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Modernization, emigration, and
the family: the Finnish case*

George Hummasti

There is a basic tension in human
society between change and
tradition. Even in the most stable
of traditional societies, people
have continually dealt with the
consequences of change. Even
during periods of flux, like that
marked by the modernization
(and industrialization) of Western
societies, social attitudes and
customs have changed with glacial
slowness. People are by nature
conservative, finding comfort in
the familiar, but also venturous,
always seeking and welcoming
improvement. Because of this,
human reaction to forces for
change, such as industrialization
and modernization, has been
extremely complex. As the basic
social unit of Western culture, the
family has contributed much to
that complex reaction. It has been
a powerful force for constancy, but
at the same time it has been deeply
involved in the changes that have
transformed that culture.
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How has modernization of so-
ciety affected the family group?
This an question that students of
the family have grappled with, es-
pecially in recent decades. An an-
swer that has emerged from their
investigations is — stated simply
and thus somewhat simplistically
— that, since the relatively small,
nuclear family has usually been
the norm throughout the history
of Western society, modernization
there hashad lessimpactonthesize
and structure of the family than on
its standing and functions within
the broader society and on cultur-
al images that defined the family
and the roles of people within it.2
European immigrants to America
provide a special perspective for
the study of this question. The im-
age that these immigrants bring
to mind is one of peasants living
in an industrial society, of people
who have moved directly from tra-
ditional, rural cultures to industri-
al, urban America. Of course, such
a move put strain on immigrant
families. However, the family as
a preserver and transmitter of the
Old-World culture was also a place
to assuage the natural human fear
of change. Therefore, the ways im-
migrants arranged their families in
America reveal much about how
they reacted to modernization. To
the extent that they valued the tra-
ditional, they had to protect their
families against the impact of mod-
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ern American ways. If they desired
successful adjustment to modern
America, however, immigrants
had to be ready to accept changes
in the Old-World family.

Immigration would appear to
have an especially jarring impact
on those who moved from Fin-
land. Tucked in a far Northern
corner of Europe, well removed
from communication routes that
went anywhere, the country was
slow to absorb outside influences,
and lagged behind most of Europe
in development. Huge swamps,
granite-scarred fields, and a short
growing season made Finland a
land of limited agricultural poten-
tial. Here was little to excite the
ambitions of the European pow-
ers -- chiefly Sweden and Russia
-- that sought to control the area.
Thus neither bothered to establish
anything resembling a feudal sys-
tem in Finland, which was through
its history a country of small, land-
owning farmers. The move from
this environment to a modernizing
America required much adapta-
tion of the Finns.

A comparison of their fam-
ily lives in rural Finland with the
families they later established in
America shows that they used
the heritage of the Old-World as
a part of their strategy in dealing
with New-World conditions. Be-
neath the global stability of their
traditional society, a myriad of
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local changes disrupted the lives
of Finnish peasants. Bad harvests
followed good ones, other natural
disasters decimated already scarce
resources, and, within the family,
births, deaths and changing rela-
tionships threatened harmony on
the farm. With typical human re-
siliency, Finnish peasants were
willing, in order to weather such
blows, to change their families in
fundamental ways. This had oc-
casionally included individuals
breaking with their families to mi-
grate to near-by villages and com-
munes Just as they had allowed
family size and structure to fluctu-
ate in response to changing condi-
tions in rural Finland, Finnish im-
migrants built families in Ameri-
can that adapted their existing no-
tions of what a family should be to
the restraints imposed by the new
environment. They turned out to
be much less flexible, however,
in accepting changes to the social
role that families played in Finn-
ish country villages and expended
great amounts of energy in Amer-
ica to recreate conditions that al-
lowed the social interaction that
they known in the Old World.

In the last decades of the nine-
teenth century, when Finns began
moving to America in large num-
bers, people of the Finnish country-
side lived lives hardly distinguish-
able from those of their ancestors
generations back. The peasant
farmer, following his horse and
crude plow along the furrows of
his small field, and his wife, baking
hard, flat loaves of sour-rye bread,
would have felt quite at home in
the society of their grandparents,
or great-grandparents. The work
was the same, playing was the
same; the farm was little changed,

as was the family that lived with-
in it and the village community
that surrounded it; and the parish
churchwasthere always. The peas-
ant and his wife likely did notice
some changes that were making
life easier. By the mid-nineteenth
century, commercially-made iron
plows were replacing home-made
wooden and iron-tipped ones, and
the scythe had taken the place of
the sickle as the main tool of har-
vest. And more and more people
were growing and eating potatoes
to supplement the turnips and cab-
bages of earlier ages.3 But, such
improvements did little to affect the
rhythms of life that pulsed through
society virtually unchanged from
the distant past.

