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Introduction; what is Denmark
and who are the Danes?

A DESCRIPTION

Consulting a modern encyclopaedia under ‘Denmark’ would show that
today this is the name of a state stretching from 54° to 58° north and 8°
to 15° east. Denmark proper consists of the Jutland Peninsula and 406
islands, of which 79 are inhabited. The largest and most populous of
these is Zealand, where the capital city, Copenhagen, is located,
followed by Fyn and North Jutland. The total area is nearly 43,000
km?. Then there are Greenland and the Faroe lIslands, which with
Denmark itself form a national federatibn.

Denmark itself has 7300 km of coastline and a 68 km land border
with Germany. It is very definitely a low-lying country — the highest
point is 173 metres above sea-level — and well suited for agriculture,
though poor in mineral resources. Approximately 64 per cent of the
total land area is under cultivation. Twenty-two per cent is woodland,
heath, moor, marsh, dunes and lakes. The remainder consists of build-
ings and transport infrastructure. The country is delimited to the west
by the North Sea, while the Danish islands demarcate the Kattegat
from the Baltic. Thus the country lies across the sea route from the
Baltic to the oceans and the route from the Nordic countries to Central
Europe. This position as a gateway has played a very important role in
the history of the country.

The population of Denmark is around 5.2 million, of which 85 per
cent live in towns. Only 5 per cent are employed in agriculture and
fishery, while 27 per cent work in industry or construction. The
remaining 68 per cent are in the public or private service sector or
unemployed.
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By European standards the country is small, of a similar size to
Switzerland, Belgium or the Netherlands, but without their central
location and occasionally decisive role in European history. As a small
country on the edge of Europe, Denmark, along with its Scandinavian
neighbours, Norway and Sweden, has traditionally been viewed as part
of the periphery of Europe just like the Eastern European countries and
the Balkans. The following quotation from H. G. Koenigsberger’s
short history of Europe 1500-1789 illustrates this:

Clearly, the history of Europe is comprehensible only if it is
constantly seen in its relations to Europe’s neighbours. For over a
thousand years, after the end of the Roman Empire in the west,
Europe was on the defensive: against the Muslim Arabs along its
Mediterranean frontier in the south, against the seafaring Norsemen
from Scandinavia in the north and west, and against successive
attacks of different Asiatic peoples in the east, from the Huns, in the
fifth century, to the Avars, Magyars, Mongols and, eventually and
most persistently, the TurKs.

Here the Scandinavians, and thus the Danes, are considered as enemies
of Latin Europe on a par with the Muslim Arabs, the Asians of the
steppes and the Ottoman Turks. It was not until Christianity spread to
Scandinavia over a thousand years ago that a process of assimilation
started, slowly converting Denmark from being a hostile neighbour to
that of being a part of European culture. Denmark’s marginal
geographical position in relation to the economic and cultural
European core that is centred around the English Channel has also
been of great significance in the more recent history of the country.
One other geopolitical factor deserves to be highlighted in order to
understand the size of Denmark and why it has become what it is
today. This is its ambiguous location. From a historical perspective the
country is both a Baltic power and part of mainland Europe. The first
entailed a strong preoccupation over many centuries with the balance
of power in the Baltic and resulted in a centuries-long rivalry with
Sweden, the other major Baltic power. The second, especially after the
unification of Germany in the second half of the nineteenth century,
has been of critical importance for the international standing of the
country, and still is. A strong, powerful and united Germany to the
immediate south forced Denmark to act according to German, and thus
European, conditions to a much greater degree than before. In some
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ways Denmark’s position from the middle of the nineteenth century
resembles that of Scotland with its powerful neighbour, England, to
the south.

From a longer historical perspective, the double position and role of
Denmark can perhaps best be illustrated by the fact that the Danish
kings were also Dukes of Holstein until 1864 and so had European
interests to safeguard within the framework of the Holy Roman
Empire until its dissolution in 1806, and afterwards in regard to
Wilhelmine Germany. At the same time, right up to the middle of the
nineteenth century, the kings obtained a significant part of their
income from the Sound Dues, which were tolls levied on ships pass-
ing through @resund. In itself this was a symbol of their suzerainty
over the Baltic. So, the Danish kings were at one and the same time
northern German princes and leading players in the Baltic region. This
double position on the threshold of two very separate worlds has left
an indelible mark on the historical destiny of Denmark.

