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The peculiar history of the Finnish—Americanradical community isfilled
withideol ogical and organizational battles,asisthecasewith other Finnish
immigrantgroups.* Onedf theculminating pointsinthedisputes amongthe
radical Finnish—Americans wasreachedin thespring of 1930. At that time
amessage was sent from theheadquarters of the Communist International
in Moscow, regarding the Finnish fraction of the American Comrnunist
Party. The letter analyzed the special forms of activities of the Finnish
fraction. On the one hand the Finns were given credit for good organiza-
tional ability, but on theother hand their activitieswereseen asproof of an
inability to get rid of national limits and to assimilate into American
society.! The message was that contactswith Americans should be estab-
lished on amore solid basis. The |etter states among other things that

Finnish workers must necessarily becomea part of therevol utionary movement
of the American working class. Americanizationisfor them themost important
step in order to become real internationalists.

However,itisobviousthat thepurpose of theComintern wasnot tourge the
Finnish immigrants to become apart o American capitalist society. The
purpose was to preparefor the future American sociaist society.?
Theletter was an important link in a development that caused alarge
body of Finnish-American radicalsto leave the Finnish fraction that had
been affiliated with the American Comrnunist Party. The change was
connected with the problem o the content and ideology of the
Finnish—American communist movement, the relationship between the
concept of the *real American” radical movement and the ethnic—oriented
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Finnish—-Americanradicals. In thispaper, themain courseand background
o thiscontroversy isanalyzed.

The organizational and cultural life of immigrant groupsin the United
States were affected by several factors. One group of factors derives from
theold country, itstraditions,folk culture, customs, socia and economicas
well aspolitical structures. The other group of factorsderives fromthenew
country, the United States. The immigrants earned their living in the
Americaneconomic system, they wereinfluenced by the American politi-
cal and social system. Thuswe may generalizethat theform of immigrant
community and its functions was and is amixture of differing views and
influences. It is a new product, in which new ways of associational life
emerge.*

Thereareseveral studieswrittenabout thehistory of theFinnish—Ameri-
canradical movements. Theseworksinclude earlier ideologically oriented
history—books as well as newer scholarly works which try to analyzethe
reasons why the Finnsin America were so eagerly attracted to workers
societies, socialist societies, IWW—groups (the syndicalist-oriented Indus-
trial Workers of the World), and after the First World War also to the
communist movement. Important also wastheleftist—minded cooperative
movement,in which many Finnish—Americansmade aninval uablecontri-
bution to Americanhistory.

Considering the history of the Finnish—American community as a
whole, the debateabout "hall socialism™ or "hall communism” among the
radical Finns started quite early. It was primarily connected with the
question o the socia activities (whichalso included "entertainment™) as
part of the functioning of workers societies. Theselatter soci eti esattracted
almost one—third of the 150.000 Finnishimmigrantswholived intheUnited
States after theFirst World War. Other central organi zationsfor theimmi-
grant Finnswere the many churches, and at theturn of the century also the
temperancesocieties. Anyway, theworkers societies, with their differing
political views, gathered theworkersof Finnishextractionintheir hallsand
other meeting places.

After thefounding of theFinnishSocialist Federationin 1906, the FSF,
the activities were organized around the growing number o workers
socialist societies. In 1919, beforethe great ideol ogical split caused by the
birth of thecommunist movement, there were 225 member societiesin the
FSFwithmorethan 10,000acti vemembers. Thesesoci etiesincluded active
theater groups, women's clubs, athletic clubs, sewing circles, agitation
committees, etc. Thegeographical divisiondf theexisting societiesreflects
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the distribution of the Finnish population of North Americain general —
major centerswerein theMidwesternstates like Minnesota,Michigan,and
Wisconsin, but also in the east in New Y ork and M assachusetts, and the
West in Oregon, Washington, and Califomia. Along with the socialist
organizations there were a number of widely read Finnish—language
newspapers, periodicals, and other publications.®

After the communist movementwasbomthemajority of the FSFjoined
it followinglengthy ideol ogi cal battles. The Finnsformed thelargest ethnic
group in thelegal communist movement, the Workers' Party of America,
until the beginning of the Bolshevizationcrisisof 1924-25, withmorethan
6,000 members of 40% of the total membership. The Bolshevization
campaignended inthe expulsionor defection of several leading personali-
ties of the Finnish fraction from the communist movement in 1925-31.
Finally, thecommunists weredef eatedinthe ranks of thewealthy and active
Finnish—-American cooperative movement, CCE (Central Cooperative
Exchange), in the Midwest in April 1930.7

