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In our criticism of a series of arti-
cles on Karelian fever by Alexis

Pogorelskin, we argued, ”Karelian
fever cannot be understood with-
out appreciating its Marxist
roots.”1  In her reply to us, Pogore-
lskin frames her response in this
way: ”I will argue that the phe-
nomena known as Karelian fever
are far more complex; grounded in
history, culture, and ethnicity;
and hence more comprehensible
[sic] than the ideological motiva-
tion that Hudelson and Sevander
insist upon.”2  With the claim that
that there is more to Karelian fever
than Marxist roots, we agree. This
point is evident in all four books
by M. Sevander as well as in our
own earlier paper where we ac-
knowledge that Finnish ethnicity
was a significant factor in the emi-
gration of Finnish-Americans to
Karelia.3  Where then is the disa-
greement? The problem is that
where Pogorelskin claims to
present a more comprehensive
picture, in fact she goes out of her
way to excise a part of the picture.
In particular, she wants to deny
the role of a specifically Marxist
ideology in the phenomenon of
Karelian fever. This leads her to
make a number of claims that are
flagrantly at odds with the histori-
cal record.

Consider, for example, her
claim that the Finnish Social
Democratic Party (Sdp) ”was non-
Marxist.”4  The Finnish Labor Par-
ty was founded in 1899. At the
party congress in Forssa in 1903

the party officially endorsed the
Erfurt Program of the German So-
cial Democratic Party, a program
written by Friedrich Engels and
Wilhelm Liebknecht, leaders of
the Marxist faction within the
German socialist movement. The
Finnish Party also changed its
name to the Social Democratic
Party of Finland and affiliated
with the Second International. In
his History of Finland, John Wuo-
rinen says of the Finnish Sdp that,
”Its socialism was the Marxian
creed formulated by the Socialists
at the Erfurt congress in 1891”
and goes on to say that the Finnish
Sdp ”carried the creed of Marx the
length and breadth of the land.”5

Challenged with such evidence
by New World Finn reader, Harri
Siitonen, Pogorelskin has conced-
ed that the Finnish Sdp was found-
ed on Marxist principles, but, she
has argued, the Marxists were iso-
lated in the Siltasaari group based
in Helsinki which, she claims,
played only a marginal role with-
in the Finnish Sdp after 1905.6

Other historians give a decidedly
different picture of the role of the
Siltasaari group within the Sdp,
pointing out that the group in-
cluded men like K. Manner and
O.W. Kuusinen who ”dominated
the leadership in the years after
1906.”7

A similar assessment of the
Marxist character of the Finnish
Sdp can be found in A History of
Finland by Eino Jutikkala and
Kauko Pirinen, who say of the

Finnish Party that, ”It adopted the
Marxist philosophy in 1903 and
grimly took up the weapons of
class strife.”8  Jutikkala and Pirin-
en go on to note that the Finnish
Party was long immune to the re-
visionist currents present in other
European countries, a point also
made by D.G. Kirby in his Finland
in the Twentieth Century.9  Call-
ing the 1903 endorsement of the
Erfurt Program ”a clear reminder
of the party’s Marxist centrism,”
Kirby goes on to point to the radi-
calizing effect of the upheavals of
1905 on the Finnish Sdp, saying
that, ”After 1905, the Social Dem-
ocratic Party adopted a rigidly
class-conscious Marxist ideology
which took its inspiration from
the ideas propounded by Karl
Kautsky.”10

Like Kautsky and most other
Marxists of the Second Interna-
tional, the Finnish Sdp favored an
electoral path to socialism. In Fin-
land this strategy paid off. Kirby
notes that the Finnish Sdp was the
”only Marxist party in the world
to obtain an absolute majority
(103 seats) in a parliamentary
election before the Russian revo-
lution.”11