Denmark’s current commonwealth with the geographically remote
Faroe Islands and the arctic Greenland is in many ways an anomaly,
but it also serves as a reminder that the small, homogenous nation
which is the Denmark of today is the product of a long historical devel-
opment which can best be described as a process of reduction.

At the start of the period treated in this volume, the kings of
Denmark held sway over a much greater territory than today, under the
House of Oldenborg. First and foremost, after the personal union of
1380 the kingdom included Norway and its extensive North Atlantic
possessions — Greenland, Iceland and the Faroe Islands. From 1536
Norway became formally integrated, virtually a province. The core
area of Denmark also included the Scanian provinces on the southern
tip of the Scandinavian peninsula and Gotland, the large island in the
Baltic. The duchies of Schleswig and Holstein were also included in
this huge state, of which Copenhagen was the capital, commanding the
most important sea route into the Baltic, the @resund.

In other words, this was an enormous North Atlantic—Baltic empire,
stretching from the North Cap to the River Elbe in the south — a
distance just as big as that from the Elbe to Gibraltar — and from the
arctic Greenland in the north-west to Gotland in the east. This huge,
unified kingdom extended over several climatic belts and ruled a very
diverse population: Eskimos, Norwegians, Danes and Germans, each
of whom spoke their own native tongue, lived in very different
climates and had very different cultures. In reality the difference in
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lifestyle between the prosperous Scanian farmers and the hunters of
Greenland was just as great as that between the olive farmers of sunny
Italy and the foresters of the dense, dark Swedish forests.

The history of Denmark over the last 500 years is principally the
story of how this extensive and diverse unified empire, held together
by the sovereignty of the Danish crown and regular shipping, slowly
disintegrated under the changing circumstances of the times, with the
dissolution of the component parts resulting finally in there only
remaining the small core area which is today called Denmark. This
huge process of disintegration and reduction, critical to an under-
standing of modern Denmark, is one of the principal themes of this
account.

THE DANES, ACCORDING TO ROBERT MOLESWORTH

Another theme is to attempt a historical explanation of the habits and
mentality of the modern Dane. Both strands are, just like the country
in which he lives, the result of a long historical process, the course of
which over the last 500 years will be traced here. However, describing
oneself objectively is virtually impossible, and so perhaps a good place
to start would be a brief description of the nature of the Danish
lifestyle and ‘national character’ as observed by various foreigners at
various times. It is probably most suitable to start with the best known
historical description of Denmark and the Danish, Robert
Molesworth’s famous bookn Account of Denmark as it was in the

year 1692, which was published in 1694.

The Irish-born English diplomat Robert Molesworth (1656—1725)
was British Ambassador to the absolutist Danish Court in Copenhagen
for a few years around 1690. Shortly after his return home from his
duties, which did not proceed exactly harmoniously, he wrote his
Account, in which he collected his impressions of the country, its
people and political regime. This was intended to be of instructive
value for Molesworth’s fellow countrymen, as shown by the following
guotation:

Some naturalists observe that there is no plant or insect, how
venomous or mean soever, but is good for something towards the
use of Man if rightly applied: in the like manner it may be said, that

several useful lessons may be learnt, conducing to the benefit of



INTRODUCTION: WHO ARE THE DANES?

Mankind, from this Account of Denmark, provided things be taken
by the right handle.

As his choice of words suggests, he did not entertain a particularly
high opinion of Denmark or the Danes, and this impression is
confirmed elsewhere in the text — ‘The language is very ungrateful,” he
wrote, ‘and not unlike the Irish in its whining complaining tone.’ He
described the Danes as desperately poor and oppressed by a tyrannical
absolutist regime which in the course of just one generation had
reduced the once free-born Nordic population to a condition of slav-
ery. He found the climate quite simply odious, and described the capi-
tal of the country, Copenhagen, as a dirty little town with no sign of
the character that distinguished other large European tities.

