Scandinavian Identity in Times of Crises

 Swedes and Norwegians in Canada, 1905-1945

“Shall I take care of my brother?” This question was raised in an appeal in a Swedish-Canadian paper in September 1942, which is during the Nazi occupation in Norway. The editor of the paper wanted to gather the Swedes in Canada for the Norwegian cause, and he wrote: 

What about us Swedes in Canada? Have not we duties, the same solemn duties as our people back home? Have not also we our roots in the Scandinavian soil? Do not we feel, in this year of sorry, the deepest sympathy with our brave Norwegian brothers, who still fight and suffer for what they consider most important on earth. Their Homeland and Freedom? […] We, of all people, ought to know how the Norwegians feel, we ought to be closest at hands, to lend a brother’s hand in their grievous fight for freedom, for we stand – or ought to stand – closer to them than any other people.

Obviously, he expected the Swedish-Norwegian ties to be even stronger in Canada, than back in Scandinavia. Because of their experiences in their new land, the Swedish-Canadians ought to appreciate the Norwegians as true brothers and acknowledge their common Scandinavian background and cultural similarities. This strong affinity between the two immigrant groups had not been self-evident over the years, however.

In this brief survey, I will discuss the relation between Swedes and Norwegians in Canada, in times of change and crises, from a Swedish-Canadian point of view. How did the dissolving of the Swedish-Norwegian union and the two world wars effect this relation? How did the Swedish-Canadian national and ethnic identity change over time? To what extent, and in which circumstances, did they turn to the broader Scandinavian identification? These are questions to be answered in the following.

Source materials used in the study, are mainly articles, letters to the editors and leader columns in Svenska Canada Tidningen (SCT), a comparatively radical Swedish-Canadian journal with its office in Winnipeg. But there are also some references to other Scandinavian-Canadian papers, such as Svenska Pressen (“The Swedish Press”), and the Norwegian journals Norröna and Norska Pressen (“The Norwegian Press”). In time, the study is limited to the period 1905-1945. During these, in many respects, critical periods, nationalistic and ethnic sentiments seemed to grow stronger and formerly self-evident conceptions of identity and belonging were questioned. 

Immigration history, ethnicity and nationalism – a few point of departure

In many studies on immigrants in Canada, Scandinavians have been considered one single ethnic group - and there are of course good reasons for that. First of all, in early Canadian immigration statistics the Scandinavian nationalities were not mentioned separately, which makes it difficult to dig deeper into differences in, for example, migration patterns within the Scandinavian group.
 Furthermore, for a non-Scandinavian it was (and still is) almost impossible to tell the one Scandinavian apart from the other. In the beginning of the 20th century, Scandinavian immigrants often lived in the same communities and sometimes also gathered in common ethnic organizations.
 Also culturally they seemed very much alike, especially in the eyes of others. However, apart from these obvious uniting features, there is evidence that the different Scandinavian nationalities in Canada were more eager to stress their dissimilarities than their similarities.

There are not to many studies dealing with relations within the Scandinavian group in North America. Still, there has been some comparative research on the ethnic awareness in these groups in Canada. For example historian Lars Ljungmark has made an analysis on Swedish ethnicity in Swedish associations in Winnipeg,
 while historian Harald Runblom’s has compared Swedes with other Scandinavians in general, and Icelanders in particular, in Canada.
 Both conclude that the Swedes showed less obvious signs of ethnic awareness, than did the Norwegians. 

To my knowledge, only a few scholars have focused on more complex bases for ethnic identification. Bela Vassady, Jr., who has investigated mixed identities within the ethnically mixed Austro-Hungarian immigrant group in America 1885-1903, has come to the conclusion that ethnic identification varied over time “depending on the economic situation, personal interest, or political pressure”.
 Thus, Vassady sees ethnic identification as something relative and situational in the same way as for example anthropologists such as Fredrik Barth and Thomas Hylland Eriksen, and immigration historians such as Dag Blanck and Per Nordahl has pointed to in some of their works.
 

Of certain interest for my own investigation, is John F. McClymer’s study on the symbolic rivalry between Yankees, Swedes and Irish in Worcester, Massachusetts.
  McClymer focuses on the American society as pluralistic. In doing so he uses an interpreting model he calls “cultural triangulation”, trying to explain the intricate interplay in the identification and assimilation process in North America between impressions and impact from three influence areas: the homeland, the host society and the other immigrant cultures.
 He also sharpens the conclusions in the earlier, as he calls it, “the ethnic ‘invention’ or ‘construction’ school” by pointing to that there was “less a dialogue than a kind of shouting match”, in the shaping of a new ethnic identity.
 It would be impossible to “understand how the Swedes in Worcester celebrated being Swedish without understanding how their archrivals – the Irish – celebrated being American”,
 he concludes. 