It wasnot easy to persuadetheFinnish—Americancommuni ststo accept
thenew organi zationalstructure ordered by theCommunistInternationalin
Moscow. The ethnic federationswere abolished from the American party
and new international cells were established. In thisway, it was believed,
contacts with American workers could be established. Less than two
thousand Finnsactually joined the cells.® The did not want to give up their
richethnicsocial andcultural activities. They preferredtooperate ontheold
organizational and language basis.

Oneof the mainreasonsfor thedisagreementsappearsto have beenthe
English language, the use of whichimmigrant Finnsdid not like. Because
of thelanguagedifficultiesin general the Finnshavebeen pronetoclannish-
nessand inward-oriented activities. Englishwas, of course, not aproblem
only for the Finns, for many other immigrants faced the same difficulties.
Thiswasrecognized also by the American Communist Party and Comin-
tern leaders?

Atthetimeof theBolshevizationcrisisFinnishresistancewasso strong
that help from Moscow was deemed necessary. The Comintern sent its
emissary, awell known former Finnishcommunistleader, YrjoSirola, who
in the 1910s had spent yearsin the United States, to settle the differences
between the Finns and the American Communist Party. Largely duetothe
effortsof Sirola the Finns yielded and the Finnish organization ceased to
fimction. The leading Finnish—American communist of the period was
Henry Puro (originally John Wiita), who was the real organizer of the
Bol shevization processamongthe Finns,and amemberintheparty Central
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Executive Comrnittee. Wiitadescribesin hismemoirstherole of Sirola as
that of acompromisebuilder. Accordingtohim it wasSirola whosucceeded
inmaking peacebetweenthecompetinggroups. It seemsthat ElisSulkanen
and Wiita were competingfor the leadership of the Finnishradicals. Like
Wiita, Sulkanen was an important federation official and newspaperman,
who had mainly made hiscareer in the Eastern states.'® Sulkanen waslater
in 1929 expelled with his closest supporters.

A new organization, the Finnish Workers Federation (in Finnish
Suomalainen TyovienJirjests), wasbom in the beginning of 1927. It was
created after the leadersrealized that about three—fourths of the Finnish
membershad beenlost because of the Bolshevization process.* It served
as the connecting link for Finnish—-American radicals, and it was not
directly under thecontrol of the American Communist Party. However, the
contactswere obvious, and it supported the party lineideol ogically, finan-
cially, etc. Themembersdf the FWE could at the same time belong to the
party cells, athough everybody did not join them. The Communist Party
also had an office, which organized the activities among the Finns. Actu-
ally, thesystem appearedto be about the sameasat thetimewhen thecom-
munist movement did not yet exist and the Finns comprised the largest
languagefederation of the Socialist Party of America, or at thetime when
the Workers Party had not yet been reorgani zed through Bolshevization.

However, agreat nurnber of Finnish—Americancommunists were not
happy after these organizational changes. More dissatisfaction had been
caused by theinterferencedf the American Communist Party headquarters
and even the Cornintern. Both groups wanted to control the Finns, a most
important element in the party because of their great number. Because of
their continuingobsti nateattitudestheFinnswereaccusedof bourgeoisi.e.
Socia Democratic,leanings and tactics. Consequently, theFinnish—Ameri-
can communistranks wererepeatedly purged in 1928-31. It wastheperiod
when several |eadersand rank—and—file members were expelled from the
FWF and the party.'? David Ahola interprets the Bolshevization process
among the Finnish—Americansas an effort to lead them away from Social
Democraticideology and behavior.*

It seemsthat the oppositioncritical of the party and the Cornintern was
concentratedfor themost part in the Eastern states, particularly New Y ork,
and the town d Superior, Wisconsin,intheMidwest. It wasin Superior that
the newspaper Tyomies was published. Its editors were influential in the
Finnish—Americanradical circles, and in thereorganizationprocessheresy
wasalso found there. Thesamewasthecasewith the Eastern Finnishnews-
paper Eteenpain. The FinnishWorkers Society of Superior wasoned the
largest and most active branchesand also one which strongly favoured the
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"oldfashioned" activities. Inthecourseof thedisputes it wasexpelled from
the Finnish Federation.