The essential stability of Finn-
ish peasant life of the late 19th
century indicates that this was
still basically a traditional culture.
However, it hides another impor-
tant truth about that society: it was
becoming modern. Although the
term "modernization” has aroused
controversy in recent years -- to the
extent even that some question the
appropriateness of its use at all --,
itis a useful term to signify the im-
portant transformation of a society
as it gradually begins to address
its problems through rational and,
thus, through institutional means.4
Such modernization first reached
into the Finnish countryside in
the form of a number of reform
measures introduced by the cen-
tral government in the late 1850s
and the 1860s. The most important
of these was the law of February
6, 1865, that granted each rural
commune a political government
separate from the parish. This law
charged the new governments
with responsibility for, among

3

other things, maintenance of or-
der, care of the sick and the poor,
and education of the young.® The
national government had earlier
encouraged education in a law of
1858 that urged the establishment
of public schools in the rural com-
munes. However, modern educa-
tion really got its start in the Finn-
ish countryside with a law passed
in 1866 that specifically granted
the new communal governments
the power to establish such schools
and provided financial aid from the
national government. Communes,
however, were slow to respond to
the encouragement of this law. By
1870, only 108 rural communes,
almost all of these near urban ar-
eas in southern Finland, had estab-
lished schools. By 1880, Finnish
rural communes contained 457
public schools and by 1900, after
the passage of alaw in 1898 requir-
ing each commune to establish a
school, there were 1873.

In 1859, the national govern-
ment opened the way for econom-
ic modernization of rural Finland
by passing a law that ended pro-
hibition of commercial activities
outside towns and cities. By 1865,
612 stores dotted the Finnish coun-
tryside, and during the following
decade the number rose to 1,432.
These stores brought a new vari-
ety of goods, previously unknown
to local inhabitants. And with
trade came communication, which
brought knowledge of new places,
new things, and new ways of think-
ing. The national government also
encouraged the systematic mod-
ernization, and less systematic
mechanization, of Finnish agricul-
ture that agricultural societies and
larger farmers began promoting in
the 1870s.6
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These changes had profound
effects on families within Finn-
ish rural society. The development
of communal governments meant
that the care of the unfortunate of
society -- the sick, the poor, the old
--, which had been managed pri-
marily by families, slowly shifted
to public institutions. So too, did
the parents’ responsibility for edu-
cation of the young. The introduc-
tion of commercial activity into
the countryside allowed peasants
to buy goods that before they had
made at home, thus reducing the
importance of the family as a unit
of production. Just when need for
labor within the family was per-
haps declining, the relaxation of
restrictions on the Finnish econo-
my provided new opportunities to
make a living outside the family.
The modernization of agriculture,
by raising the value of land, led to
a more frequent division of fam-
ily farms among heirs, and thus
to smaller farms to support rural
families.

Life, of course, isfull of change,
and Finnish peasants in the late
19th century probably did not see
in the changes around them any
particular pattern or trend. Howev-
er, the Finns in Pohjanmaa, the ar-
ea in west-central Finland whence
the bulk of immigrants to America
came, indicated in several indirect
ways that they were aware that
something unusual and unsettling
was afoot.” For one thing, crime
among them increased significant-
ly during the 1870s and 1880s.8
The most spectacular outlaws in-
volved in this crime wave were
the Puukko-Junkkarit, or knife-
junkers. These gangs of thugs
roamed the countryside, striking
terror in many hearts, but mostly

fighting among themselves. In the
process, they became Finnish folk
heroes. Two of the most popular
Finnish folk songs of that time and
since celebrate the deeds of Antti
Isotalo and Jussi Anssi, leaders of
the Puukko-Junkkarit. These men
were lauded not as Robin Hoods,
who fought the rich and the other
enemies of the common man (to
see them as such would have re-
quired a very special blindness);
they were heroes, rather, for their
devil-may-care life style, for their
daring to ignore social obliga-
tions, an indication perhaps that
such obligations were becoming
burdensome for a significant por-
tion of the society.® Widespread
discontent was also revealed by
the strong religious revivals that
swept Pohjanmaa beginning in the
1880s. Large numbers of people,
seeking solutions to hazily-per-
ceived problems, found comfort
in an uncomplicated message that
reduced everything to sin and sim-
plicity.10