In The Discursive Construction of National Identity, Ruth Wodak et. al., among all have made a list of linguistic realizations of national identity, which is much useful in the analysis of journalistic rhetoric. They differ between “strategies of justification and relativisasion”, “constructive strategies”, “strategies of perpetuation”, “strategies of transformations” and “strategies of demontage (or dismantling) and destruction”.
 In my study of SCT I have found the first two strategies, “strategies of justification and relativisasion” and “constructive strategies”, the most useful as analysis tools. Here, emphasis is on arguments of unification, unity and similarities on the one hand, and on independence, uniqueness and differences on the other. 

New country – old conflicts

Even though the Scandinavian group in Canada included other nationalities, SCT were most interested in the relation between Swedes and Norwegians. In early 20th century Canada, the Norwegians seemed to have played the role as the Swedish-Canadians’ arch-rivals, in the same way as did the Irish in McClymer’s study.
 The most important explanation for that are of course the old political bindings between the two home countries. Between 1904 and 1914, that is the time between the dissolving of the union between Sweden and Norway and the outburst of the First World War, the newspaper published a lot of articles, letters to the editor and editorials dealing with the Norwegians both in Canada and Norway. Ljungmark has concluded that SCT did not show specific attention to the dissolving of the union.
 But when it came to concrete situations that had appeared in the new country, the Swedish-Canadian paper’s tolerance for Norwegians seemed to be utterly low. 

The period before the First World War, Swedish-Norwegian relations in Canada were thus characterized by an evident peevishness. The wounds from the dissolving of the union were still hurting and both nationalities seemed to look at each other with certain jealousy and suspicion. The Norwegian-Canadian group was the newspapers constant point of reference in its ongoing discussion on the development and preservation of Swedishness in Canada. A close reading of SCT during these years gives evidence of a national polarization, where Swedish qualities were to be preferred to Norwegian. When comparing Swedes to Norwegians it was their differences, not their similarities, that were emphasized, and it is obvious that the Swedish strategy was to compete with the Norwegians to get the Canadians favor. This was particularly clear the year of 1913, which will be analyzed below.

One source for discontent in SCT was the Canadian unawareness of the relation between the two former homelands Sweden and Norway. In an article in 1913, the paper accuses the Canadians for believing not only that Norway was bigger than Sweden, but also that the Swedish capital Stockholm was located in Norway. Furthermore the author of the article is complaining about Swedes always getting confused with Norwegians in their new country.
 Obviously, the author considered that an offence.

However, the concurrence between the two Scandinavian nationalities got its most obvious expressions in the attempts to win their new country’s confidence. In a sharp contribution, SCT accuses a Norwegian-Canadian editor for using English instead of Norwegian as language when writing bad things about the Swedes, just to ingratiate themselves for the Canadians. Moreover, the paper blames the editors for other Scandinavian-Canadian papers for using the word “Scandinavian” when an immigrant of their own nationality had made something undue.
 Here, the term “Scandinavian” is thus considered a kind of forced gathering concept more than a practical and/or emotional realty.

In order to highlight their own national merits, SCT often wrote about Swedish-Canadians that had distinguished themselves in a positive way. For example, a story is told about a Mr. John E. Lindholm who has got a “tasteful” electrical lamp from the Norwegian-Canadian associations in Winnipeg as an expression of their approval. His premier good side, according to the givers, was that he had edited the Scandinavian news in an extremely meritorious way, which, in plain language, meant that he had given equal space for Swedish and Norwegian news in the paper.
 Besides, the column space seemed to be an important issue in the Swedish-Norwegian quarrels. Just a few months later, SCT asks why there is no news about Swedes in Winnipeg Telegrams, when both Norwegians and Danes are mentioned. “ The Swedes must be the most insignificant among the Nordic people”, the paper concludes in a touchy way.
 
Articles and quotes from papers from the home countries were also used to increase the Swedish-Canadians’ status and to strengthen their opinions of themselves. Among other things, SCT quotes an article from the Norwegian paper Tidens Tegn, which argued that Norwegians has much to learn from the Swedes in both cultural and economic matters.