Pogorelskin dismisses our
claim that the Finnish Sdp ad-
hered to the orthodox Marxism of
the Second International as ”the
fiction of my critics.”12  Now nei-
ther of us pretends to be a special-
ist in Finnish history, but it is im-
portant to note that in saying that
the Finnish Sdp was ”not Marxist”
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and that our claim to the contrary
is a ”fiction” Pogorelskin is deny-
ing what appears to be a consen-
sus among real specialists in Finn-
ish history. All of the works cited
above in support of our view are
respected works by serious schol-
ars. All come from the shelves of
the library of the University of
Minnesota Duluth, Pogorelskin’s
home institution. Has she never
read them? Are they all works of
fiction? Far from offering a more
comprehensive view of Karelian
fever, Pogorelskin is giving us a
bowdlerized account of it.

The significant presence of
Marxist ideology in the Finnish
Sdp is of importance in consider-
ing the figure of Edvard Gylling.
According to our account,
Gylling came under the influence
of the Social Democracy of the
Second International while he was
in Germany in 1904 and joined
the Finnish Sdp, then adhering to
the centrist Marxism of Kautsky,
when he returned to Finland in
1905. We also pointed out that
Gylling served on the editorial
board of the party’s theoretical
journal, which professed a Marx-
ist standpoint, wrote an introduc-
tion to the Finnish translation of
Capital, worked as part of a leader-
ship group within the Finnish Sdp
which professed to be Marxist,
and that he served on the side of
the reds during the Finnish civil
war.13  We took all of this as good
evidence that Marxist ideology
played a significant part in
Gylling’s thinking for over a dec-
ade before the Bolshevik revolu-
tion, contrary to Pogorelskin’s
claim that Gylling ”converted to
Marxism belatedly if not reluc-
tantly in 1918.”14

What does Pogorelskin say
about this evidence of Gylling’s
earlier interest in Marxism? Noth-
ing. Instead, she presses an argu-
ment intended to show that
Gylling was not a Marxist at the
time of the uprising that led to the
Finnish civil war. Her argument
appeals to the fact that Gylling
opposed the revolutionary upris-
ing led by radicals within the Sdp
and that Gylling only served on
the side of the reds in an effort to
stave off disaster.15  This argument
could only work to show that
Gylling was not a Marxist at that
time if we were to assume that all
Marxists would have supported
the uprising. But this is clearly not
the case. O.W. Kuusinen, Y. Siro-
la, and indeed all of the members
of the Siltasaari group, all of them
Marxists even on Pogorelskin’s
view, and all of them men with
whom Gylling worked in the lead-
ership core of the Sdp, opposed
the uprising.16

Pogorelskin seems to think that
all Marxists in the pre-war era
shared the outlook of the Bolshe-
viks of 1917. This assumption
shows a remarkable insensitivity
to the world of the Second Interna-
tional. With the war and the suc-
cessful Bolshevik uprising in
Russia, the Marxist movement
was split into two camps: those
who threw in their lot with the
Bolsheviks and became Commu-
nists, and those, like Kautsky,
who opposed the Bolsheviks and
publicly denounced them. Many
of those who did rally to the Com-
munist banner had little under-
standing of the Bolsheviks and re-
tained much of their pre-World
War I outlook. Nonetheless, they
viewed the Bolshevik success in

Russia as a great step forward and
saw an opportunity to join with
the Bolsheviks in creating a so-
cialist society. Edvard Gylling
was one of those who rallied to the
Communist cause. In her reply to
us, Pogorelskin makes a point of
saying that ”Gylling did not join
the thousands of Red Finns who
found refuge in the New Russian
Soviet Socialist Republic” and
goes on to suggest that Gylling
threw in his lot with the Commu-
nists only after he had entered into
a deal with Lenin to establish a
Finnish enclave in Karelia.17  But,
this ignores the letter we cited in
which Gylling wrote to comrades
in Moscow asking to be included
as a founding member of the Finn-
ish Communist Party, a letter writ-
ten well before Gylling ap-
proached Lenin with his proposal
for Karelia.18  We agree with
Pogorelskin that Edvard Gylling
was a complex human being. He
was a larger than life tragic figure
of Shakespearean proportions. He
was also a Marxist and a supporter
of the Bolshevik revolution.
Pogorelskin wants to excise these
aspects of Gylling’s make-up but
can offer no good reason for doing
so.

