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Executive Summary and Principal Findings
Scandinavian America was not a single ethnic colony transplanted intact from northern Europe. It was a 
layered migration system created by different national streams, regional economies, religious organizations, 
land markets, transportation corridors, and political opportunities. In the narrow and historically most useful 
definition, Scandinavians are Norwegians, Swedes, and Danes. Finns and Icelanders belong to the broader 
Nordic category and appear in this report when their settlement patterns intersected with Scandinavian 
institutions, especially in the Upper Midwest, Great Lakes mining districts, and parts of the Mountain West.

The main era of mass migration extended from the 1840s through the early 1920s, with different national peaks. 
Population growth, subdivision of farms, land scarcity, rural inequality, crop failures, commercialization, 
mechanization, and industrial transition placed pressure on households in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. 
Religious dissent and conflicts within established Lutheran churches mattered for some groups, but they were 
neither universal nor sufficient explanations. The decisive transformation occurred when these European 
pressures met U.S. land policy, railroad expansion, cheap transatlantic transport, wage opportunities, and dense 
chains of letters, remittances, agents, clergy, and relatives.

Settlement developed through a corridor rather than a single destination: Scandinavian ports to British or 
continental transfer ports; Atlantic arrival points such as New York, Boston, Quebec, and Philadelphia; inland 
movement through rail and Great Lakes networks; and final concentration in Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, the 
Dakotas, Nebraska, Illinois, Michigan, and later Washington, Oregon, Montana, Idaho, and Utah. Chicago and 
Milwaukee functioned as gateways, labor markets, publishing centers, and staging grounds. Minneapolis-St. 
Paul became the most important combined urban and institutional center. Fargo, Duluth, Rockford, Seattle, and 
other cities acquired distinctive occupational and ethnic profiles.

Norwegians were the most rural and geographically concentrated of the three large streams. They formed 
dense agricultural zones in Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, and the Dakotas, while also entering Great Lakes 
shipping, fishing, logging, mining, construction, and Pacific Northwest maritime industries. Swedes were both 
farmers and urban-industrial workers, especially visible in Chicago, Rockford, Minneapolis, the Twin Cities 
suburbs, and Pacific Coast cities. Danes were fewer and more dispersed; they were prominent in Iowa and 
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Nebraska farming, dairy production, skilled trades, commerce, and, unusually, Utah and the Intermountain 
West, where Danish converts joined Latter-day Saint migration networks.

Ethnic institutions did not simply preserve Old World culture. Lutheran synods, congregations, schools, colleges, 
newspapers, mutual-aid societies, insurance associations, cooperatives, and festivals reorganized identity for 
American conditions. Church conflict often reproduced class, regional, language, and theological divisions from 
Europe, but congregations also provided credit, information, spouses, labor contacts, burial insurance, social 
discipline, and political networks. By the second and third generations, English displaced Scandinavian 
languages in public life, intermarriage increased, and ethnic identity shifted from an everyday social system 
toward symbolic practices such as festivals, food, genealogy, heritage museums, and selective church affiliation.

The association of Scandinavian settlement regions with literacy, schools, civic participation, cooperatives, 
agrarian protest, progressive reform, labor activism, and relatively supportive attitudes toward social provision 
has a real historical basis, but it cannot be reduced to a timeless ethnic culture. These outcomes were produced 
by interactions among pre-migration literacy, Lutheran institutional capacity, family farming, relatively broad 
property ownership, local government, railroad capitalism, commodity dependence, labor conflict, regional 
party systems, and the political mobilization of farmers and workers. Scandinavian Americans could support 
reform, prohibition, socialism, Nonpartisan League insurgency, Farmer-Labor politics, or conservative 
Republicanism depending on class position, denomination, generation, and place.

The settlement story also belongs to the history of U.S. colonial expansion. Scandinavian farm colonies benefited 
from treaties, military conquest, forced removal, reservation confinement, allotment, and federal land 
distribution that transferred Indigenous homelands into settler property markets. In Minnesota and the 
Dakotas, relations with Dakota, Ojibwe, and other Native peoples cannot be treated as a minor backdrop. 
Scandinavian immigrants entered a racial order in which access to land, citizenship, voting, and mobility 
gradually incorporated them into whiteness, while African Americans, Asian immigrants, Indigenous peoples, 
and later Hispanic migrants faced different legal and social constraints. Their upward mobility was therefore 
both an immigrant achievement and a product of unequal state structures.

The latest comprehensive small-area benchmark available for this report is the 2024 ACS 5-Year Detailed Table 
B04006. Nationally, it estimates 3.92 million people reporting Norwegian ancestry, 3.34 million Swedish, and 
1.13 million Danish. Because the ACS records up to two ancestries, these are ancestry mentions rather than 
mutually exclusive populations. The highest state reporting intensity for the sum of the three mentions is North 
Dakota (24.37 per 100 residents), followed by Minnesota (19.59), South Dakota (14.62), Montana (11.01), 
Wisconsin (9.06), Utah (8.81), Iowa (7.83), Washington (7.23), Wyoming (6.89), Idaho (6.75), Nebraska (6.53), and 
Oregon (6.13). Absolute totals tell a different story: Minnesota leads, but California, Washington, Wisconsin, 
Illinois, Texas, Florida, and Utah contain large numbers because of their overall population size and later 
internal migration.

County and city data reveal the persistence of a northern Great Plains and northwestern Minnesota core. 
Among counties with at least 10,000 residents, Pennington, Polk, Roseau, Chippewa, and Otter Tail Counties in 
Minnesota and Barnes County in North Dakota rank near the top. Among places with at least 5,000 residents, 
Thief River Falls, Crookston, Fergus Falls, East Grand Forks, Montevideo, West Fargo, Valley City, Moorhead, 
Fargo, and Grand Forks show exceptionally high reporting intensity. Yet the urban legacy is not captured by 
percentages alone: Chicago, Seattle, Minneapolis, New York, Los Angeles, and other large cities contain 
substantial absolute numbers even when the ancestry share is modest.
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Figure 1. Selected milestones in migration, transportation, land policy, and restriction.

1. Definitions, Scope, and Data Method

1.1 Scandinavia versus the Nordic region

This report uses Scandinavian in its narrow ethnohistorical sense: Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. The three 
societies shared closely related North Germanic languages, long political entanglements, state Lutheran 
traditions, and broadly comparable transitions from agrarian society to industrial capitalism. Even within that 
category, national histories, regional dialects, class structures, church conflicts, and migration timing differed 
sharply. A Norwegian smallholder from a western fjord district, a Swedish landless laborer from Smaland, and 
a Danish artisan or Latter-day Saint convert did not enter the United States with the same resources or 
destination logic.

Nordic is the wider category: Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden, together with associated 
territories in some institutional definitions. Finns require separate analysis because Finnish is not a North 
Germanic language and Finnish migration was especially associated with mining, logging, industrial labor, 
temperance, cooperatives, and socialist organization in Michigan, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and the Pacific 
Northwest. Icelandic migration was much smaller and concentrated in Manitoba and selected U.S. communities, 
including North Dakota, Minnesota, and Utah. The report includes these groups only where comparison clarifies 
the larger regional system.

1.2 Ancestry is not birthplace, race, or exclusive ethnicity

The ACS ancestry question asks respondents to write their ancestry or ethnic origin and records up to two 
responses. A person may be U.S.-born for several generations, may report more than one ancestry, or may 
choose a broad label such as Scandinavian, Northern European, or American. Consequently, B04006 counts 
people reporting an ancestry whether it is their only ancestry or one of multiple ancestries. Norwegian, 
Swedish, and Danish figures overlap conceptually with other reported ancestries and may also overlap with 
each other when a respondent reports two of them.

For transparency, this report uses three types of statistics. First, it presents each ancestry separately. Second, it 
reports a Norwegian-Swedish-Danish mentions index, calculated by summing the three counts and dividing by 
total population. This is a measure of reporting intensity, not a count of unique Scandinavian-descended 
persons. Third, it distinguishes percentage concentration from absolute totals. A small North Dakota county can 
have a very high percentage, while California or Chicago can contain a larger absolute population but a low 
percentage.

1.3 Data benchmark and geographic thresholds

The statistical analysis uses the U.S. Census Bureau's 2024 ACS 5-Year Estimates, Detailed Table B04006, together 
with the 2024 table-based Summary File geography labels. As of July 2026, this is the most recent ACS five-year 
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release offering complete coverage for states, counties, and places of all population sizes. The five-year product 
pools survey responses over 2020-2024; it is not a point-in-time census count. Estimates, especially for small 
communities and small ancestry groups, carry margins of error.

County rankings in the main text generally use a 10,000-resident minimum, and place rankings use a 5,000-
resident minimum. These thresholds reduce, but do not eliminate, instability. Smaller counties such as Divide 
County, North Dakota, or Norman County, Minnesota, are still discussed as historically important case studies. 
Tables present estimates rounded to whole persons and percentages to two decimals.

Reported ancestry 2024 ACS estimate Percent of U.S. population

Norwegian 3,920,371 1.17%
Swedish 3,335,881 1.00%
Danish 1,134,225 0.34%
Generic Scandinavian 936,386 0.28%
Finnish (Nordic comparison) 614,125 0.18%
Icelander (Nordic comparison) 52,773 0.02%

Table 1. National ancestry reporting. Categories are not mutually exclusive.