Many Finns in Pohjanmaa
showed their concern with the
direction in which their society
seemed to be going with another
action: they packed up and left for
America. Migration has long been
a response of Finnish peasants to
change. But this had been small
scale, and usually within the same
commune or to a neighboring
commune. However, in Finland as
elsewhere in Western society, vol-
untary mass emigration appears
to have been in part a response to
modernization.11

Indeed, mass voluntary emi-
gration presupposes a certain ex-
tent of modernization, because it
is primarily a movement of indi-
viduals for individual motives. An
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important characteristic of people
in modern society is that they see
themselves as themselves rather
than as members of a family and
other groups. Modernization, by
removing important social and
economic functions from the fami-
ly, lessened a person’s dependence
on it and allowed him to plan for
the future as an individual. In fact,
the new economic potential offered
by modern society often presented
one with the choice between indi-
vidual advancement and sacrifice
for family survival. This gradual
shift toward more individualistic
thinking influenced the pattern of
Finnish immigration. In the early
years before 1880, when the num-
bers moving to America were
small, families moving together
for family reasons comprised a
small, but significant, part of Finn-
ish immigration . Finns began to
migrate to America in significant
numbers in the 1890s only after the
society they left had begun to tol-
erate "individualistic” motivation,
and the overwhelming majority of
the immigrants then were single in-
dividuals, while those travelling as
families made up a trivial portion
of total immigration.12 Here, also,
Finnish immigration followed the
general European pattern where
an early, small-scale emigration of
families travelling together gave
way to large-scale emigration pre-
dominately of individuals.13

The migration to America of
”individuals” put stress on fami-
lies, splitting the family group.
This could be disturbing to family
life, particularly if, as was often
the case among the Finns, it was
the husband who left. Between
1900 and 1914 over three-fourths
of the married men emigrating
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from Finland left wives behind.14
A very common pattern for im-
migration of families to America
was that the father migrated first,
sometimes taking a son with him.
Such separation of the husband
and wife, however, was usually
temporary. If a married man did
not soon return to Finland, he like-
ly sent for his wife and children to
join him in America. Wives rare-
ly emigrated to America before
their husbands. Between 1900
and 1914, only 2.5% of married
female immigrants left husbands
behind in Finland. The rest either
travelled with husbands or joined
husbands already in America .
Some married men for one reason
or another permanently deserted
their families after migrating to
America. Thus the term ”Ameri-
can widow” occasionally sounded
in gossip through Finnish country
villages in the late 19th century. A
more significant - and permanent
- rupture of the family occurred
when sons and daughters left par-
ents for America. A great majority
of Finns who emigrated as teenag-
ers left both parents behind in Fin-
land. This separation was usually
more permanent than that between
husband and wife. The parents of
over 70% of 15 to 19-year old emi-
grants who left the four communes
on which this study is based never
moved to America.l5

Such leave-takings were likely
to disrupt the family seriously, be-
cause immigration to America ran
in the family. Just as the ”Amer-
ica fever” spread systematically
through some Finnish communes,
while barely touching others,
so within a single commune the
temptation of America cut deep-
ly into many families, but had no

influence at all on others. Rarely
did a family lose only one member
to America; the great majority of
Finnish immigrants were closely
related to at least one other person
who crossed the Atlantic. Thus,
about one-fifth of single male im-
migrants and one-third of single fe-
male immigrants had fathers who
also emigrated, while a somewhat
smaller proportion of each had
mothers who went to America. A
little more that two-thirds of single
men had siblings who also immi-
grated, while about three-fifths of
single women did. About two fifths
of the married men and two third of
married women had children who
went to America. One set of fam-
ily relations that was badly broken
by emigration was that between
grandparents and grandchildren:
only rarely did members of three
generations of the same family to
make the trip to America.16