Despite all hard feelings against the Norwegians, however, SCT considered them a paragon of virtue, when it came to preserving national values and traditions and celebrate their national identity. Since there was a constant struggle to keep unity in the Swedish-Canadian community, the Norwegian example showed that it was possible to gather also a very small and scattered group for a common cause. Above all, the Norwegian-Canadian’s active celebrating of their national day May, 17, gave SCT a reason to encourage Swedes in Canada to strengthen their own national identity. Nevertheless, Swedes superiority over Norwegians was a constant theme in the paper, and it never missed an opportunity to remind of this opinion. It had to draw attention to the belief that Swedes were greater and stronger than Norwegians, even when praising them for their achievements.
 Another example of this kind of patronizing linguistic expressions is found in an article were the Norwegians in Winnipeg are told to have initiated a Scandinavian library.
 Although the paper gives credit for the Norwegian enterprise, it presumes that also Swedish intelligence is needed to succeed with the library. The polarization between Norwegian enterprise and Swedish intelligence was, in any case, a theme that should return in the rhetoric of SCT’s writers years ahead.

”Rivals, but in the same boat” - The First World War

After the outburst of the First World War, SCT reveals a visible change in attitude towards the Norwegians. Although not as outspoken as for many other ethnic groups, Canadian suspicion still lowered the Scandinavian-Canadian’s status. But since Swedes and Norwegians both faced the same suspicion from their host country the Swedish-Norwegian relation seems to have strengthened. True, Swedes and Norwegians in Canada were still rivals in many respects, but at least they faced the same problems. Ljungmark, who has investigated the Swedish and Scandinavian organizations in Winnipeg, means that the period between 1914 and 1920 was characterized by a feeling of affinity in a Scandinavian aspect.
 SCT reveals honest attempts to establish friendly relations between the Scandinavian groups in general and between Norwegians and Swedes in particular, even if the editor were against a too close cooperation.

The coming war and the disturbances around the world had thus got at least some of the Scandinavians to think in new tracks. In June 1914, Mr. Charley Erickson wrote a letter to the editor in which he meant that the Swedes in Canada ought to participate in the Norwegian-Canadian celebration of June 7 (the year day for the dissolution of the union) and that a Scandinavian spirit had to prevail in Canada.
 The editorial staff was visibly split in its opinion to this proposal in its comment. On the one hand, it encouraged to closer defense cooperation between Swedes and Norwegians on the Scandinavian Peninsula, and also to closer connections among Scandinavians abroad. On the other hand, it thought it was too much asked for that Swedish-Canadians should celebrate the dissolution of the union.
  In September the same year, when the First World War had begun and Sweden and Norway had announced far reaching plans on a defense alliance, SCT had strengthened its positive attitude towards the Norwegians and wrote that it “must unconditionally delight all Scandinavians out here, that Sweden and Norway, during present crisis have come each other closer”. Furthermore, the paper expressed an expectation that “wounds from 1905 now would be healed and that the two brother nations would meet the future together”.

The war and its consequences forced the Scandinavians in Canada to cooperate, not the least in practical matters. To help Scandinavian-Canadians in distress, a Scandinavian “folk party” was held in Winnipeg in February 1915 were Swedes, Norwegians and Danes participated. SCT informs of the songs sung by the Norwegian and Swedish choirs: Scandinavian national anthems such as “Ja, vi elsker” and “Hör oss, Svea”, as well as the their host nation’s  “O Canada” and “Rule Britannia”.
  Since the Scandinavians in general, and the Swedes in particular were considered pro-German, the symbolical bands with Canada were important to point out in these kind of arrangements.  SCT was well aware of the Canadian suspicion towards immigrants.

In an article on the xenophobia in Canada, SCT refers to a writer in The Evening Tribune who had commented on the Scandinavians negatively. SCT accuses the writer of being extremely narrow and far below foreigners as Norwegians and Swedes in education level.
 If the paper earlier years had drawn attention to the difference between Swedish and Norwegian intelligence, it now seems to appreciate the two nationalities alike. Accordingly, when comparing themselves to other immigrant groups, Swedes felt akin with the Norwegians. 