2. Why Mass Migration Occurred, c. 1840-1924

2.1 Demographic growth, land pressure, and agrarian restructuring

Nineteenth-century Scandinavian migration emerged from demographic and economic transformation rather 
than from simple poverty. Falling mortality and sustained population growth increased pressure on cultivable 
land. In Norway, the geography of narrow valleys, fjord farms, and limited arable acreage intensified 
subdivision and created a growing class of cotters, tenant farmers, servants, fishermen, and land-poor 
households. In Sweden, enclosure, commercialization, population growth, and uneven access to land produced 
regional outmigration, especially from southern and central provinces. Denmark possessed more fertile and 
commercialized agriculture, but land concentration, rural hierarchy, industrial transition, and changing labor 
demand still encouraged departure.

Agricultural crises operated through household risk. Bad harvests, livestock disease, falling prices, debt, and the 
transition from subsistence to market production could make migration a rational family strategy. Some 
migrants sought ownership that was structurally unavailable at home; others planned temporary wage work, 
remittances, or capital accumulation. The decision was often collective: parents financed one child, siblings 
followed, and migrants selected destinations where relatives could provide housing, work, information, and 
credit.

2.2 Industrialization and the changing opportunity structure

Industrialization simultaneously pushed and retained people. Scandinavian cities and industries absorbed large 
numbers, so emigration did not simply remove a surplus population. Migration became likely when U.S. wages, 
land access, and mobility appeared superior to domestic alternatives. Steamship competition and falling fares 
reduced costs. Railroads and commercial agents converted distant U.S. destinations into practical itineraries. 
American employers recruited labor for construction, railroads, lumber, mines, factories, domestic service, and 
seasonal agriculture.

Migration also reflected information revolutions. Letters from America described wages, land, political 
freedom, and social mobility, often selectively. Printed guidebooks, immigrant newspapers, shipping agents, 
railroad advertisements, pastors, and returned migrants turned individual experiences into collective 
expectations. The promise was not always fulfilled, but it made emigration imaginable and repeatable.
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2.3 Religion, politics, and social authority

Religious conflict mattered most where dissenters experienced surveillance, exclusion, or frustration with 
established churches. Norwegian Quakers, Haugean pietists, and other dissenters figured prominently in early 
migration narratives. Swedish pietists, Baptists, Methodists, and free-church adherents also used migration to 
escape ecclesiastical constraints or build autonomous congregations. Danish Latter-day Saint converts followed 
a distinctive church-organized route to Utah. Yet most migrants remained culturally or institutionally Lutheran, 
and economic motives were usually intertwined with religious and family considerations.

Political liberalization, nationalism, military obligations, class hierarchy, and changing local authority shaped 
migration indirectly. The United States appeared to offer voting rights for white male settlers, local self-
government, religious pluralism, and fewer formal status distinctions. These claims were filtered through 
immigrant boosterism and ignored the exclusion of Native peoples, African Americans, Chinese immigrants, 
and others. Nonetheless, the contrast between European hierarchy and American property-based citizenship 
became a powerful migration narrative.

2.4 U.S. land policy and railroad capitalism

The Homestead Act of 1862 is central but should not be romanticized. It offered claims to eligible settlers who 
occupied and improved federal land, but much settlement also occurred through purchase from railroads, 
states, speculators, and earlier owners. Railroad land grants subsidized corporations and created vast saleable 
domains. Companies advertised in Scandinavian languages, hired agents, offered transport packages, and 
promoted towns along their lines. The resulting geography followed rails, depots, grain elevators, and market 
access rather than an abstract frontier.

Land availability was created by conquest and law. Federal treaties, warfare, forced removal, reservation 
policies, and allotment reduced Indigenous control over homelands. The transfer of land into public domain 
and private markets made Scandinavian family-farm settlement possible. Any account that begins with empty 
prairie reproduces the settler narrative rather than the historical record.

Figure 2. Schematic migration corridors and secondary migration pathways.
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3. Routes, Gateways, and the Geography of Chain Migration

3.1 Ocean routes and arrival ports

Early migrants often sailed from Norwegian, Swedish, or Danish ports to Britain, Germany, or the Netherlands, 
then transferred to Atlantic vessels. New York became the dominant U.S. gateway, but Boston, Philadelphia, 
Baltimore, Quebec, and Canadian routes also mattered. Quebec could offer a less expensive entry to the Great 
Lakes system. By the late nineteenth century, regular steamship service shortened travel time and made family 
migration more predictable.

Arrival was only the first stage. Migrants moved by canal, lake steamer, and railroad to Buffalo, Detroit, Chicago, 
Milwaukee, and other inland nodes. Chicago linked Atlantic transport, the Great Lakes, western railroads, 
industrial jobs, Scandinavian-language institutions, and land agents. Milwaukee played a similar role for 
Wisconsin. The Twin Cities later became both destination and redistribution center for Minnesota, the Dakotas, 
and the Northwest.

3.2 Chain migration as social infrastructure

Chain migration was not merely imitation. It lowered transaction costs and uncertainty. A pioneer migrant 
identified routes, jobs, land quality, prices, and trustworthy intermediaries. Relatives provided temporary 
housing, tools, food, translation, and introductions. Congregations helped newcomers locate farms and spouses. 
Ethnic newspapers printed letters, land offers, job advertisements, shipping schedules, and warnings about 
fraud. The cumulative effect was geographic concentration at the level of township, county, and neighborhood.

These networks also selected migrants. People with kin abroad, literacy, savings, church connections, or 
occupational skills were better positioned to leave. Networks could reproduce regional distinctions from 
Scandinavia: migrants from a Norwegian valley or Swedish parish often clustered near people from the same 
locality. Over time, however, U.S. institutions broadened identities. Local factions became Norwegian, Swedish, 
Danish, or Scandinavian-American communities, and eventually white ethnic constituencies.

Figure 3. Institutions that converted migration chains into durable communities.
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3.3 Secondary migration and the moving frontier

Scandinavian settlement repeatedly shifted westward. Wisconsin served as an early rural core, but rising land 
prices and population density encouraged movement to Minnesota and Iowa. From there, migrants and their 
U.S.-born children moved into Dakota Territory, Nebraska, Montana, and the Pacific Northwest. This was not a 
single wave. Families sold improved farms, used accumulated equity, and purchased larger tracts farther west. 
Young adults left established colonies for railroad jobs, urban work, or new homesteads.

Secondary migration explains why West Coast communities often combined recent European immigrants with 
Midwestern-born Scandinavian Americans. Seattle's Norwegian maritime and fishing networks, for example, 
drew on direct migration and on people who had already lived in Minnesota, Wisconsin, or the Dakotas. Oregon 
and Washington offered timber, fishing, shipbuilding, urban trades, and agriculture rather than a simple 
replication of prairie farming.

4. Norwegians, Swedes, and Danes: Different Migration Systems

4.1 Norwegian Americans

Norwegian migration began earlier and became exceptionally chain-driven. The famous 1825 Restauration 
voyage symbolized organized migration, but large-scale movement accelerated after the 1840s and especially 
after the Civil War. Norwegian settlers concentrated in southern and western Wisconsin, northeastern Iowa, 
Minnesota, and the Dakotas. Rural colonies often reflected origin districts, religious factions, and kin networks. 
The family farm, Lutheran congregation, and Norwegian-language press formed a powerful institutional 
triangle.

Occupationally, Norwegians were strongly represented in grain and dairy farming, but their economy was 
broader. They entered Great Lakes shipping, commercial fishing, lumber camps, sawmills, mining districts, 
railroad construction, carpentry, domestic service, and urban commerce. In Duluth and along Lake Superior, 
maritime and extractive industries linked rural hinterlands to world markets. In Seattle and the Pacific 
Northwest, Norwegian networks became prominent in fishing, shipping, boatbuilding, logging, and maritime 
trades.

Norwegian-American institutions were numerous and often divided. Lutheran synods disagreed over theology, 
language, education, and relations with American society. Colleges, academies, seminaries, newspapers, 
fraternal organizations, and heritage festivals helped produce a national ethnic identity from migrants who had 
arrived with local and regional identities. By the twentieth century, public celebrations and figures such as Leif 
Erikson became vehicles for claiming both distinctiveness and full American belonging.

4.2 Swedish Americans

Swedish migration reached mass scale later than the earliest Norwegian movement but produced a large and 
socially diverse population. Swedish settlers entered Minnesota, Illinois, Iowa, Nebraska, Wisconsin, Michigan, 
Kansas, and the Pacific Northwest. They were significant farmers, especially in Minnesota and the central 
plains, but also formed major urban and industrial communities. Chicago became the most important Swedish-
American metropolis, with churches, newspapers, businesses, skilled trades, construction firms, domestic 
workers, factories, and political organizations.

