102) points 
out, they adopted ideas and forms from mainstream American and other American ethnic 
cultures, but at the same time they tenaciously maintained some core values of 
Finnishness that they thought to be especially valuable. 
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Fig. 21. Americanization of the Finns. 

It is evident that cultural models of the first Finnish immigrant generation have gone 
through tremendous, irreversible historical changes. As far as different schemas are 
concerned, for instance, the goal-schema perspective (D’Andrade, 1995: 232) can be used 
to describe Finnish-American attitudes in the course of time. The optimistic attitudes of 
the first-generation immigrants (directed by Finnish ‘sisu’) made them believe that 
everything was possible for them in the free country of America. By and large, the 
unifying cultural schema among the first-generation Finnish immigrants was that of 
achieving anything you want. They had the strength (‘sisu’), willpower, and desire to 
succeed. They aspired to more independent and better working conditions than they had 
had in Finland at the time of departure. They had already realized at the beginning of 
their immigration that they were in the same boat, and this notion activated their 
communitarian way of thinking. By working together and helping each other 
(‘talkoohenki’) they were able to survive. As time passed, they managed to establish 
effective organizations which helped them to place themselves within the American 
society. After World War I, patriotic feelings among the American-born public led to 
some harassment of immigrants, creating a powerful Americanization movement. This 
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outside pressure forced the immigrant communities to take a look at their ethnicity in a 
more harmonious way, so that they could better comprehend their position in the large 
society (Toivonen, 1999: 105). However, the most important impulses for integration 
came from within the Finnish communities. In the mines, especially, Finnish immigrants 
had dreams of getting out into some other kind of employment which was easier, better 
paid and cleaner. Furthermore, many strikes and fights for better working conditions in 
the mines exhausted them (ibid.: 105). Active people gave up and yielded to the pressure 
of capitalism. In such situations most of them admitted that one can’t fight the system. 
There is a terrible description of the strike in Mesaba, Minnesota, in 1916 in Laitala’s 
story. A young student, Pekka, the boyfriend of Aina Lahti’s granddaughter Emily, is 
writing his dissertation about the strike in 1916. He eagerly interviews Emily’s 
grandmother who had closely experienced the strike and lost her husband in it. All the 
drastic phases of the accident burst open in Aina Lahti’s reminiscences, and she tells 
Emily: 

“Andy, your father, was only three. The strike had gone on for months. There was 
little fuel. We were nearly out of food on very short ration. There was no milk for 
the baby. We were losing the strike. Urho only knew how to fight, he didn’t know 
how to lose. He became obsessed. He worked day and night, went to endless 
meetings, tried to keep spirits up against certain defeat. But home – when he came 
home – he grew angrier and angrier. [...] The night he died, he was very angry. [...] 
The baby was crying. [...] Urho came in, walked right over and slapped him. I ran 
to push Urho away from the baby. Urho turned on me and began to hit me. All the 
anger over the strike. He hit me and hit me. And then Arvo burst in …” “Uncle 
Arvo?” “Yes, of course. Arvo came in and tried to pull Urho off me. They fought. 
In the fight Urho’s head hit the edge of the cook stove. I didn’t see how it 
happened. But Urho lay still and there was blood on the stove.” “He was dead?” 
“Yes. [...] Arvo took his body out in the middle of the night and put him in the 
ditch. Of course everyone thought that the company had him killed.” [...] “When 
did you move away from the Mesaba and to Winton with your brother?” [...] “Just 
after Urho died. Arvo wasn’t really with the strike, you know, but they blacklisted 
all Finns just alike. There was no work. Arvo liked farming better than mining 
anyway.” [...] “How did you manage then, after the strike?” “Well, in Finnish they 
say, ‘When a cat has to climb a tree, it finds its claws.’ We just lived. Milked cows. 
Planted potatoes. Arvo worked in the lumber camps in the winter. We got active in 
the Co-op.” (Laitala, 2001: 179-180) 

Gradually, the schema of not fighting the system became accepted by many Finnish 
Americans, not the least by those socialist and communist Finns who wanted to stay in 
the country. Gradually, as the important organizations faded away or were merged into 
American ones, the only important feasible cultural schema for Finnish Americans 
seemed to be feeling responsible for others. Most importantly, such cultural models have 
motivational force in them. As Strauss (1997: 234) puts it: “motivation to action is simply 
in the fact that action is culturally constituted”. The feeling responsible for others schema 
comes ahead of individual achievements; above all, families belonged to the main 
interests of Finnish immigrants. Especially Finnish-American immigrant husbands’ and 
men’s inherited interpretative framework gave no other choice for them than taking care 
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of their families, children, as well as their education and future in America. The 
motivational force of this cultural model was also increased by its connection to feelings 
of self-esteem; to be a good husband and father enhanced personal satisfaction. On an 
individual level the psychological acculturation gained different levels enduring 
undefined periods of time (Berry, 1990: 203). 

All in all, the image world of Finns ceased to be totally Finnish. American values 
became important. In fact, the socio-economic competence of American society (the 
outgroup dimensions) based on economic status and size decreases the functions of the 
ingroup (Finnish immigrant descendants) (Poppe, 1999: 40-41). Along with acculturation 
Finnish cultural identity altered gaining features of symbolic ethnicity. 

5.3  External Influences 

In this section I will draw attention to external influences in the texts with the aid of 
Cultural Imagology. It is apparent that Cultural Imagology – divided into two dimensions, 
the spatial (geographical) as well as the temporal (historical) – may help to define the 
main standpoints from which the selected texts may be evaluated as products of North 
American writers of today. Even though environment determines which outlines of 
experience appear and because environment is culturally constructed, it brings even 
neural changes to the learned cultural patterns, but it cannot, however, completely destroy 
earlier learning. Cultural memory, which exists in every individual’s head, is the memory 
of colliding images of different mapped worlds. This ‘mind’ or this ‘collection’ of 
iconospheres from different periods consists of the marks that have endured from 
individuals (cultural communities) of the fleeting world (Johnson, 2005: 4). Additionally, 
geographical representations in literature create quasi-geographical imageries which have 
connections with real-world locations. Imagotypical presentations in literary productions 
have proved to be particularly persistent and forceful. They can predetermine real-world 
experiences encoding images of others and their behaviour. In literary representations all 
aspects of cultural awareness become recognizable connecting the historical elements of 
the narration to the presence of the reading process (Syndram, 1991: 188-189). What is 
relevant to this research is that all recoverable iconospheres are, of necessity, contained in 
that of the present. In other words, the iconospheres of the chosen authors in the United 
States today are somewhat different from the iconospheres of their immigrant ancestors 
as well as of the protagonists that they are describing in their stories. It is evident that 
their lifelong cultural environment in different regions of the United States has changed 
their cultural patterns but not totally destroyed the patterns learned in their infancy. 
Consequently, in subsection 5.3.1 the analysis is focused on environmental elements, 
while subsection 5.3.2 analyses the importance of climate and nature in the chosen texts. 
Finally, in section 5.3.3 the temporal descriptions in the texts are mirrored against 
historical events in world history. The analysis of selected iconospheres will focus on 
illustrations which have been juxtaposed with Finnish and American historical events, 
and situated on temporal axes by the authors.  
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5.3.1  Environmental Elements 

People have always moved from place to place – whether through desire or through the 
dictates of violence (Malkki, 1992: 24). After the Second World War, the world map was 
very different. In the field of anthropology, for instance, the concept of refugees made 
theoretical enquiries necessary to identify notions such as nativeness, native places, 
homelands, cultures, and origins. As for the study of landscape and geography, Malkki 
(1992: 44) describes the order of national things in her article ‘National Geographic’, 
appealing to a scientific notion of cultural and national identities, as well as their firm 
establishment to a certain place. To be rooted is an important thing as people define their 
cultural or ethnic identity. Therefore, landscape is also an important element in creating 
one’s identity (Mitchell, 2000: 100). Throughout the twentieth century, a new awareness 
has begun to develop with respect to the global fact that, “now more than perhaps ever 
before, people are mobile and displaced trying to create homes and homelands through 
memories of, and claims on the places that they can no longer inhabit” (Malkki, 1992: 
24). For this reason, as Paasi (1998: 222-223) stresses, place is not just a location as in 
geography. Instead, there are experiences involved which form one part of people’s 
spatial historical identities, such as living in many places, moving to new districts, and 
travelling. This was also the case with Finnish immigrants who were uprooted from their 
homeland as well as from their identity and tried to establish new homes on similar soil 
and in identical environments to those they had left in Finland. Thus, the landscape and 
the environment had a meaning for them. How did environmental changes affect their 
identity? 

In what follows, I will approach the characteristic forms of landscapes and cultural 
regions through time and the spatial diffusion of Finnish-American culture and identity. 
As Kivisto (1989: 79) suggests, “the geographical destination of immigrant Finns resulted 
in a rather distinctive settlement pattern – a pattern that continues to be of significance.” 
Finns were propelled by an industrializing economy into the ranks of the proletariat. They 
tended to settle in smaller cities. Thus, they were found in larger numbers in Duluth 
rather than Minneapolis, in the iron and copper mining communities in Michigan’s Upper 
Peninsula rather than Detroit, in the Oregon coastal town of Astoria rather than Portland 
(ibid.: 79). The effect of this settlement pattern was that Finns often constituted one of the 
largest if not the largest group in the community. Accordingly, Kivisto (1989: 80) states 
that  

the situation made it possible for the Finns to exert a significant amount of 
influence in the socio-political lives of the communities where they resided. It also 
made possible the construction of a viable ethnic community.  

Therefore, as Palo Stoller (1997: 57) emphasizes, one cannot consider ethnicity as a 
transplanted sense of nationality. On the contrary, one can interpret a group’s ethnic 
identity as a cultural construction which consists of historical positionality and responds 
to changes in the lives of both individuals and the group. In this context, I am referring to 
another interview (a mail questionnaire) by Palo Stoller where the respondents were 
second- and third-generation Finnish Americans. The analysis was made to determine the 
impact of immigration, personal characteristics, and geographical context on the 
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expression of ethnic identity (Palo Stoller, 1997: 56). According to this analysis, as Palo 
Stoller points out: 

An emphasis on individual choice does not imply random variation in constructions 
of ethnicity. People’s location within social structures, geographical locations, and 
historical time influence the availability of options from which they fashion 
identity. (Palo Stoller, 1996: 146; Palo Stoller, 1997: 57)  

As regards the research of Palo Stoller, the region of the country in which the survey was 
taken strongly influenced responses to those questions designed to indicate ethnic 
involvement in everyday life. In comparison to respondents living in traditionally Finnish 
regions of the Midwest, other respondents living in the South and West were less likely to 
participate in an ethnic infrastructure on a regular basis (1997: 63).  

According to Löfgren (1989: 183), people who move in a physical environment – 
whether agricultural land or an asphalt jungle – give their surroundings a cultural form: 
envisaging them in terms of ideas of the beautiful and the ugly, the useful and the useless, 
the dramatic and the monotonous, the open and the closed. They can also enjoy the secure 
feeling of being at home, or they can suffer claustrophobic panic. In several cases, the 
landscape is also given a history, memories, myths, moods, and smells. “Landscape is a 
system of signs” (Mitchell, 2000: 123). This often leads to a kind of double exposure – 
people can experience the past and the present simultaneously (Löfgren, 1989: 183). 
Finnish immigrants brought the Topelian images of Finnish landscape with them to 
America. They had two iconographic images of their environment in a short period of 
time: the old country image and the image of the new country. According to Osborne 
(1988: 162), “artists have been major contributors to the development of national 
iconographies [...], and they have consciously expressed a corporate sense of cultural or 
national identity”.  

Cultural Geography analyses the way different processes come together in particular 
places, and how those places develop meanings for people (Crang, 1998: 3). It is about 
the diversity and plurality of life. Thereby, it delineates the world, spaces and places: 
offering images for people and helping them to perpetuate the culture around themselves 
(ibid.: 3). As Mitchell (2000: 63) points out, “culture is a sphere of human life”. Within 
the domains of Cultural Geography, researchers have emphasized the symbolic as well as 
iconographic aspects of landscape which have also been the essence of countless literary 
creations through human history. In this research Geographical Imagology is used as a 
conceptual tool referring to different spatial analyses of images and image worlds.  

One of the clearest ways in which different cultures have reproduced themselves is 
through territorial segregation. Such a process can be seen in the selected texts in many 
ways. Whether there are religious territories such as Laestadian congregations or socialist 
parties offering a different social milieu as well as set of cultural practices for their 
members, these communities, nevertheless, represented and still represent Finnish-
American identity in that geographical part of the world. In this study, the imagery of 
environment employed by the authors will also be examined as part of a cultural identity. 
The New World encountered by immigrant people shaped and reshaped the landscape. 
Cultures travelled and changed; people tried to settle down into the new country, 
reshaping the environment and the landscape, and utilizing their own cultural identity at 
the same time as they adapted themselves to the new American environment. The 
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following passage by Crang (1998: 14-15) crystallizes the role of landscape in Cultural 
Geography:  

Landscape above all implies a collective shaping of the earth over time. Landscapes 
are not individual property; they reflect a society’s – a culture’s – beliefs, practices 
and technologies. Landscapes reflect the coming together of all these elements just 
as cultures do, since cultures are also not individual property and can only exist 
socially.  

One global phenomenon comprises a shared atmosphere within the narratives which is 
the development of peripheral areas. Hence, the deep structural binarism around the 
oppositional pair central/peripheral is environmentally and historically unavoidable. This 
contrastive pair is discernable within different nations or regions all around the world. 
These attributes do not create the problem of understanding environmental differences. 
Instead, the commonly accepted attitudes among people create enduring connotations to 
these attributes. Fundamentally, as Leerssen (2000: 277) argues, “on the spatial axis, 
centrality carries with it the connotation of historical dynamism and development, 
whereas peripheries are stereotypically ‘timeless’, ‘backward’, or ‘traditional’.” Parallel 
attitudes are discernible in the texts of this study. For example, Caraker in her novel, 
Elina, Mistress of Laukko, feels compassion for people of the northern areas where she 
herself has grown up: 

“The Gustafsons?” Lily asked. She remembered their rambling old farmhouse and 
the large, noisy family [...] “They’re gone, too,” Gran said. “The old man couldn’t 
handle the place by himself, and none of the boys wanted to farm.” [...] They 
passed a few more abandoned farms, and then there was nothing but forest on 
either side of the road. (Caraker, 1997: 6)  

Roy commented wryly on all the unmilled trees going to Japan while forests in the 
northwest were rapidly diminishing and the lumber mills closing one by one [...] 
“College wasn’t in the cards for me, the pay at the mill was good, and I had a car to 
support. I had a couple of great years – thought I was on track to being a foreman, 
and then the whole operation closed [...] It was like the end of the world for a lot of 
us here.” (Caraker, 1997: 45-46) 

It is evident that the timeless, traditional, peripheral environment strengthened the self-
image of northern people. For stereotypically, they had faith in the future and believed in 
the stability of things. Peaceful life easily makes things appear invariable. Gradually, 
changes in world economy also began to reach the northern mine and mill areas. In Lily’s 
mind the double exposure of the environment she saw was understandable. In spite of the 
fact that she remembered the old rambling houses of her childhood years, she felt kind of 
sadness for the people she used to know. Thus, the houses were symbols of the needs and 
desires of the people who lived there. The abandoned farms destroyed her memories of 
the place where she had spent her childhood summers. The rambling houses were ugly 
then, but they were alive because of the people in them. Lily experienced the past and the 
present simultaneously when grandmother’s car passed the farms. Her iconosphere both 
of the past and the present was cut into slices she quickly connected in her mind. 
Everything seemed to develop nicely for Roy, too. The northern landscape gave secure 
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feelings of home to him. He did not appreciate college education, but, instead, his values 
were in his attitude: his desire to become a good worker, perhaps a foreman, some day. In 
these descriptions the landscape is best understood as a creation of human labour 
implying the needs, dreams, and injustices of the people and society that made it. In 
Roy’s case the landscape turned out to be an image of an economic decline. 

What did landscape mean to Native Americans? Surely it meant much more than it did 
to the lumberjacks who were effective in their work and paid by lumber companies. Their 
efficiency worried Charlie Bouchay in Laitala’s story: 

What could I have done to turn back the change that swept my land, brought by the 
men who came to cut the forest? My father said that we should teach these new 
white men the ways of this place. [...] They cut more trees than any man could use 
in a lifetime, than any village or town could use in a hundred years. (Laitala, 2001: 
5) 

This example depicts one of the main philosophical differences between Native 
Americans and people educated in the so-called civilized world. One of the Native 
Americans’ golden rules is that one should not harvest more from the nature than one 
needs at that particular moment. 

The above examples imply an inevitable worldwide development in the northern 
districts. Efficiency and profitability have been the magic words of world economy over 
the most recent decades. Mills, mines or remote farms up in the North were not profitable 
any more. Therefore, this unavoidable development led to unfortunate situations among 
local people: in time the means of livelihood of immigrant families and their descendants 
changed within the northern areas of the United States. Besides, these global issues raise 
questions about how people relate to places in this world. Is there any space for personal 
meaning or a humanist geography where a sense of place and attachment to place may 
not be imperilled in this globalised world? In any event, Mitchell (2000: 280) points out 
that for countless numbers of people life is nowadays more or less like being a migrant 
permanently.  

 People moved to larger cities to get better jobs, and, consequently, education became 
even more important for immigrant descendants. Fortunately, this was not a difficult issue 
for the Finns because schooling was appreciated among them. I think that the idea of 
good education is also the legacy the parents of the authors in my study transferred to 
their children. The third generation made changes in their lives. Particularly significant in 
this regard was the movement of college-educated middle-class professionals into the 
bureaucracies of corporate America and into such large metropolitan centers as New 
York, Boston, Chicago, Minneapolis and St. Paul, Detroit, Portland, Seattle, and San 
Francisco. Unlike the second generation, they did not tend to settle in ethnic districts but 
usually moved into suburbs (Kivisto, 1989: 80-81). 