The opposition, on the other hand, assailed the Finnish Federationfor
itsdictatoriatreatmentdt members. The criticscontendedthat rank—and—file
membershad no say in deciding theinternal affairs of theorganizationand
that al the activity was directed from party headquarters. The opposition
would haveliked to preserve theFinnishcharacter of theFWF, whereasthe
leadership unconditionally favored pursuing the more international line
proclaimed in the dogan urging all the workers of the world to unite. The
debates and quarrels werekeenly followedandreportedin theFinnish radi-
cal presss. During the late 1920s the papers were ovenvhelmed with
accusationsand counterattacks, reports from the meetings, information on
the decisions of the party organs and the Executive Committee of the
Finnish Federation, and now and then notes on somebody's ideological
errors, and finally expulsions. Also the study of the minute books of the
workers societiesof this period reveal how heated the discussions were,
and how eagerly peoplejoined in them.™

At this point we have to remember that it was not only a question of
ideology. An important element in the struggles was property: the eco-
nomiccontrol of Finnishalls, printing housesand machines, bookstores, li-
braries, aswell as the cooperative storeswas avery important factor.

Support of the opposition became so widespread that Moscow once
again decided to interfere. Cornintern headquarterswas most interested in
therole of the Finnsin the Americancommunist movement. This was due
to their great numbersin the party membership, but another explanationis
apparently the fact that both Sirola and Otto Wille Kuusinen, another red
refugee from Finland after the Civil War of 1918, had important positions
inCommunist I nternational affairs. Later Kuusinenrosetogreat fame inthe
Soviet|eadershipuntil hisdeathinthe 1960s. The Cominternused to write
to Moscow foreign leading communists, especially in cases of ideological
disputes. Thus, John Wiita with othersin their turn had invitationsto visit
Moscow.

The Comintern decided to send advisers to solve the problemsin
America. Thistime, it wastheturn of KullervoManner, theformer head of
theunsuccessful red revol utionarygovernmentin Finlandin 1918, whowas
accompaniedby awomendel egate, A. Morton. Manner mainly operated on
the Canadiansidedealingwiththesametyped organizational problemsas
those which werefaced in the United States.

A. Morton turned out to be Aino Kuusinen, the ex—wife of O. W.
Kuusinen. Aino Kuusi nenestablishedher positionintheFinnish—American
communist movement in the years 1930-1933. She gained S0 strong a
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position that sheeven becamethereal leader of thefederation.Inachieving
such a position she was greatly helped by her ex—husband's fame in
international communist circles. Because of thisshe wasable to carry out
anumber of organizational changesin theFinnishWorkers' Federation.1’

Further spread of opposition wasthereforechecked. Itislikely that the
membership of the FWF reached its highpoint of 9,000-10,000 in 1932.
Thereafteracontinuing slowdownof activitiesand decreasein themember-
ship began, at the same time as the Communist Party enjoyed broader
support during the Depression decade. The FWF had dropped to 4,500
memberson the eve of the Second world War.'

The short revival of communist sympathy among the Finns appears
again to be based on "hal communism”-type activities. The meetings,
libraries, sportsclubs, theater groups, women's circles, etc. flourished and
gathered peoplefrom the surrounding Finnish community. However, with
theexodusdf some6,000 people of Finnishextraction fromthedepression—hit
United States and CanadatoSoviet Kareliaintheearly 1930stobuild a"real
workers republic,” as Reino Kero notesin his study, difficultiesarose.!’

Also, the struggles on the cooperative front analyzed below, had an
effect of lowering the Finnish membershipdf thecommunist group. Oneof
the apparent reasonsfor this was the genera inability —with few excep-
tions—to athact the younger generation to the radical movements. The
Finnish—Americancommuni st movementwasoverwhelmingly madeup of
immigrantswho had arrived beforetheFirst World War, sinceimmigration
from Finland to the United States was actually stopped after the adoption
o strict quotasin the early 1920s. Thus the Finnish—American communist
movement was composed of aging radicalswith modest English language
skills and with few opportunities to make personal contact with others
outside the Finnish ethnic group.!®

During theearly 1930s, however, therewere problemson the coopera-
tive front, whichgreatly endangered the future of thecommunist movement
in America. A bresk—up of the Finnish cooperative movement in the Mid-
west had been going on for some time because of disagreement about the
tasks of the cooperativesin general. Great confusion was caused in July
1929 by the demand for a“loan” of 5,000 U.S. dollarsto the Communist
Party by itsleadersWilliam Z. Foster and Max Bedacht. Thereafterthe CCE
wasrepestedly asked to supply money for communistactivities. Thecentral
figureamong theradical Finnsand party linersat the timewas Henry Puro
(alias John Wiita)."”