The pool of immigrants from
Finland to America thus contained
the makings of complex family re-
lationships; all depended on what
the immigrants made on these
once they settled in America. The
families established by these im-
migrants, of course, grew out of
the families they knew in Finland.
A portrait of the Finnish country-
side at any given time in the late
19th century — the view provided
by the censuses used here — 17 re-
veals a land of small and simple
households. The average family
was a small, nuclear unit of hus-
band, wife and children. Except
for being slightly larger (an aver-
age size of 4.56 persons in 188018),
it differed little from families in
modern Finland or America. But
a static survey emphasizing aver-
ages presents a misleading impres-
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sion of family life in rural Finland,
because it misses the variety and
dynamism that characterized those
families. People in traditional
country villages faced varied and
changing economic conditions,
over which they usually had lit-
tle control. They were remarkably
adept, however, in adjusting the
size and structure of their house-
holds in response to these condi-
tions.

For one thing, Finnish family
size depended on the status of its
head. Although an occasional tai-
lor, cobbler, or such, might ply his
trade in a Finnish country village,
almost all of its inhabitants were
directly connected to the soil as a
member of one of three agricultur-
al groups — land-owning farmers,
tenants, and landless rural laborers.
Thetypical farmhousehold teemed
with people, extended households
were common, and servants and
others outside the family usu-
ally shared in the activities of the
household. Inthe four sample com-
munes, the average size of a farmer
household was 7.4 persons, and al-
most a third (31.2%) of the people
in this group lived in households of
eleven or more members. Many of
these were servants (usually chil-
dren of tenants or landless farm-
ers) who made up almost a fourth
(22.3%) of those living in farmer
households. Generally, the more
prosperous the farm, the larger and
more complex the household living
on it was. Such households seem
to be the goal in the Finnish coun-
tryside, to be achieved to the ex-
tent that family economy allowed.
This can be seen clearly through
the households of tenant farmers,
who varied widely in wealth. On
average, tenant households were
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smaller than those of land-owning
farmers, but they varied greatly,
ranging from households on the
larger holdings that rivaled those
of land-owning farmers in size and
complexity to the generally very
small households of crofters, who
controlled little land. The more
substantial tenants had the means
to support servants in their house-
holds, and their children could stay
at home longer, sometimes even
after marriage, so that a small per-
centage of these household were
extended. The small holding of the
less prosperous tenants did not pro-
vide a living for servants or even
for children once they reached an
age where they could take care
of themselves. Such households,
therefore, were small, resembling
those of the poorest class in rural
Finland, the landless laborers.
Landless laborers lived in
small households, averaging less
than three persons. This figure,
however, illustrates another reason
that averages are misleading: they
present a static picture of house-
holds that changed greatly through
time. While the great majority of
landless laborers — of tenants also,
for that matter — did at some time
live in small households, that was
not their only experience with fam-
ily. Most of them spent part of their
lives within larger and more com-
plex units. Almost all born into this
class grew up in households of five
or more persons, but such families
simply did not have the resources
to hold together very long. When
want forced children of landless
laborers, and to a lesser extent
those of tenants, to leave home
around age 15 it was usually to
work as servants and hired hands
on the larger farms. Most members

of this class, therefore, participat-
ed during their early adulthood in
the activity of a large household.

The average size of laborer
households was so small partly
because so many of them (19.4%)
lived in households that the record
keepers defined as single-person.
Some of these lived lonely lives
indeed in isolated huts, removed
from the companionship of other
humans, but such dwellings were
rare in the Finnish countryside.
Andno one could survive aFinnish
winter without substantial shelter.
Thus, many of the people counted
as living alone actually lived with-
in a farm, in the sauna, in studier
outbuildings or often in the farm-
house itself.19 Here they joined - at
least periodically - the bustle of the
households around them.

Indeed, it was probably the
farm, rather than the household,
that was the primary social and
economic unit in the Finnish
countryside. Its cluster of build-
ings usually sheltered several
households (often connected by
kinship), plus maids, farm hands,
and various others, who spent their
days in close contact with one an-
other. The architecture of the Finn-
ish farmhouse contributed to this
shared existence within the farm.
The principle room in each farm-
house was the tupa, a large, sparse-
ly-furnished space dominated by
immense cooking ovens. It was
here that most of the indoor activi-
ties of the farm occurred. It was a
room for indoor chores, (including
cooking), and for relaxation and
celebration, a place where serv-
ants, farmhands, (and usually the
male children of the farmer) slept
in the winter, and where everyone
on the farm ate his meals.20 Thus,

people on the Finnish farm min-
gled freely, blurring the bounda-
ries between families and between
individuals.