The real purpose behind Molesworttscount was evidently to
use Denmark as a terrifying example in warning his countrymen
against welcoming an absolutist regime and thus giving up the right of
self-determination, and so his description of the conditions in
Denmark can hardly be taken at face value. In addition, his own expe-
rience of Denmark was mainly limited to Copenhagen and its
surroundings. Thus, his description cannot really be taken as compre-
hensive either of Denmark or the Danes in 1692. It should rather be
seen as the hasty attack of a disappointed diplomat against a regime he
detested and against which he wished to warn the political decision-
makers of his own country. Even so, the substance of his critical obser-
vations ought not to be dismissed out of hand, and the discussion later
on in this book about the conditions in Denmark in the late seventeenth
century and the events which created them may be regarded as the
present author’s assessment of the extent to which Molesworth was
justified from a scholarly point of view, and how far he overshot the
mark.

SIR JAMES MELLON AND THE DANISH TRIBE

The same critical attitude cannot be considered to apply to another,
later, account of Denmark and the Danes, written by another British
Ambassador to Copenhagen long after Molesworth. This was Sir
James Mellon, whose knowledge of the country came not only from
his time as Ambassador in the 1980s, but also from a long period in the
country as a student, especially at Aarhus University. Almost exactly
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300 years after Molesworth’s book, in 1992 Sir James published a
very personal account of the country and its inhabitants as they
appeared to a sympathetic, keen British observer. The book was
called About old Denmark . . . A Description of Denmark in the Year

of our Lord 1992.

Sir James introduced his account, both affectionate and perspica-
cious at the same time, with the statement that in his eyes marked the
most significant characteristic of the Danes, and one which formed the
underlying thesis of his book: ‘The Danes are not a nation . . . they are
a tribe, this is the strength of their fellowship and the reason that they
have unshakeable trust in each other.’ He continued to explain:

When talking about the idea of a ‘nation’, this also involves the idea
of fellowship, but a nation requires if not more, then at least some-
thing different. The Danes have certainly developed and adapted.
They have travelled around the world and forged commercial and
cultural links in all corners of it. But they have never found their
way to a synthesis of dissimilar elements, which is what is required
for a proper nation. Their unity as a people is in fact due to the
emphasis on uniformity. So this is not ‘both and’, but ‘either* or’.

So, according to Sir James Mellon, the Danes are not a nation in its
normal sense, but a tribe, whose behaviour strongly reminded him of
the tribal behaviour he saw amongst the Ashanti in Ghana during his
posting to West Africa between 1978 and 1983. Amongst the Danes he
found the same concern for the weaker members of society, the same
propensity for consensus and uniformity, the same avoidance of
conflict, and the same implicit faith that political results should be
achieved through discussion and compromise rather than the face-to-
face conflicts which are otherwise characteristic of parliamentary
democracy. All of these traits, and most Danes would nod in agreement
with his analysis, he attributed to the tribal awareness of the Danish
population, which in his view make Denmark and the Danes quite
special amongst modern European nations.

Of course, it is open to discussion quite how powerful an explana-
tion this simple thesis ultimately is. As shown above, the historical
Danish Empire was far from being homogenous, and conflict, both
internal and external, has played as big a part in the history of
Denmark as in that of any other nation. The strong tribal awareness
postulated as an underlying element in contemporary Danish self-
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perception must therefore at least be considered as a relatively new
cultural product and the result of a particular historical development.

However, there is little doubt that Sir James Mellon, in his enter-
taining way, has identified an important trait in outsiders’ common
perception of the country and its inhabitants: Denmark is a small,
insignificant, comfortable country, peopled by a homogenous tribe
whose members more or less all know each other, and even the most
controversial political issues are resolved peaceably with the tacit
understanding that we will still all be here afterwards.

It is a major concern of the following account to call into question
and differentiate this stereotype. A significant aim of this history is to
examine and explain from a historical perspective how far, how and
why Denmark has become the country about which Sir James Mellon
thought he could see and reflect upon so fondly and entertainingly in
1992. The account will describe how modern Denmark came into
being, with special emphasis on some key elements in the process of
modernisation which from 1500 on slowly transformed Danish society
from being agrarian and always on the verge of famine to a prosperous,
modern, industrial welfare society. The elements of particular interest —
and so fundamental to the history — are sketched out in the next section.