Especially at theconferenceof the CCEinthespring of 1930, it becarne
clear that theradi cal swereaminority inthe movementintheMidwest. The
CCE adopted moderatepolitical views, that is, they refused to turn the CCE
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into awegpon of political engagementastheextremists urged. Theradicals
departed and formed a cooperative central organization of their own. It
remained, however, considerably weaker than the CCE.?* The CCE mem-
bershiporiginally included both many extremeradi cal s,peoplemoreor less
sympatheticto the left, and also people with little or no political interest.
From now on, the CCE concentrated mainly on the effort to promotethe
consumers cooperative movement in the Midwest.

In addition to actual trading business, the activitiesof the CCE may be
defined as aform of extended "hal activities. It was typical that many
cooperativesocietiesorganized differentkindsof social meetings, celebra-
tions, educational courses, children’s summer camps, etc. These activities
wered thesametypeasthosein general connected withtheearlier socialist
societiesand workers' clubsaswell ascommunist halls. Thepeoplein the
cooperative societies were in many cases the same as those who had
participated in the radical Finnish-American societies. Thus, it is no
wonder that the activitiesin the cooperativestores and societieson theone
hand and in theworkers societieson the other hand resembled each other
quite alot.

Before the ideol ogical battlesbegan the CCE had about 20,000 mem-
bersin one hundred member societiesor stores. By 1941 the CCW (anew
name, Central Cooperative Wholesale, adoptedafter the crisis) had grown
to aphenomenal membershipof 50,000 with 126 member societies. Now,
the ethnic basis had been changed so that one-third were non—Finns? So
it seemsthat the cooperativeswere doing what the Communist Party had
been unable to do about organizing the Finns. The CCW was able to raise
the membership by concentrating on the problemsdf everyday life.

Thus, thegenera failure of theCominterntacticsin the period1928-33,
""the Third Period,” resulted in continuoustactical and ideological battles
and in the loss of membership. Comintem tacticswere supposed to swing
the workersto theleft and to counter—attack capitalism.?> When thisfailed
in America, thenew tacticsof the Popular Front weretested. However, the
results were no better among the immigrant Finns. This appearsto have
been due largely to the actual composition of the communist group—it
included both real committed communists and sympathizers who easily

dropped out.?

In conclusion, it seems that socia activities played a crucial role in the
history of the radical Finnsin America. According to orders from the
Comintern the comrnuniststried to reformulatetheir activities, everyday
tactics, and ideology. They failed, becausethey underestimatedtherole of
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ethnic featuresand activities. The temporary growth occurred in commu-
nistcircles wastoaconsiderabledegreebased onhallsand socia activities.
Ironically enough, thiswastrue again after the period following theSecond
WorldWar, when Finnhalls, Finnishnewspapers,and social get—togethers
resumed a prominent place for Finns in the communist movement. Al-
though afew younger Finnsheld notable positionsin the party |eadership
(e.g. GusHall, the party general secretary), themajority becameaccultur-
ated into themainstream of American life and stayed out of |eftist politics.

The reasonsfor the failure of American communism in general have
been discussed by many historians and social scientists with referenceto
economic,social, political, and ideol ogical factors.?* It appearsto be afact
that Finnish—Americans, too, were apt to accommodate themselvesto the
American system, its practices and beliefs, for practical reasons, mainly.
However, the bondswithin the Finnish subgroupappear to have beenvery
strong. Traditions, personal contacts, linguistic factors, etc. played a very
important role. Thus, when the Cornintern tried to solve American prob-
lemsby decisionsthat actually ignored the subgroup systems, its policies
failed. Theacculturationprocessanayzed heredo confirmtheconclusions
presented by other scholarsthat theinner social and cultural systemsd the
immigrant groups are very persistent.
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