Finnish farm households gave
the impression of being even larger
and more complex than they actu-
allywere, because such households
freely opened out onto the village
community around them. Tradi-
tional relationships drew members
of the farm group into the commu-
nity, and the community into the
farm. Thus, the community had an
important place at family holidays
-- births, deaths, marriages -- and
celebrations of these were used to
reaffirm traditional ties between
family and community. Weddings,
for example, served as a village
initiation ceremony, during which
the community welcomed the
bride and groom as full-fledged
members. The ceremony usually
included elements of instruction in
the new communal duties to be as-
sumed by the new couple.?! Fam-
ily was, of course, important to the
people of the Finnish countryside,
but the boundaries between it and
the farm, and even the village as a
whole, were hazy and flexible.

Thus, as they began to establish
families in the New World, Finns
had a model, or ideal, to guide
them. They had been nurtured in
Finnish rural families, and memo-
ries of those families helped define
their Finnish heritage. That herit-
age was perhaps the most impor-
tant baggage Finns brought with
them to America. But immigrants
had to adjust to their new surround-
ings and that often meant that they
had to accept great changes to the
family. Both the act of immigra-
tion and the society that the immi-
grant found in America produced
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changes in family structure. As a
selection process, immigration
limited the elements from which a
family could form. And American
society, since it differed from the
Finnish countryside, set bounds on
family activity that were different
from what immigrants had been
accustomed to in Finland.

Finnish-Americans, like rural
Finns, seem to have set the large
family as a goal, to be achieved as
circumstances allowed. The ba-
sic reality of immigration, how-
ever, pulled the other way: to-
ward small families.22 Indeed, the
most common living arrangement
among Finnish immigrants was to
be alone. In 1900, single-person
households made up more than
half (56.6%) of Finnish households
in the four Finnish-American com-
munities used as a sample here.
They predominated among Finns
in America because, as with most
immigrant groups, single men mi-
grated much more frequently than
single women. Not enough single
Finnish women came to America
to provide wives for all the Finn-
ish men, and since these men
rarely married other than Finnish
women, they remained single. In
fact, Finnish women were more
likely to marry outsiders (usually
Scandinavians) than Finnish men
were, further reducing the poten-
tial for marriage for the latter. In
1910, 1420 married couples in the
four sample communities included
at least one Finnish partner. Only
22 of these involved a Finnish
husband married to a non-Finnish
wife, while 50 Finnish women had
married a non-Finn.

As in Finland, most of the
Finnish Americans listed as living
alone did not lead lonely lives. In

America, most single Finnish men
lived in boarding houses, where
they shared meals and recrea-
tion spaces with dozens of others
of their kind. This large number
of single-person households did,
however, bring the average size
of Finnish-American households
down clearly below the average in
rural Finland, where in 1880, when
Finns began emigrating in large
numbers, it was 4.4 persons.23 In
the four sample Finnish-American
communities, household size in-
creased from 2.7 persons in 1900
to 3.1 persons in 1910. Once the
immigrants got the opportunity
to form families, however, they
opted for the larger families of
their homeland, so, if single-per-
son households are removed from
consideration, average household
size in America was only slightly
below that in rural Finland. With
single-person households exclud-
ed, households in rural Finland
contained an average of 5.1 per-
sons,24 compared to 4.8 persons in
Finnish-American households in
1900 and 4.9 persons in 1910.25
Finnish-American  families
were clearly simpler than their
counterparts in rural Finland.
American Finns rarely lived in
extended families, and in most
cases where they did, the relative
outside the nuclear family was a
recent arrival in America. Appar-
ently, the extended family among
Finns in America served primarily
as a temporary place of seasoning
for newly-arrived relatives. Once
that person got established in the
new community he or she usu-
ally established a separate house-
hold. But, here also, the difference
from the situation in Finland was
smaller than it first appears. Al-
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though Finns in America seldom
lived in the same household with
relatives outside the nuclear fam-
ily, they did often live in the same
community with them. As with
other immigrant groups, among
Finnish-Americans kin played an
important role in the process of
immigration. Early immigrants
attracted family members to spe-
cific American communities, often
paying their way, and helped them
settle in the new land.26 Relatives
living in different households in
the same community helped each
other find jobs and interacted in
many intimate ways reminiscent
of an extended family in rural Fin-
land. The widely-spread custom
of taking in boarders also added to
the size and complexity of Finnish
households in America. Over one
third of these families opened their
homes to boarders thereby import-
ing some of the bustle of busy farm
households.