Rockford, Illinois, developed a particularly visible Swedish manufacturing and working-class culture, including 
furniture, machinery, and metalworking. Minneapolis and St. Paul supported Swedish churches, colleges, 
newspapers, professional networks, and suburban settlement. Jamestown, New York, and parts of New England 
also had important Swedish communities. On the West Coast, Swedish migrants entered logging, construction, 
manufacturing, maritime work, and urban services.
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The Augustana Lutheran tradition became a central institution, but Swedish-American life also included 
Mission Friends, Baptists, Methodists, secular associations, labor organizations, and socialist currents. Swedish-
language publishing and education were unusually extensive. The transition to English did not simply erase 
ethnicity; it shifted identity into congregational history, colleges, archives, festivals, foodways, and a broader 
Scandinavian or Nordic cultural label.

4.3 Danish Americans

Danish immigration was smaller in absolute scale and more geographically dispersed. Danish farmers settled in 
Iowa, Nebraska, Minnesota, Wisconsin, South Dakota, and parts of the Mountain West. Their agricultural profile 
included grain, livestock, and dairy production, often in areas where commercial farming and cooperative 
institutions were already developing. Danes also entered skilled trades, construction, food production, 
commerce, urban services, and small business.

A distinctive stream consisted of Danish Latter-day Saint converts who migrated through church networks to 
Utah and neighboring states. This helps explain why Utah has the nation's highest state percentage of Danish 
ancestry in the 2024 ACS, 3.97 percent, and why Cache, Box Elder, and Utah Counties contain substantial Danish-
descended populations. This pattern differs from the Lutheran-centered settlement system of many Norwegian 
and Swedish communities.

Danish-American institutions included Lutheran congregations, folk-school-inspired educational efforts, 
mutual-aid organizations, newspapers, and settlements such as Elk Horn, Iowa. Danish communities often 
adopted English relatively quickly because of smaller numbers and dispersion, but museums, festivals, food 
traditions, and local genealogical networks preserve a durable symbolic ethnicity.

4.4 Finnish and Icelandic comparison

Finnish immigrants are best treated as Nordic but not Scandinavian. They were strongly associated with the 
Upper Peninsula of Michigan, northern Minnesota, Wisconsin, mining ranges, lumber camps, industrial work, 
cooperative stores, temperance, and labor radicalism. Their language, political history under Swedish and 
Russian rule, and class composition generated institutions different from the Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish 
mainstream. Duluth and Iron Range politics cannot be understood without Finnish participation.

Icelandic migration was much smaller. Many Icelanders settled in Canada, especially Manitoba, while U.S. 
communities appeared in North Dakota, Minnesota, and Utah. Their small population encouraged rapid 
interaction with broader Scandinavian and Anglo-American institutions, although literary, genealogical, and 
church networks preserved identity.

5. State and Regional Settlement Patterns
The following state comparisons emphasize historical formation rather than merely current ancestry 
percentages. A state may have low present-day concentration but major historic importance, as Illinois does 
through Chicago and Rockford. Conversely, Utah's high Danish percentage reflects a specific religious migration 
system rather than the dominant Upper Midwest Lutheran-farm pattern.

State Main era Dominant stream Economic niches Historical significance

Minnesota 1850s-1910s
Norwegian and Swedish; 
Danish minority

Grain and dairy farms; 
lumber; milling; railroads; 
urban services

Twin Cities institutions; 
Red River Valley; Chisago 
Swedish zone; statewide 
political legacy

Wisconsin 1840s-1890s
Norwegian, Swedish, 
Danish

Early family farms; 
dairying; lumber; 
Milwaukee industry

Gateway and first core; 
strong Lutheran and 
cooperative infrastructure

North Dakota 1870s-1910s
Norwegian dominant; 
Swedish minority

Wheat farming; railroads; 
grain trade; town 
commerce

Highest current state 
concentration; 
Nonpartisan League and 
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State Main era Dominant stream Economic niches Historical significance

agrarian legacy

South Dakota 1870s-1910s
Norwegian, Danish, 
Swedish

Dryland grain; livestock; 
rail towns

Rural congregations, 
county-level persistence, 
farm politics

Iowa 1850s-1900s
Norwegian and Danish; 
Swedish pockets

Mixed farming, dairying, 
livestock, small-town trade

Decorah and Norwegian 
education; Danish 
museum and settlement 
heritage

Nebraska 1860s-1910s
Swedish and Danish; 
Norwegian minority

Grain, livestock, railroads, 
urban trades

Swedish plains 
settlements; Danish 
Omaha and rural 
communities

Illinois 1840s-1910s
Swedish, Norwegian, 
Danish

Manufacturing, 
construction, domestic 
service, commerce

Chicago gateway and 
metropolis; Rockford 
industrial Swedish center

Michigan 1860s-1910s
Swedish plus Finnish 
Nordic presence

Mining, logging, 
manufacturing, Great 
Lakes work

Upper Peninsula Nordic 
labor culture; Grand 
Rapids and Detroit 
dispersal

Washington 1880s-1920s
Norwegian and Swedish; 
Danish minority

Fishing, shipping, logging, 
shipbuilding, construction

Seattle maritime networks; 
Puget Sound secondary 
migration

Oregon 1880s-1920s
Norwegian and Swedish; 
Danish minority

Logging, farming, fishing, 
urban trades

Portland institutional 
center; Willamette Valley 
dispersion

Montana 1880s-1920s Norwegian and Swedish
Mining, ranching, grain, 
railroads

High present 
concentration; dispersed 
small-town and county 
legacies

Table 2. Comparative formation of major settlement states.

5.1 Minnesota: the institutional and demographic center

Minnesota combined fertile farmland, timber, river and rail transport, growing cities, and proximity to earlier 
Wisconsin colonies. Norwegian settlers concentrated in southeastern and west-central counties, the Red River 
Valley, and northern agricultural districts. Swedish settlement was especially strong in the Chisago Lakes area, 
central Minnesota, and the Twin Cities. Danes were fewer but present in farming and urban communities.

Minneapolis-St. Paul became the leading Scandinavian-American urban region because it linked flour milling, 
railroads, lumber, finance, publishing, churches, colleges, and statewide farm networks. Minneapolis had a 
strong Swedish and Norwegian working and middle class; St. Paul served as a government, transportation, and 
commercial center. The metropolitan region later absorbed rural descendants through education and 
professional mobility, transforming ethnicity from immigrant neighborhood life into suburban, institutional, 
and political influence.

5.2 Wisconsin: early core and staging ground

Wisconsin was among the earliest major destinations. Southern and western counties attracted Norwegian 
farmers, while Milwaukee, Madison, and smaller towns offered industry, trade, and education. Land 
availability, proximity to Great Lakes routes, and established ethnic communities made Wisconsin a launching 
point for later movement into Minnesota and Iowa.

Madison's university and state-government economy helped convert rural Scandinavian networks into 
professional and reform-oriented constituencies. Milwaukee's industrial and multiethnic environment created a 
different experience: Scandinavians interacted with Germans, Poles, Irish, and other workers within factories, 
unions, socialist politics, and urban neighborhoods.
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5.3 The Dakotas: railroad settlement and agrarian politics

North Dakota represents the most concentrated contemporary Scandinavian-ancestry state, driven mainly by 
Norwegian settlement. Railroads and land companies promoted wheat country, while family and church 
networks filled rural townships and county seats. Fargo emerged as a rail, grain, educational, publishing, and 
commercial hub. The state later became central to the Nonpartisan League, which sought state-controlled grain 
marketing, banking, and other protections against distant corporate power.

South Dakota had a more mixed Scandinavian pattern, including Norwegian and Danish settlements. Dryland 
farming, livestock, weather volatility, and dispersed towns shaped community life. Both Dakotas demonstrate 
why ethnic culture alone cannot explain politics: commodity prices, railroad rates, debt, tenancy, and 
institutional organization converted shared grievances into agrarian movements.

5.4 Iowa and Nebraska: mixed farming and small-town institutions

Iowa's Scandinavian geography included Norwegian communities around Decorah and northeastern Iowa, 
Danish settlements in western Iowa, and Swedish populations in selected counties and towns. Mixed farming, 
dairy, livestock, churches, academies, and newspapers produced stable small-town institutions. Decorah 
became a national Norwegian-American intellectual center through Luther College, publishing, archives, and 
festivals.

Nebraska attracted Swedish and Danish farmers through railroad colonization and chain migration. Swedish 
settlement appeared in central and eastern areas, while Danes formed farm and urban communities, including 
Omaha. The state's open plains and rail network encouraged commercial agriculture, but drought and market 
cycles created vulnerability and populist politics.

5.5 Illinois and Michigan: urban industry, gateways, and extractive labor

Illinois was indispensable despite its lower present percentage. Chicago received newcomers, financed 
migration, published newspapers, hosted churches and associations, and supplied industrial jobs. Swedish and 
Norwegian neighborhoods produced skilled workers, domestic servants, contractors, merchants, professionals, 
socialists, Republicans, and reformers. Rockford became a Swedish industrial center with a distinctive 
manufacturing culture.

Michigan combined Detroit and Grand Rapids urban-industrial settlement with Upper Peninsula mining and 
logging. Swedish migrants participated in these sectors, while Finnish workers became especially important in 
copper and iron districts. Multiethnic labor conflict, company towns, and cooperative organizing distinguished 
this region from family-farm settlement zones.

5.6 Washington, Oregon, and Montana: the western extension

Washington's Scandinavian population emerged through both direct immigration and secondary migration 
from the Midwest. Seattle's port, fisheries, shipyards, timber economy, construction, and commerce supported 
strong Norwegian and Swedish networks. Ballard became emblematic of maritime Scandinavian identity, 
although annexation, suburbanization, and metropolitan growth gradually dispersed the population.