 Ruth Ann remembers a vivid conversation with her college friend Ellen who 
persuaded her to think about moving to San Francisco, California. She had spent the last 
two summers on a steamy, smelly tuna-packing line in Astoria, and was ready to consider 
a better option: 

I was as anxious as Ellen to broaden my experiences but for me it wasn’t so easy. 
Mama and Daddy expected me to get a respectable position teaching, preferably 
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somewhere near home, and I knew they would consider I was throwing away my 
hard-won education if I chucked everything and took off for California. (Caraker, 
1995: 123)  

Ellen did not succeed in persuading Ruth Ann to leave her homestead and her parents. 
But the idea matured in her mind, and she fulfilled her dream, later moving off to San 
Francisco with her sister Shirley. The final departure from one’s birthplace is difficult for 
everyone, especially for the parents: 

Mama admitted, in the course of one of the long, confessional talks we shared in 
her later years, how she had gone inside and cried after the fall morning in 1953 
when Shirley and I left for San Francisco. (Caraker, 1995: 128) 

Mother feared loneliness and despair after her daughters had moved out. She wished they 
could find a job in the neighbourhood of their hometown. Perhaps she had a subconscious 
fear that her daughters’ cultural identity would be in jeopardy if they left for San 
Francisco. According to Mitchell (2000: 262), cultural identity has much to do with 
belonging to a place, but it also involves keeping out those who do not belong; it is a link 
between blood and soil. Understandably, belonging as well as identifying themselves in 
terms of a homogenous group has been especially significant for immigrant Finns. When 
it was time to go to university, the preparations were important not only for the family, 
but also for the surrounding immigrant society. Many young people in Laitala’s stories 
left for the university in Minneapolis. This is how a young woman, Alma Rautio, was 
made ready for the move, and how she felt others’ reactions on the university campus: 

The ladies in Winton gave me their old clothes. I sewed all summer, making myself 
pretty dresses with bows and ruffles. – I had never been beyond the Iron Range 
before. I walked across the university campus, awed by the stately buildings with 
their Greek columns, and the orderly walks with their canopies of elm. – I realized 
people were staring at me. At first I felt proud, thinking that they were admiring my 
pretty dress, but then I saw that the other girls were dressed in woollen skirts, 
sweaters and saddle shoes, nothing like the fancy dresses I had made. – I should 
have known better. I should have looked at fashions in magazines, but we didn’t 
have magazines. [...] It seemed like Laila and I were the only poor girls on campus, 
and the only Finns we knew. (Laitala, 2001: 126) 

Straightforwardly, these young Finnish students from boondocks were not used to the 
dynamism of big cities or centers like a university campus. Their innocent and proud self-
image was assailed by the arrogant hetero-images of city-people. Nevertheless, they 
rapidly learned to live by the rules of cities even though they metaphorically travelled 
backward in time as they thought about their home regions. With regard to the 
iconosphere of peripheries versus centers, these people had to deal with colliding images 
of both worlds. In fact, the different iconospheres of the authors and their immigrant 
ancestors together with my own iconosphere form the intersection of all these different 
iconospheres available in the present study. Interestingly, the quotations above are also 
important examples of how the authors reflect themselves and the national and regional 
environment of their own cultural memory in an American mirror of the past and the 
present. A well-formed cultural schema encodes the schema of the Northern Finnish-
American environment, and, therefore, it is better remembered. Thus, some of the authors 
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have placed an important emphasis on the humane atmosphere of the northern regions. 
The lifelong attitude is well sensed in one of my latest letters from Lauri Anderson (letter, 
24.12.2004): 

I live up here in the woods because it’s an escape from the ugly rubbish of the rest 
of the country – the malls, the interminable neon strips, the new developments, the 
sheer magnitude of pollution.  

In effect, in expressions like this lie the strength and energy of these Finnish-American 
authors. Inevitably, through literature, it is possible to detect moods, values, and tastes 
prevalent in a specific culture. It is apparent, then, that whenever the question is of the 
differences between central/peripheral axes, it also includes the complex question of the 
author’s self-identification, his or her self-image. Similarly, the time period itself creates 
specific assumptions and expectations. As Crang emphasizes in his discussion of the 
importance of literature and literary texts: 

The ideologies and beliefs of peoples and epochs both shape and are shaped by 
these texts. They shape what authors feel able or driven to say and how they say it. 
Texts work to create networks of associations between ideas in order to create ways 
of seeing the world. Each writer as well as each literary style and text is trying to 
open a particular way of understanding landscape; each uses styles and rhetoric to 
provide a convincing vision. (Crang, 1998: 57-58)  

In this sense, both literature and geography together should be seen in a wider context. 
Indeed, how did immigrants encounter the New World, and compare their European 
images and attitudes of life to those of the Americans? What did they expect to find 
different? At the beginning of the twentieth century when films became general the 
audiences learned to enjoy all kinds of things. The European audiences particularly 
enjoyed themselves watching romantic road movies about American life. The most 
striking difference with respect to the European lifestyle was the feeling of freedom and 
mobility. According to Crang (1998: 115), these films portrayed America as a place and 
an idea, a country that privileged mobility – that invented a term and a thing called a 
mobile home. In these films there was the idea that not being at home the actors were 
nevertheless at home with themselves. Identity in America meant the feeling of freedom, 
and not having to have a home (ibid.: 115). Perhaps, mobility was not the first temptation 
for immigrants leaving their homeland but the idea of freedom certainly was. However, 
mass-produced commercial forms have a particular symbolic meaning for they connote 
the cultural and economic dominance of the United States (ibid.: 115). Another example 
of freedom in the American landscape is a huge mall or a marketplace. According to 
Sennett (1994: 310), “the ability to move anywhere, to move without obstruction, to 
circulate freely, a freedom greatest in an empty volume” has come to be defined as 
freedom itself in Western civilization. 

How has a third-generation immigrant descendant like Lauri Anderson adopted the 
geographical environment of his parents and grandparents (in rural Maine)? In his short 
message in favour of the Upper Peninsula (cited above) he draws attention to the 
cleanness of nature, woods, and simple life outside the busy atmosphere of big cities, 
their commercial symbols, and unhealthy air. One can sense his juxtaposition of central 
and peripheral which for him is embodied in feelings of agricultural land versus asphalt 
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jungle, a contrast between the beautiful and the ugly, or the faultline between the useful 
and useless in American society. The cultural landscape in the Upper Peninsula supports 
his moods – against the malls and urban myths – his prejudice against new development, 
and even his alertness to smell – in the form of pollution. The cultural models learned in 
his childhood still affect his life. The ‘American way’ acts as a mirror reflecting the 
Janus-faced imagemes of life. The various binaries of oppositional pairs such as 
clean/polluted, central/peripheral, silent/noisy, beautiful/ugly force him to choose his own 
self-image. But, finally, the choice is not difficult at all because he appreciates the 
cultural environment of his ancestors up in the northern areas of the United States. His 
choice to live in the Upper Peninsula is his way of feeling freedom. And, it is perhaps just 
because he has had many opportunities to spend time in several countries around the 
world. 

All in all, the notions of central/peripheral and northern/southern also bothered Harry 
in Damrell’s novel. One night when he had drunk too much alcohol, he began analysing 
his life up in the North: 

Of course this was just the alcohol leading me over the familiar territory of the self 
that the chronic tosspot covered time and time again in meticulous, excruciating, 
geographic detail [...] I was always on the margin rather than at the center. This 
damned country anyway. I should have moved away when I had the chance fifteen 
years before. I went to college down in Lansing to become a wildlife biologist, a 
common enough dream for a U.P. (Upper Peninsula) kid who grew up in the woods 
and didn’t want to work in the copper mine or the post office. (Damrell, 1992: 27) 

After the variety store owned by Harry’s parents burned down, they had to move to the 
old farmstead in Ewen which his grandparents had built when they came over to America 
in the 1920s. However, his mother suddenly died, and his father started drinking heavily. 
After his father’s death it was only natural that he took care of the farmstead and his 
father’s Christmas tree farm with the aid of his uncle Gus. Due to his father’s suicide, 
Harry’s life situation became complicated, and he felt an enormous sense of guilt when 
he thought about his father’s previous messages about the dreadful decision, as he had not 
understood them until later. He was too young to comprehend all the difficulties that his 
parents had, for the reason that things at school totally captured his young mind. The 
above lines about Harry’s account could be juxtaposed against the harsh lives of several 
Finnish immigrants in their northern dwellings. They were on the margin rather than at 
the centre. As Berry (1997: 9) points out, these immigrant people had lost their original 
cultural contacts, and the host society discriminated against them, leading to a feeling of 
being marginalized. In his self-examination, Harry portrays his irreversible destiny up in 
the North. Ultimately, the decisive decision had to be taken between North and South, 
central and peripheral.  

All these elements of life up in the North create various mindscapes within the 
reader’s world of ideas. On the one hand, there is the world of images connected to the 
lives of Harry’s grandparents. There is a young Finnish couple that through relentless 
endeavour, through Finnish ‘sisu’, is trying to make a living in socially and 
environmentally oppressive conditions. Then there is Harry, a shy, reticent, young man, 
trying to abandon his family’s destiny although his father’s death ultimately draws him 
home, preventing him from breaking the barrier between central and peripheral. On the 
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other hand, there is the iconosphere of Joseph Damrell that with its indigenous images of 
belonging to that remote family farm impressed me during our meeting in October 2004. 
There is nothing more to add except words of his own: 

Yes, Finnishness is part of me, particularly now that I have identified with and lived 
with the land. This place has become a lot of who I am. Again, my recognition of 
my Finnishness can be seen in my physical features and my living on the land—
next to the Ottawa National Forest and in the house my grandfather built. (Damrell, 
letter, 21.7.2004) 

Apparently, the geography of Ewen brings forth Damrell’s cultural identity. His 
grandparents’ farm is a splendid place to live. What is more, the reader of Damrell’s 
novel cannot avoid sensing the resemblance between him and Harry in Gift. Obviously, 
the geographical images along with the landscape possess a cultural meaning for 
Damrell. His self-image as a descendant of Finns brings his Finnishness alive. During our 
meeting I could sense his proud attitude to the unyielding work his grandparents had done 
while building the place, and he is willing to cherish their memory and their work, 
perpetuating that culture as part of himself.  

It is only natural that people appreciate different life styles. The ‘timeless’, 
‘backward’, ‘traditional’ peripheries please one group of people more than the other. The 
provincial countryside and its slowly moving life is closer to nature, and when it is 
opposed to metropolitan with its busy life, the ultimate choice of lifestyle is that of an 
individual. Notably, living in Colorado and later in California did not connect Damrell so 
strongly to Finnishness, but when he came to Ewen, he found his ‘roots’, getting a far 
stronger sense of his ethnic identity. The farm built by his grandfather brought out his 
cultural memory, and the iconosphere of that time opened up to him quite differently 
bringing forth his Finnish identity. 

In line with this, Crang (1998: 27) has observed that the shaping of the landscape may 
be seen as the expression of social ideologies that are then perpetuated and supported 
through the land itself. In this respect, the most intimate of spaces – that of the household 
– forms a relationship to the world, and it also relates to beliefs about social life. Over 
time, all sorts of practices involved in ‘homes’ have changed. In spite of the changes, 
home may be seen as part of a gendered landscape. As Crang (1998: 28-29) puts it: “The 
routine spaces of homes mean to us the sort of social relationships we believe in and the 
practices that sustain them.” It is true that we quite often live our lives; take things and 
people around us for granted without further discussions about each others’ feelings, 
values, hopes or fears. But, every now and then, family relationships are dealt with at 
family reunions, at weddings, or at somebody’s funeral. A case in point is the funeral of 
Mrs. Virtanen (Ruth Ann’s mother). It is a moment in which her children – Alan, Shirley 
and Ruth Ann – are reminiscing about events in their childhood looking at old photos: 

”I guess there were good times,” Shirley continues. “I know there were. But what I 
mainly remember now is how mixed up I usually felt. Like I was straddling two 
different worlds and didn’t feel I belonged in either one. Being at the Bishops so 
much – it made me dissatisfied with everything at home.” [...] “I didn’t want 
Barbara or her friends to see our kitchen, with the wood stove and the cracked 
linoleum and that old sink, with the milking machine waiting to be washed and 
buckets of dirty eggs all around. [...] there was Barbara Bishop living in a house 
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that had television and wall-to-wall carpets, with a mother who did shopping in 
Portland and belonged to a bridge club, not a Ladies’ Aid.” She pauses, and the 
silence is heavy between us until she goes on. “How was I supposed to relate to all 
that? I felt … suffocated. I worried that I’d be stuck forever in this mudhole at the 
end of nowhere.” [...] 48 I watch Shirley leave [...] Now the site is nothing but a 
mudhole. I wrap my sweater about me more tightly as I think of Shirley’s 
expression, “This mudhole at the end of nowhere.” I am surprised at what she has 
revealed, at her disaffection with the farm and her desperation to escape. [...] I had 
never thought of our place as something from which to flee. Maybe it wasn’t as 
elegant as the Bishops’, but in its warmth and cheerfulness it was such a contrast to 
the others – that I didn’t wish for another home or another life. (Caraker, 1995: 90, 
93) 

As Strauss and Quinn (1997: 122) stress, each person is a junction point for overlapping 
cultures. This is what had happened to Shirley while she was experiencing the different 
atmospheres both within her own family and at her friend’s home. Finally, in her young 
mind she had exchanged the cultural model of her family for that of her American friend. 
The social relationship between Ruth Ann and her sister Shirley reveals their completely 
opposite opinions about the landscape of their childhood home. The cultural pattern of 
Finnish domesticity had impacted strongly on Shirley’s more American conception of a 
home. In their case, the poverty of most Finnish immigrant families was apparent in spite 
of the diligence of their parents. Therefore, one of the anxieties in young Shirley’s mind 
was her own future. She feared for the peripheries, and ignored the warm atmosphere of 
their home. As Isajiw (1997: 89-90) points out, identity is a psychological process which 
every person experiences individually. Shirley made her own interpretations of the 
surrounding world: family neighbours and their living conditions as well as participation 
in the American society. Apparently, Shirley’s experiences of the neighbourhood and her 
interpretations are somewhat different from those of Ruth Ann. Shirley’s intrapersonal 
cultural meanings (schemas) about Finnishness begin to reach new dimensions quite 
early in her life. The Extrapersonal structures (the outer world) she encountered gave her 
strong experiences, changing some of her cultural schemas (see Figure 3). According to 
Strauss and Quinn (1997: 7), schemas like these have been stored in memory, and they 
are more easily compared and interpreted if they are based on mutual experiences. 
Remembering their childhood home, Ruth Ann had no trouble at all to analyse her sister’s 
words and understand her emotional outburst. Perhaps Shirley’s final acculturation (even 
assimilation) into American life was faster than her sister’s. But why did she not discuss 
her feelings with her parents when she was still living with them? In a way, the cultural 
schema in a Laestadian family prevented her from doing that. Their parents were doing 
their best to provide for the family, thus they were taught to be satisfied with what they 
had. Besides, times were difficult, and children had to be obedient to their parents without 
complaints. This was the atmosphere in many Finnish homes in those days, as Wargelin 
(1924) emphasizes: 

                                                           
48 The Ladies’ Aid Societies established in the 1890s were part of the web of Finnish religious organizations 
related to the Suomi Synod (Kero 1997, 25). 
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The spirit of the home is rather conservative and mostly permeated by a warm 
Christian spirit. The children are brought up to respect and obey their parents with 
humble submission.  

Thus, the cultural model of authority in a family was well internalized by Shirley. Now, 
in her adulthood she was able to analyse different periods of her life. As stated previously, 
identity depends on individual experiences. It is obvious that Ruth Ann’s extrapersonal 
encounters did not have such a great impact on her schemas of their home and its 
atmosphere.  

5.3.2  Climate and Nature 

The dichotomy of Nature and Culture has a central position in western thought. In 
the course of history this polarity has continuously – and for a wide range of 
purposes – been charged with new meanings. Nature has thus become a mirror of 
culture. (Löfgren, 1989: 183)  

As Löfgren (1989: 183) has demonstrated, people’s ways of reflecting themselves in the 
wonders and phenomena of nature take shape not only by culturally defined observations 
– the ways they have learned to experience nature – but also their projections, their 
attribution of values and morals, hopes and fears about ‘the natural’.  

The origin of the Finnish identity has its roots deep in northern dwellings which were 
constructed to counteract the harsh climatic conditions. The ancient history of Finnish 
people in harsh climatic conditions up in the North was one in which they survived by 
understanding the forces of nature, and depending on God or the gods of nature before 
Christianity. Finnish people had become experts in managing nature, building houses, and 
making their living by hunting and fishing. But, first and foremost, the harsh climatic 
living conditions demanded hard work, stubbornness (‘sisu’), and a spirit of cooperation 
for the common good (‘talkoohenki’) in order to survive the vicissitudes of nature. 
Without these mental resources, especially without the latent strength of ‘sisu’, the 
encounter with climate and nature would have been almost unachievable for many Finns. 
Or, to put it the other way around, the encounter with these hard conditions may have 
helped to generate ‘sisu’. As Malkki (1992: 28) maintains, a colder climate develops 
different mentalities than a warmer climate does; this is certainly against genetic 
conceptions of a nation’s roots. As late as in the 1950s Finns in Finland had to earn their 
living from woods in one way or another (Ylikangas, 1996: 38). Finns have been 
woodsmen and hunters, settlers and veterans who have been affected by climate and 
nature for the entire historical existence of Finland (ibid.: 38). Even today, a Finn 
struggles in the grip of woods longing for places where neither troubles nor other people 
exist; such a place is still the tranquillity of the woods (ibid.: 42). According to Ylikangas 
(1996: 42), this mentality is not genetic, but the change ‘for better’ will be slow. Such a 
mentality, which has grown in hundreds of years, cannot be forgotten in one generation 
(ibid.: 42).  