Another attempt to strengthen Scandinavian cooperation in Canada was carried out within in the military sector. In January 1916 SCT writes that measures had been taken to organize an independent Scandinavian regiment.
 There was, however, some dissonance if the regiment should have Scandinavian or non-Scandinavian commander. The paper reported that the committee “feared envy among the Scandinavian-Canadians if they chose a Swede, a Norwegian, a Dane or an Icelander” for the position.
 Nevertheless, they finally agreed that a Scandinavian was most suited to lead a Scandinavian regiment.  Later, a Dane was appointed. Perhaps was this a strategic choice – if the concurrence between Norwegians and Swedes was only half as hard as a close reading of SCT indicates, a preferential treatment of one of these nationalities in this issue could have been fatal. 

Only a few days after the committee had appointed the Danish colonel lieutenant [överstelöjtnant] O. Albrechtsen, the issue was put in a different light. SCT writes in an article that A. G. Fosenca, a Spanish lieutenant, had been commissioned by the ministry of war in Ottawa to organize a Scandinavian battalion. In an editorial comment the paper asks acidly if a Spaniard really could be considered a better Scandinavian than a Dane.
  Nevertheless, in this context it becomes clear that it is the Canadian suspicion against Scandinavians was a strong driving force for establishing an own regiment in Canada. It would be a point of honor for them to show that the Scandinavians were patriotic and wanted to sacrifice everything for Canada.
 The papers determination to bring out the Swedish-Canadian patriotic attitude has also to do with the fact that Canadian public authority watched over their activities.
 During the First World War, immigrant papers had to translate all their articles related to the war to English, and deliver them to the local postman.
 

There were some disagreements between Swedish and Norwegian mouthpieces in Winnipeg on which position the Scandinavians ought to take in relation to the happenings in Europe, however. Since their host country seemed to judge all Scandinavians alike, it was anxious that none of the nationalities proved to have uncomfortable opinions. When the editor for the Norwegian-Canadian paper Norrøna accused SCT of being pro-German the Swedish paper replied by maintaining that it had no such sympathies and it also emphasized that it did not claim to represent the Norwegian opinion.

By the end of the war SCT got into a polemical fight with both Norrøna and De Flyvende about the differences between Swedish and Norwegian national character. This subject was also discussed by their readers in letters to the editor. The starting shoot was an election were the Norwegian-Canadians, according to SCT, had failed the Scandinavian liberal line and acted reactionary and backwardly. In this nearly one year long verbal quarrel, SCT persisted that Swedes were more intelligent than Norwegians and that they thus were them superior.
 This assumption it most of all grounded on its opinion that the church had a much stronger position in the Norwegian group in Canada, than it had among Swedes.
 The Norwegian-Canadians were not able to think for themselves, the paper seemed to believe.

The rhetoric in Norwegian-Canadian Norrøna was less aggressive than in its Swedish-Canadian counterpart in the long polemical fight. Above all, it toned down the differences between the two nationalities and tried instead to point out their similarities. It was not the Norwegians’ religiosity Norrøna saw as the big threat to the Scandinavian group in Canada. Rather it considered the split within the Norwegian, as well as the Swedish, immigrant group, the most devastating factor.
 

In December 1918, SCT sad its last word in the Swedish-Norwegian issue. It made clear that it respected both Norrøna’s editor and the Norwegian people, and that it also was positive to Scandinavian unity – to some extent. Still, it maintained that Swedes were more intelligent and that it was better for them to choose their own path in Canada. Norwegian-Canadians were far too religious, bigoted and governed by priests to enable a fruitful cooperation, finishes the paper its exposition.

”We are all Scandinavians” – Between the wars

After the distressing dispute from 1918 on the Swedish and Norwegian national character, a visible change in attitude in SCT can be noticed in its view of Norwegian-Canadians. If they even were mentioned it was in neutral, and sometimes even kind, terms. A few external conditions might have contributed to this change. Among all, its belligerent editor Brown, who had been the most driving part in the one year long fight, left his position for the more reserved C.T. Martin.
 The peace after the end of the First World War was another contributing factor. After years of suspiciousness from the Canadian host society, it once again became possible to turn back to national issues and discuss Swedish assemblage and preservation of Swedishness.
 When the society they lived in lost its interest in them, the Norwegians simply were not as needed as point of reference in the paper’s rhetoric.

Another reason for SCT:s changed  relation to the Norwegian-Canadians might have been the fusion of “Canada Weekly Printing Co” (SCT:s publisher) and “Norwegian Canadian Publishing  Co” (Norrøna’s publisher).
 A concrete manifestation of this fusion was that Ingvar Olsen, Norrøna’s editor got his articles on Canada as immigration country translated and printed in SCT during the intense immigration year 1923. In contrast to earlier articles in SCT, Olsen points out the affinity between Swedes and Norwegians in Canada. In his opinion there were no else in the world were the two nations were that close to each other and he portrays a relation characterized by brotherhood and understanding.
 He also writes about what he calls a “Scandinavisation process” where especially intermarriages between Norwegians and Swedes contributed to form a population which “in true sense could be called Scandinavian”.

