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Immigrant experiences are central in that composite but smplified con-
struct we often unreflectingly call the»American Experience.« Consequently,
immigration has long been an important chapter in American historiogra
phy, and we have excdlent studies both o immigration in general and o
particular groups. The writings o immigrants are an important source for
any understanding of their experience, yet these writingsdo not yet belong to
»American Literature,« another smplified construct. A gesture of inclusion
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was made by the editorsof the 1948 two volume Literary History ¢ the Uni-
ted States with the 18 page chapter »The Mingling of Tongues« by Henry A.
Pochmann. In spiteof this useful pioneeringsurvey, most accountsof Ameri-
can literature are till written without any mention of the large body of non-
English texts by immigrants. Thisis also true of most studiesof theliterature
of the American West, even though »Over eighty novels and short story col-
lections trace the Scandinavian farmsteading experiencein Minnesota, lowa,
Illinois, Wisconsin, the Dacotas, Nebraska, and Kansss...

The quotation is from Christer Lennart Mossberg, Scandinavian | mmi-
grant Literature (p. 5), a pamphlet in the Boise State University Western
Writers Series. The editors of the series have made an important decisonin
thusincluding a largely unknown group o foreign language writersin their
category of American »Western writers.«

Mossberg has written a doctoral dissertation (unpublished) on »The Im-
migrant Voice as Literature: Scandinavian Immigrant Fiction of the Ameri-
can West« (Indiana, 1979), and it is obvious that only alittle part of the full
gtory can be told in the lessthan fifty pages of a pamphlet. Mossberg has cho-
sen to present the main themes of this literature and then show how these
have been dealt with in selected works by a few representativewritersof dif-
ferent periods. Within the limited scope imposed by the seriesformat, Moss-
berg gives perceptive characterizations and readings d severd Danish,
Swedish-, and Norwegian-Americanworks of fiction, demonstrating that it is
high time we beginto revise accepted notionsd what comprisesAmerican lit-
erature. Such a revison may aso show that accepted notions of American
myths and literary themes do not necessarily apply to al of Americanlitera
ture.

There can be little argument with Mossberg's selection o authors and
texts. But the premises for his selection raise a number of critical issues that
require serious consideration. Thus Mossberg is not convincing in his at-
tempts to define his field. There is no need to argue at length that Knut
Hamsun iSnot an American writer in spite of his4-5 yearsin the mid-West.
On the other hand Mossberg includesKristoferJansen as a central figure even
though his American career was an eleven year interlude. How to draw the
line? Even more problematic are Maossherg's exclusons of writerswho do not
belong to the mid-Western Scandinavianimmigrant community. Thus Hjal-
mar Boyesenis not an immigrant writer because he »embraced the American
literary establishment.«Jakob Riis is not mentioned, but would obvioudy not
qualify since his autobiography, The Making d an American, »reveals NO
special insight into immigrant life« (p. 6), as this is defined by Mossberg.
Should Thorstein Veblen be considered a Scandinavian immigrant writer?

Mossberg approaches Scandinavian immigrant literature as »a collective,
imaginative world which expresses the sacrifices and aspirations of the im-
migrant group.« | think thisis afruitful approach if one applies aliberal ra-
ther than a Leninist model. In a Leninist model thare can be no tension or
debate after a majority decision has been made: factionalism cannot be tole-
rated after the genera outline of the immigrants' »collective imaginative
world« has been decided upon, and Boyesen must be excluded from the par-
ty. But what are the experiencesdf Boyesen and Riisif not immigrant exper-
iences?
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Riis is apparently excluded for several other reasons as well. The title of
Mossberg's dissertation has two important words that are not mentioned in
the title of the pamphlet but are essentiad as guides to its content: »Fiction«
and »West.« A regional limitation is certainly expected in the Western Writ-
ers Series, but Mossberg goes beyond such limitations and claims that writers
must have »insight into Western immigrant life« in order to be »termed 'im-
migrant writers’« (p. 6). And to Mossberg Westernimmigrant life is synony-
mous with farming, which again would exclude such Western noves as Rel-
vaag's Leengselens baat (1921) and Arnfinn Bruflot's Inn 7 Amerika (1980).

Since Bruflot's major work is poetry, however, that alone places him out-
side the scope df Mossberg'spamphlet, even though he does not explicitly ad-
mit to such limitations. The problem of genres requires some careful
thought. No one will presumably argue serioudy against the inclusion o
poetry and dramain astudy of immigrant literature, but theinclusion of dia
ries, autobiographies, travel accountsand sermonsshould dso be considered.
Thefirst centuriesdf American literary history would have to be considerably
revised if these and other genres were no longer to be included there. | sug-
gest that as far as genres are concerned, the study of immigrant literature
should be as catholic as the study of colonial literature traditionally has been.

The difficultiesfacing such study, however, are such that a carefully or-
ganized and well-funded large scale effort is necessary. Even for such a cul-
turally and linguistically homogeneous group as the Scandinavians, there
have been very few comparativestudies. (Here Dorothy Skardal, The Divided
Heart, 1974, is a pioneer). Even these few, however, do not include the close
ly related Icelandic, while language is an efficient barrier to the inclusion of
Finnish, even though Kotiranta'sbibliography of Finnish-Americanliterature
(1970) runs to more than 100 pages. Since the American studiesscholar with
amastery of Finnish, Icelandic, Serbo-Kroation and Yiddish — not to men-
tion Asian languages — isyet to be born, a project for the study and transla-
tion of immigrant literature would need the joint efforts of the American
Studies Association as wel as the Modern Language Association.

Meanwhilethe publication of Christer L ennart Mossberg'smodest pamph-
let is a step in the right direction.

Orm Querland University of Bergen
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