Oregon's settlement was less concentrated, with Portland as the institutional center and smaller farming, 
fishing, and logging communities across the Willamette Valley and coast. Montana's mining, railroads, ranching, 
and grain frontiers attracted Norwegians and Swedes. Present-day Montana retains a high ancestry percentage, 
but communities are more spatially dispersed than the Minnesota-North Dakota core.
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6. Rural Family-Farm Settlements and Urban Immigrant 
Communities

6.1 Rural settlement: property, family labor, and community density

The family farm was both an economic unit and a social institution. Household labor allowed settlers to convert 
land into commodity-producing property, while children, kin, and neighbors shared harvest work, machinery, 
childcare, and credit. Dense ethnic settlement reduced the cost of finding spouses, pastors, teachers, and 
trustworthy business partners. It also enabled language continuity and collective institutions.

Farming systems varied by ecology and market. Wisconsin and parts of Minnesota developed dairy and mixed 
farming. Iowa and Nebraska combined grain, livestock, and dairying. The Dakotas emphasized wheat and other 
grains under more volatile climate and price conditions. Cooperative creameries, elevators, purchasing 
associations, and insurance organizations responded to the risks of commercial agriculture. Scandinavian 
participation was significant, but cooperatives were regional solutions shared with Germans, Czechs, and other 
farmers.

Rural success was uneven. Debt, crop failure, illness, railroad rates, and foreclosure undermined many 
households. Women performed extensive farm, household, dairy, and community labor that older celebratory 
histories often minimized. Hired workers, tenants, and landless family members complicate the image of 
universal independent ownership.

6.2 Urban settlement: class diversity and occupational mobility

Urban communities were more class-diverse and ethnically mixed. Newcomers entered domestic service, 
construction, factories, foundries, furniture production, food processing, railroads, docks, shipping, and small 
workshops. Skilled artisans and contractors could move into business ownership. Churches and lodges provided 
job referrals and sickness benefits. Newspapers connected urban workers with rural readers and national 
organizations.

Chicago's scale produced specialized ethnic institutions, political factions, and class conflict. Rockford's 
manufacturing economy encouraged Swedish industrial concentration. Minneapolis linked working-class 
neighborhoods to milling, railroads, construction, and professional institutions. Seattle's maritime economy 
gave Norwegian identity an occupational character different from prairie farming. Milwaukee placed 
Scandinavians inside a German-dominated municipal culture with strong labor and socialist traditions.

Urban mobility also accelerated assimilation. Schools, workplaces, unions, interethnic neighborhoods, and mass 
consumer culture encouraged English. Yet cities could sustain ethnic institutions longer because population 
density supported churches, newspapers, theaters, restaurants, and associations. The result was not a simple 
rural-preservation versus urban-assimilation divide; each environment preserved and transformed ethnicity 
differently.

6.3 Gender, household strategy, and social mobility

Single women were important migrants, especially in domestic service and urban wage work. Their earnings 
financed relatives, enabled marriage choices, and sometimes supported independent mobility. Married women 
maintained households, dairying, boarding, church societies, and mutual aid. Women's organizations 
transmitted foodways, language, philanthropy, and religious practice while also opening routes into public 
leadership.

The second generation used public schools, colleges, clerical work, teaching, engineering, business, journalism, 
and government employment to move beyond immigrant occupations. This mobility helped create the 
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association between Scandinavian ancestry and education, but it depended on regional school systems, family 
resources, access to white-collar networks, and racial privilege as much as on inherited values.

7. Churches, Schools, Newspapers, Associations, and Cooperatives

7.1 Lutheran churches as multifunctional institutions

Lutheran congregations were not merely worship spaces. They organized settlement information, schooling, 
charity, burial, marriage markets, moral regulation, leadership training, and collective memory. Synods 
founded colleges and seminaries, circulated pastors, standardized doctrine, and connected isolated 
communities. At the same time, repeated schisms reveal that Scandinavian America was not culturally unified. 
Theological disputes often intersected with region of origin, class, language, and attitudes toward 
Americanization.

Norwegian-American Lutheranism was particularly fragmented before later mergers. Swedish Augustana 
institutions built a national network. Danish Lutherans divided between traditions emphasizing confessional 
church life and those influenced by Grundtvigian folk culture. Free churches, Methodists, Baptists, Latter-day 
Saints, secularists, and the unchurched complicate any identification of Scandinavian ethnicity with 
Lutheranism alone.

7.2 Ethnic schools, colleges, and print culture

Parochial schools, academies, folk schools, colleges, and seminaries taught language, religion, history, and civic 
discipline. Institutions such as Luther College and Augustana-linked colleges became bridges from rural 
communities to professional life. Their graduates entered ministry, teaching, journalism, law, medicine, 
business, and politics.

The ethnic press was a migration technology and a public sphere. Newspapers published transatlantic news, 
U.S. politics, agricultural advice, literature, religious debate, labor commentary, and local announcements. They 
created national ethnic publics from dispersed settlements. Decline came as younger readers preferred English, 
immigration restriction reduced new arrivals, and commercial media consolidated. Some papers transitioned to 
English or survived as heritage publications.

7.3 Mutual aid, fraternalism, and cooperatives

Mutual-aid societies offered sickness benefits, life insurance, burial funds, social events, and assistance to 
newcomers. Fraternal organizations transformed village reciprocity into actuarial and bureaucratic forms 
suited to wage labor and urban risk. Ethnic businesses supplied credit and services where mainstream 
institutions were inaccessible or distrusted.

Cooperatives were especially important in dairy, grain marketing, retail, insurance, and farm supply. They 
reflected both Scandinavian precedents and U.S. agrarian conditions. Their success depended on commodity 
structure, local trust, legal frameworks, managerial competence, and the power of competing corporations. 
Cooperative traditions later fed agrarian protest and public-policy experimentation, but they were neither 
exclusively Scandinavian nor automatically egalitarian.

7.4 Festivals, foods, language, and symbolic ethnicity

Food traditions such as lutefisk, lefse, meatballs, pastries, open-faced sandwiches, pickled fish, coffee gatherings, 
and holiday meals became visible markers of identity. Festivals including Syttende Mai, Midsummer, Danish 
days, and local heritage celebrations shifted ethnicity from everyday necessity to public performance. 
Museums, archives, genealogical societies, and tourism reinforced place branding.

Language decline occurred unevenly. Rural density and continuous immigration prolonged Norwegian and 
Swedish use; smaller Danish communities often shifted sooner. World War I nationalism, public-school 
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expansion, church Americanization, and generational mobility accelerated English. By the late twentieth 
century, language knowledge was usually limited, but selected words, songs, liturgy, food names, and genealogy 
retained symbolic importance.

8. Assimilation, Intermarriage, Language Shift, and Generational 
Identity

8.1 From immigrant nationality to white ethnicity

First-generation identity often combined local homeland origins, denomination, class, and nationality. The 
second generation faced institutions that demanded American citizenship, English, schooling, and political 
participation. Intermarriage initially occurred often within the broad Scandinavian or northern European field, 
then expanded across European-origin groups. Shared Protestantism and racial classification made boundaries 
with Germans, British-descended Americans, and other white groups more permeable than boundaries created 
by anti-Black, anti-Asian, anti-Indigenous, and anti-Mexican discrimination.

Assimilation was segmented by class and place. Professionals and business owners could claim ethnic heritage 
while operating in English. Rural communities preserved density but were exposed to market and school 
integration. Urban workers encountered unions and multiethnic neighborhoods. Religious affiliation could 
preserve identity after language loss. By the third and later generations, ancestry often became elective and 
episodic rather than a system governing marriage, work, and residence.

8.2 Intermarriage and identity broadening

Intermarriage did not necessarily eliminate ethnicity. It encouraged broader labels such as Scandinavian, 
Nordic, or simply Midwestern, while families selected particular traditions for holidays and genealogy. The ACS 
itself reflects this pluralization by allowing multiple ancestry responses. A respondent reporting Norwegian and 
German, or Swedish and Irish, participates in overlapping symbolic communities rather than a bounded ethnic 
group.

The broad Scandinavian label could also obscure national differences and the non-Scandinavian status of Finns. 
Heritage organizations sometimes used pan-Scandinavian cooperation for festivals, museums, and civic 
visibility, especially where individual national populations were too small to sustain separate institutions.

8.3 Generational change and selective memory

Later-generation narratives often emphasize hard work, education, thrift, democracy, and community 
cooperation. These memories contain real institutional histories but can omit poverty, labor conflict, religious 
division, gender inequality, settler colonialism, and racial privilege. Public history is strongest when it treats 
heritage as contested and relational rather than celebratory folklore alone.

Contemporary identity increasingly operates through genealogy, DNA testing, travel, festivals, food, church 
architecture, archives, and regional branding. The persistence of ancestry reporting in the Upper Midwest 
shows that symbolic identity can remain geographically structured long after language and immigrant 
neighborhoods fade.
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9. Education, Civic Participation, Progressivism, Labor, and Welfare 
Values

9.1 Why the association exists

Scandinavian settlement regions became associated with literacy, schools, civic participation, local government, 
cooperatives, and reform. Several mechanisms contributed. Nineteenth-century Lutheran societies had 
relatively broad literacy linked to Bible reading and state schooling. Immigrant churches invested in education. 
Family farmers needed local institutions and participated in township and county government. Ethnic 
newspapers normalized political discussion. Colleges created leadership networks.