SOME PRINCIPAL THEMES OF THIS HISTORY

The current modest size of the country is, as mentioned before,
directly related to its historical position as the gateway between the
Baltic and the North Sea. The centuries of rivalry with Sweden for
supremacy in the North was to a considerable extent the result of this
situation. This rivalry started as early as the dissolution of the Kalmar
Union in 1523, but became more serious from the middle of the
sixteenth century and can only really be said to have been resolved at
the end of the Great Northern War in 1720-1. During these 200 years
the conflict of interests with Sweden was by far and away the most
important foreign and security policy issue and virtually decisive for
Denmark’s role on the international stage.

After the long, and for Denmark, relatively peaceful, eighteenth
century, the emerging German nation state imprinted itself ever more
strongly on the agenda for Denmark’s foreign and security policy.
The German moves towards national unity from the beginning of the
nineteetth century led directly to the first Schleswigian War, 1848-50,
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and then to the national catastrophe for Denmark in 1864, when the
duchies of both Schleswig and Holstein were lost. Since then, the rela-
tionship with its large German neighbour has been the predominant
factor in Danish security policy, and this took on an even greater
importance after the reunification of Germany in 1989. The current
position of Denmark and its contemporary role on the international
stage can only truly be understood on the basis of these historical
changes in foreign policy.

It is also natural to take into account a range of psychological and
material factors in the development of Danish society itself when
attempting to test Sir James Mellon’s tribal thesis and to put it into a
historical perspective. In rough chronological order, the first influence
to identify is the Reformation and the Lutheran Church organisation
introduced in 1536, which left a deep mark, not just in terms of the
growing mental distance from Catholic Europe, but also because of the
strong emphasis on spiritual life and the attitude of the Danish people
towards authority, both spiritual and temporal.

Then the 188 years of absolutist rule left a deep and still visible
imprint on the country and its people. Absolutism as a form of rule was
introduced through a bloodless coup in 1660 and was only removed in
1848, through an equally bloodless revolution which laid the founda-
tions for the current democratic constitution. The consistent endeav-
ours of absolutist rule aimed at uniformity and transparency in regard
to the subjects are part of the inheritance which outlasted this period to
become one of the foundation stones of the modern welfare society.

The same applies to the consistent egalitarianisation of the Danish
landed-estate system. This was initiated in the second half of the
seventeenth century, with a view to making the taxation system more
efficient, but resulted in a unique structure of landed estates which
extended through the entire country, with a very few exceptions.
Around 600 roughly equally sized manor farms came into existence,
each surrounded by a number of equally large tenant farms, which
took care of most of the agricultural production. This created the typi-
cal Danish farm, which was the basic production unit for centuries,
and, after the agrarian reforms at the end of the eighteenth century
provided the foundation for the rise of an independent class of land-
owning farmers which, from the mid-nineteenth century became the
most powerful political force in the country.

The two most significant nation-wide movements of the nineteenth
century also had an impact. These were the movement for popular
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enlightenment, through the Folk High Schools, and the co-operative
movement, each and both of which transformed the majority of the
Danish population from being servile and inarticulate subjects to vocal
politically involved citizens. It is virtually impossible to understand
the nature of contemporary Danish society without considering these
two movements which politicised the rural population.

It is also of considerable importance to include the late industriali-
sation of the country. Compared to other European countries, the indus-
trialisation of Denmark was rather recent. It is only from the end of the
nineteenth century that it makes any sense to talk about an industrial
sector of any significance, and it was only the huge wave of moderni-
sation in the decades after the Second World War that moved the coun-
try from the agricultural to the industrial. The relative lateness of the
process of industrialisation is still seen in modern Danish economic
life, as there is a very large industrial sector still based on agriculture
and a predominance of small to medium-sized enterprises. Both of
these factors had significant consequences for the living conditions of
Danes and the way in which things are organised. The social divisions
in Danish society are much smaller than in many other places.

This also applies to political divisions, which in turn leads to the
last factor which has to be included as a fundamental element in this
description of contemporary Denmark, and must also be kept in mind
when assessing Sir James Mellon’s tribal thesis. This is the fact that
the Danish Social Democrats, unlike similar political parties in many
other countries, have never been able to achieve an overall majority.
This has been principally because the party has never really appealed
to the agricultural lower classes, the smallholders and labourers, who
have instead turned to the Social Liberal Party. This parliamentary
reality has prevented the Social Democrats from implementing a hard-
line policy, and has forced them rather to build consensual alliances in
order to form a government. This practically consistent style of nego-
tiation by the parties in power during the twentieth century has had a
decisive effect on the Danish political climate and on the peculiar
nature of the Danish welfare state.