As Lewis (2003: 26) puts it, “The cultural roots of the organization of society are 
language, religion, history, geography and environment, and climate. Is it possible that 
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the last factor, climate, may be the most influential?” Thus, he inquires, “Are some 
countries more affected than others?” While comparing different countries to each other 
Lewis picks up, for example, Finnish claims that climate will dominate, perhaps even 
define, customs, habits, viabilities, and culture itself (ibid.: 17). A few examples will 
clarify Lewis’s standpoints concerning the coordination of climate and work or climate 
and cultural attributes. Lewis states that “a cold climate gets people on the move, and 
makes physical work almost a pleasure”. His further conclusions imply that low 
temperatures enable people to think clearly; but at the same time the cold climate forces 
people in the very North to indulge in only brief interaction with their friends on the 
streets in winter (ibid.: 18). Likewise, there was nothing positive about the winters in the 
Upper Peninsula either: 

It was ironboot cold; the temperature hadn’t risen above five degrees for a week, 
and at night it was between fifteen and twenty below. I wasn’t one of those 
thermometer watchers, though, having learned from Gus long before that it was 
best not to think about it: The weather was either always terrible or just on one side 
or the other of plain bad. (Damrell, 1992: 13) 

There are things in life that cannot be changed; one of them is climate. Accordingly, 
climate can be a noteworthy element affecting people’s minds and changing their 
behaviour. Several respondents in Palo Stoller’s research described a dark moodiness 
among Finns: “There aren’t a lot of Finns that are what you would call upbeat all the 
time.” Some attributed this tendency to Finland’s geography, citing the dark winter nights 
and long, cold winters (Palo Stoller, 1996: 155). 

 With regard to the research of Leerssen, the opposition between North and South 
tends to activate an invariant array of characteristics regardless of the specific countries 
or nations concerned: 

Any North-South opposition will ascribe to the northern party a ‘cooler’ 
temperament and thus oppose it to its ‘warmer’ southern counterpart. The 
oppositional pattern ‘cool North/warm South’ further involves characteristics such 
as a more cerebral, individualist, more rugged, less pleasing but more trustworthy 
and responsible character for the northern party, as opposed to a more sensual, 
more polished, more pleasing but less trustworthy or responsible character for the 
southern party. Democracy, egalitarianism, a spirit of business enterprise, a lack of 
imagination and a more introspective, stolid attitude are northern; aristocracy, 
hierarchy, fancy, and extrovert spontaneity are characteristic of the South. 
Moreover, the North-South opposition can work in intranational, regional terms as 
well as between countries. (Leerssen, 2000: 275-276)  

Finns have been heavily represented in the relatively sparsely populated regions of the 
Upper Midwest, with over half of the immigrant generation locating in Michigan, 
Minnesota, or Wisconsin. Since 1950, as the third generation came of age, the changes of 
settlement already underway were expanded and intensified in several ways. The move to 
major cities continued apace. As Kivisto (1989: 80-81) states, “one of the reasons that 
Florida appears among the states containing larger Finnish populations is that a thriving 
ethnic community has been created by pensioners”. Many Finns moved to Florida for the 
winter months, and they returned to their homes in the Northeast or the Midwest for the 
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summertime. In the following passage from Heikki Heikkinen, Lauri Anderson confronts 
the different aspects of the oppositional pairs of central/peripheral as well as North/South. 
His iconosphere of the Upper Peninsula reveals his self-image mirrored against the 
hetero-images of the people living in the South. Further, the atmosphere of peripheral is 
sensed in the following colourful stereotyped description:  

Heikki had many relatives in Lake Worth, Florida, but he hadn’t seen them for 
years and didn’t like them when he did. He said they were all snobs. But ever since 
he heard about Hurricane Andrew on the weather channel, Heikki periodically 
invited his relatives to move to God’s Country. One fall, to his shock and chagrin, 
they took him up on his offer. They arrived with all their personal effects stuffed 
into their rear-wheel-drive van [...] they bought a farm [...] Nearly every day all fall, 
they asked Heikki when the first snow would come. [...] about a week before 
Christmas, the temperament plummeted to zero, and it began to snow in earnest. In 
fact, it never stopped snowing for the next two weeks. [...] The Floridians were 
outside nearly all of the first day, shovelling the fluffy white stuff and throwing 
snowballs at each other. [...] By morning, their furnace was out, and their pipes 
were frozen. [...] The relatives said they couldn’t believe that anyone was stupid 
enough to live in such a godforsaken region. They said they knew Heikki was 
dumb, but they never knew how dumb until they tried to live in his part of the 
country. ‘If I’m so dumb’, he said to them, ‘how come I’m not the one that’s 
freezing’. (Anderson, 1995: 41-44) 

It is obvious that the external counter image of the Floridian relatives of Heikki Heikki-
nen creates a similar external counter image in Heikki toward his relatives; as a result, the 
final misunderstanding disturbs their mutual relationship. The geographical differences 
activate identity problems, explicitly reflecting the cultural differences even inside the 
same cultural society just depending on environmental or geographical location. To fully 
understand the physical environment people are moving in, or to, they need to understand 
the cultural form of the surroundings. Heikki Heikkinen’s relatives understood the 
harshness of winter, perhaps they had enjoyed the pleasures of snow during their previous 
visits to the Upper Peninsula, but the reality of living in this environment all year round 
and taking care of the necessities of survival (even in winter) takes time to learn properly. 
In this case, the rugged winter only caused a cultural shock.  

The rich and fertile soil, the open spaces, and the harsh winter climate of the northern 
United States reminded the Finnish immigrants of their homeland. However, not 
everyone was lucky enough to get good farmland for the family to cultivate. Some 
unfortunate Finns had to content themselves with cheap and poor land which was remote 
and miles away from civilization – “where the trails ended” (Engle, 1975: 45). As far as 
the fictions by Anderson, Caraker, Damrell, and Laitala are concerned, the elements of 
nature and climate are frequently present in their descriptions of the northern inhabitation 
of their immigrant ancestors, casting shadows over the memories of their own childhoods 
as well. The climate and the nature of North America opened up many challenges to the 
northern immigrants from Finland. Finnish immigrants on the American continent 
searched for living conditions similar to those of their homeland. Fortunately, most of 
them found what they were looking for at the districts of northern America. The Midwest 
states, where Lynn Laitala’s stories take place, tend to resemble Finland in geography, 
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with lakes and pines, as well as a winter which is more extreme than that of Finland. By 
contrast, Mary Caraker’s home was in the district of Astoria, Oregon, where the climate 
was different. As Mary Caraker puts it:  

This was rain country, water country; a land where moisture from the ocean rose 
against the face of the cool Coast Range Mountains, condensed and dropped as nine 
months of heavy rainfall; endless days of rain that made lakes and ponds of summer 
hay fields. (Caraker, 1995: 13) 

The climatic conditions in Fitchburg, Massachusetts, where the Grönlund family settled 
down, disturbed father Grönlund’s first impression of the town. Thus, he describes the 
sultry summer climate and the atmosphere extremely well as he says: “I don’t like it in 
Fitchburg. It’s just another smoky city as bad as the one we left [they came from 
Tampere, a Finnish factory town], and the weather’s so hot and muggy it’s like living in a 
sauna all the time” (Robbins, 2000: 2). 

In any event, the authors make the reader sympathize with the Finns in difficult 
climatic conditions. But the truth is that because one cannot change the climate he has to 
manage with it. This was the innate attitude of these authors. Their cultural models were 
created in northern surroundings constructing one element of their self-image. It is 
evident that Caraker learned to accept the climatic conditions in the region of Oregon 
where she grew up. In the Epilogue of Growing Up Soggy she conveys the impression 
that she loves the constant rain of that district. After her mother’s funeral, life gradually 
turns back to normal, thus the power of imagination captures her writer’s mind: 

I begin to think. Yes, I am teaching fuzzy aliens. I am young and beautiful and 
adventurous. I look like Mama, in her youth. I am a space teacher. But how? 
Where? I run for pencil and paper. The rain continues to fall, but outside I see a 
different landscape, of purple, fernlike trees and waving purple grass. I see a 
handsome hero, [...] Alan teases me about my distraction, but I know he is pleased 
to see me at work again. ‘Then you won’t mind staying a while,’ he says. I agree. 
As long as the rain continues to nourish me … (Caraker, 1995: 154) 

Due to her writer’s imagination, Caraker is able to shift from one iconosphere to another. 
The landscape of her childhood, safe and familiar but still a bit dull, takes on a science-
fictional dimension in her iconographical description. Similarly, Heikki Heikkinen in 
Anderson’s text discovers something about his Finnishness as he ponders his innermost 
feelings about the best weather to be fishing on the lake: 

Last year Heikki’s birthday was ruined, too. The day turned out to be perfect – with 
a clear blue sky, bright sunshine, and warm temperatures. [...] The good weather 
forced him to contemplate the meaning of life. [...] His Finnish blood preferred the 
kind of gray weather that brooded. Broody weather made his blood sing and the 
fish bite. (Anderson, 1995: 72) 

Evidently, the climate was not always a hardship for the Finns who had also learned to 
survive by enjoying the peace and beauty of the natural world. The internal cultural 
schema in Lynn Laitala’s cultural memory makes her depict one of her characters, the 
nature-loving Antti, as someone who, in the words of Charlie the Indian, “wants to know 
how we used to live from nothing but what creation provided” (Laitala, 2001: 9). This 
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line is followed by a discussion of Indian graves and spirits of the dead, topics which 
reminded Antti of analogous ancient Finnish religious customs. The stories in Lynn 
Laitala’s chronicles describe the intense relationships between nature-loving Finnish 
lumberjacks and Native Americans. Admittedly, the protagonist, Gus, in Damrell’s novel 
was a real hermit living in peace with nature, animals, and Native Americans. All of a 
sudden Gus got into trouble as he threatened the lives of snowmobilers who were 
disturbing the natural peace in the Upper Peninsula woods. As modern technology tends 
to invade every corner on the earth, hermits like Gus are more or less like relics of the 
past. But then again, situations like these only prove Löfgren’s (1989: 183) view of the 
historical fact that “we can follow over the centuries: the way the same piece of land can 
be given a new meaning and content to communicate totally different experiences and 
emotions”. After all, the eighteenth-century peasant, the nineteenth-century lumberjack, 
and the mobilized tourist of the twentieth century do not see the same landscape. Their 
iconospheres of the same place are a proof of their different cultural models. They 
observe the land from different perspectives depending on their life situation at that 
moment. The tourists in Damrell’s story were intruders with their snowmobiles disturbing 
the natural peace in the forests; they did not blend in with Gus’s iconosphere of the land 
in which he used to wander. 

The land of opportunity was a bitter disappointment for Frank Makinen’s parents in 
one of Laitala’s stories, but they thought that their children would do better. Their 
endeavours were all for the sake of their children. In effect, the feeling responsible for 
others schema has been very strong among immigrant parents. Frank’s sisters and 
brothers made their parents very proud when they went to college, but Frank who stayed 
at home was the black sheep of the family: 

My parents ask, why don’t you leave Winton and go someplace where you could 
make something of yourself? I can’t answer them. Maybe when I was a child I 
lingered too long in the soft light of a summer evening, popping wild cucumbers by 
the garden shed. Maybe it was the smoky smell of birch heating the sauna stove on 
a crisp September day, or plunging into the lake when it was the bluest of blue, 
trimmed with autumn gold. Should I have left when the whitefish were running? Or 
when my blood rose with the tang in the November air at the hunting time? I didn’t 
understand how anyone could leave, once they’d snowshoed across Basswood Lake 
when it glittered in the twenty below. And how could I leave the old people, 
speaking musical Finnish in the Co-op, in the post office. (Laitala, 2001: 148)  

For Frank the landscape of Winton was more than a college or a university; it was a 
‘reservoir of feelings’. The northern surroundings of Winton gave him the feeling of 
being at home. He could sense the beauty of the place, smell its identity, feel the blueness 
of its waters, and the chilliness of its winters. But, first of all, the cultural landscape for 
him was all the old Finnish people speaking their nice, musical language which made him 
feel home and safe. The environmental conditions had created habits for him. The 
cultural models of his ancestors grew in this environment, and they were transmitted from 
them to him. It was obvious that his self-image was strong enough without any college or 
university education. Nature and the Finnish heritage both nourished his identity and 
made him strong. The extrapersonal schemas of the outer world did not change his strong 
intrapersonal schemas of himself or his cultural models of life. 



 156

At the beginning of the twentieth century, according to Löfgren (1989: 197), nature 
tended to be seen as an essential ingredient of a new patriotism in Europe. The 
nationalization of the landscape became an important part of the construction of a 
national heritage. Certain landscapes were selected as ‘typical’ and charged with powerful 
symbolic meanings. As Löfgren (1989: 199-200) points out, the landscape is one of the 
many cultural registers through which a national identity is formed and expressed. The 
national landscape was discovered through the collaboration of painters, authors, 
travellers, and political debaters. It was a process which transformed everyday natural 
scenes into ‘homelands’, charged with history and national symbolism. These things also 
occurred in Finland in spite of the fact that the country was not yet independent. During 
the same period, authors began writing poems which also mirrored the nature of 
homeland. With this in mind, Topelius depicts Finnish landscape in his Maamme kirja 
with the aid of authors and painters. Some of these poems ended up as songs while others 
became accepted as national anthems. It is noteworthy that “landscape imagery in books, 
paintings, and illustrations served to make the otherwise abstract and nascent idea of the 
Finnish nation legible and natural for its viewers” (Wilson, 2005: 31). In Finland, which 
was under the Russian crown in the nineteenth century, the rhetoric of landscape was 
largely about freedom and the fighting spirit (Löfgren, 1989: 201-202). These were the 
spirits of Finnish immigrants when they landed in the New World. They had their vision 
of homeland in their minds as they sought for a similar landscape in which to dwell. 
Having found a good job, they began to look for suitable places to build homes. By the 
early 1900s, as Engle (1975: 44-45) has noted, miners from Minnesota’s Iron Range 
wanted to build houses of their own. Accordingly, the northern wilderness offered a 
solution. During weekends, they gathered up friends and family members and headed for 
small farms clearing small areas of land they could call their own. They used both cut-
over stumps and all kinds of remnants they had bought, for next to nothing, to build such 
places. Together, gaining their strength from the famous ‘talkoohenki’, they constructed 
their saunas where the families lived until the main houses were ready. At length, they 
began wintering on their new farms, making use of supplies they had stored up during the 
autumn. The old Finnish proverb ‘Oma tupa, oma lupa’ describes the innermost instincts 
behind this immigrant behaviour. As Engle (1975: 44-45) sees it:  

Much of the feeling was based on disappointment at being unable to afford to own 
land in the Old Country. ‘To own a home means liberty’, might be said to be a 
motto of the Finn. We find that wherever he lives, his effort is bent towards buying 
or building his own home. 

The special skills of Finns strengthened their self-image as well as the positive hetero-
image of them among other ethnics. What is more, they gained a new social image as a 
group that had mastered log-building skills. This cultural model made a distinction 
between ‘us’ and ‘them’ reinforcing their auto-image. It is evident that the motto 
mentioned in the above quotation was also in Timo Lahti’s mind in Laitala’s story when 
he hurries to build up his homestead for his future life companion Kaija: 

I cut trees for my own buildings now. Mornings I chopped and limbed the trees and 
afternoons I squared them and stacked them to season. [...] I walked my land. The 
house should go just here, where you could see the bend in the river, near this 
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clump of birch, just like my dream. Here I would build my blacksmith shop. There 
would be the sauna on the bank of the river. I built the sauna first. (Laitala, 2001: 
22) 

The sauna was also an important recreation activity for the Grönlund family in Fitchburg: 

In late July and August, we usually spent Sunday afternoons in the country picking 
blueberries. [...] Often, at the end of the day’s berry picking, we would all stop for a 
swim at a pond on our way back to the city. A friend of Mr. Koski’s owned the land 
surrounding the pond and had built a sauna on the shore. [...] his sauna was always 
heated up on the weekends for visitors [...] there was a delicious sense of relaxation 
and drowsiness after sauna, and I often fell asleep during the drive home. (Robbins, 
2000: 33-35) 

Saunas were in many ways one part of the Finnish landscape that immigrants brought 
with them from the Old Country. The cultural identity of Finnishness, as already clearly 
seen, is heavily dependent on them. For Finnish Americans at the time of the vast 
migration these little steam houses became foundation pillars of their cultural heritage. 
One cannot avoid reading about saunas in all of the texts of my study. Saunas were for 
recreation and relaxation as Robbins describes; they were meeting places for men who 
only spoke Finnish there, drank some alcohol, or indulged in men’s talk without women 
(as portrayed in Caraker’s stories). They were the purest places to give birth to new 
babies (as nicely described in Laitala’s story about Kaija Lahti). And they had had a spirit 
of ancient history as witnessed in Damrell’s account of Harry’s experiences in the steam 
of sauna where Gus’s Indian friends are singing a death song in his memory. I think that 
this mystery was still hovering around the nice, old sauna on Damrell’s homestead in 
October 2004 during my visit. In fact, the first item on his agenda after he had moved 
back to the old farm built by his grandparents was the renovation of the old sauna. 

In brief, the way people react to a particular landscape is often the result of a long 
process of cultural development in them. The Finnish national landscape in America was 
transformed in the minds of Finns to coincide with their images of Finland. A historical 
perspective can also show continuities as well as links backwards in time. As Löfgren 
(1989: 205) points out, certain scenes enable the conveyance of specific cultural 
messages or moods. There has been a process of institutionalisation, a development 
which has condensed a scene into a cultural matrix. It is this condensation which means 
that perhaps only a detail, the merest hint, is needed to paint a landscape of the mind. 
Therefore, the image of a single fir-tree can fill one with patriotic feeling or profound 
homesickness (ibid.: 205). A similar atmosphere is beautifully described in Laitala’s story 
about Kaija Lahti: 

I pressed myself against the large birch tree. The fragrance of the pine and sweet 
poplar aroused my senses. Beneath me the river glistened in the moonlight. “It’s 
Midsummer’s Night.” Matt said near my shoulder, causing me to start. “The sun 
didn’t set in Finland today. People are celebrating around bonfires.” “You look like 
a twin for the birch tree in your long white gown,” he said. (Laitala, 2001: 35)  
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5.3.3  Historical Elements 

In what follows, I would like to introduce the reader to a number of the historical 
elements of the chosen texts which proceed from fictional points of view as the authors 
represent them. Here, it is important to recognize the subjective aspects indicated in all 
historical writing in these texts. I will analyse the different iconospheres within the texts, 
studying the historical events which have affected the authors’ auto-images and also 
investigate how these events mirror the hetero-images of the surrounding society. 
Through the hetero-images of the surrounding groups, people modify their self- and auto-
images, their identities. Consequently, I will present the aspects that I believe most 
clearly characterize the Finnishness of the authors but which concurrently have affected 
their personal acculturation or assimilation into ‘ordinary’ American life.  