Economic structure mattered equally. Commodity farmers faced railroads, grain traders, banks, and price 
volatility, creating incentives for collective organization. Urban workers confronted industrial discipline, 
unemployment, and unsafe conditions. Political entrepreneurs translated these grievances into Populism, 
progressivism, socialism, municipal reform, the Nonpartisan League, and Farmer-Labor politics. The same 
communities could support prohibition, nativism, or fiscal conservatism, demonstrating that institutional 
context, not ethnicity alone, shaped outcomes.

9.2 Agrarian movements and the Nonpartisan League

The Nonpartisan League in North Dakota mobilized farmers against corporate control of grain marketing, 
railroads, and finance. Scandinavian-descended farmers were prominent because they were numerous and 
institutionally connected, not because a Nordic welfare ideology automatically transferred across the Atlantic. 
The movement created enduring public institutions, including a state bank and state mill, through the 
interaction of agrarian class interests, political organization, and state-level opportunity.

Minnesota Farmer-Labor politics similarly drew on farm protest, urban labor, cooperatives, and progressive 
reform. Scandinavian-American politicians and voters were important, but coalitions included multiple ethnic 
and class groups. Over time, these traditions contributed to a regional political reputation for public education, 
infrastructure, labor rights, and social provision.

9.3 Urban labor and socialism

Scandinavian urban workers participated in unions, strikes, socialist parties, temperance, and reform 
movements. Swedish and Finnish communities were especially visible in selected industrial centers, though 
political orientations varied. Milwaukee's socialist municipal tradition emerged from a German-centered but 
multiethnic working-class culture. Chicago's Scandinavian workers joined a much larger landscape of 
immigrant labor politics.

Labor activism did not erase ethnic institutions. Newspapers, halls, cooperatives, and fraternal groups could 
support class mobilization while maintaining language and community ties. Conversely, churches and 
upwardly mobile leaders sometimes opposed radicalism. The tension between class solidarity and ethnic 
respectability was a recurring feature of immigrant politics.

9.4 Welfare-state-oriented values: a cautious interpretation

Modern correlations between Scandinavian ancestry and support for public institutions should be interpreted 
cautiously. Regional political cultures are shaped by settlement history, but also by urbanization, education, 
unionization, racial composition, religious change, party realignment, and economic restructuring. Nordic 
welfare states themselves developed largely after mass emigration and cannot be projected backward as fixed 
migrant values.
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A more defensible argument is institutional: immigrants brought literacy practices, congregational 
organization, cooperative repertoires, and expectations of local participation. In the United States, these 
resources interacted with farm and labor interests, producing durable but changing regional political traditions.

10. Colonial Expansion, Indigenous Dispossession, and Racial 
Incorporation

10.1 Settler opportunity and Indigenous loss

The agricultural success of Scandinavian settlers depended on access to land whose political and legal status 
had been transformed through U.S. expansion. In the Upper Midwest and northern plains, Dakota, Ojibwe, Ho-
Chunk, and other Indigenous nations experienced treaties made under coercive conditions, military conflict, 
removal, reservation confinement, starvation policies, and allotment. The U.S.-Dakota War of 1862 and its 
aftermath were central to Minnesota's settlement geography. The opening of Dakota lands to railroads and 
homesteaders followed state violence and dispossession.

Immigrants could view themselves as innocent newcomers because they did not design federal policy. Yet they 
acquired property, citizenship, and security within the settler system. Their farms, towns, churches, and county 
governments helped make dispossession durable. Some interacted, traded, intermarried, or cooperated with 
Native people; others adopted dominant stereotypes and supported exclusion. The structural relationship 
remains one of settlement on Indigenous homelands.

10.2 Racial incorporation into whiteness

Scandinavians were generally classified as white and eligible for naturalization, land ownership, voting, and 
mobility unavailable to many others. They nevertheless experienced ethnic stereotyping, linguistic 
discrimination, anti-immigrant politics, and class prejudice. Over time, English acquisition, Protestant 
respectability, property ownership, military service, and intermarriage strengthened their incorporation into 
an expansive white identity.

This process was relational. African Americans faced slavery's aftermath, segregation, disenfranchisement, 
housing discrimination, and labor exclusion. Chinese and other Asian immigrants faced exclusion laws and 
barriers to citizenship and property. Mexican and later Hispanic workers entered agricultural and industrial 
labor markets under unequal conditions. Indigenous peoples were treated as obstacles to settlement and 
subjected to assimilation policy. Scandinavian upward mobility cannot be evaluated without these unequal 
baselines.

10.3 Relations with other immigrants and minorities

In cities, Scandinavians lived and worked among Germans, Irish, Poles, Italians, Jews, Czechs, Finns, and others. 
Relations ranged from intermarriage and union cooperation to competition, prejudice, and residential 
separation. In rural regions, Scandinavian, German, Czech, and other European farmers shared cooperative 
institutions and agrarian politics while maintaining churches and schools.

Relations with African American communities varied by city, occupation, and party politics. Scandinavian 
Americans could participate in abolitionism and civil-rights advocacy, but also in housing segregation, racial 
exclusion, and white neighborhood politics. On the West Coast, Scandinavian workers and business owners 
operated within labor markets shaped by anti-Asian exclusion. In later decades, Hispanic migration 
transformed meatpacking, agriculture, construction, and urban neighborhoods in parts of the Midwest, creating 
new interethnic relations in places once imagined as homogeneous Scandinavian regions.
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11. Contemporary Population Geography: 2024 ACS Findings

11.1 National totals and interpretation

The 2024 ACS 5-Year Estimates count 3,920,371 Norwegian, 3,335,881 Swedish, and 1,134,225 Danish ancestry 
reports nationwide. They also record 936,386 generic Scandinavian reports, 614,125 Finnish reports, and 52,773 
Icelander reports. These categories must not be added to produce a unique population total because individuals 
may report two ancestries and because generic and specific identities may overlap conceptually.

The national geography reveals two simultaneous patterns. Percentage concentration remains strongest in the 
historic Upper Midwest and northern plains. Absolute totals have dispersed to populous states through 
twentieth- and twenty-first-century internal migration. Minnesota leads in both concentration and absolute 
scale, but California ranks second in combined Norwegian-Swedish-Danish mentions because of its enormous 
population, despite a combined reporting intensity below 2 percent.

Figure 4. State concentration. The index sums three non-exclusive ancestry mentions.
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Figure 5. State absolute totals. Large states can rank highly despite low percentage concentration.

11.2 State concentration versus absolute totals

State Population Norwegian Swedish Danish
Three-origin 

mentions index

North Dakota 784,841 20.26% 3.32% 0.79% 24.37%
Minnesota 5,739,445 12.06% 6.45% 1.07% 19.59%
South Dakota 907,428 10.44% 2.64% 1.54% 14.62%
Montana 1,116,875 7.46% 2.56% 0.99% 11.01%
Wisconsin 5,914,872 6.14% 2.11% 0.81% 9.06%
Utah 3,392,331 1.97% 2.86% 3.97% 8.81%
Iowa 3,210,507 4.23% 2.21% 1.39% 7.83%
Washington 7,816,116 4.00% 2.49% 0.75% 7.23%
Wyoming 582,397 3.14% 2.66% 1.10% 6.89%
Idaho 1,934,262 2.75% 2.36% 1.64% 6.75%
Nebraska 1,978,707 1.66% 3.16% 1.70% 6.53%
Oregon 4,254,293 3.09% 2.20% 0.84% 6.13%
Alaska 735,706 3.04% 1.93% 0.64% 5.61%
Colorado 5,862,189 1.89% 1.95% 0.65% 4.49%
Arizona 7,378,838 1.59% 1.28% 0.51% 3.38%

Table 3. Highest state concentration, 2024 ACS 5-Year. The final column is not a unique-person percentage.

State Norwegian Swedish Danish Sum of mentions Mentions per 100

Minnesota 692,350 370,417 61,391 1,124,158 19.59%
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State Norwegian Swedish Danish Sum of mentions Mentions per 100

California 311,609 311,507 135,946 759,062 1.93%
Washington 312,371 194,353 58,308 565,032 7.23%
Wisconsin 363,327 124,541 47,899 535,767 9.06%
Illinois 126,437 211,655 36,313 374,405 2.95%
Texas 145,895 140,876 50,767 337,538 1.12%
Florida 122,084 146,039 40,598 308,721 1.38%
Utah 66,908 97,178 134,778 298,864 8.81%
Colorado 110,572 114,396 38,241 263,209 4.49%
Oregon 131,539 93,437 35,759 260,735 6.13%
Iowa 135,794 71,093 44,541 251,428 7.83%
Arizona 117,177 94,643 37,864 249,684 3.38%
Michigan 71,869 119,137 30,808 221,814 2.20%
New York 74,047 97,601 28,598 200,246 1.01%
North Dakota 158,982 26,094 6,220 191,296 24.37%

Table 4. Largest absolute state totals, 2024 ACS 5-Year.

