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Being Danish in the 21st Century 

This lecture draws upon and summarises the results of more than fifteen years’ 

research in, and into, Denmark and ‘being Danish’. The core argument is that 

danskhed, and ‘being Danish’, is not primordial or immutable, the ‘natural heritage’ 

of det danske folk. Identity is, rather, historically situated and develops and changes 

over time. It is also often paradoxical, in that it brings together under an umbrella of 

shared belonging many contradictory themes and practices.  

The twentieth century version of Danish national identity had its deep roots in 

the nineteenth-century reform and modernisation of Danish society in the wake of 

the Prussian wars. Emphasising social and cultural homogeneity, co-operation, and 

relative equality between Danes within the boundaries of a ‘little land’, this national 

self-image served its purpose and facilitated a relatively conflict-free modernisation 

process, resulting in the social democratic welfare state of the late twentieth century.  

However, this self-image doesn’t fit well with Denmark’s present realities at 

the beginning of the 21st century: consumerism and increasing economic 

differentiation, Europeanisation and globalisation, and, most politically problematic, 

a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural population. Since these changes realities are not 

going to go away, and cannot be wished away, what does the future hold? 

Concentrating on identity and multi-ethnicity, I argue that there are four possible 

futures.  

 

The first is compulsory integration, on the current Danish model: immigrants 

learn how to function in Danish society, start doing things in the Danish way, learn to 

speak good Danish, and moderate and adjust their strange customs and habits in 

order to fit into with the Danes, whose taxes pay for the whole process of initial 

support and subsequent adjustment. This is an unrealistic option: (1) change is never 

so one-sided, ‘ethnic Danes’ will have to change too, (2) it is not actually clear what 

would count as ‘satisfactory’ or ‘adequate’ integration, and (3) it is likely to produce 

fundamentalism and resistance, both Christian and Muslim. 

 



The second possibility follows in some sense from the first: hostilities and 

conflict. It is the direction in which much contemporary political rhetoric appears to 

point. It can be avoided, however: (1) the Danish political system is oriented towards 

conflict-avoidance and pragmatism, and Danish business certainly does not want 

conflict, (2) the Danish school system, the front line of cultural change, still rests on a 

philosophical foundation that treats all children as equals, and (3) ‘being Danish’ 

‘went global’ years ago. It has become a matter of eating lasagne as well as roast pork, 

McDonalds as well as frikadeller, and pizza as well as halal lamb. What it means to 

be Danish will, in the long run, be decided by the democracy of the marketplace, by 

people - with their wallets, their taste buds, their holiday destinations, their television 

channel selectors, and their educational, leisure and labour market decisions - voting 

for something broader and wider than their parents knew. It is not reversible, it will 

gather pace, but whatever the result looks like, it will still be ‘Danish’. 

 

The third option, multiculturalism on, for example, the British or Canadian 

models, isn’t really realistic either. Danish history tells against it. What’s more, 

multiculturalism is likely to require the abandonment of too much that is too central 

to the heartbeat of Danish everyday life. Flags of all nations might work on the 

birthday cake, but I’m unconvinced. In Denmark the folkelig, vernacular 

appropriation of the national and the sacred in everyday life renders 

multiculturalism, as we generally understand the word, an unlikely prospect, in the 

medium term at least. Finally, and it is a closely related point, the axiomatic 

centrality of Christianity to danskhed, and the place of the national church in 

everyday life, is another obstacle in the way of a multicultural Denmark. 

 

 The final option is the gradual, long-term redefinition of 

Danishness, by ordinary Danish people as they go about their ordinary everyday 

lives. This scenario brings together elements of the previous three options and a 

degree of plausible optimism. It also returns us to the idea that identity is at least in 

principle, open to change. This is likely to be a difficult way forward, demanding the 

participation in good faith of at least some representatives of all parties to the 

situation, ‘old’ and ‘new’ Danes alike. A new understanding of danskhed will be 

needed, with room for Muslims as well as Christians. A more relaxed understating of 



integration will be needed too. Diversity will need to replace homogeneity in the 

national self-image. There are also many grounds for pessimism, particularly the 

rightward turn in Danish politics, and the post 9/11 global context. But, there are 

grounds for optimism, as well, most notably the fact that on the streets of Denmark 

things could be much worse. Ethnic conflict, despite the best efforts of politicians to 

convince Danes that Denmark is fast going to hell, is rare. Avoidance is the norm, but 

this at least offers the potential for rapprochement. Perhaps most significantly 

globalisation, on the one hand, and the requirements of good business, on the other, 

both encourage accommodation. Finally, Danish identity has never been fixed or 

unchanging, and it isn’t now. Change – in one direction or another – will happen, the 

only question is in which direction.  