Contemplating the different elements of life, and their importance to a nation, Renan 
(1990: 19) concludes that race, language, material interest, religious affinities, geography, 
and military necessity are not adequate for creating a nation. What, then, are the defining 
characteristics? According to Renan, as already noted, “a nation is a soul, a spiritual 
principle”. Two things represent this soul. One is the legacy of memories of the shared 
past, and the other is present-day approval of the common values, and motivation to 
maintain them (ibid.: 19). The situation of those Finnish immigrants who came to the 
United States during the great waves of immigration was almost the opposite. They had 
left their precious homeland, Finland, a nation to which they belonged. For this reason, 
the only things they had to fight for, or sometimes go against as members of a new 
nation, were language, material interests, religious affinities, and geography (as a place of 
their own). They also had to take a stand on racial as well as military issues in the new 
country. These immigrant Finns had lost their ‘soul’ as a nation, but they still had their 
shared past which, unfortunately, did not help them in American society. Along with that 
past they naturally had their future, but it was not necessarily shared with other Finns as a 
group any more. These Finns were individuals in a strange society surrounded by 
immigrants from other countries. Hence, they were unable to found a new nation. They 
had to recreate their identity. They constructed tight societal communities wherein they 
could share their past and plan a better future together. The historical past of Finland has 
gained well-deserved descriptions in the chosen texts. Equally, those incidents in 
American history which directly concerned Finnish immigrants have been described as 
subjective visions of the authors and with fictional outline. Fig. 22 represents the 
chronological order of the main historical events figured in the texts. The three different 
levels in Fig. 22 represent historical periods related to the narratives. The first level 
depicts historical events in Finland, indicating both Finnish immigrants and the United 
States. The second level reveals the major wars described in the texts, and the third level 
describes those historical events in the United States that can be connected to Finnish 
immigrants’ everyday life as the authors have sensed and illustrated them.  

In this part of the study, I will be looking the way narrative efforts are used to express 
images of a specific historical awareness. When Syndram (1991: 186) emphasizes the 
importance of literary myths, world-views, and national images in the study of narratives, 
he concurrently points out that imagotypical announcements in texts reflect values and 
meanings that are often considered to be determined by social, historical or even political 
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aspects. Consequently, these aspects need to be taken into consideration in imagological 
analysis. The Finnish national epic, the Kalevala, had a great impact on Finnish 
immigrants, enhancing their feelings of ethnicity; for the first time, they could be proud 
of their Finnishness.49 The Kalevala was collected during the nineteenth century, but its 
content relates to the era from 500 B.C. to A.D. 500. Thus, some of the Kalevalan runes 
are pagan while others are from the period of Christianisation (Pentikäinen, 1999: 85).  

                                                           
49 The first edition of the Kalevala was published by Elias Lönnrot in 1849. 
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The oppression of imperial Russia reminds one of the great impulses behind Finnish 
immigration to America at the end of the nineteenth century.50 The independence of 
Finland in 1917 aroused great feelings among Finnish immigrants reinforcing their self- 
esteem and also making them more respected in the eyes of Americans.51 A new 
beginning – with an enhanced reputation as ‘reliable’ people – began when Finland paid 
its war debts to the United States after World War I. The second level reminds us about 
World War I and II which in one way or another concerned Finnish immigrants in the 
United States. In the light of Finland’s role in these events, their anxiety for their 
homeland in those wars, especially in the Winter War in 1939-1940, was understandable 
In addition, the Vietnam War confused their ideas about solidarity. The pervasive 
elements of American culture in societal development from the 1950s onwards – and in 
line with the Americanization of the third and fourth generation of Finnish immigrant 
descendants – changed attitudes towards Finnishness. These generations began to search 
out their roots, becoming aware of new elements in their ethnicity. Finland turned out to 
be an interesting country with its own peculiarities. The third level exposes all the 
difficulties that Finnish immigrants confronted in nineteenth and twentieth century 
America. The unfortunate mine strikes at the beginning of the twentieth century in the 
Iron Range in northern America caused, as we have noticed, a severe backlash against 
socialist Finns and their cosmopolitan ideals about workers’ worldwide equality. 
Unluckily, World War I spread a dangerous influenza epidemic (called Spanish Flu) 
which killed millions of people all around the world.52 Americans were not safe from it. 
The Great Depression in the 1930s caused tremendous economic complications for 
Finnish immigrants, some of whom decided to return to Finland. President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s legislation, the New Deal, gradually ended the Depression, initiating acts of 
recovery for American society. Economic progress which began in the 1950s also gave 
new hope for the Finnish Americans. For example, they could afford to start a new life in 
Florida after their retirement.  

Mary Caraker derives part of her novel, Elina, Mistress of Laukko, from a period far 
earlier than the immigrant era. ‘Elina’ (The Death of Elina) is a Finnish ballad published 

                                                           
50 The Russian oppression, also called Russification, of Finland included attacks against Finnish autonomy. It 
was started by the February Manifesto in 1899, an era which is called the 'first period of oppression' (1899-
1905). The first period of oppression came to an end when the Russian Empire lost the war against Japan 
accelerating political strikes and disorder in 1905. However, the oppression continued during the second period 
(1908-1917). Restrictions were restored one by one. In addition, World War I brought war censorship in July 
1914. Another attempt to russify Finland finished with the Russian Revolution in March 1917 which abolished 
the Russian Empire (Jutikkala and Pirinen, 1979: 194-211). 
51 The Parliament of Finland issued a declaration of independence on 6th December 1917. It was recognised by 
the new Soviet Russia government by the end of December. The United States did not recognise Finland’s 
independence until May 1919, after the political system of the young republic of Finland had stabilised 
(Jutikkala and Pirinen, 1979: 226). 
52 Spanish Flu was the influenza pandemic during 1918-1919. The first cases were reported in a military camp 
at Camp Funston, Kansas in March 1918. From autumn 1918 to 1919 the number of Americans who died from 
influenza is estimated at more than 600,000. Worldwide, the mortality figure for the full pandemic was more 
than 30 million people (Vaughan 1921, 175-198). 
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in a collection called Kanteletar.53 Interest in the Kalevala was not shared by all Finnish 
immigrants because they had not heard of it at school in Finland. Those immigrants who 
came with a secondary school education, a small minority, had read it before (Wargelin 
Brown, 1994: 189). According to Wargelin Brown, the third- or fourth-generation Finnish 
Americans knew the immigrants’ treasure and, hence, were able to use the Kalevala 
images to describe themselves. As late as the end of the nineteenth century, Finns in 
America discovered their national epic, beginning to use Kalevalan names in their 
organizations (ibid.: 190). During the historical period from 1850 to 1890, the Kalevala 
was the most well-known product of Finnish culture which aroused interest in the literate 
American public. Finns and Lapps were intermingled in their writings, and the country 
was said to be full of magic and witches. As late as the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
English and American literature tended to describe Finns as stiff, stereotypical types who 
appeared almost always physically alike giving the impression of identical manners. 
Superstitions, the supernatural, and mysticism were common characteristics of 
Finnishness. These traits were also almost always represented as negative ones. As a 
matter of fact, the Kalevala had an effect on some American authors’ production but only 
in the way that conceptions about Finns as a mysterious primitive nation gained the most 
affirmation (Virtanen, 1988: 59-60, 181). In her correspondence, Caraker recalls: “It 
seems I’ve always known about the Kalevala, even though it was not read in my 
childhood home” (Caraker, e-mail letter, 3.3.2003). When Caraker started her research for 
writing Women of the Kalevala, she looked up all available translations of the work as 
well as books about the Kalevala dating from the year 1980 up to 1988.54 She read the 
Kanteletar much later and was fascinated about the ballad ‘The Death of Elina’. 
According to Caraker (e-mail letter, 31.1.2005), Elina, Mistress of Laukko, is a ‘feminist’ 
novel:  

As such, Elina’s tragic story makes a striking statement about the position of 
women in earlier times, and is both parallel and a contrast to Lily’s and Gran’s 
stories. I want to show a progression to the independence of modern woman. All 
three women in Elina exhibit degrees of independence, but in Elina’s case it is not 
allowed to develop. 

In her clever description, Caraker mirrors three different iconospheres against that of her 
own, giving the reader an opportunity to imagine separate layers of a third-generation 
immigrant’s vision of her ancestral past, the past that even her immigrant grandparents 
did not know very much about. Thus, Caraker had the Kalevala in her cultural memory. 
When she became interested in her roots, she enthusiastically studied the Kalevala, using 
it in her novels. Fortunately, the Kalevala was something truly Finnish to be proud of. 
Thus, an awareness of the Kalevala was an encouraging resource of power for Finnish 
Americans raising their positive auto-image in the form of a national epic prized and 
admired all around the world. Caraker depicts three different iconospheres connecting 

                                                           
53 Kanteletar is a collection of Finnish medieval ballads collected and published by Elias Lönnrot in Helsinki in 
1840-41.  
54 Caraker, M. 1986. Women of the Kalevala: Stories Based on the Great Finnish Epic, North Star Press of St. 
Cloud, St. Cloud, MN.  
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their image worlds to her own iconosphere. She unites the image worlds of the ancient 
Finns (Elina), immigrant Finns (Lily’s grandmother) as well as the image world of the 
fourth-generation immigrant (Lily) constructing an image field with a group of related 
images silhouetting them against her knowledge and feelings about Finnishness. Caraker 
has succeeded in captivating the harsh rural life of Finnish peasants in a fifteenth-century 
Finland that was not an independent nation but a remote province in the Kingdom of 
Sweden. Elina acquiesces to a marriage with a nobleman Klaus Kurki because it was her 
parents’ will.55 In the manly society of fifteenth-century Sweden, the options to take 
independent steps, for a young girl like Elina, were virtually minimal. At that time tenants 
worked for landowners, and, as a result, their will was the law. Elina’s parents wanted to 
please Klaus Kurki for economic reasons. Therefore, Elina accepted the proposal, fearing 
that otherwise her father would be forced to leave his farm. Unfortunately, Klaus Kurki’s 
ex-mistress plotted behind his back, making him jealous. After a well-planned intrigue, 
the envious mistress, Kirsti, trapped Elina and her son in a cabin with Klaus’s steward, 
Olaf, whom Kirsti claimed to be Elina’s lover. Infuriated with jealousy Kirsti and Klaus 
burned the house where Elina and Klaus’s and Elina’s little son were (also as a result of 
Kirsti’s schemings). After a while Klaus found out the plot, but it was too late. In the 
image world of Lily’s grandmother, Caraker illustrates a similar atmosphere where 
Granny suffered most of her adult life accused by her neighbours of being a witch who 
had burned the barn where her husband was sleeping while drunk. Unluckily, old myths 
about Finns and their witchcraft were alive in the community, so that these beliefs were 
hard to eliminate. One incident concerning grandmother’s neighbour, Jaakkola, illustrates 
the hostility when the man calls her ‘vanha noita’ (an old witch):  

“Old witch, am I?” Gran huffed as they followed the steers. “I’ll witch him if he 
touches my animals. He’ll find out he’d better not mess with me.” “Oh, Gran, he 
didn’t mean it,” Lily said. The feud had been going on for as long as she could 
remember, and on either side it had never been anything but bluster. (Caraker, 
1997: 86) 

Through these remarks Caraker signals the existence of an interchangeable schema 
between the grandmother and her neighbours. She shows how strikingly the outsiders’ 
opinions (hetero-images) about oneself affect a person. Grandmother’s self-image had 
changed, and, indeed, to some extent she had yielded to the common opinion about 
herself. The negative hetero-image had become her self-image. 

Caraker gives another picture of Finnishness by silhouetting the auto- and hetero-
images of the three protagonists and the related images of their stoic behaviour. The truth 
about Kirsti became evident to Elina almost immediately: “Elina wanted to crawl into her 
mother’s lap, but instead she had to act like a stoical grown-up [...]” (Caraker, 1997: 37). 
Lily felt sympathy for her grandmother when the latter told her about how her husband, 
Luke, had betrayed her: “Lily knew the displays of affection embarrassed the older 
woman, so she pretended not to have noticed. She pretended, too, to have recovered from 
her temporary loss of self-control. You stoic Finns, Luke had often teased her” (Caraker, 

                                                           
55 Actually, there was a nobleman called Klaus Kurki in Finland, but there have been disagreements about the 
facts concerning the origin of the ballad. 
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1997: 7). Later in the text when Lily analyses herself she remembers Luke’s words, while 
she ponders: 

Our way. She heard Luke again, mocking her Finnishness, and thought that maybe 
he was justified. Was she so different from Gran? [...] She hadn’t told anyone at 
work her real reason for leaving. [...] Too proud. Too stubborn. Too much sisu. 
(Caraker, 1997: 142) 

Within these lines the reader senses the author’s proud approach to Finnishness. Acting 
according to their cultural model, the three women proved to be brave but perhaps over 
proud and stubborn characters who believed in the virtues learned in their childhood or 
inherited from their brave Finnish ancestors. Evidently, this absurd efficacy of pride and 
stubbornness, this ‘sisu’, turned against themselves, annulling their capability to ask for 
help. They turned out to be brave, love-seeking feministic fighters who struggled in a 
man’s world against jealousy and self-centredness. Virtanen (2005) makes an apt remark 
that “women sometimes have trouble telling the difference between those men who talk a 
good line and those who mean it, often until it is well too late to save themselves from a 
lot of trouble”.  

According to Wargelin Brown (1994: 189), those Finns who came to America with a 
working-class political attitude may have dismissed the Kalevala. Laitala (e-mail letter, 
2.11.2002) supports this view:  

The Kalevala had no influence as a national or cultural symbol in my family or 
community. [...] I have done some research on the Kalevala in the propagation of 
nationalist ideologies but my personal ideology derives from the radical 
international perspective of my Finnish immigrant relatives who were socialists and 
members of the Industrial Workers of the World. 

In spite of the aforementioned fact, there are several descriptions in Laitala’s stories 
which give the impression of the Kalevalan atmosphere: 

Antti’s cabin was set back in the trees, grey logs blending with the woods. Antti had 
scythed a path up from the dock. We followed it to the woodshed, filled with neatly 
stacked wood. There was a two-man crosscut saw in the shed, a peavey and a cant 
hook. Traps hung from the rafters. Stored along the walls were a kicksled, snow-
shoes, and long, beautiful, hand-carved skis. A chopping block, made from a 
section of a huge birch log, sat in front of the shed. (Laitala, 2001: 133) 

Whether she tried to capture the Kalevalan atmosphere or not, she succeeded in creating 
an impression of an ancient cabin with the equipment needed in those primitive 
conditions. The iconosphere of an ancient milieu is juxtaposed against the iconosphere of 
the actant’s environment, giving a sense of two similar image worlds in the story.  

In his short story collection, Heikki Heikkinen, Anderson makes use of the Kalevala as 
a solid symbol of Finnish ethnicity. In addition to Heikki Heikkinen, the Kalevala has also 
been employed in Anderson’s short story collection Children of the Kalevala.56 In his 
story about Isaac Tikkanen in Heikki Heikkinen, Anderson (1995: 114-127) describes 
                                                           
56 Anderson, L. 1997. Children of the Kalevala - Contemporary American Finns Relative the Timeless Tales of 
the Kalevala, North Star Press of St. Cloud, St. Cloud, MN - a short story collection. 
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Isaac’s unsuccessful military career in Vietnam, and his mental illness as a consequence 
(ibid.: 124-125). At least the commander of his detachment thought so because Isaac left 
his guard post several times, and he was found in a log-cabin in the woods nearby. As a 
‘cure’ a psychologist gave Isaac a copy of Thoreau’s Walden at his first call, and copies of 
Emerson’s poetry and the Kalevala the second time they met, reminding him: “As a Finn, 
you’ll find meaning in this” (ibid.: 125). After a medical discharge Isaac returned to 
Michigan and made plans for his future: 

“I’m going into the woods,” said Isaac. “Thoreau did it, and he was sort of the ideal 
Finn. I want to live my life following his teachings. I want to be like Vainamoinen. 
I need to be away from people for a while. I need to find harmony in my life.” 
“Take a sauna,” said Peter. “I’ll do that, too,” said Isaac. […] For the next twenty 
years, Isaac lived a seemingly uneventful life in the woods, thought he himself saw 
every day of those long years as eventful. Isaac removed himself from most of the 
technology of the twentieth century and reclaimed a simpler world. He used only 
tools whose powers came from himself and the earth – an ax, a knife, a one-man 
buck-saw, hammers, wedges. His cabin was a half-day’s walk from the nearest 
store. [...] If something broke, he repaired it. If something was needed he made it. 
[...] Mostly Isaac read. [...] Isaac saw himself as a seeker of truths. Tibetan 
Buddhism fascinated him. He saw its sacred texts as other versions of the Kalevala 
– full of earthy magic and personable magicians. (Anderson, 1995: 125-126)  

Seeking his identity as a Finn, Isaac ended up arranging his life as a hermit. He did not 
feel himself to be an American. Therefore, fighting in the Vietnam War as an American 
was too much for him. His acculturation remained half done, or could it have been a 
feeling of separation through which he tried to discover the cultural identity read in the 
Kalevala, and strengthened with the descriptions about Thoreau’s natural peace? All in 
all, the tranquillity of nature brought his identity closer to the Finnishness he felt inside of 
him.  

Consequently, considering the Kalevala and knowing about it in general, Anderson 
writes in one of his letters (letter, 19.6.2003):  

I have several copies of the Kalevala. Decades ago I read the 1907 Kirby 
translation. I didn’t study it. I read it. Except for a rare person here and there, the 
Finnish Americans I have known are aware of the epic but have not read it. [...] I 
use Väinämöinen as a character. Some of my imagery and characterizations come 
in some way from my knowledge of the Kalevala. 