Figure 6. National-origin profiles show that the leading ancestry differs by region.

11.3 Ethnic-group-specific geography

Norwegian ancestry is most concentrated in North Dakota, Minnesota, South Dakota, Montana, and Wisconsin. 
The pattern traces the historic farm frontier from early Wisconsin settlements through Minnesota into the 
northern plains. Washington and Oregon combine meaningful percentages with large absolute populations, 
reflecting maritime, timber, and secondary-migration networks.

Swedish ancestry is most concentrated in Minnesota, followed by North Dakota, Nebraska, Utah, Wyoming, 
South Dakota, Montana, Washington, Idaho, Iowa, Oregon, and Wisconsin. Minnesota's Swedish share reflects 
both rural Chisago and central Minnesota settlement and the Twin Cities. Nebraska's position demonstrates the 
importance of Swedish plains farming, while Illinois remains more important in absolute numbers and urban 
history than its state percentage suggests.

Danish ancestry has a distinct map. Utah leads at 3.97 percent, followed by Nebraska, Idaho, South Dakota, 
Iowa, Wyoming, and Minnesota. The Utah-Idaho pattern reflects Latter-day Saint migration, while Iowa-
Nebraska represents farm settlement and small-town institutions. California has the largest absolute Danish 
count, slightly above Utah, but a much lower percentage.
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12. County and City Case Studies

12.1 High-concentration counties

County concentration maps the durability of chain migration more precisely than state averages. Northwestern 
Minnesota and eastern North Dakota form the strongest continuous core. Pennington County records 32.63 
percent Norwegian, 7.93 percent Swedish, and 1.05 percent Danish ancestry mentions. Polk County records 
33.53 percent Norwegian and 7.26 percent Swedish. Roseau County combines 29.45 percent Norwegian with 
10.94 percent Swedish. These are not recent immigrant enclaves; they are multigenerational settlement regions 
where ancestry remains embedded in local institutions and memory.

Norwegian concentration is even higher in some small counties excluded from the main ranking threshold. 
Divide County, North Dakota, reports 42.59 percent Norwegian ancestry, while Norman County, Minnesota, 
reports 42.47 percent. Kittson County, Minnesota, combines 26.91 percent Norwegian and 19.78 percent 
Swedish. Because small-area margins of error can be substantial, these values should be interpreted as strong 
concentration indicators rather than exact headcounts.

Ethnic subgroup maps reveal distinct local geographies. Chisago County, Minnesota, has a particularly high 
Swedish share at 12.71 percent, reflecting nineteenth-century Swedish settlement. Winneshiek County, Iowa, 
reports 24.51 percent Norwegian and contains Decorah, a major Norwegian-American educational and archival 
center. Cache County, Utah, reports 6.30 percent Danish, reflecting the Intermountain religious migration 
system.

Figure 7. Highest-share counties with populations of at least 10,000.

County Population Norwegian Swedish Danish Three-origin index

Pennington County, 13,791 32.63% 7.93% 1.05% 41.61%
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County Population Norwegian Swedish Danish Three-origin index

Minnesota
Polk County, 
Minnesota

30,705 33.53% 7.26% 0.53% 41.32%

Roseau County, 
Minnesota

15,302 29.45% 10.94% 0.41% 40.80%

Chippewa County, 
Minnesota

12,377 29.93% 5.13% 0.81% 35.87%

Otter Tail County, 
Minnesota

60,475 25.81% 7.60% 1.23% 34.64%

Barnes County, North 
Dakota

10,773 29.57% 2.93% 1.69% 34.20%

Pope County, 
Minnesota

11,418 26.56% 6.07% 1.02% 33.66%

Clay County, 
Minnesota

66,059 27.04% 5.33% 1.03% 33.40%

Walsh County, North 
Dakota

10,396 29.14% 3.63% 0.41% 33.18%

Winnebago County, 
Iowa

10,583 28.27% 1.74% 1.68% 31.69%

Douglas County, 
Minnesota

39,575 22.18% 8.52% 0.93% 31.63%

Koochiching County, 
Minnesota

11,833 18.17% 11.35% 1.74% 31.26%

Freeborn County, 
Minnesota

30,623 24.14% 2.51% 4.46% 31.11%

Cass County, North 
Dakota

193,400 24.69% 5.20% 0.83% 30.72%

Grand Forks County, 
North Dakota

72,923 25.07% 4.10% 0.66% 29.83%

Fillmore County, 
Minnesota

21,414 26.27% 2.32% 0.74% 29.33%

Trempealeau County, 
Wisconsin

30,839 27.07% 1.57% 0.38% 29.02%

Ramsey County, 
North Dakota

11,556 26.40% 0.99% 0.54% 27.92%

Polk County, 
Wisconsin

45,555 14.27% 10.21% 2.83% 27.32%

Kandiyohi County, 
Minnesota

44,079 17.61% 8.82% 0.70% 27.13%

Table 5. Highest-concentration counties, population 10,000 or more.

12.2 Major urban centers

Minneapolis is the largest high-concentration Scandinavian-American city in the requested set: 37,564 
Norwegian, 25,243 Swedish, and 5,190 Danish reports, producing a three-origin reporting index of 15.92 per 100 
residents. St. Paul records a lower but still substantial 12.76. The Twin Cities' importance exceeds these 
percentages because metropolitan suburbs, colleges, churches, businesses, archives, and statewide networks 
extend beyond municipal boundaries.

Fargo has the highest concentration among the larger cities examined: 24.06 percent Norwegian and a three-
origin index of 29.83. Duluth records 12.68 percent Norwegian and 9.94 percent Swedish, reflecting its role as a 
Lake Superior port, rail center, and gateway to logging and mining regions. Madison's 8.38 index reflects the 
continuity of Wisconsin ancestry and a professional, university-centered population.

Chicago's current municipal percentage is only 1.73 for the three-origin index, yet it contains approximately 
46,873 ancestry mentions and remains historically indispensable as a gateway, publishing center, labor market, 
and Swedish-American metropolis. Rockford's Swedish share remains visible at 5.07 percent. Milwaukee's lower 
current percentage reflects demographic change, suburbanization, and its larger multiethnic population, not 
historical insignificance.
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Seattle records approximately 56,035 Norwegian-Swedish-Danish ancestry mentions and a 7.43 index, while 
Tacoma records 7.47 and Portland 6.23. These cities illustrate the West Coast transformation of Scandinavian 
identity around fishing, shipping, timber, construction, and later professional and suburban mobility.

Figure 8. Selected city reporting intensity, 2024 ACS 5-Year.

City Population Norwegian Swedish Danish Three-origin index

Fargo, North Dakota 131,627 31,669 6,514 1,087 29.83%
Duluth, Minnesota 87,093 11,047 8,660 931 23.70%
Minneapolis, 
Minnesota

427,246 37,564 25,243 5,190 15.92%

St. Paul, Minnesota 307,284 21,852 15,133 2,222 12.76%
Madison, Wisconsin 278,001 16,038 5,567 1,696 8.38%
Rockford, Illinois 147,521 3,417 7,475 956 8.03%
Tacoma, Washington 222,758 9,366 6,237 1,027 7.47%
Seattle, Washington 754,195 27,216 22,633 6,186 7.43%
Portland, Oregon 641,165 19,024 15,436 5,509 6.23%
Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin

566,973 7,784 4,326 1,405 2.38%

Chicago, Illinois 2,711,226 16,687 25,425 4,761 1.73%

Table 6. Selected urban centers. Municipal boundaries understate metropolitan ethnic geography.

12.3 Representative place case studies

Thief River Falls and Crookston in northwestern Minnesota each exceed 40 ancestry mentions per 100 residents 
across the three origins. Fergus Falls combines a 30.51 percent Norwegian share with 8.77 percent Swedish. 
Moorhead and East Grand Forks form urban nodes in a cross-border Minnesota-North Dakota settlement 
region. Their percentages remain high because historic chain migration, regional marriage markets, and local 
institutions persisted across generations.
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Decorah, Iowa, reports 21.88 percent Norwegian ancestry. Its significance is institutional rather than 
demographic alone: Luther College, Norwegian-American archives, publishing, museums, and Nordic Fest make 
the city a national heritage center. Chisago City and Stillwater represent Swedish settlement and metropolitan 
incorporation. Utah places such as Richfield, Smithfield, Providence, and Brigham City show the distinctive 
Danish-Latter-day Saint geography.

Modern ancestry geography should not be confused with present foreign-born concentration. Most residents 
reporting Scandinavian ancestry are native-born and many are several generations removed from immigration. 
The regions are cultural landscapes produced by memory, institutions, settlement history, and selective self-
identification.

13. Mapping Classification and Comparative Regional Legacy

Figure 9. Mapping classification for historical and contemporary analysis.

13.1 Core Scandinavian cultural regions

The core cultural region includes Minnesota, North Dakota, eastern South Dakota, western and northern 
Wisconsin, and adjacent border zones. It is defined by high ancestry concentration, dense Lutheran and 
educational institutions, farm settlement, county-level continuity, festivals, archives, and political legacies. 
Within the core, subregions differ: Norwegian dominance in North Dakota and parts of Minnesota; Swedish 
concentration in Chisago and Twin Cities areas; mixed Scandinavian settlement in urban centers and border 
counties.

