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reasons to presume that Danish-American members of the Inner­
Mission United Danish Church were drier at the personal level, 
overall, than the Grundtvigian members of the Danish Church, there 
is no doubt that Danish-American temperance activities generally 
were a mere shadow of Norwegian-and Swedish-American.10 

Within at least one area of ethnic activism, however, Danish­
American associational life truly flourished. The Danish-American 
fraternities-offering sickness and funeral relief, as well as a welter 
of social activities, to their members-were a real match for their 
Norwegian-and Swedish-American counterparts. Discussing life in 
Danish America, the Danish-language Folkets Avis (The People's 
Paper) of Racine, Wisconsin, asserted rather boastfully in 1903, "A 
huge number of Danish churches and schools have arisen over 
there," adding with somewhat more accuracy, "and the Danish 
Brotherhood has evolved into a chain that connects almost all the 
Danish colonies in North America."11 According to a Norwegian­
American observer, " .. .if the Danes are rather indifferent to churchly 
matters, they have a tendency to come together and enjoy the social 
life." 12 Similarly, two other observers suggested that one reason that 
the Danish Americans had not been overly active in establishing 
churches, schools, and, a Danish-American literature was "that they 
have turned their energies in other directions, especially towards 
organizing and maintaining secular societies. "13 

Several Danish-American fraternities existed side by side. One 
was Dania which was established in Racine, Wisconsin, in 1877 and 
which besides supporting "sick and needy members" featured a song 
and theater association, as well as a library containing 2,000 
volumes. When Holger Drachmann, the Danish writer, visited 
Racine in 1900, he was celebrated in Dania Hall where "'The Girls of 
[German-occupied] Southern Jutland' crowned him as the bard of 
cheerfulness."14 By far the largest Danish-American fraternity was 
the Danish Brotherhood. Established in 1881 by veterans of the 
Danish-Prussian wars of 1848-50 and 1864, the fraternity was 
originally named De danske Vaabenbrndre (The Danish Brothers in 
Arms). Already the following year, however, it changed its name, 
and from 1883 it was accompanied by Dansk S0stersamfund (The 
Danish Sisterhood).15 
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Besides offering health insurance and funeral coverage, the Danish 
Brotherhood arranged many social activities on an ethnic basis. In 
1896, members of Lodge number 89 in Superior, Wisconsin, thus met 
every tjrst and third Friday of the month, and on special occasions 
the lodge arranged picnics featuring such activities as running 
contests and dancing.16 In 1902, the Racine lodge sponsored a festival 
with two musical bands playing Danish songs and two professional 
wrestlers offering robust entertainment. Moreover, the lodges from 
Racine and Kenosha participated in a tug of war competition, with 
the Racine brethren winning the coveted prize which "they 
immediately converted into liquor, generously treating and 
refreshing the losers with it so that they would not all have to go 
home as invalids."17 

The membership information that the Danish Brotherhood itself 
provided strengthens the impression that we are here dealing with a 
strong organization, for are we to believe the figures, the Danish 
Brotherhood in 1907 boasted no fewer than 17,173 members and 255 
lodges. Those lodges existed in largest numbers in Nebraska, Illinois, 
and Iowa, respectively.18 Are we to trust these figures, the Danish 
Brotherhood thus had a somewhat larger membership than the 
United Church and a considerably larger membership than the 
Danish Church.19 Indeed, taking into consideration that membership 
of the fraternities was all-male, whereas membership of the churches 
was mixed, almost twice as many men participated in the fraternities 
as in the two competing Danish-American churches combined. It 
should also be noted that whereas the Danish Brotherhood boasted 
slightly more than 17,000 members in 1907, the largest Norwegian­
American fraternity, Sons of Norway, reported just about 8,000 
members in 1910.20 

A glance at the Danish-American press leads us back to the overall 
Scandinavian-American pattern: Judging by available circulation 
figures, the Danish-language press was much smaller, relatively 
speaking, than the Norwegian-American or Swedish-American. 
Whereas total Norwegian-American newspaper circulation added 
up to a size in 1900 that corresponded to 40 percent of the 
Norwegian-American population (first- and second-generation 
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immigrants), and whereas the equivalent Swedish-American figure 
was 43 percent, the Danish-American was just 14 percent.21 

Even though the exact numbers remain open to question, there 
can be no doubt about the overall pattern: Danish Americans lived 
more scattered than their Norwegian- and Swedish-American counterparts, 
and, with the important exception of the fraternities, the Danish-American 
network of ethnic institutions was not as fine-masked as the Norwegian­
American or Swedish-American. Did this translate into weaker Danish­
American representation in politics? 