What, ponders Anderson, was the reason to use the name of the Kalevala in his short 
story collection Children of the Kalevala?: 

It means that the Finns in America are metaphoric children of Finland and the heart 
of Finland is found in its national epic. Heritage is very important to American 
Finns, probably because much of their Finnishness has been lost as they blend in to 
America. At the center of that heritage is the Kalevala.  

In their cultural memory the chosen authors have an important place for the heroic 
Finnish epic. Creating a new identity in a new environment was fundamental for Finnish 
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Americans. As Anderson points out, their identity had been lost, and, therefore, they were 
forced to construct a new one using the elements available.  

Even though Räsänen (1989: 12) denies the importance of myth and folklore as a 
means of defining a nation and its ideologies, they are, nonetheless, historically valuable 
since they mirror the identity of Finns in the Old Country (section 4.1). Moreover, the 
wide variety of English translations of the Kalevala indicates people’s interest in the 
Finnish epic during the past century. The Kalevala blended in well with this recreation of 
identity, not least because it stimulated positive hetero-images which strengthened Finns’ 
low self-image. The Kalevalan characters and descriptions of environments in the texts 
examined in the present study generate dissimilar image worlds in the narratives. The 
most vital interest in common is established with respect to the prevailing characteristics 
of Finnishness as well as the harsh features of the northern nature and climate regarding 
the primitiveness of life in the woods. Obviously, the latest English translators of the 
Kalevala have succeeded in their work. In an earlier study (2002: 73), for example, I have 
shown how Eino Friberg in his translation of Lönnrot’s Kalevala (1849) has successfully 
modernised the old Finnish language. Due to Friberg’s Finnish background, the original 
atmosphere of the epic is not destroyed, and he captured the deepest mythical essence of 
the Kalevala (Taramaa, 2002: 73). In addition, the relations to Native Americans have 
been the resources in several of my selected texts. According to Turner’s (1893: 203) 
frontier theory, the first frontier was meeting up with the Native Americans. Here, Turner 
argues, immigrants met the wilderness and primitive conditions. Finnish immigrants 
settled down in the northern areas which were also occupied by Native Americans. Finns 
shared large hunting and fishing districts with Native Americans most of the time in 
peace and quiet. The Finns, particularly those who headed for the backwoods, quickly 
learned the Indian dialects (Engle, 1975: 21). What did Americans think about Finns? In 
his writing Dorson (1952: 123-124) surveyed the immigrant Finns, and compared them 
with Native Americans:  

The coming of the Finns has rocked the northwoods country. He is today what the 
red man was two centuries ago, the exotic stranger from another world. In many 
ways the popular myths surrounding the Indian and Finn run parallel. Both derive 
from shadowy Mongolian stock – ‘just look at their raised cheekbones and slanting 
eyes’. Both live intimately with fields and woods. Both possess supernatural 
stamina, strength, and tenacity. Both drink feverishly and fight barbarously. Both 
practice shamanistic magic and ritual, drawn from a deep well of folk belief. Both 
are secretive, clannish, and inscrutable, and steadfast in their own social code. Even 
the Finnish and Indian epics are supposedly kin, for did not Longfellow model ‘The 
Song of Hiawatha’ on the form of the Kalevala [...] A whole folklore has grown 
around the Finn. One hears it spoken, in hot and excited tones, when natives swap 
tales in the boarding house parlor or around the kitchen table. 

As a matter of fact, some of the old negative hetero-images described above can be 
sensed in Laitala’s and Damrell’s writings. I assume that these old stereotypical tones and 
prejudices do not appear as new judgments about Finns. On the contrary, in one of her 
letters Laitala (e-mail letter, 6.5.2004) criticizes Dorson, stating: “Don’t believe 
everything you read”. But, a cynical tone is still there as she writes: “The Indians were 
viewed as savages, less than human, and the immigrants little better than slaves” (Laitala, 
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e-mail letter, 14.4.2004). In his novel, Gift, Damrell (1992: 90-91) considers Gus’s 
relation to Indians comparing Finns and Native Americans: 

Indians and Finns had only labored together but had never had any joint community 
involvements of which I was aware. But why not? Weren’t the Finns coming out of 
some stone-age/Lapland/reindeer herd/frozen tundra/mythic Arctic past that wasn’t 
altogether different from the native experience, or at least akin enough to allow 
them to relate to native people?  

The Finnish heritage of his grandparents was not the only cultural model in Damrell’s 
mind. In his mysterious description of the ancient history of Finns and Lapps he is 
appealing to his readers’ imagination by relating the image world of the primitiveness of 
the Native Americans to that of the Finns. In a similar manner, Damrell describes the 
importance and mystery of the sauna to both Finns and Native Americans. The sauna was 
not just a sauna in his story. The mystic interior of the sauna implies a sacred feeling of a 
holy place for both Finns and Native Americans. Harry, in the novel, had lost his interest 
in their sauna after he had found his father hanging from a ceiling beam in it. One day, 
Gus’s Indian friends came declaring that the sauna was haunted. The next thing that 
Harry knew, the building was burning. Gus explained that Harry’s father’s “soul was now 
free to go wherever it was supposed to go” (Damrell, 1992: 31). Saunas were important 
places for Finns and Native Americans (see section 5.3.2), but they caused disturbed 
reactions among those who were not familiar with sauna culture. 57 

In Laitala’s stories Finns and Native Americans were living in peace and harmony 
with each other. When Timo and Antti Lahti came to America, they travelled around for 
work. Antti took off for the lumber camps up North, while Timo worked on a farm 
helping the people to build a log cabin. After a year or two, Antti found the farm that 
Timo, his brother, was building for his beloved, Kaija, and himself. The conversation 
developed as follows: 

“I wasn’t far. Just up on Basswood Lake. A man came to the logging camp last 
winter and said you were looking for me, so I knew you were here.” “You winter in 
the camps, then, like me. What do you do in the summertime?” “I’ve been living 
with the Indians.” I was impressed. “Wild Indians?” Antti laughed. “Yah, wild 
Indians.” (Laitala, 2001: 23) 

Later on, when Antti recalled his life in the woods with Charlie, the Indian, he told his 
relatives: “I met Charlie Bouchay in that camp. He didn’t look like I expected an Indian 
to look” (ibid.: 139). 

The above quotations from Laitala’s and Damrell’s texts can be put side by side with 
the text by Dorson, whereupon one will distinguish quite similar aspects of Finns and 
Native Americans (hetero-images). In addition, there are analogous traits in my analysis 
of Finnish personality and behavioural indices in section 5.1. Damrell desires to remind 
the reader about the ancient Finns with their mythical life up in the North, pointing out 
                                                           
57 The Finns sensed that trying to communicate their bathing habits would cause embarrassment since 
heterosexual bathing could be construed as being immodest, immoral or at least sexually suggestive. Farmers in 
Minnesota, neighbours to Finns, complained to authorities that Finns were worshipping pagan gods in strange 
log temples. (Aaland, 1997) 
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that there were times when Finns were mixed up with Lapps and Mongolians. It seems 
that nature was important both for the Finns and Native Americans; evidently, they felt at 
‘home’ in the woods. Thus, the love for fields and woods was understandable and was not 
condemned in the texts. One of Dorson’s arguments was that Finns practiced shamanistic 
magic and ritual. In fact, there were Finnish women who were adept in the art of blood 
letting as a cure and practised varieties of natural care which were considered shamanistic 
and supernatural. Thus, it was easy to comprehend misunderstandings and prejudices 
among other people. Furthermore, the Finnish strength, ‘sisu’, was famous, but so were 
Finnish drinking habits as well giving them extra fighting spirit while drunk. In summary, 
as noticed, for example, in Palo Stoller’s research (section 4.2), Finns were described as 
secretive, clannish, inscrutable, and steadfast in their social code, similar traits to those 
that Dorson (1952: 123-124) described. Furthermore, Palo Stoller (1996: 155) observes 
that several respondents consider that the accusations of Finnish excessive alcohol use 
held by other ethnic groups were exaggerated. In spite of this view or just for that reason, 
this prejudice has become a negative stereotype which has haunted Finns ever since their 
immigrant past. However, most of her respondents remembered an old saying: “Finns and 
Indians [...] you shouldn’t feed either one of them liquor” (Palo Stoller, 1996: 155). Thus, 
the hetero-images of both Finns and Native Americans are negative ones. In her texts, 
Laitala desires to give an idea about how people can deal with prejudices that have come 
into being centuries ago and still exist among people. In so doing, she indicates her 
sympathetic feelings toward both ancient Finns and today’s Native Americans. She 
opposes stereotypes such as those which try to convince the reader of something else 
using realistic examples which convey contrasts to this kind of ‘old’ stereotyping.  

In another story Emily Rautio accidentally meets Paul Keewatin (an Indian) within an 
Indian reservation, when a conversation ends up with Paul’s outburst: 

“Especially here. Indians don’t remember their culture. They make it up and sell it 
to white people.” “You mean art, crafts?” “No. Like fake spirituality. Like cures for 
social problems. Like grant proposals to ‘restore the Ojibwe heritage.’ My 
grandmother was a Chippewa, but the academics and politicos say she should have 
called herself Ojibwe. They know who she was better than she did, right? You 
know what I like about the culture? Tolerance, frugality, humor, generosity. How do 
you restore that with funding? Those are the things money destroys. Windigo’s 
moved onto the reservation.” “Windigo?” “The green monster. He’s so greedy that 
he eats away his own lips.” (Laitala, 2001: 192-193) 

In these lines one can sense Laitala’s deep sorrow related to Native Americans, but, at the 
same time, one is able to sense her concern about the fading of Finnish culture as well. 
Has the green monster caught the appearance of American capitalist system? Money 
cannot buy everything, at least not people’s cultural heritage.  

Somehow, in another passage, when the discussion turns to the Vietnam War, and the 
treatment of Vietnam vets, then, Paul remembers a discussion with his nearest relatives: 
“My Dad and my cousin Ira promised me that an Indian gets to be a real American by 
joining the army, he said. But my war was different from theirs. [...] The two lowest 
things in America are Indians and Vietnam vets. I’m both” (ibid.: 194). Another example 
from Laitala’s text (ibid.: 16) verifies the government’s formal concern about Native 
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Americans, at least in the dreadful circumstances when a killing disease, such as the 
Spanish Flu, spread out in the northern districts of the United States: 

We couldn’t bury them properly. There were too many. [...] Half of the village had 
died. [...] the Indian agent came: “I’ve come to take the survivors to safety,” he 
said. “How did you know about the Death?” I asked. “It’s all over the world and it’s 
hitting Indians hard. We figured this village would be nearly wiped out.” “There’s 
half of us left. People aren’t getting sick any more. We’ll be all right.” “I’m 
authorized to remove you for your own protection.” “We won’t leave.” The agent 
nodded at the other government men, standing below him on the lake. I saw their 
rifles. “We thought you might resist. These are government orders.” “I have to bury 
my brother.” “No time. Tell your people to pick up their things. We’re moving out 
now.” 

The government men took the Native Americans to Canada. After circumstances became 
normal, they came back and buried their dead relatives using their ancient traditions. The 
epidemic is also described by Robbins: 

Early in October of 1918 we read the headlines in the newspapers of the outbreak 
of the Spanish influenza epidemic. It seemed to affect young adults most heavily, 
and some of the army camps were especially hard hit. [...] Mother seemed to escape 
the disease and so did Otto, but Selma and I both got it. It was an awful sickness, 
with aching joints, a dry cough, runny nose, and loss of appetite. The doctors were 
so busy in the city, that it was almost impossible to get one to come, and, if they 
did, there wasn’t much they could do for patients anyway. It took several months 
before I fully regained my strength, and the cough lingered for most of the winter. 
Two of the boarders died, from the pneumonia that often followed the flu. There 
were many funerals to attend in Fitchburg in those months. (Robbins, 2000: 67) 

The most apparent difference between these two examples is the attitude of authorities 
towards Native Americans. They were moved very quickly from their homes showing a 
lack of respect for their cultural manners. The government’s aid was to count those who 
were still alive and move them away. Laitala points out the prevailing disadvantages that 
applied to government’s attitude towards Native Americans. Laitala’s ultimate goal is to 
point up her “theme of cross cultural brotherhood” (Laitala, e-mail letter, 2.11.2002) as 
well as her “cosmopolitan upbringing” in Winton, Minnesota, where she went to school 
sharing her ethnic diversity with thirty-five different nationalities. In her letters (Laitala, 
e-mail letters, 14.4. and 30.4.2004), she evaluates and combines the destiny of Finns and 
Native Americans showing her empathy to both of these groups that she described as 
being at the bottom of American society. However, in Robbins’s account the reader can 
easily sense one step towards acculturation when society (emblemised by a doctor) takes 
care of the patients whether they are immigrants or non-immigrants. 

In their cultural memory both Laitala and Damrell have cherished the traditions of 
Finnish heritage (the Kalevala) as well as their ancestors long before their grandparents 
came to America. The iconospheres of both authors include good and bad memories 
concerning Native Americans’ and Finnish immigrants’ past. Still, in their image fields, 
positive images of the relationships between Finns and Native Americans appear to be 
prevailing. As a matter of fact, in my previous illustrations of Finnish reticence (section 
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5.1.6) there is a remark, uttered by Charlie Bouchay, as to why he chose Antti for his 
companion into the woods: “Because you don’t talk much” (Laitala, 2001: 140). In their 
image world with reference to the relationship between Finns and Native Americans, both 
Laitala and Damrell seem to have a very sympathetic attitude. Within their separate 
image worlds, Laitala and Damrell have a shared image field where they have related 
images of Native Americans and Finns. Besides, in their narratives some cultural schemas 
of Finns and Native Americans are comparable. I think that their sympathetic feelings for 
Native Americans derive from the negative stereotypical tone around both immigrant 
Finns and Native Americans. It is sad to note that some Finns felt offended when they 
were juxtaposed against the Native Americans. Both Laitala and Damrell seek for justice 
and understanding for those Finnish immigrants and their forebears who were living in 
the neighbourhood of Native Americans or sharing lives with them.  

 From his perspective, Hoglund (1960: 132) has written that in their several 
organizations Finnish immigrants searched for bonds with Americans and tried to find 
common ground with contemporary Americans. Gradually, they tried to win the respect 
of Americans. The bad reputation of Finnish socialists and strikers worried even socialists 
themselves, and, therefore, maintained Hoglund (1960: 133), they wanted to gain the 
respect of true Americans. Nevertheless, during the years 1906-1920 Finnish-American 
socialists took part in several strikes (Ross, 1977: 120). After the iron strikes of 1907 in 
Minnesota, they held public meetings, trying to refine their lowered reputation. 
According to Hoglund (1960: 133-134), Finnish businessmen, churchmen, temperance 
leaders, and even miners tried to clear the Finnish reputation after the copper strike in 
1914 by forming antisocialist leagues. According to Ross (1977: 121-122), the Finns have 
always regarded, for example, the Mesabi strike as ‘their’ strike but it also involved 
workers of many immigrant origins. While they were leading their social movement for 
working people within mainstream American labour and society, Finns conducted 
themselves less as Finns than as Americans. These strikes were markers in the alteration 
process from immigrants to Americans. Their intention was to become cosmopolitans 
improving workers’ living conditions all around the world. This was one step towards 
acculturation, and perhaps they became more cosmopolitan in the course of time, as 
Suojanen and Suojanen (2000: 134) verify. 

In her story about Aina Lahti and the terrible strike in 1916, Laitala describes a 
different attitude to strikes in the passage when Aina Lahti was imprisoned, and Aina’s 
brother, Arvo, calls her at the jail (part of the quotation in section 5.2.1): 

“You’re talking like a crazy woman. We’re guests in this country, and you are 
breaking the law.” “You can afford to judge. You’re a single man with no one to 
support. You can always go home to Finland if things get too rough. What about 
people who don’t have that choice? Don’t they have the right to justice?” (Laitala, 
2001: 68) 

In this episode both sides can be sensed. Arvo is troubled about Finnish reputations and 
the implications of breaking the law as a guest in an unfamiliar country. Through these 
lines Laitala skilfully opens up the iconosphere of 1916 on the Mesabi Range. There were 
those Finns who did not plan to stay in the new country versus those who realized that 
they could not afford to go back to Finland. Their self-images or identities clashed. Those 
who intended to go back were proud of their Finnishness but scared and humble among 
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Americans; they felt themselves to be visitors. In time, life became complicated, 
especially for those who had big families. In addition, conditions in the mine and mill 
areas were poor and unsatisfactory. Hence, for those who decided to stay, the only 
alternative was to make stronger efforts for better living conditions. Their identity began 
to change. Later in the story, when Emily’s boyfriend, Peter-Pekka, interviews 
grandmother Aina about the strike in 1916 for his dissertation, Laitala beautifully softens 
her bad memories of the strike: “‘How did you manage then, after the strike?’ Peter-
Pekka persisted. ‘Well, in Finnish they say, When a cat has to climb a tree, it finds its 
claws’” (Laitala, 2001: 180). 

In Aina’s story Laitala portrays the difficulties of an immigrant woman all the way 
from Aina’s personal difficulties to the days of her grandchildren, who are proud of their 
lives and success in American society but do not forget their ancestral past. In her 
grandchildren Aina sees a love of nature but also a respect for the work their grandparents 
had done for their welfare. In this respect, Aina feels the importance of their dwelling 
place along with the landscape. Their lived lives bind her, the children, and the 
homestead together. It enables them to define themselves by sharing important 
experiences that they memorized together. Their schemas were alike, and their identity as 
Finnish Americans gained its strength through parallel image worlds. Within Aina’s 
image worlds, Laitala illustrates the growth of Finnish-American ethnic identity. Through 
a painful process from the adopted schema – achieving anything you want – Aina is 
manifesting quite a contented identity, as her grandchildren prove to be satisfied with 
their lives. After all, she has succeeded in her endeavours for a better life, whereupon the 
schemas – feeling responsible for others – or – taking care of others – are fulfilled, 
strengthening her self-image in her old days. As regards the story of Aina Lahti, I agree 
with one of the reviewers (Douglas, 2002) of Laitala’s text that “Laitala probably sums 
up her work best in Aina Lahti’s second story. The history in books – It isn’t the history in 
life”. 