For mapping, the core should be represented at county scale rather than as entire states. Recommended 
anchors include the Red River Valley, northwestern Minnesota, west-central Minnesota, southeastern 
Minnesota and northeastern Iowa, Chisago County and east-central Minnesota, western Wisconsin, and selected 
South Dakota counties.

13.2 Historic agricultural settlement zones

Historic agricultural zones include Iowa, Nebraska, parts of Illinois and Michigan, southern and central 
Wisconsin, and scattered Great Plains counties. These areas may have lower current percentages than the core 
but retain churches, cemeteries, town names, museums, colleges, farm organizations, and family histories. 
Danish western Iowa and Nebraska, Norwegian northeastern Iowa, Swedish central Nebraska, and Norwegian 
Wisconsin are distinct subzones.
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Mapping should distinguish first settlement from later secondary migration. Wisconsin is both an early core 
and a staging region. Illinois contains rural colonies but is dominated historically by urban Chicago and 
Rockford. Michigan combines agricultural pockets with mining and logging labor regions.

13.3 Urban immigrant centers

Urban immigrant centers should be mapped as nodes connected by transportation and institutional networks 
rather than as broad state regions. Primary nodes are Minneapolis-St. Paul, Chicago, Seattle, Milwaukee, Fargo-
Moorhead, Duluth-Superior, Rockford, Madison, Portland, Tacoma, Grand Forks-East Grand Forks, and Omaha-
Lincoln. Each node had a different functional role: gateway, industrial center, port, publishing hub, educational 
center, rail-grain market, or maritime community.

Urban historical importance often diverges from current percentage concentration. Chicago's low modern share 
conceals enormous historical influence. Fargo's high share reflects both city and hinterland continuity. Seattle's 
medium share combines a large absolute population with maritime heritage.

13.4 West Coast and Mountain West settlement regions

The West Coast and Mountain West region includes Washington, Oregon, Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, and Utah, 
with extensions into Alaska and California. Washington and Oregon were shaped by maritime work, timber, 
construction, urban growth, and secondary migration. Montana and Wyoming combined railroads, mining, 
ranching, and grain. Idaho and Utah show a stronger Danish component, especially where Latter-day Saint 
migration mattered.

This category should not be treated as culturally uniform. Seattle-Ballard differs from rural Montana, and Utah's 
Danish religious migration differs from Norwegian fishing communities. The regional classification is therefore 
a mapping framework, not a claim of a single western Scandinavian culture.

13.5 Comparative legacy matrix

Region type
Demographic 

signature
Economic formation Institutional legacy Political legacy Present condition

Core cultural regions
Highest county and 
state concentration

Family farming, grain, 
dairy, rail towns, 
regional cities

Lutheran institutions, 
colleges, press, 
cooperatives

Agrarian reform, 
Farmer-Labor, 
Nonpartisan League, 
civic participation

Aging rural 
communities; symbolic 
ethnicity; institutional 
persistence

Historic agricultural 
zones

Moderate and localized 
concentration

Mixed farming, 
livestock, dairying, 
small-town commerce

Churches, cemeteries, 
museums, local 
festivals

Populism, 
progressivism, local 
government, farm 
organizations

Heritage tourism; 
dispersed descendants; 
institutional 
consolidation

Urban immigrant 
centers

Low to high shares; 
large absolute totals

Manufacturing, 
construction, domestic 
service, commerce, 
ports, professions

Newspapers, churches, 
lodges, businesses, 
unions

Labor activism, 
municipal reform, 
ethnic coalition politics

Suburbanization; 
metropolitan 
institutions; 
neighborhood memory

West Coast and 
Mountain West

Moderate shares with 
dispersed geography

Fishing, shipping, 
logging, mining, 
ranching, construction

Maritime associations, 
churches, heritage 
centers

Labor and port politics; 
local boosterism; 
environmental and 
resource conflicts

Secondary migration, 
metropolitan growth, 
selective heritage 
revival

Table 7. Comparative regional classification for mapping and interpretation.

Conclusion
Scandinavian-American settlement was a process of regional construction. It joined European demographic and 
agrarian change to U.S. land policy, railroad capitalism, industrial labor demand, family networks, and religious 
institutions. Norwegians, Swedes, and Danes shared enough language and institutional background to form 
overlapping communities, but their migration timing, destinations, occupations, and organizations remained 
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distinct. Finns and Icelanders illuminate the broader Nordic field but should not be collapsed into the narrow 
Scandinavian category.

The most enduring cultural region stretches from Wisconsin and Minnesota into the Dakotas, with important 
extensions into Iowa, Nebraska, Illinois, Michigan, and the Pacific Northwest. Rural family farms created high-
concentration counties and durable congregational networks. Cities transformed ethnicity through industry, 
class differentiation, publishing, education, and interethnic contact. Chicago, Minneapolis-St. Paul, Fargo, 
Duluth, Rockford, Milwaukee, Madison, Seattle, and Portland each performed a different function in the system.

Scandinavian-American educational, cooperative, civic, and reform traditions are historically significant, but 
they resulted from institutions and political economy rather than an unchanging national character. Property 
access, literacy, churches, schools, farm organization, labor markets, and party competition combined to 
produce regional outcomes. The same communities contained conservatives and radicals, pietists and 
secularists, farmers and workers, assimilationists and ethnic revivalists.

A critical interpretation must place immigrant achievement inside settler colonialism and racial hierarchy. The 
availability of land followed Indigenous dispossession. Scandinavian immigrants gained citizenship and 
property through classification as white, advantages not distributed equally to Native, Black, Asian, and 
Hispanic populations. This does not erase hardship or agency; it explains the state structures within which 
mobility occurred.

The 2024 ACS demonstrates that settlement history remains visible. North Dakota and Minnesota retain 
extraordinarily high ancestry reporting, while the strongest counties and places cluster in northwestern 
Minnesota and eastern North Dakota. At the same time, absolute populations have dispersed to California, 
Washington, Florida, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, and other growth states. Contemporary Scandinavian America is 
therefore both a concentrated historical region and a nationwide symbolic diaspora.
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Appendix A. Statistical Tables

A1. Top states by each reported ancestry percentage
Rank State Estimate Percent

1 North Dakota 158,982 20.26%
2 Minnesota 692,350 12.06%
3 South Dakota 94,707 10.44%
4 Montana 83,326 7.46%
5 Wisconsin 363,327 6.14%
6 Iowa 135,794 4.23%
7 Washington 312,371 4.00%
8 Wyoming 18,282 3.14%
9 Oregon 131,539 3.09%
10 Alaska 22,367 3.04%
11 Idaho 53,240 2.75%
12 Utah 66,908 1.97%
13 Colorado 110,572 1.89%
14 Nebraska 32,857 1.66%
15 Arizona 117,177 1.59%

Table A1. Top states by Norwegian ancestry, 2024 ACS 5-Year.

Rank State Estimate Percent

1 Minnesota 370,417 6.45%
2 North Dakota 26,094 3.32%
3 Nebraska 62,571 3.16%
4 Utah 97,178 2.86%
5 Wyoming 15,475 2.66%
6 South Dakota 23,958 2.64%
7 Montana 28,625 2.56%
8 Washington 194,353 2.49%
9 Idaho 45,721 2.36%
10 Iowa 71,093 2.21%
11 Oregon 93,437 2.20%
12 Wisconsin 124,541 2.11%
13 Colorado 114,396 1.95%
14 Alaska 14,185 1.93%
15 Kansas 50,310 1.71%

Table A2. Top states by Swedish ancestry, 2024 ACS 5-Year.
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Rank State Estimate Percent

1 Utah 134,778 3.97%
2 Nebraska 33,693 1.70%
3 Idaho 31,698 1.64%
4 South Dakota 13,979 1.54%
5 Iowa 44,541 1.39%
6 Wyoming 6,384 1.10%
7 Minnesota 61,391 1.07%
8 Montana 11,018 0.99%
9 Oregon 35,759 0.84%
10 Wisconsin 47,899 0.81%
11 North Dakota 6,220 0.79%
12 Washington 58,308 0.75%
13 Colorado 38,241 0.65%
14 Alaska 4,723 0.64%
15 Arizona 37,864 0.51%

Table A3. Top states by Danish ancestry, 2024 ACS 5-Year.