In the face of extraordinary
pressures to change in America,
immigrants attached more im-
portance than usual to mainte-
nance of traditional family pat-
terns. Though immigration by its
nature involved great change, it
also had a conservative impact.
The impetus to change in America
was so great and so obvious that
immigrants consciously sought
to resist it. Finnish immigrants to
America therefore tended to be
more "Finnish” in their family ar-
rangements than Finns who moved
to Finland’s first industrial city,
Tampere, which, largely because
of migration from rural Finland
grew from a town of 3207 in 1850
to a city of over 20,000 by 1890.
This migration, like emigration to
America, was a movement prima-
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rily of young adults, but it prob-
ably included less married peo-
ple and definitely included more
women, who formed a majority of
the migrants.27 In this case, Finns
moved from a rural, traditional en-
vironment to an urban, industrial
one without leaving their native
land. The move to Tampere affect-
ed the family more than the move
to America did. As in America,
families in Tampere were smaller
and simpler than those in the Finn-
ish countryside, but even more so.
Here, the average household size
was significantly smaller than both
in rural Finland and America, sin-
gle person household were more
common, and extended families
were almost nonexistent.28 Clear-
ly, the move to Tampere involved
changes and challenges for the mi-
grants, but, because they stayed
within their own country, they es-
caped some of the trauma faced by
immigrants to America. In some-
what familiar surroundings, they
had less need to cling to the tra-
ditions of their country villages,
including those that involved the
family, than did the immigrants
who faced the much more alien
environment of America.

Finnish immigrants adapted
Old-World habits to New-World
conditions when it came to mak-
ing a living for the family. Just as
families in the Finnish countryside
survived (or thrived) off the labor
of as many members as possible,
so American Finns combined the
wages of several members into the
family income. However, Finns in
America settled primarily in local-
ities — small towns whose econo-
mies were based largely on an ex-
tractive industry (usually mining,
logging, or fishing) — which of-

fered little employment opportu-
nity for married women. Although
single females among Finnish
immigrants rather easily found
work as maids, married Finnish-
American women rarely worked
for a wage outside the home, and
thus the responsibility for sup-
porting the family shifted dramati-
cally to the husband. Some Finns,
however, settled in areas where
“women’s work” was available,
such as the textile manufacturing
town of Maynard, Massachusetts.
Here married women contributed
to family financed by working out-
side the home in textile mills. In
1900, one third of married Finn-
ish women in Maynard appear in
the census manuscripts as working
outside the home, while well un-
der a tenth of those in more typical
Finnish-American  communities
did. By 1910, however, not even a
fifth of Finnish wives in Maynard
left home to work, an indication
perhaps that these families were
adopting the American custom of
wives staying home. The wives’
contribution to family income was
greater than officially noted how-
ever. Some wives not credited by
census takers with an occupation
made money by doing work in the
home, such as sewing and washing
and, especially keeping boarders.
The custom of using the labor
of children to aid the family econ-
omy was an Old-World tradition
that Finnish immigrants transport-
ed to America. Just as was the case
in Finland, children of less afflu-
ent families went to work outside
the family at about age 15; it was
extremely rare among Finnish-
American working-class families
for a child (boy or girl) of 16 years
or older not to have a job. The main
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difference was that in Finland chil-
dren usually left home when they
began to work, while in America
they tended to continue to live
with their parents after getting a
job. Another difference was where
they worked. While the children
of landless workers in Finland
worked and lived at the farms of
wealthy landowners, in America
they worked primarily in business-
es or industries owned by Ameri-
cans. Thus, instead of mingling
with people of different classes,
they continued to live more sepa-
rated among others from a similar
(family) background.