THE HISTORY OF DENMARK

The main themes of the following history are the result of a consioier
of all the factors briefly outlined above, which together help to explain
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the way in which Denmark has developed. Chapter 2 deals with the
change from being a medium-sized Northern European conglomerate
state to the small nation state of today, and attempts to provide a histor-
ical explanation at the level of international politics for the current
nature and size of the country. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the internal
politics, from the aristocratic princely state which existed from around
1500 to the social democratic welfare state which completed its devel-
opment in the late twentieth century. Chapter 5 looks at spiritual life in
its broadest sense, with the evolution of the Church as the fulcrum. The
following two chapters treat material development and attempt to trace
that development from an agrarian society characterised by shortage
and want, to the excessive affluence of the modern industrial society.
The concluding Chapter 8 takes a wider perspective on psychological
constructs, with a particular emphasis on trying to find the answer to
the question of when Danes actually considered themselves as Danes,
in regard on the one hand to the Germans or Poles, and on the other to
simply being inhabitants of Jutland, Fyn or Zealand. It is also
discussed as to whether it is possible to identify a particularly Danish
way of doing things. There will also be a consideration of whether
such a specially ‘Danish way’ is the result of the historical experience
of the Danes, or whether it relates to an innate tribal awareness
amongst Danes, such as that suggested by Sir James Mellon. The over-
all aim of these chapters is not to present a detailed and comprehensive
history of Denmark in the traditional way, but to take a few, hopefully
well-chosen, themes from the last 500 years of Danish history and try
to depict modern Denmark and its inhabitants from a historical stand-
point. That is the principal objective. If during the course of this
endeavour other historical insights are presented which may be of
interest in themselves to the reader, then this can only be advanta-
geous.

This introduction should conclude with some remarks on the histor-
ical boundaries of this book. Naturally, these are not unimportant, and
in themselves reflect definite interpretations and opinions of what is
important in this context and what is not.

The later limit, around 2000, is virtually obvious — it is impossible
to be nearer the present. The starting point of 1500 is, however, an
expression of a definite understanding of the forces which have
created modern Denmark. Even though the history of Denmark obvi-
ously has its roots firmly in the Middle Ages, it can be persuasively
argued that the modern history of the country first truly began when

10
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the most powerful medieval institutions of the Baltic region — the
Kalmar Union, the economic hegemony of the Hanseatic League and
the dominance of the Teutonic Orders in the eastern Baltic — collapsed
in the decades surrounding 1500. The result was that the region lacked
a consistently organised power, and so opened up to the formation of
new states in Renaissance style. Rivalry to fill the power vacuum
arose, and this became the principal theme through the subsequent
centuries, and thus an important part of the long process of moderni-
sation which has marked out the history of both the Baltic region and
the whole of Europe over the last 500 years. Therefore, if an arbitrary
division has to be made, the year 1500 would seem suitable. From the
start of the sixteenth century, the impact of these new dynamic forces,
which we normally group together under the headings Renaissance
and Reformation, was strongly felt, while at the same time the ideas,
utopias and institutions of the medieval world slowly crumbled. Just as
the history of modern Sweden is normally considered to have started
with Gustav Vasa's definitive break with the Kalmar Union in 1523, so
the history of modern Denmark can be said to have started at the same
point.

This history therefore starts with this collapse. It could indeed be
argued that it also ends with one — indeed in two ways: one the incip-
ient collapse of the Social Democratic welfare state as we have known
it since the 1960s, the other the erosion of the Danish nation state
under pressure from the new world order resulting from the rapid
expansion of the European Union and the breakup of Eastern Europe.
There are many signs that these changes herald a completely new
phase in the history of Denmark — a phase which may well one day
mean that it becomes meaningless to talk of Denmark and of Danes as
separate entities, just as it was in the Middle Ages. So the history
which follows is in a certain sense the history of a limited period of
half a millennium when a distinct country called Denmark existed and
there was a distinct Danish state. This was only the case in a vague
sense before then, and perhaps this will only remain the case in a very
limited sense in the coming millennium. Thus, perhaps in the truest
sense, this is the history of Denmark.
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