A2. High-concentration places, population 5,000 or more
Rank Place Population Norwegian Swedish Danish Index

1
Thief River Falls city, 
Minnesota

8,823 31.69% 8.36% 1.05% 41.11%

2 Crookston city, Minnesota 7,344 32.01% 7.84% 0.48% 40.33%
3 Fergus Falls city, Minnesota 14,181 30.51% 8.77% 0.78% 40.06%

4
East Grand Forks city, 
Minnesota

9,028 29.28% 6.20% 0.19% 35.67%

5 Montevideo city, Minnesota 5,315 31.10% 3.31% 0.66% 35.07%

6
West Fargo city, North 
Dakota

40,094 25.30% 6.40% 0.86% 32.56%

7 Valley City city, North Dakota 6,541 28.73% 1.70% 2.05% 32.47%

8
International Falls city, 
Minnesota

5,642 18.65% 11.49% 0.89% 31.02%

9 Mound city, Minnesota 9,107 16.72% 10.10% 3.28% 30.11%
10 Moorhead city, Minnesota 45,036 24.12% 4.96% 1.01% 30.09%
11 Fargo city, North Dakota 131,627 24.06% 4.95% 0.83% 29.83%
12 Alexandria city, Minnesota 14,735 21.57% 7.20% 0.64% 29.41%

13
Grand Forks city, North 
Dakota

59,042 24.16% 4.36% 0.72% 29.23%

14 Tea city, South Dakota 6,786 20.34% 4.39% 3.51% 28.23%
15 Zimmerman city, Minnesota 6,546 19.03% 8.17% 0.53% 27.74%
16 Chisago City city, Minnesota 5,899 13.60% 12.68% 0.42% 26.70%
17 Stewartville city, Minnesota 6,807 16.67% 8.39% 1.63% 26.69%
18 Detroit Lakes city, Minnesota 10,025 20.03% 6.10% 0.51% 26.64%
19 Shoreview city, Minnesota 26,714 11.09% 12.94% 2.59% 26.62%
20 Delano city, Minnesota 6,942 14.22% 10.75% 1.21% 26.17%
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Rank Place Population Norwegian Swedish Danish Index

21 Baxter city, Minnesota 8,966 15.96% 8.74% 0.88% 25.59%
22 Waconia city, Minnesota 13,434 14.76% 9.49% 1.29% 25.54%

23
St. Anthony city (Hennepin 
and Ramsey Counties), 
Minnesota

9,671 13.19% 11.10% 1.23% 25.52%

24 Arden Hills city, Minnesota 9,658 12.78% 10.46% 2.02% 25.25%
25 Ham Lake city, Minnesota 16,702 14.51% 9.97% 0.69% 25.16%
26 Albert Lea city, Minnesota 18,330 19.24% 1.96% 3.96% 25.16%
27 Rogers city, Minnesota 13,685 15.48% 7.99% 1.48% 24.94%
28 Stillwater city, Minnesota 19,355 11.00% 12.70% 1.23% 24.93%
29 Isanti city, Minnesota 7,210 14.01% 9.08% 1.64% 24.73%
30 Decorah city, Iowa 7,535 21.88% 2.07% 0.66% 24.62%

Table A4. Highest-concentration places. Index is a sum of non-exclusive ancestry mentions.

A3. Largest cities by absolute Scandinavian-origin mentions
Rank City/place Norwegian Swedish Danish Sum Index

1 Minneapolis city, Minnesota 37,564 25,243 5,190 67,997 15.92%
2 Seattle city, Washington 27,216 22,633 6,186 56,035 7.43%
3 New York city, New York 20,482 22,369 7,600 50,451 0.59%
4 Chicago city, Illinois 16,687 25,425 4,761 46,873 1.73%
5 Los Angeles city, California 17,202 19,525 8,170 44,897 1.16%
6 Phoenix city, Arizona 20,075 16,553 6,242 42,870 2.61%
7 Portland city, Oregon 19,024 15,436 5,509 39,969 6.23%
8 Fargo city, North Dakota 31,669 6,514 1,087 39,270 29.83%
9 St. Paul city, Minnesota 21,852 15,133 2,222 39,207 12.76%
10 San Diego city, California 14,105 14,354 5,039 33,498 2.41%

11
Sioux Falls city, South 
Dakota

22,677 5,778 3,450 31,905 15.84%

12 Omaha city, Nebraska 9,704 12,726 8,247 30,677 6.28%
13 Denver city, Colorado 12,003 12,615 2,922 27,540 3.83%
14 Madison city, Wisconsin 16,038 5,567 1,696 23,301 8.38%
15 Austin city, Texas 9,353 10,308 2,807 22,468 2.29%

16
Colorado Springs city, 
Colorado

10,105 8,567 3,469 22,141 4.54%

17 Mesa city, Arizona 10,692 7,230 3,703 21,625 4.23%
18 Duluth city, Minnesota 11,047 8,660 931 20,638 23.70%
19 Lincoln city, Nebraska 4,383 10,203 4,056 18,642 6.32%
20 Houston city, Texas 6,714 8,121 3,094 17,929 0.77%
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Appendix B. State-by-State Profiles

Minnesota

The central Scandinavian-American state, with the largest combined absolute total and second-highest 
concentration. Norwegian settlement is strongest in west-central, northwestern, and southeastern areas; 
Swedish settlement is especially visible in the Twin Cities, Chisago area, and central counties. The state contains 
colleges, archives, festivals, churches, cooperatives, and a political legacy linking farm and labor movements.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 692,350 (12.06%); Swedish 370,417 (6.45%); Danish 61,391 (1.07%); three-origin 
mentions index 19.59%.

Wisconsin

An early gateway and rural core. Norwegian settlement in southern and western counties provided a base for 
later movement to Minnesota and Iowa. Milwaukee and Madison connected immigrant communities to 
industry, state politics, education, and reform. Dairy and cooperative traditions are important, but shared with 
German and other farm populations.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 363,327 (6.14%); Swedish 124,541 (2.11%); Danish 47,899 (0.81%); three-origin 
mentions index 9.06%.

North Dakota

The highest state concentration, dominated by Norwegian ancestry. Railroad-promoted wheat settlement, rural 
Lutheran networks, and county-level chain migration created a durable cultural landscape. Fargo is both a high-
concentration city and regional commercial-educational center. The Nonpartisan League is the state's most 
important institutional political legacy.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 158,982 (20.26%); Swedish 26,094 (3.32%); Danish 6,220 (0.79%); three-origin 
mentions index 24.37%.

South Dakota

A northern plains settlement region with Norwegian, Danish, and Swedish communities. Farming, livestock, rail 
towns, and dispersed congregations shaped settlement. Current concentration remains high, although county 
patterns are less continuous than in North Dakota and northwestern Minnesota.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 94,707 (10.44%); Swedish 23,958 (2.64%); Danish 13,979 (1.54%); three-origin 
mentions index 14.62%.

Iowa

A mixed Scandinavian agricultural state with Norwegian northeastern Iowa, Danish western Iowa, and Swedish 
pockets. Decorah is a national Norwegian-American cultural and educational center. Elk Horn and surrounding 
areas preserve Danish heritage through museums and festivals.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 135,794 (4.23%); Swedish 71,093 (2.21%); Danish 44,541 (1.39%); three-origin 
mentions index 7.83%.

Nebraska

A major Swedish and Danish plains settlement state. Railroad colonization, grain and livestock farming, and 
urban growth in Omaha and Lincoln created both rural and urban communities. Nebraska ranks high in 
Swedish and Danish percentages, though lower in Norwegian concentration.
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2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 32,857 (1.66%); Swedish 62,571 (3.16%); Danish 33,693 (1.70%); three-origin 
mentions index 6.53%.

Illinois

Historically central because of Chicago and Rockford rather than statewide concentration. Chicago was a 
gateway, labor market, publishing center, and institutional metropolis. Rockford retains a visible Swedish 
industrial legacy. Modern percentages are diluted by the state's large and diverse population.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 126,437 (1.00%); Swedish 211,655 (1.67%); Danish 36,313 (0.29%); three-origin 
mentions index 2.95%.

Michigan

A Nordic industrial and extractive region. Swedish communities existed in cities and the Upper Peninsula, while 
Finnish migration was especially important in mining and logging. Great Lakes transportation, company towns, 
labor radicalism, and cooperatives distinguish Michigan from the family-farm core.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 71,869 (0.71%); Swedish 119,137 (1.18%); Danish 30,808 (0.31%); three-origin 
mentions index 2.20%.

Washington

The leading West Coast state in absolute Scandinavian-origin mentions after internal dispersion. Norwegian and 
Swedish migrants entered fishing, shipping, shipbuilding, logging, construction, and urban services. Seattle and 
Puget Sound formed the principal institutional and maritime center.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 312,371 (4.00%); Swedish 194,353 (2.49%); Danish 58,308 (0.75%); three-origin 
mentions index 7.23%.

Oregon

A dispersed West Coast settlement state centered on Portland, the Willamette Valley, and coastal or timber 
communities. Norwegian and Swedish ancestry remains visible, but institutions were less territorially 
concentrated than in Washington or the Upper Midwest.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 131,539 (3.09%); Swedish 93,437 (2.20%); Danish 35,759 (0.84%); three-origin 
mentions index 6.13%.

Montana

A high-percentage Mountain West state shaped by railroads, mining, ranching, grain, and small towns. 
Norwegian ancestry is especially prominent. The legacy is geographically dispersed and more closely tied to 
resource frontiers than to large ethnic metropolitan institutions.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 83,326 (7.46%); Swedish 28,625 (2.56%); Danish 11,018 (0.99%); three-origin 
mentions index 11.01%.

Utah

The exceptional Danish state. Danish Latter-day Saint migration produced high ancestry concentration in Cache, 
Box Elder, Utah, Davis, and Salt Lake Counties. Swedish and Norwegian converts also contributed. The 
institutional framework was church-directed settlement rather than primarily Lutheran ethnic colonization.

2024 ACS profile: Norwegian 66,908 (1.97%); Swedish 97,178 (2.86%); Danish 134,778 (3.97%); three-origin 
mentions index 8.81%.
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