In general, families of differ-
ent economic circumstances had
less daily contact with each other
in America than in Finland. As
soon as economic differences be-
gan to appear within Finnish com-
munities, residential segregation
emerged, as middle- and working-
class districts developed in differ-
entareas of Finntowns. On the oth-
erhand, in America family size and
structure differed less with class,
and families of Finnish workers
were likely to be as large and as
complex as those of successful
businessmen. In America, a differ-
ent economic structure and differ-
ent economic opportunity allowed
more Finns of low social status to
keep large families together than
was possible in Finland.

In America as in Finland,
Finns adjusted family size and
structure as changing conditions
dictated. They were less willing
to change their notions of the role
of the family in their lives and of
its place within the larger com-
munity. They resisted especially
the pressure from modern culture
to transform their families into the
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more private, more inverted enti-
ties that were becoming common
in America. As Finnish-America
communities developed, Finns
founded a variety of voluntary as-
sociations that offered immigrants
a touch of the familiar in an alien
environment. These associations
worked primarily by providing
a social setting in which families
could interact much as they had
done in Finnish country villages.
For example, the veljeysseurat --
the mutual-aid societies that Finns
established wherever they settled
-- took on the functions of broad
family groupings in Finland. They
spread the risks of life by establish-
ing a system for providing aid in
times of need. They offered places,
where Finns could celebrate holi-
days, including family holidays,
together. Within the confines of
these and of other similar associa-
tions, Finns in America could mark
the births, marriages and deaths
of family members in the public
style of the rural Finnish village.
For example, the Apu Society of
Calumet, Michigan, a benevolent
society that offered sick and death
benefits to its members (services
provided by the community as a
whole in rural Finland), required
that all members attend the funeral
of a departed member.29 This ap-
proach to the family as an insti-
tution inextricably interwoven
with the community was natural
enough to Finnish immigrants in
America to be more or less spon-
taneous. For example, in 1929 a
Finnish coal miner from the Rocky
Mountains, Ed Holma, moved to
Reedley, California, to restore his
health. When he died within a few
days of black lung, a large group
of local Finns attended the funeral

of this stranger, sending him to his
final rest as one of their own.30 Re-
gardless of the formal purpose of
a Finnish-American association,
be it religious, political, economic
or social, its most important func-
tion was to provide its members
as exact a copy of the society of
the Finnish country village as pos-
sible in the alien environment of
America.

Such community cohesiveness
was not necessary in turn-of-the-
century Tampere. It occurred only
under the pressure of an alien envi-
ronment. There had to be a "them”
to unite "us” -- the Finns -- into
a self-conscious group. Migrants
to Tampere were able to enjoy
membership in voluntary associa-
tions such as workers organiza-
tions, theater groups, and Sunday
schools as soon as the town began
to take on the aspect of an indus-
trial city. But these were creations
not of the migrants themselves,
but of factory owners and other
middle-class citizens who saw in
such activities a means of provid-
ing social and moral restraints on
the common folk who could no
longer be controlled through tradi-
tional restraints in a world becom-
ing modern. The working class of
the city did soon take control of
many of these organizations, but
they did so in the name of politi-
cal, economic, cultural, or educa-
tional ideals, not (as did Finns in
America) to provide themselves
with a familiar social setting. This
they did not need, because, unlike
the immigrants, they never really
left home.

Immigration to America took
European peasants from basical-
ly traditional societies to a nearly
modern one. For Finnish immi-

grants, the important thing miss-
ing in this new society was the
opportunity for families to inter-
act in public on a large scale. With
their voluntary associations, they
created this opportunity for them-
selves by placing their families as
much as possible in the traditional
cultural settings of rural villages
in Finland. They were much less
successful in preventing signifi-
cant structural changes in their
families. Economic survival in the
New World often demanded such
changes. The economic need that
pushed immigrants to America of-
ten kept them moving once they
had arrived and thus spread fami-
liesand kin over vast distances and
made the formation of traditional,
stable families very difficult. But
changes in family size and struc-
ture, and even changes in the roles
of family members, caused little
regret among Finnish immigrants
in America, for such changes had
at times been forced upon them
also within the traditional soci-
ety of the rural village. Migration
and the breaking of families were
time-honered strategies for deal-
ing with troubles that immigration
to Ameican continued on a much
larger scale. But Finnish-Ameri-
cans showed their dedication to the
customs of their Old-World soci-
ety by trying to place their New-
World families solidly within the
framework of its traditions.
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