What is it that Gylling wanted
to establish in Karelia? Central to
Pogorelskin’s view of the Kare-
lian experiment is that Gylling
”sought to create in Karelia the
Finnish homeland that he had left
behind in 1918.”19  Pogorelskin
sees Kuusta Rovio and Matti Ten-
hunen as sharing this project, say-
ing that ”Rovio defended
Gylling’s policy of Finniciza-
tion” and attributing to Tenhunen
the view that ”we must Finnicize
Karelia.”20  We will consider the
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claim about Rovio below. Here we
just want to reminder the reader
that Pogorelskin’s claim about
Tenhunen is based on the testimo-
ny of a single witness interviewed
by Stalinist agents bent on mak-
ing a case against Tenhunen.
Adopting this view that what
Gylling, Rovio, and Tenhunen re-
ally wanted was a Finnish home-
land in Karelia, Pogorelskin con-
cludes that these men did not have
any deep commitment to Soviet
Communism and even argues that
somehow support for the Karelian
experiment implied lack of sup-
port for the Soviet Union.21

We hold a different view of the
experiment in Karelia. We main-
tain that all three of these men
embraced the cause of Soviet
Communism before they ever en-
tered into the experiment in Kare-
lia. We pointed out that Gylling
joined the Communists before the
Karelian experiment, that Rovio
had worked in Petrograd, joined
the Bolsheviks, and formed a last-
ing relationship with Lenin well
before 1917, and that from Ameri-
ca, Tenhunen had supported Sovi-
et Communism long before be-
coming involved with Karelia.22

This is true as well of many North
American Finns, among whom
strong support for Russia/the So-
viet Union existed prior to the
outbreak of Karelian fever. It is
noteworthy that over three hun-
dred Finnish Americans left for
various parts of Russia to build
socialism as early as 1922. This
had nothing to do with Finniciza-
tion. In America the Finnish-lan-
guage radical press of the twenties
and early thirties, hundreds of let-
ters and interviews in the posses-
sion of M. Sevander and scores of

documents published in her works
provide solid evidence of support
for Russia among Finnish-Ameri-
cans long before the exodus to
Karelia. Pogorelskin denies all of
this, claiming that ”it should be
emphasized that they [Finnish-
Americans] supported the Soviet
experiment only in Karelia.”23

We also rejected Pogorelskin’s
claim that support for Karelia
somehow implied lack of support
for the Soviet Union. On our view,
reflecting their Marxist, interna-
tionalist outlook, Gylling and
Rovio aimed at establishing in
Karelia a multi-ethnic republic
within which Finns and Finnish-
Americans could join Russians
and native Karelians in the Soviet
attempt to build a multi-ethnic so-
cialist state.

In her reply to us, Pogorelskin
returns to an argument that she
had made earlier regarding what
she sees as a plan by Gylling and
Rovio for the ”Finnicization” of
Karelia.24  The argument turns on a
discussion of policy in Karelia re-
garding the use of Finnish lan-
guage as the language of instruc-
tion in Karelian schools. Pogorel-
skin claims, ”by 1931 Karelia’s
schools were offering instruction
in Finnish only.”25  This would
seem to provide some support for
her view and that of the NKVD
that Gylling and Rovio aimed at
establishing in Karelia a ”Finnish
homeland” rather than a multi-
ethnic republic. Her argument is
based on a discussion of the mat-
ter by John Hodgson, but there is
some confusion in Pogorelskin’s
use of Hodgson. Hodgson himself
refers to articles by Rovio where
Rovio claims success in replacing
Russian with Finnish as the lan-

guage of instruction in Karelian
areas. Pogorelskin takes this as
evidence that Rovio was a Finnish
nationalist who did not really sup-
port the Soviet Union. However, a
closer reading of Hodgson shows
that Pogorelskin’s claim seriously
misrepresents the matter.