World Wars along with periods of Russian oppression caused difficulties for Finns in 
Finland and America. In particular, the second period of Russian oppression beginning in 
1908 caused fear for many Finns, and some of them fled to America. According to Kero 
(1996: 50-51), many young Finnish men escaped the unpleasant risk of being conscripted 
by the Russian army for military service. Yet, as Kero emphasizes (ibid.: 51), military 
service was not the only reason to leave Finland. The prevailing atmosphere and Russian 
law during the years of oppression restricted freedom and made the everyday life difficult 
for Finns. In her novel, Robbins (2000: 2-3) clarifies the reasons that father Grönlund had 
in making the decision to leave Finland: 

My father was dissatisfied with the conditions at the large cotton mill [...]. Some of 
his friends had gotten into trouble with the government because of their complaints, 
and one outspoken man had even sent to Siberia. [...] The idea that there was 
freedom of speech in America was very appealing to my father. He believed that in 
the New World there might be an opportunity to create a workers’ democracy. His 
hope, along with the desire to improve the lot of his growing family, tipped the 
scales in favor of immigrating to America. 

His decision was wrong, and he noticed it right away. He begged his wife to go back to 
Finland, but she did not agree. While reading the whole story, one has to agree with father 
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Grönlund that it was a mistake for them to come to America and to stay there. He did not 
find a job, reducing his self-esteem; gradually he became an alcoholic. Portraying her 
grandparents’ life in Fitchburg, Robbins opens her cultural memory, giving the reader 
distressing memories of her mother’s family where various images describe the anxiety 
of her grandfather. If the reader considers the threefold assimilation theory by Gans 
(2004: 33-34), he or she will be ready to affirm that father Grönlund did not even have a 
decent opportunity to take the first step in the form of economic assimilation (let alone 
cultural assimilation) because he did not have the requisite English language skills. If one 
considers Berry’s psychological acculturation strategy, one finds that father Grönlund 
was trapped between his two possible groups. Eventually, he was in conflict with his 
family, other Finns, as well as Americans (even the police); he retreated and gave up all 
the social and behavioural interactions with people, being a victim of the process of 
marginalization. 

In 1917, the United States entered World War I, causing difficult times for Finnish 
immigrants with respect to taking sides. There was a great deal of discussion about the 
draft also in the Grönlund family. The following debate was held over the dinner table at 
the Grönlund boarding house: 

“Why should you go and fight for the capitalists? It’s a European war; they should 
just fight it out themselves. People in America don’t need to be involved,” said 
Mother, who feared losing Antti, now eighteen, to the draft. Some of the boarders 
agreed, but others voiced different opinions. “This is our country now, and as long 
as the United States is in the war, it’s our responsibility to serve.” (Robbins, 2000: 
57) 

The wars were difficult events for immigrants. Their auto-image of themselves as Finns, 
Finnish Americans, or Americans altered considerably depending on how they felt their 
identity, what was their relation to homeland, what was their residential area in the United 
States, or what was their social position in the community. In Robbins’s story the 
Grönlund family had escaped the authoritarian policies of the czar’s government, so they 
were not sympathetic towards American involvement in a European war. Their ethnic 
identity was tottering between Finnishness and Americanness. The cultural assimilation 
of the first-generation immigrants was not easy, as perceived in the case of the 
Grönlunds. Their cultural relations to Finland were fading away, but the assimilation to 
American society was not yet happening; they were vacillating in their allegiances and 
trying to make up their minds. However, Antti Grönlund, the second-generation 
immigrant, lacked all kinds of associations to Finland, but he still went to war. For most 
of the Finnish immigrant descendants the acceptance of native-born Americans was 
immensely important. The slow social assimilation of Finns demanded a commitment 
that gradually completed the assimilation process of those immigrants who personally 
supported it. Yet, there were those immigrant Finns who resisted hasty assimilation as 
well as going to war in Europe. Robbins describes the feelings during that time: “Most 
socialists were opposed to the draft, and in several towns there were anti-draft rallies, 
including ones among Finnish miners in Butte, Montana, and the Mesabi Range of 
northern Minnesota” (Robbins, 2000: 56-57). Thus, there were attitudes against and for 
the war among Finnish-American immigrants. According to Kero (1997: 219), there were 
thousands of Finns who participated in World War I. Some of those who did not register 
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for the draft were imprisoned; others succeeded in escaping to Canada. In the Grönlund 
family Antti registered because he felt it to be his duty. Robbins (2000: 66) observes: 
“The war was becoming more and more intrusive in our lives. There were posters of 
‘Uncle Sam Wants You!’ plastered all over the city. Antti had finished his basic training 
and was sent to France in April, 1918.”  

Admittedly there may have been some members of the labor movement and the 
IWW in the war, but most were ‘church Finns’, temperance men, and Republicans. 
They tried in every way to suppress the conflicts caused by language and 
nationality and accept their adopted country whole-heartedly. (Paavolainen, 1976: 
246) 

These passages indicate the difficult situations that Finnish immigrants got into and the 
fact that they had to take sides in the new country. They came to America for a better life, 
work, and freedom. Apart from the fact that they were surrounded by their own problems, 
they had to face the problems concerning the whole of American society, for example: 
issues relating to race and military service. They were not ready to take sides in societal 
matters. Their identity lingered between Finnish and American. In her iconospheres of 
Finnish immigrants, Robbins outlines pictures of life under Russian authority as well as 
life in the independent United States. She picks up images from both of them, building an 
image field full of oppressive configurations. Life in Fitchburg was not easier than life in 
Finland for her mother’s family; it was just different.  

In 1939, the Winter War began between the Soviet Union and Finland. That was the 
time in which Finnish Americans were called upon most urgently to provide help for 
Finnish people. Many Finnish Americans worried about their relatives in Finland and 
tried to assist as much as they could (Joutsamo, 1971: 79-113). As Robbins (2000: 124) 
puts it: “We spent every minute of our spare time working to raise money and send help 
to Finland.” In spite of the horrors of the wars and depression, life went on in those 
remote areas of the United States where Finnish immigrants arranged their family life 
after the times of disorder. According to Hoglund (1960: 138-139), by 1920 Finnish 
Americans sensed the end of an era, for example, in their associative life, and “they came 
to a milestone in their history as immigrants by continuing to stay in America”. 
Furthermore, World War I diminished immigration from Finland, while legislative 
restrictions also made it more difficult for immigrants to enter America. Additionally, as 
Ross (1977: 138-139) emphasizes, the appearance of the independent nation of Finland 
during World War I changed the attitude towards Finland among immigrants and 
Americans. It confirmed the national pride of Finnish immigrants, giving them a new 
start as people who had identity. They were no more immigrants from the Russian Grand 
Duchy or Mongolians, and thus the “term Finnish Americans acquired a new significance 
in American society” (ibid.: 139). As a consequence, at the end of the 1920s, Finland’s 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs began propagandistic radio programs to make Finland better 
known all around the world (Lähteenkorva and Pekkarinen, 2004: 124-125). For instance, 
on the first of June, 1930, a major American broadcasting company, CBS, aired a 
program about Finland and Finnish culture in which the Finnish Minister to the United 
States delivered a speech about the origin of Finnish people which was aimed at bringing 
to an end all the insinuations about Finnish people’s background as Mongolians. On the 
other hand, the impressive determination with which the Finnish authorities wanted to 
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improve Finland’s bad reputation led to the final decision to repay its war debts to the 
United States. Thus, Finland’s reputation as a reliable debtor was established in 1933, 
when Finland paid the loan it had gained from the United States in 1919 (ibid.: 370-371): 

In American newspapers Finland was portrayed as a small country that gives the 
shirt off its back, while its richer neighbours leave their debts unpaid. Even today, 
many American school children recall Finland as ‘the country that pays its debts’, 
since the fact is pointed out in at least a few textbooks. Instead of the small news 
and caricatures used so far to describe Finland, 1935 saw a turnaround, with more 
extensive and somewhat more truthful articles being written on the country.58  

The sympathetic feelings described above have been spread to people through 
newspapers, radio speeches, as well as flattering statements uttered by important public 
people to show support and respect to Finnish people (Lähteenkorva and Pekkarinen, 
2004: 370). Partly as a result of these positive articles, Finns gained an extra reputation 
for fairness and honesty. Finland’s repayment of the debt became a moral symbol which 
gained a wide awareness among Americans (Paasivirta, 1962: 85). According to Berry 
(1987: 305-306), this symbol was particularly influential because it 

stood in contrast to the failure of the European democracies to live up to American 
expectations. Finland became a symbol of those qualities which Americans 
considered essential to the achievement of an informal international community in 
which industrialized nations could compete and prosper in the marketplace rather 
than fight imperial wars.  

In fact, most respondents in Palo Stoller’s (1996: 159) research emphasized Finland’s 
ability to pay its war debts to the United States, its ability to maintain independence, as 
well as fighting the heroic battle in the Winter War. In other words, the stereotypical 
positive hetero-images had maintained the positive auto-images of these respondents 
when they could be proud of their ancestral past.  

In my research, the authors’ self-images have gained a positive emphasis due to the 
fact that Finland paid its war debts, as was especially stressed by Anderson and Caraker 
(see section 5.1.4). Perhaps a less important trait of Finnishness as the paying of war 
debts – but something that is still well remembered and honoured – was the bravery of 
Finnish males in the Winter War. Finnish men were considered heroic, fearless men with 
‘sisu’ who fought against a gigantic enemy, Russia. These two arguments are good 
examples of Janus-faced imagemes, stereotypical oppositions, in which stereotyped 
Finnish “drunks, Reds, knife wielders”, as Laitala phrases it, are given another 
stereotyped description as “clean Finns who paid their debts” (Laitala, e-mail letter, 
14.4.2004). Aina Lahti in Laitala’s account looks back on her life. Describing the Mesabi 
strike, she compares it with the Winter War, skilfully reconstructing the iconospheres of 
these historical events: 

“Emily … I’ll tell you what happened to your grandfather. They saw that the 
Finnish women knew that their men were doomed when they went off to fight the 

                                                           
58 Dr. Sinikka Salo gave an opening presentation "The Country That Paid Its Debts" in the exhibition at the 
Fulbright Center in Helsinki, Finland on 31st August 2005. 
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Russians. The women knew, but the men still went.” “But Finland maintains its 
independence today because all those men were willing to die.” “Yes. And that’s 
how it was with the strike as well.” “You mean you knew it was doomed? Weren’t 
you a socialist, too?” “I knew we couldn’t win the strike.” “But if people hadn’t 
been willing to strike over and over again for an eight-hour day and better 
conditions, they never would have gotten reform.” [...] “It’s easier to find two sides 
in history than in life.” (Laitala, 2001: 178-179) 

Looking back after so many years makes it easy for Aina Lahti to recreate her 
iconospheres and also to analyse these huge historical events more objectively, one event 
being far away from her immigrant life in America and the other, just too near, creating 
an anxiety in her everyday life. In fact, images of the Winter War were strongly 
romanticized in the United State. The amazing traits of Finnish soldiers gained similar 
descriptions as in the admiration of repayment of the debts in the 1930s. The only 
difference was that Finnish virtues, such as sense of duty and justness, were set into war 
environments (Paasivirta, 1962: 112). 

The Second World War and the Great Depression also caused trouble, for instance, in 
the Virtanen family. A similar poster to that which Robbins was talking about, ‘Uncle 
Sam wants you’, was discussed by Alan and her sisters when they were emptying their 
mother’s house after the funeral. As it happened, the reactions of the two mothers were 
alike, as Caraker’s description reveals: 

Mama especially hated that one, she was so afraid for you. Remember Pearl Harbor 
day, how she cried? I couldn’t understand it. To me you were a gawky fourteen-
year-old boy, but she already saw you going off to war. (Caraker, 1995: 58) 

The worries of mothers over their sons were only natural. In addition, diverse doubts 
occupied the fathers in the families. Damrell depicts Harry’s thoughts about his 
grandfather in the grip of the Great Depression: 

I was no better than my grandfather, whose old country ways, far from being lost in 
his attempt to internalize the demands of his adopted country, made him stand apart 
all the more. [...] To him the misery of the Great Depression was a simple test, 
easily passed. The eventual failure of dairy farming in the area – due in part to 
climate but mostly to the rise of corporate farming, which like corporate everything 
else, tended to upset the myth of individualism [...]. In my grandpa’s tunnel vision, 
nothing should have stood in the way of worldly success for the righteous. 
(Damrell, 1992: 46-47) 

Both Robbins and Damrell describe the unfortunate fates of men in the societal pressure 
of American society. The common schema, ‘achieving anything’, proved to be just an 
illusion for August Grönlund as well as for Harry’s grandfather. Their self-images as 
respectable Finnish workers who were willing to make their living in any conditions had 
collapsed. They lost their self-respect, accusing themselves instead of analysing, or 
understanding the changes in American society. They had a strong cultural schema which 
they were not willing to alter. Their stubborn Finnishness prevented it. Thus, their 
assimilation into American society never really began, not even on the behavioural level. 
They did not accept the American way of life, and, as a result, they did not have a sense 
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of belonging, or of acceptance. They were left alone in their anxiety, feeling themselves 
to be on the margin. 

Not all Finnish farmers up in the North liked the new laws enacted by the American 
government. Caraker (1995: 86-87) describes one vivid conversation between Alan and 
his father about comments by Alan’s teacher Miss Perry. Alan, knowing his opinions 
about president F. D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, provokes his father thus:  

“She says that Roosevelt is the greatest man of our time. That the New Deal pulled 
us out of the depression, that it got people working again, and that it even helped 
the farmers.” “Baloney!” Daddy gave a disgusted grunt. “You’ll have to admit it 
raised farm prices,” Alan insisted. [...] Daddy raised his voice. “Subsidies! Paying 
farmers not to raise crops! Is that any way to run a country? And where do you 
think all the money that man’s spent came from? Spending – it’s all he knows. He’ll 
leave the country bankrupt, wait and see.” [...] “You’ve got to admit we’re better 
off than we were ten years ago.” “That’s the war,” Daddy said. “It’s got nothing to 
do with Roosevelt.” 

Consequently, different opinions were permitted, and, therefore, Finns in different areas 
working in different places applauded president Roosevelt more or less for the New Deal 
laws. Through Damrell’s and Caraker’s description the situation for Finnish farmers is 
revealed as a loss of independent farming. In Damrell’s novel, the truth about Finnish 
immigrants lies in grandfather’s thoughts: 

To the old man, making something of yourself was the measure of the man. [...] In 
his view, he should have made it and should have gotten rich or, if not, then at least 
comfortable. (Damrell, 1992: 46) 

I think that the above lines construe the images which most Finnish immigrants had of 
the ‘free country’ of the United States. Many of the first-generation Finnish male 
immigrants were disappointed with their lives in America. Apart from the men, several 
Finnish women standing by their husbands suffered as well, but in a Finnish family, men 
were supposed to bear the main responsibility for family’s income in those days. Life was 
too hard, with all the rigours of their work exceeding their tolerance. According to 
Keltikangas-Järvinen (1996: 222), ‘culture’ teaches what feelings people may have, and 
thus, role models taught by society guide both men’s and women’s ways of acting. As 
Strauss and Quinn (1997: 211-216) emphasize different schemas among Americans 
concerning their attitudes to their work, and the risk of losing it, there must also have 
been a cultural schema in the minds of those Finns who came to the United States. In 
most cases it was probably the ‘achieving anything you want’ schema, as the above 
citations imply. Unluckily, events did not develop as expected. The American system 
depressed some Finns who fought for an independent life. Something like this happened 
to Harry’s grandfather, paralysing him once and for all. The optimistic schema altered to 
the very pessimistic one of not being able to fight the system. However, what was left 
was the ‘feeling responsible for others’ schema. That is the schema that a large number of 
immigrants have internalised and followed since their arrival.  

Caraker’s way of building an iconosphere across several lived historical periods is 
comprehensible and explicit. She carves small pieces of history, building her image world 
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by combining historical events together with her own life as a young girl (Ruth Ann) in 
an immigrant family from Finland: 

It was 1939. Roosevelt was in his second term and I was in the fifth grade; Hitler 
was stealing Poland and I had stolen my mother’s letter. The depression was still 
being felt in rural Oregon, but to me it was nothing like the depression I had sunk 
into over my guilt. (Caraker, 1995: 7) 

Another extract from a later period of their family life connected to iconospheres of the 
surrounding society:  

I sat with Winnie, as I usually did, on the ride up and down the family roads. It was 
the fall of 1946, and we were both in our last year of high school. The war was 
over, Truman was president, and though our chicken farm prospered and Daddy 
had lots of outside work, he continued to predict that the Democrats would ruin the 
country. Alan had joined the navy, and he was safely ensconced at the Great Lakes. 
Mama, relieved of that worry, channelled her energies into her garden, the church 
and the Ladies’ Aid, and vicariously into Shirley’s and my activities. (Caraker, 
1995: 94) 

Caraker skilfully winds up the intimate landscape of household with a relationship to the 
world outside, even in Europe. The fears for the Second World War were present, the 
depression on American soil was felt, but the primary concern was her daily problems in 
their household. The normal practices at home made the world crises seem remote but 
also easier to comprehend. The everyday routines, the cultural schemas at home, were not 
disturbed, and then their family members could live their lives on the basis of mutual 
feelings, values, hopes, and fears. Nothing from outside her cultural landscape distressed 
her self-image as a Finnish-American girl. However, Caraker drops a hint about her 
father’s cultural models in her writing. This stubborn Finnish man is not willing to 
change either his auto-image or his cultural model although things have grown to be 
considerably better for him and his family. He still feels very bitter about what has 
happened when there is no-one but the President and the Democratic Party to blame. His 
cultural assimilation did not totally succeed. On the other hand, Caraker’s mother was 
happy for her children, her aim was to acculturate her children into American society, but 
her own cultural model was securely associated with activities within the church and the 
safe cultural landscape of their homestead. She was not aware of her own identity. Her 
self-image was somewhat between the Finnish and the American. She had not discarded 
her strongly inherited schema, but she falsely felt herself to be American through her 
children. 