Influences from the discussion on “ a new Scandinavism” from papers from Sweden could also be recognized in SCT during these years. If SCT earlier years had shown its discontent with their host society’s inability to tell the Scandinavian groups apart, it now made serious attempts to benefit from this fact. However, it was not their similarities that would strengthen the solidarity, it was their differences.
 

The question of national versus Scandinavian identification was to be discussed in other Scandinavian-American papers over the years. Among all, Svenska Pressen (“The Swedish Press”) and Norsk Nytt (“Norwegian News”), in 1929, disagreed on if they should call a certain skiing cup - “Scandinavian” or “Swedish-Norwegian”.
 Svenska Pressen wanted to call it “Scandinavian” because it would appeal better to the Canadians. Since their host society did not recognize their nationality and only new them as Scandinavians, they had better take advantage of this fact, the paper arguments. In an article, it discusses all advantages with such a gathering term.

Defense and solidarity – The Second World War

According to SCT the depression and the hard years between the war, thus did not change the Swedish-Norwegian relation in Canada in a dramatic way. Rather one can recognize some attempts to a closer cooperation, at least on the rhetorical level. From a Scandinavian-Canadian perspective, there seemed to be a request for a closer Scandinavian unity. Among all, the Icelanders asked for a closer Scandinavian cooperation, a proposal SCT gladly supported. If the Scandinavian nationalities only could learn to keep together, much would be won, meant the paper. Even though it still held on to its old opinion that the Scandinavian groups differed very much from each other, it did not see that as an impossible barrier. As an ideal, it referred to the “cultural relations” between the Scandinavian nationalities back home in Europe. Furthermore, it meant that they had to meet to “get to know and learn to respect each other”. 

The outburst of the Second World War would, however, helped to force the Scandinavian nationalities closer together, also in a more practical sense. The first period of the war, until the turning point when Nazi-Germany invaded Denmark and Norway, the rhetoric in SCT is characterized by the strivings to unite the Scandinavian nationalities in Canada. In July, 1938, three Scandinavians orders – “Sons of Norway”, “Danish-Canadian society” and “the Vasa Lodge” – had initiated a large meeting in Sylvan Lake, Alberta, at which no less than close to 1600 Scandinavians participated.
 The meeting had been planned since October 1937 and it was “Sons of Norway” who had come up with the idea,
 and the different lodges in Alberta that were responsible for urging as much people as possible to participate in the meeting.
 A man named Arthur A. Anderson summarized the meeting in SCT. He described the Scandinavians’ present situation in Canada and the problems they faced in the future: a declining immigration from Scandinavia and a diminishing Scandinavian group in Canada due to assimilation and remigration.
 The idea of Scandinavian cooperation put forward in the meeting was not on the political or economical level, rather they wanted to help each other in cultural and nationalistic matters. Neither should the Scandinavian cooperation erase the national boundaries within the group. Instead it should help to sharpen them.

Nevertheless, after the German invasion of Denmark and Norway in April 1940, SCT changed its Scandinavian-Canadian approach markedly, at least for a couple of years. If it earlier had tried to argument for Swedish autonomy within the Scandinavian group, it now asked for deeper integration and better cooperation. The nationality issue was toned down, just to path way for a more “all-Scandinavian” approach. No longer were the Norwegian-Canadians referred to as the Swedes opposites. Instead, the paper highlighted all their similarities and also called the Norwegians “brave, forward and highly enlightened”.

In May 1940, only a few weeks after the Nazi invasion of Norway, SCT reports that both Swedes, Norwegians and Danes had founded a Central Committee for a Norwegian help fund in Alberta.
 It might be no coincidence that this happened so fast in Alberta, where Scandinavian cooperation, as shown above, already was established. Hereafter help funds for the Norwegian people seem to pop up in an almost explosive way, everywhere in Canada. Only twenty-one days after the first report from the help fond in Alberta, the paper had to defend itself for not having possibility to give place in the columns for all Swedish-Canadian initiatives taken to help the Norwegian people.
 