When Gylling and Rovio ar-
rived in Eastern Karelia in 1920,
language instruction in all
schools was in the Russian lan-
guage, a language that was not the
language of the native Karelian
population. The native language,
which was related to Finnish, had
no written form in 1920. With the
support of Soviet leaders in Mos-
cow, Gylling and Rovio sought to
substitute Finnish for Russian as
the language of instruction in
schools within the Karelian
speaking areas of Karelia. It is this
that was accomplished by 1931.
Accordingly, Hodgson says, ”In
1931 the goal was achieved. All
schools in Karelian areas [italics
ours] of the Autonomous Repub-
lic, numbering approximately two
hundred and seventy-five, were
operating in Finnish.”26  But Rus-
sian schools continued to operate
in other parts of the Autonomous
Republic of Karelia. Hodgson’s
numbers make this clear. He says,
”At the end of 1931 there were, in
all, some five hundred schools in
Karelia.”27  Pogorelskin confuses
a claim about all schools in Kare-
lian areas of the Republic with a
claim about all schools in the
Karelian Republic. Contrary to
what Pogorelskin says, the Kare-
lian Republic remained a multi-
ethnic republic with schools offer-
ing instruction in Russian as well
as Finnish. The argument that the
language policies supported by
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Gylling and Rovio in Karelia in-
dicated a narrow, nationalist vi-
sion for Karelia cannot be sus-
tained.

In her effort to excise the Marx-
ist and pro-Soviet aspects of
Gylling’s complex character,
Pogorelskin ends up arguing that
Gylling’s Stalinist critics were ab-
solutely right: that Gylling was
operating under false pretenses,
that he lied when he said he was a
Communist, that he was at heart a
Finnish nationalist, and that he
and his supporters were no friends
of the Soviet Union. In New World
Finn Pogorelskin writes, ”To save
Karelia for the Finns, Gylling fab-
ricated a Marxist revolutionary
past for himself and maintained a
façade of loyalty to the cause of
the proletariat, albeit the Finnish
one. He lied to Moscow that he re-
cruited only lumberjacks to North
America…”28  There is no evi-
dence to support these claims.29

There remains only the matter
of Oscar Corgan, father of Mayme
Sevander. In our earlier criticism
of Pogorelskin we objected to her

slander, based on speculative, and
unreliable evidence, charging Os-
car Corgan with being an agent of
the Soviet security apparatus. As
part of this criticism, we offered
evidence to show that her specula-
tions regarding Amtorg rested on
a supposition that was factually
false. Also as part of this criticism,
we reported that Pogorelskin
”cites the memoirs of Aino Ku-
usinen as suggesting that Corgan
worked for Soviet Security” and
we offered ground for doubting
the reliability of this source.30

Dropping the Amtorg argument
and ignoring worries about the
credibility of her source, in her re-
ply to our criticism Pogorelskin
returns to the Kuusinen memoir,
pouncing on our use of the word
”suggests” in this context as mis-
leading.31  But in fact our use of
the word ”suggests” was a direct
quotation from Pogorelskin her-
self. In an earlier article Pogorel-
skin had said, ”It is also possible
that a significant difference exist-
ed among recruiters to Karelia.
Korgan [Corgan] may not have

been of concern to the Special
Sector because he, in effect, had
been working for them and not for
Gylling. Aino Kuusinen, wife of
Otto Kuusinen, the highest rank-
ing Finn in Stalin’s government,
suggests [italics ours] something
of this in her memoir.”32  Appar-
ently Pogorelskin now finds her
earlier ”suggests” too weak and
thinks the evidence now supports
a firmer conclusion. By such Bar-
on Von Munchausen strategies
she may, if she likes, try to
strengthen her argument, but it is
altogether uncharitable of her to
take us to task for accurately quot-
ing her earlier more modest
claim.33  For our part, the reasons
stated in our earlier critique of her
work remain sufficient to dismiss
her reckless charges against Cor-
gan.
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