After the Second World War, economic advancement became faster, whereupon 
immigrant descendants created permanent roots by maintaining property, raising families, 
and exercising citizenships. After the Second World War, life also became steadier for the 
descendants of Finnish immigrants. The economic growth of American society secured 
success and wealth for many immigrants as well. Consequently, the second- and third-
generation Finnish Americans graduated from colleges and universities along with 
immigrants as well as other Americans, facing the opportunity of getting better jobs. 
Gradually, these Finnish Americans could change their auto-images of themselves and 
experience a feeling of belonging in society. Their cultural models were about to change; 
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acculturation had begun. Caraker’s memories may remind one of the enthusiasm with 
which some immigrants longed for assimilation: 

There was something shameful about our heritage; about being so close to the Old 
Country. We were not Finnish Americans then – the term was unknown – and 
though we lived in a Finnish community and so experienced no overt 
discrimination, we felt somehow inferior to real Americans with easy-to-pronounce 
names like Smith, Brown, Jones, Taylor. Real Americans had roots in European 
countries that were fighting on the right side in the war. They spoke English 
without an accent and went to a Protestant church that wasn’t Lutheran. (Caraker, 
1995: 49) 

In these lines one is able to sense the threefold assimilation of these Finnish immigrants. 
Economic assimilation had occurred in the early years of their farm business. They were 
not rich but they, managed. Cultural assimilation was inevitable through school and 
society’s demands that they act as Americans, but the church had a strong hold on those 
Finns who belonged to it. In most cases, social assimilation had not fully taken place in 
the 1940s and 1950s. Finnish names, accents, and the Finnish background (the wrong 
side in the war) could sometimes reveal an inferiority when they were compared with 
‘real Americans’.59 As Gans (2004: 34) points out, social assimilation was the slowest 
process in the immigrants’ incorporation into the society. They had to be accepted into 
mainstream groups, churches, and political associations, but most importantly they had to 
be accepted by native-born Americans.  

Florida became one of the areas where Finnish immigrants worked during the long 
winter periods in the North. The first Finnish-born immigrants moved to Florida in the 
1940s desiring to become farmers (Kero, 1997: 292-293). In addition, the cost of living 
was favourable, food and lodging cheap, and the climate nice. In the 1950s, many Finnish 
immigrants chose Florida while retiring. Often, before retirement, Finns could arrange 
their lives according to the different seasons with summers up in the North and winters in 
Florida. They also found life comfortable among other Finns. In the 1920s, Florida had 
begun to grow as a major tourist centre. This development is still going on, and even 
today Florida is offering recreation to several Finnish tourists every year. Due to the 
threefold assimilation process discussed above, one may well understand that gradually 
modern Finland became something to be proud of, and with that in mind, Finnish 
Americans gained an increasing interest in Finland’s architecture, art, music, and sports 
(Kolehmainen, 1976b: 305-316; Häkli, 2005: 18, 20). At this point one could state as 
Gans (1979) and Alba (1990) in their research: “In a long-run process ethnic identities 
continue to exist but decline in significance; they become symbolic ethnicity.” 

As a matter of fact, sports was not many times mentioned in the authors’ texts, but in 
his story about Heikki Heikkinen Anderson describes ski jumpers, V-style jumping, and 
Olympic Winter Games in Lillehammer, Norway in 1994: 

                                                           
59 From 25th June 1941 to 19th September 1944, Finland fought in concert with Nazi Germany against the 
Soviet Union which in turn was allied with Great Britain and the United States. However, Finland wasn’t in the 
war with the United States. Although the conflict was a part of the Second World War, the Finns called this war 
the Continuation War making clear its relationship to the Winter War (Jutikkala and Pirinen, 1979: 247-249). 
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Heikki had always wanted a world-class ski jump in Hancock, preferably right 
behind his house so he could watch through a window from the warmth of his 
kitchen. He would invite the great Finnish jumpers to compete locally – Nykanen, 
Nieminen, and Ahonen. (Anderson, 1995: 48)60 

Yet it is necessary to mention that Finnish athletes were famous in the United States far 
before the times of Nykänen, Nieminen, and Ahonen, as Wargelin (1924) maintains: 

It is hardly necessary to speak of the athletic interests of the Finns, this fact being 
so generally known in America at the present time. The names of such men as 
Kolehmainen, Nurmi, Ritola, and others, are familiar to all lovers of sport, of which 
America has a goodly number. [...] This fact had not been generally known 
concerning the Finns, but the international Olympic games have helped to acquaint 
other nations with this sturdy small nation of the far north. 

Admittedly, the famous ‘sisu’, and bravery of Finnish men in the mines and mills, or in 
the wars has become symbolic heroism in the form of famous Finnish athletes, musicians, 
and architects. Often, in their search for their roots the third- and fourth-generation 
Finnish Americans unfortunately linger in the shadows of symbolic ethnicity without 
knowing the real historical backgrounds any more.  

In summary, Fig. 23 indicates the main events drawn a parallel to the eras into which 
the authors have located their texts, and the actors. The stories revolve around two 
thousand years of Finnish history. If the ancient time of Finnish history is considered as a 
separate category, there still is about a hundred years’ period of Finnish immigration 
history surveyed by the chosen authors. Caraker describes, as seen, her historical 
iconospheres in Elina, Mistress of Laukko through the lives of three protagonists. One of 
them, Elina, lives in fifteenth-century Finland. Helvi Kinnunen fights her battles in a 
Finnish-American community in Oregon, in the middle of the twentieth century, and Lily, 
her granddaughter, struggles in modern America. According to Caraker (e-mail letter, 
31.1.2005), Lily’s story ends in the 1990s or a bit earlier. In her autobiographical novel, 
Growing Up Soggy, Caraker portrays their family life in Astoria, Oregon during the Great 
Depression and the Second World War until 1957 when she got married; the last episode 
(her mother’s funeral) takes place in 1988. In her fictionalised history, Below Rollstone 
Hill, Robbins (as she asserts in an e-mail letter, 23.1.2005) describes the story of her 
mother’s family in the town of Fitchburg, Massachusetts, during the world wars, the 
periods of Russian oppression in the Grand Duchy of Finland, and the Great Depression 
in the United States ending around the year 1948. In Anderson’s Heikki Heikkinen stories, 
the reader is able to survey characters together with their development from the early 
years of the twentieth century up to the 1990s. Laitala’s short stories in the collection 
Down from Basswood date back to twentieth-century Minnesota, beginning from about 
                                                           
60 Matti Nykänen achieved four Olympic gold medals in Sarajevo, Yugoslavia, in 1984 and Calgary, Canada, 
Winter Olympic Games in 1988. Nykänen is the most successful ski jumper in the history of the Winter 
Olympics. In the following Winter Olympic Games in Albertville, France, in 1992 Toni Nieminen achieved two 
gold medals, becoming the youngest men's Winter Olympic gold medallist in history. Janne Ahonen has 
achieved two Olympic silver medals, one in Salt Lake City, Utah, in 2002 and the other in Turin, Italy, in 2006. 
In addition, Ahonen has had several victories in the World Championships and the World Cup over the last ten 
years (Wallechinsky and Loucky, 2006). 
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1913 and ending in the 1980s. Damrell has placed his story about Gus in his novel Gift in 
the era of the 1980s and early 90s (e-mail letter, 28.1.2005). 
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6 Conclusions 

This study was based on the assumption that in the works of Finnish-American writers 
Lauri Anderson, Mary Caraker, Joseph Damrell, Lynn Laitala, and Paula Robbins the 
cultural models of Finnishness have been preserved in a significant way with the 
presence of recognisable indices of Finnishness as an undertone in the texts. In the 
introductory chapter, I outlined the methodological framework of this thesis which was to 
identify these indices. The interdisciplinary approach that I presented – which combined 
aspects of a cognitive theory of cultural meanings with an imagological approach to the 
identity of the writers – emerged from the idea that when examining the works of the 
selected writers, the methodological models used in this research would lead into a 
detailed exploration of the ways in which the ethnic indices of Finnishness have remained 
in the authors’ cultural memories. Consequently, the theoretical framework and the model 
of Finnishness developed in the present thesis have made it possible to begin to analyse 
the cultural memory of the selected Finnish-American authors in their texts. In addition, 
my research material relating to Finnish immigrant history and the exploration of ethnic 
literature, as well as the writers’ opinions, enabled me to examine the texts from their 
own points of view, against their own history and cultural location. 

Different cultural models are strongly present in the texts of these writers. For 
instance, in the narratives of Lynn Laitala and Paula Robbins their parents’ and 
grandparents’ socialist backgrounds create the mirror against which these writers reflect 
their self-images. Thus, their cultural models and the schemas learned in their childhood 
homes place an emphasis on the traits of socialist Finns and their endeavours. 
Furthermore, Laitala, giving a realistic tone to her stories, skilfully describes Native 
Americans and Finnish immigrants as well as their shared experiences in the backwoods 
of the United States. In contrast to Laitala and Robbins, Caraker delineates life from a 
completely diverse perspective. Her strict religious family set boundaries to her self-
image. In her texts, she ponders human relations in her family along with the interactions 
between herself and other people. What is more, women and their positions in the family 
and within society over different historical eras have characterized her texts. Stoic 
Finnish stereotypes have their encounters between the urban world and nature (eliciting a 
sense of north rather than south) in Anderson’s texts. Lauri Anderson’s ethnic identity has 
been constructed out of northern values. He employs the image of a Yooper as a 
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caricature of a natural phenomenon, simultaneously using the link between his Yoopers 
and nature to counter urban alienation. I, at any rate, got the feeling that he is never 
completely at ease with his surroundings although, Joseph Damrell, by contrast, has 
found peace on his forefathers’ estate. The traces of the atmosphere in the text of Gift lead 
to the writer. The shift from disquiet to reconciliation with nature generates his central 
message; harmony with nature provides a way out of the dilemma of otherness.  

Culturally mediated understandings of Finnishness acquired in early childhood have 
played a significant role in making the academic cultural models durable. These cultural 
models reflect former encounters and experiences, especially those that confront national 
as well as ethnic identities when the authors’ Finnish immigrant parents and grandparents 
were forced to survive the rigours of emigration and their incorporation into the relatively 
new nation state of America. It seems that the steadfast self-images perpetuated by these 
authors have absorbed a strong measure of Finnishness. They respect their Finnish 
ancestors as well as their endeavours as immigrants and participants in a new society. 
Thus, they are proud of their Finnish heritage conveying images of Finnishness in their 
texts. In my analysis, the different indices of Finnishness in the narratives gained 
different emphases depending on the illustration of the characteristic that had come to 
prominence in the mind or in the life of a certain author. In the course of time, some of 
the characteristics of Finnishness have become clichés or have been transformed into 
stereotypes. However, durable, negative external hetero-images have affected the self-
images of Finnish Americans, giving some of the indices of Finnishness negative 
connotations, and, thereby increasing these people’s low self-awareness. Those indices of 
Finnishness that the immigrants or their descendants had to be ashamed of were still felt 
with a negative undertone as well as being described as such in the texts. Examples of 
these indices include Finnish drinking habits, the socialist background of many of the 
immigrants, and emphases on the negativeness of silence (Table 3). Then again, traits 
such as diligence and honesty that were also praised outside Finnish communities gained 
an extra value, facilitating the creation of a positive atmosphere in the narratives (Table 
3). Language as a blueprint of a culture was not forgotten in the texts. Even though the 
authors had not learned or maintained the Finnish language, they could convey their sad 
feelings of yearning for a lost cultural heritage.  

The different personality and behavioural indices appearing in the analysis of the texts 
have been presented in Table 3:  

Table 3. Personality and behavioural features relating to Finnishness in the chosen texts. 

 Anderson Caraker Damrell Laitala Robbins 
’Sisu’ (stubbornness) X X X   
Diligence X X X X X 
Cleanliness  X  X X 
Helpfulness and honesty X X  X  
Reticence X X X X X 
Drinking Habits X X X X X 
Religiousness X X X X X 
Love of nature and 
desire for freedom 

X X X X X 
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Table 3 shows the attendance of personality and behavioural characteristics of 
Finnishness (Fig. 15) in the chosen texts. Attributes such as ‘sisu’ (which has been linked 
to the feature of stubbornness in my theoretical model, see Fig. 17), cleanliness and 
honesty were not mentioned in all of these works. Nevertheless, the atmospheres in 
Laitala’s or Robbins’s stories do not suggest anything that could be interpreted against 
having ‘sisu’. On the contrary, in my e-mail correspondence with Lynn Laitala I 
wondered why the atmosphere of ‘sisu’ was missing from her novel, and she answered: 
“It did not occur to me” (e-mail letter, 27.10.2003). But, in another letter she “rejects 
‘sisu’ as a distinctive Finnish trait; it has only become a stereotype of Finns” (e-mail 
letter, 14.4.2004). This may be true, but, as Knuuttila (2005: 25) points out, where other 
nations may appear as if they had ‘sisu’ only Finnish sisu is unyielding and stiff. 
However, the internal feeling of ‘sisu’ is always present in the texts. Accordingly, Paula 
Robbins sheds light on the notion: “It is maintaining a stiff upper lip, not giving up when 
things are difficult” (e-mail letter, 19.2.2004). An emphasis on Finnish valuation of 
cleanliness is missing from Anderson’s and Damrell’s texts; but in my correspondence, 
for instance, Lauri Anderson mentions the neatness of Finnish women, one of the most 
important traits of the Finns that was also emphasized by Paula Robbins and Mary 
Caraker. As long as honesty was a matter of course, it was not necessary to stress it in the 
texts. Nevertheless, my e-mail correspondence with the authors demonstrates an ultimate 
commitment to honest behaviour, for as Joseph Damrell has affirmed: “One’s word was 
in many cases one’s only meaningful possession” (e-mail letter, 28.1.2005). One cannot 
miss the sense of helpfulness in the texts, but the accentuation of this characteristic is 
missing. What is more, the Finnish ‘talkoohenki’ generated by the first-generation Finns 
is not a familiar word to these second- and third-generation Finnish-American authors. 
Perhaps building houses together along with helping neighbours lost some of its 
importance after the first-generation Finnish Americans settled down and established 
their first homes. It is easy to understand that religion and religiousness have gained 
different approaches in the narratives. Robbins, for example, observes the existence of 
religiousness of people without further analysing the significance of their conviction. 
Anderson describes his actants’ hypocritical manners, letting the reader assess his cynical 
notions about religiousness and its credibility in his narration. In Damrell’s novel faith in 
God is more or less faith in the power of nature. Laitala evaluates all the above 
mentioned features of religiousness in the images of her characters. Caraker mirrors her 
own Laestadian cultural models in her novels. As far as diligence, reticence, and drinking 
habits are concerned, the texts of the chosen authors testify to the pronounced existence 
of cultural models. It seems, however, that love of nature and desire for freedom merge 
the ultimate dreams of immigrants for better future in the new, unknown environments. 
Obviously, certain cultural schemas that have been preserved in the cultural memory of 
these second- and third-generation Finnish-American authors are still confronted as 
positive or negative images. Many of the images, stereotypes, imagemes or clichés of 
Finnishness create features of the cultural heritage or the ethnic identity of these authors, 
illustrating the cultural models and schemas employed to delineate actants along with 
their social behaviour in the narratives.  

Within decades several institutions came to an end, so that they appeared as image 
worlds in the texts. The authors’ cultural memories resurface important images from their 
childhood. Thus, learned cultural models frame experiences supplying interpretations of 
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those experiences. The most powerful images connected to different societal experiences 
helped to create the cultural values of the authors, their self- and auto-images, and their 
hetero-images as well as attitudes towards the other ethnic groups. In a similar vain, their 
cultural memories reflect the different iconospheres of the passing world. Furthermore, 
the geographical places and environmental conditions of their ancestors have developed 
meanings for the authors in this study. In a similar manner, nature and climate in the 
northern parts of America reconstructed a strong belief that the origin of Finnish identity 
has its roots in northern places such as Finland, where the harsh climatic conditions 
generated the ethnic identity of the Finns, their ‘sisu’. In addition, historical periods or 
iconospheres in the chosen texts were seen to reflect the auto-images of Finnish 
immigrant descendants as well as the hetero-images of the surrounding groups. Historical 
events described as image worlds in the narratives proved to increase both positive and 
negative images of Finnish people which have endured in the cultural memory of the 
authors. Consequently, old images about Finns gained the character of simplifications, 
developing into imagemes which may represent oppositional pairs of any stereotypical 
characteristic. In the course of time, these stereotypes lost their original meanings, 
becoming part of a person’s symbolic ethnicity. According to my research, some of the 
stereotypical characteristics of Finns affected the self-esteem of the actants in the 
narratives, especially the positive hetero-images expressed by the neighbouring groups 
which made it easier for them to maintain their positive auto-images in complicated life 
situations. On the other hand, the acculturation and/or assimilation of second- and third-
generation immigrant descendants has approached the point where their Finnishness as 
stereotypes or clichés is an effortless way of characterizing some basic specifics about 
their ethnic identity.  

Assuming that most Finnish – or even Finnish-American – readers may not be very 
familiar with the works in this research, I would like to hope that this study will help to 
engage new audiences for these Finnish-American texts as well as promote further 
research of Finnish-American writers and their literary production. As representatives of 
a literature which deviates from the American cultural norms, minority writers have a 
power to reflect complicated and uncertain realities in life and society and to understand 
human relations and feelings from their special point of view. On the topic of migration, 
above all, the levels of ambivalence, of plurality, of shifting identities and interpretations 
are many times greater than in many other domains of literature. Creative writing on 
migration often clarifies the processes of socialisation, acculturation, and assimilation. 
Furthermore, fictional and autobiographical writings describe both external activities and 
profound attitudinal and behavioural changes. The study of ethnic literature extends the 
understanding of the long-term impact of migration in a society. Thus, ethnic literature 
adopts the role of an informal history preserving important information about past 
experiences that would otherwise be lost. 
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 Appendix: Interviews and Correspondence 

The authors’ opinions about their Finnishness related to their family history, and their 
written works have been summarized in a concise form as a conscious or unconscious 
manifestation of their ethnicity. The subsequent quotations correspond to the authors’ 
answers to my questions presented via e-mail during the time of writing this thesis. All 
the main questions were asked of every author.  