There is no doubt that some politicians were indeed elected to 
political office on the basis of strong support from a specific ethnic 
group. This was the case particularly at the local level. The existence 
of political · tensions between clusters of Scandinavian Americans 
and their Yankee neighbors are well-documented, and at times such 
strain indeed led to political mobilization of the ethnic group.22 
Moreover, reader letters to the Scandinavian-language press in the 
United States indicate that many a political candidate for elective 
office was supported by representatives of his ethnic group. Such 
letters were very numerous within the Norwegian- and Swedish­
language press, and now and again missives in support of Danish­
American candidates also were printed.23 

In 1894 a correspondent writing to the Norwegian-language 
Skandinaven of Chicago supported a Danish-American candidate for 
the office of treasurer in Dane county with the following arguments: 

Mr. Hanson is, as mentioned above, a Dane by birth; the 
Danes make up a very significant portion of the county's 
Scandinavian population; Norwegian and Danish here mesh 
perfectly, both in politics and business, in church matters, 
etc. The Danes-and Mr. Hansen in particular-have for 
years continually and loudly supported every Norwegian 
Republican running for office, large or small; but no Dane 
has yet occupied an office here in Dane. Under these 
circumstances, is it not fortunate that the Norwegians now 
have a good chance to reciprocate?24 

Another reader letter printed in the same paper two weeks later, 
however, criticized exactly the same political candidate: "He is 
Danish, but he would like to be-German."25 Thus, the ethnic 
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argument could be employed both to support a political ally and to 
smear a political opponent. 

If we assume that politicians were frequently elected to local or 
county office for ethnic reasons and to state or federal office with 
strong support from the ethnic press, did Danish Americans stand a 
real chance of being heard when recalling that their network of 
ethnic institutions was coarser than that of the Norwegian 
Americans and Swedish Americans? 

An examination of the ethnic makeup of Wisconsin's 100-member 
lower house of the state legislature, the Assembly, between 1891 and 
1914 gives a rather surprising result. Among the 1,200 seats up for 
election between 1890 and 1912, a considerable proportion was 
occupied by Danish immigrants, even though they constituted only 
0.8 percent of the state population in 1900.26 Whereas the Norwegian 
Americans constituted 3.0 percent of the population and occupied 32 
of the 1,200 available seats in the Assembly, the Danes occupied fully 
31 seats. The Swedish Americans, on the other hand, occupied just 
two seats, even though their proportion of the immigrant population 
amounted to 1.2 percent. Although the Danish immigrants only 
made up 0.8 percent of the Wisconsin population, in other words, 
they represented fully 2.6 percent of the legislators in the 
Assembly. 27 

It would seem, however, that ethnicity played a more limited role 
for Wisconsin's Danish-American politicians than for their 
Norwegian- and Swedish-American colleagues. This becomes 
apparent from an investigation of the ethnic composition of the 
legislators' individual districts. It turns up that to a far lesser extent 
than their Norwegian- and Swedish-American counterparts Danish­
American politicians were elected from districts boasting a large 
proportion of Scandinavian-American voters.28 Thus, more than 70 
percent of the Danish immigrants in the Assembly were elected from 
districts that were less than 20 percent Scandinavian-American. Only 
40 percent of the Norwegian-American members of the Assembly 
were elected from such districts, and none of the just two Swedish­
American. 

Another factor is also important: For reasons that are difficult to 
establish precisely, Danish immigrants were re-elected to their seats 
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