Undoubtedly, the many help funds had not only a strict humanitarian purpose. They also served to raise the Swedish-Canadians status in their new homeland. This becomes clear in an SCT-article about “The Red Cross” in Canada. The paper meant that the Swedish-Canadians, like many other immigrant groups in Canada, ought to organize an own “Red Cross”-department. In that way, the Swedish-Canadians could show that they were no less eager than any other group to lend a helping hand in “times of crises”.
 In the Norwegian case, SCT:s frequent reporting from different Swedish-Canadian (and Swedish) helping projects also, most likely, served to help a bad conscious due to Swedish shortcomings in neutrality policy. In short, the Swedes in Canada wanted to show their “brothers” that they stood on their side.

Two help organizations dominated the columns in SCT during the war years: “Den norska jägarfonden” [hur översätta??], which purpose was to buy military materials to the Norwegian army and navy in Great Britain, and “Wings for Norway”, the Swedish-American drive to collect money to [stridsflygplan] to “Little Norway”, the [stridsflygskolan] close to Toronto. In its argumentation to help the former fund, SCT particularly points out that the Swedish-Canadians by helping Norway also could help their own homeland.
 The paper has almost the same approach when it one year later demands its readers to support “Wings for Norway”. But now it also emphases the double national solidarities. By supporting Norway, the Swedish-Canadians could show their solidarity to both their old and their new country, wrote the paper. Furthermore, it wrote that the Swedes were closer to the Norwegians than any other people, in geographical as well as racial sense.
 Nevertheless, it was not only the old romantic nationalism that was used in the SCT rhetoric. It also referred to the new “Scandinavian model”-nationalism, articulated in the 30s as an answer to the social democrat’s welfare politics in the Scandinavian and Nordic countries. Now, it was not only their glorious common past that would unite them, but also their prosperous future. The Scandinavian countries were said to represent the same ideals: “freedom and justice, for the individual, as well as for the nation”.
 Thus, even though many writers and readers had lived for such a long time in Canada, SCT still followed the development in Scandinavia and rearticulated its rhetoric from this.

The Second World War would not contribute to eternal harmony and understanding between Swedes and Norwegians, however. In February, 1944, SCT defends itself against Norrönas negative view of Swedes and their attempts to help Norway, and in March, the same year, the discussion on Norwegian versus Swedish national character is brought to the fore, just as by the end of the First World War.
 Still, there obviously were reasons for conflicts between the former union friends in Canada, and Scandinavian-Canadian unification was once again put aside by nationalistic identification and interests. 

Conclusion

The reading of SCT reveals three quite different goals for the Swedish-Canadians during the first half of the 20th century. First, they should work for the preservation of Swedishness and hold on to Swedish culture and old traditions. Second, they should cooperate and identify with other Scandinavians. And third, they should become worthy Canadians. How could they realize all these goals? As the years went the strategy became clearer. It was cooperation on the Scandinavian-Canadian basis that would make it possible for the Swedish-Canadians to both preserve their Swedish heritage and become good Canadian citizens. This kind of development, were the ethnic background serves as qualification for acceptance and assimilation in the new country, has also been described by scholars such as Dag Blanck and Odd Lovoll.

Unfortunately, the Scandinavian project in Canada did have its difficulties. Even though the Canadian host society tended to consider the Scandinavians as a single ethnic group, it was the Swedish national identity that was most important in the SCT rhetoric, the entire period 1905-1945.  In the beginning of the period it was even more so. For SCT, the Norwegians in Canada were the self-evident point of reference, and it was by comparing with them the content of Swedishness could be defined. The other Scandinavians, the Danes, the Icelanders, and the Finnish-Swedes, seem to have played only a minor part in this process.
 

From a pragmatic point of view, the attempts to create Scandinavian unity might have had a certain impact on the Swedish-Canadians’ situation, not the least during the two world wars. The First World War and, with it, the Canadian suspicion, most likely forced the Norwegian and Swedish immigrants together. Undoubtedly, the wounds from the dissolving of the union were still hurting and thereby created schisms, but the urge for cooperation was even stronger. During the Second World War this cooperation developed further, if even the old national conflicts seems to have lured under the surface. 

The content in the term “Scandinavian” shifted from being used as an empty collecting term, almost exclusively used by the host society as a label, to becoming a gathering concept, at least on the discursive level. Still, it was the Swedish identity that was the most important for the Swedish-Canadians. And the now and then upcoming hard polemic fights on Swedish versus Norwegian national characters proves what John F. McClymer claimed in his study: there was “less a dialogue than a kind of shouting match”.
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