The following questions represent my first contacts to the selected authors via e-mail. 
The purpose of these questions was simply to chart their background as writers exploring 
the depth of their ethnic identity as descendants of Finnish immigrants:  

Why did you start writing? 
How did you choose the topics of your novels? 
Was it your aim to bring forth your Finnish heritage? 
Do you use certain vocabulary to emphasize Finnishness in your writings? 
Were you /are you proud of your Finnish heritage? 
How did you feel your Finnish background in your childhood, and how do you 
describe it today? 
What do you think are the ethnic elements in Finnishness? 
How well did you know the Laestadian faith? Or the Lutheran faith? 
Why have you not translated all the Finnish words into English? 
What do you understand by ‘sisu’?  
How do you describe the elements of your cultural heritage, and do you want to 
emphasize them in your writings? 
Where was your family living during your childhood? 
How many different nationalities were there in your neighbourhood when you were a 
child? 

Lauri Anderson 

Lauri Anderson started to write because he has felt that art, if it is serious, is immortal. He 
wants to live through his words. He seeks immortality – for himself as well as for his 
characters, all of whom are intimately based on real people. Anderson writes about his 
parents, siblings, and friends. They can’t all tell their stories, so he will do it for them. 
And, with respect the topics dealt with in his writings, he says that he did not choose 
them, but that, on the contrary, they chose him. To my question about Finnish heritage in 
his stories he vividly responds that in his first book, Hunting Hemingway’s Trout, there is 
a story about his parents, and that it is non-fiction.61 It has a strong Finnish flavour, as the 
author describes it, though this was not his intention in the first place. He continues to 
emphasize that the strong Finnish flavour is in all of his books and that he is particularly 
intrigued by the second generation of Finns in America: 

                                                           
61 Anderson, L. 1990. Hunting Hemingway's Trout. Atheneum, New York. 
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They speak Finnish but have never been there. They have one foot in Finland and 
one in America. They are not completely of either place. They are often objects of 
ridicule and jokes. ‘Heikki Heikkinen’ is like that. These people are also tragic 
figures who have lost their past (Finland) but do not yet fit into the future. They are 
Old World peasants in a country without such a class. Finns are famous as hard 
workers who complain little. At least that is the myth. Finns were recruited to 
America to mine and to log – two very dangerous and exhausting jobs. Their major 
vice was to get drunk on Friday night and stay drunk until Sunday. Then on 
Monday they’d go back to work. Those were the Finns I knew in Monson, Maine, 
where I grew up. 

In the above quotation, Anderson reveals his own attitude towards the second-generation 
Finns (such as his father) as being proud of them but understanding their feelings of 
inferiority. Unfortunately, their lack of knowledge of the English language caused 
problems and made them objects of ridicule which evoked Anderson’s empathetic 
feelings towards these poor Finns. In his stories, Anderson emphasizes their unfrivolous 
strength as well as ability to work under pressure, but the negative stereotypes of Finnish 
drinking habits often crush their good reputation. 

The people were poor but proud, and the Finns were of two types. One type was 
religious (Lutheran), conservative, proper. They had neat and orderly homes, were 
tight with money, believed that the road to Heaven was only for people like them. 
They were careful about everything and generally boring and small-minded though 
they themselves were sure that they were the center of the Finnish community. The 
other type of Finn drank a great deal, poached deer, sometimes felt lost in a new 
continent, was considered eccentric, longed for a lost world. I liked those people 
and I’ve written about them in all of my books. 

I grew up surrounded by stories about the Winter War, about the stupidities of 
Russians, about Red Finns in Monson, about ‘sisu’. My dad owned white skis of 
the Finnish Army. We ate Finnish food. My mother admired Finnish neatness. She 
also hated the peasant roughness. Growing up I tasted, smelled, felt, heard 
Finnishness and have written about this. This is not primarily why I write, however. 
If my stories are only considered ethnic pieces, then I have failed. 

Lauri Anderson is proud of his Finnish heritage, and that is only natural because he was 
surrounded by Finnishness as a child. “To a large extent”, he told me, “Finns are proud 
that they have survived as a people when they are surrounded by bigger nations (Russia 
and Sweden)”: 

They support each other, and have a strong sense of community, often centered 
around the church or a union hall. Their women are independent and as strong-
willed as their husbands. They are very neat and private. Both men and women 
work physically very hard, and the men drink too much or are perpetually tense. 
They eat rich foods. Their bakery is wonderful. They fish, hunt, and trap. They save 
money or don’t know where it went. Sober, they are polite and careful. Drunk, they 
explode into violence sometimes. These are all clichés but have some truth to them. 
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It is obvious that Anderson has pondered the manifold meanings of the word ‘sisu’, and 
in an impressive depiction of little Eddie he describes his impressions about the word: 
“Eddie knew that mules were famous for their stubbornness, but did that mean that they 
had sisu?” The entire passage is discussed in section 5.1.1 . To my questions about ‘sisu’ I 
got virtually identical answers: “It means determined or stubborn. It means to have guts – 
to have the courage to stick to principles, to finish a difficult task, to carry through.” 
Lauri Anderson was proud that his father had ‘sisu’. Other nationalities living in Monson, 
Maine, included Yankees, with British names, Swedish Americans, Finns, French 
Canadians, and American Indians. 62 

Mary Caraker 

Mary Caraker started to write because she wanted to do something creative with her life 
and produce a literary work that would be preserved beyond her lifetime. She enjoys the 
writing process which makes her feel happy and fulfilled, and she chooses the topics 
according to her personal interest. She has written science fiction because she enjoys 
reading in the genre and because it allows scope for her imagination. She wrote Elina, 
Mistress of Laukko and the other Finnish books when she became interested in her 
heritage, both because it was rewarding and because she hoped that it would make 
Finnish mythology more accessible to American readers. To my question ‘was your aim 
to bring forth your Finnish heritage’, she had a very unambiguous answer: ‘Yes, 
definitely!’ 

These are Mary Caraker’s answers to my questions about Finnish heritage and 
Finnishness: “I wasn’t proud of it when I was growing up. As I point out in Growing Up 
Soggy, it was at times almost an embarrassment. I feel quite different now, and am 
definitely proud of it.” In her childhood she felt that her Finnish background set her apart 
from Americans with non-Finnish names and customs. Today, she feels that Finnish 
Americans strive to preserve their heritage and that ethnic pride is now the rule. The 
external elements of Finnishness according to Caraker are language, certain foods, 
saunas, and crafts. However, my question about the elements of personality make her 
think more carefully because she is not quite sure about them, but she continues that a 
Finn used to be characterized as rather dour, stubborn, unsocial, and not given to talking a 
lot – ‘the silent Finn.’ 

 However, stereotype of ‘the silent Finn’ does not hold true any more because she 
knows many Finns who are extremely sociable. On the positive side, she thinks that Finns 
and Finnish Americans emphasize cleanliness, good order, good citizenship. Mary 
Caraker was brought up in the Laestadian faith. Her paternal grandfather was a 
Laestadian preacher, and both parents belonged to the church. She was baptized and 
confirmed in it. However, her family did not subscribe to the strictest doctrines. For 
instance, they listened to the radio and had a Christmas tree (which Grandmother 
Lumijärvi thought was sinful). And Caraker adds that her parents were more lenient in 
                                                           
62 A Yankee is an American who lives in New England, i.e. Maine, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut 
or New York. 
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their beliefs than her grandparents. Actually, she had a happy childhood, which she 
compares to that of her father and states that his parents were extremely strict.  

One important question addressed to the authors was about the essence of ‘sisu’. 
Caraker describes ‘sisu’ in her novel Growing Up Soggy and also in the interviews:  

A kind of stubborn tenaciousness said to be native to the Finnish character. Sisu 
enabled Finland, faced with the Russian menace, to survive as a nation. It enabled 
the displaced East Slough families, when the floodwaters receded to shovel mud 
from their floors and move back into their houses. When Daddy had trouble 
meeting the mortgage payments, which was almost every year, it inspired him to 
somehow scrape up the money and hang on. But ‘sisu’ had also its less laudable 
side. In the novel ‘Growing Up Soggy’, Charlie Nurmi failed to see a doctor about 
his failing eyesight, Otto Haapala’s mother stayed with an abusive husband, and 
many an Astoria fisherman risked jail rather than obey what he considered stupid 
regulations regarding the size of his salmon catch.  

As regards the neighbouring nationalities, Mary Caraker recalls a few Swedish and 
Norwegian families, and one native American family. There were no African-Americans 
or Asians in her childhood surroundings.  

Joseph Damrell 

Pride in his Finnish heritage was not the reason why Joseph Damrell started to write 
novels, but somehow, I think, that a manuscript – written by his grandfather, Isaak Polvi, 
and found by Joseph Damrell’s mother, Elma Damrell, in the process of renovating their 
family farmhouse in Ewen, Michigan – was the most important connection to his 
Finnishness. The book-length, hand-written manuscript was written in Finnish. There was 
a person, a former resident of the area, Axel Sironen, who translated the manuscript into 
English because he happened to know the Finnish dialect used by Isaac Polvi. After 
finding a publisher for the book, Damrell began the process of rewriting Isaac Polvi’s 
manuscript in May, 1990. Due to his own academic background in sociology and 
anthropology, Damrell realized the value of the manuscript as a cultural and ethno-
historical work that typified immigration experiences in the first half of the twentieth 
century. The following passages will be cited from Joseph Damrell’s e-mail letter in 
which he supplies answers to my questions about Finnish heritage and Finnishness:  

My childhood visits to “the farm” filled me with the spirit of the land and nature. I 
always imagined living there but it wasn’t until 1978 that I was able to do it. My 
sister and brother—who grew up speaking a kind of “home Finnish”—also owned 
this spirit. Because we lived in Colorado and later California we weren’t 
particularly connected to Finnishness except through our many relatives. In other 
words, we weren’t part of an ethnic community. Any Finnish values and ideas we 
had came through our mother and her relatives—her parents and brothers in 
particular, but also her cousins on her father’s side. In the family there were both 
“good” and “bad” Finns. The good ones were hard-working, honest, simple, 
humorous, intelligent, and literate people. The bad ones drank. We were neither 
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“church” nor “Red” Finns, although my grandfather leaned toward the left and 
wouldn’t set foot inside a church because of what happened in Finland.  

Yes, Finnishness is a part of me, particularly now that I have identified with and lived 
with the land. This place has become a lot of who I am. More than that, however, I 
was shaped by the sixties—my politics, artistic inclinations, tastes in culture were all 
directed by the ferment of the times. To a degree, the interest in communal, or at least, 
rural living was stimulated by the sixties to the point that I decided to return to the 
farm to write. Again, my recognition of my Finnishness can be seen in my physical 
features and my living on the land—next to the Ottawa National Forest and in the 
house my grandfather built, complete with upright log walls. 

In respect to my question about the ethnic elements of Finnishness, Damrell offered the 
following opinions: 

I think these images prevail even today, but they have been mixed up with the 
American Protestant ethic: Hard work, idealism, and self-sufficiency. In my 
community, everyone prides him or herself on being able to do for oneself and 
one’s family. Ethnic pride in the U.S., particularly white ethnic pride, is somewhat 
reactionary or at least not progressive. In a way it is a negative reaction to the Civil 
Rights movement, to which many whites responded with their own demand for 
entitlements. This is complicated, of course, because whites were not discriminated 
against in the same way as African-Americans or Hispanics or Asians. Many gave 
up their ethnicity voluntarily and blended into the mass and became what I and 
others call “hyphenated Americans” (e.g. Polish-Americans, Irish-Americans, 
Finnish-Americans). I think that the Finns managed to retain some of their culture 
because of their geographic isolation, and the fact that socially, Finnish-ness was 
associated with communism and socialism. Finns were ideal workers in the 1880’s, 
but by 1900 they were shunned as radicals. I think this was due to the exploitation 
they endured in the woods and mines, and the fact that many turn-of-the-century 
immigrants were already radicalized in the industrial centers of Finland (i.e. 
Tampere and Helsinki). My perspective, of course, is not the only one. 

I wondered whether his novel Gift is a fiction or not, and he answered:  

It is a fiction but the characters in Gift have some basis in reality. Gus is loosely 
based on my uncle, John Polvi, a well-known "bad Finn" as his ilk are called. 
Alcoholic, poacher, anti-social, life-long bachelor and recluse, he did reform at the 
end of his life by becoming a sober protector of the woods. Harry, too, is like a lot 
of Finns, as we call them in the area, a hung-up, shy, outdoorsy sort of fellow. The 
others are also "types", including the female protagonist. There were lots of men 
like Gus, but I suspect they have disappeared. Their generation has "aged out" and 
they would be quite old now. Such men were the children of the turn of-the-century 
immigrants who never found wives and ended up married, so to speak, to the land 
their parents homesteaded. The farms in my area are now overgrown and 
abandoned with each change in technology more farms disappeared because their 
small size and small return meant that their owners couldn't afford the new 
technology required to keep their milk pure. (They were all dairy farms, of course.) 
Thus such people lived off of part-time labor and the bounty of the woods. Gus 
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made choices, but from a limited set of options. He was self-educated and in a 
sense self-made, but his drinking, pride, and strength of character added to his 
isolation. Yet he had the humanity to see that his nephew needed a boost to get him 
out of his rut. 

Lynn Laitala 

She started writing because she wanted the history of her region to be remembered. She 
wanted to bring forth her Finnish heritage to some extent because it is an integral part of 
that history. Occasionally she used a Finnish word or phrase but she always tries to avoid 
dialect writing because it has been used to ridicule people. 

To my questions as to whether or not she is proud of her Finnish heritage she 
answered:  

Raised in and out of Finnish communities as a child, I became conscious of the 
cultural dimension more aware than people who consider themselves just 
"American." Awareness of culture is what I think is important. There were some 
Finnish traits I was proud of, others that we still have to live down (as alcoholism) 
and others that pose a constant challenge (as frugality in a society of abundance). 

When asked what her feelings were for her Finnish background in her childhood, and 
what are they today, she answered:  

As a small child, my Finnish background was to me as water is to a fish. When we 
moved from the Finnish community I began to struggle to map and understand the 
things that made me different. Being Finnish is different enough that some of us 
still maintain a community where there is a kind of shared understanding. 

She felt that the ethnic elements in Finnishness were very complicated, and she writes 
that there were “many jokes about it. My closest Finnish friends, in the US and in 
Finland, are the type that are resigned to our ethnic fate but find humour in it. There are 
other types: the super Finns with hats with logos, the angry Finns.” 

Then, when I asked; “What do you understand by 'sisu'?” she replied:  

Oh dear. I appreciate that, when there is no food and the soldiers are ransacking the 
village, children must not cry. But in my life in modern America, it would have 
been nice to relax and enjoy a little pleasure. I have many definitions of ‘sisu’, 
some proud, some derogatory, depending on my mood at the time. Today I would 
say: ‘Sisu’ makes no sign of pain as you are being beaten, so eventually the beater 
will get bored and go away. 

Then again, she describes the elements of her cultural heritage and the emphasis on them 
in her writings by recalling:  

I was raised by nineteenth century Finnish peasants. Their world, and the world I 
was raised in, is gone. There are others here and in Finland descended from that 
world, with whom I share things I share with no one else. The fiber of my being 
was created in that world, and the struggle to reconcile myself with the world I find 
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myself in is what shapes my writing. I am now working on an intellectual history of 
American imperialism in the early nineteenth century. I am using my university 
training, US Intellectual History, but it is as much informed by the values of my 
immigrant community, which came to America to resist imperialism. It is not that I 
choose to consciously think as I do: I am who I am. 

Lynn Laitala’s family was living in Winton, Minnesota; Superior, Wisconsin; and 
Minneapolis, Minnesota during her childhood; she recalls the different nationalities there 
in her neighbourhood:  

In Winton, most children I knew were Finnish or Swedish or mixed. In Superior we 
lived in a Finnish world through the Central Cooperative Wholesale where my 
father worked. In Minneapolis we lived in a mixed neighbourhood of Swedish, 
Jewish and Irish. Back again in Winton, I went to school in Ely, rich in ethnic 
diversity: 35 different peoples, many languages on the street--as Slovenian, 
Croatian, Swedish, Italian, Finnish. Very exciting. I loved the diversity. It felt very 
cosmopolitan. Also, we shared understanding that ethnicity was a defining trait. I 
didn't meet people who shared that awareness again until graduate school, meeting 
people who were raised in New York City. 

Paula Robbins 

According to her own testimony, Robbins has been a writer since adolescence, and the 
main impetus for choosing the topics of her novels was an interest in learning more about 
her family’s history and perhaps in coming to terms with its tragedies. In so doing, her 
aim was to bring forth her Finnish heritage, which she is very proud of, and the best of it 
she gets into her stories by portraying them in the lives of the characters. However, this 
was not the case in her childhood because she was ashamed of having an ethnic name, 
and the fact that her parents did not have any higher education bothered her as a child, but 
things became different later on. In a similar manner, she wanted to emphasize her 
Finnish background by using a distinctive vocabulary in her writings.  

To my inquiry about the ethnic elements in Finnishness, she answered that they 
included: “Keeping emotions under control; working hard; being on time or early; doing 
things rapidly; being serious; having difficulty ‘letting their hair down’ and making small 
talk; being good at organization; excellent in art, music, and architecture; men who are 
very un-communicative; competent and assertive women; forbearance under adversity.” 
Paula Robbins answered my question about ‘sisu’ with the following expressions: 
“maintaining a stiff upper lip, not giving up when things are difficult, slogging on, 
overcoming odds and adversity.” In her childhood’s dwelling places in Teaneck, New 
Jersey, and in a suburb of New York, there were also some other nationalities living in the 
neighbourhood of Paula’s family. There was a large Jewish community, and some 
Italians, and as Paula Robbins tells me in her letter, her parents always mentioned a 
person’s ethnicity; it was far more important than it is today. 
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