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exploring what Scandinavian intellectuals believed had caused the collapse of democracy in Europe in the 1930s and

what they saw as the main threats to democracy in the emerging post-war societies. Focusing on the fears of socialist

planning, concerns about the position of individual rights and freedoms in modern societies, and the anxieties

concerning the secular total state, the article suggests that the Scandinavian post-war democratic settlement was
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informed by recent historical experiences, or concerns for the fragility of democracy.
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The other European post-war democratic settlement?

Scandinavian intellectuals contemplating the fragility of democracy in the

wake of the Second World War

The Scandinavian countries are often portrayed as exceptions when it comes to

conceptualisations of democracy in post-war Europe. Whereas the rise and fall of fascism on the

European continent provoked a thorough moral reconsideration, a deep concern for the inherent

dangers of popular sovereignty and the establishment of what Jan-Werner Müller has labelled a

“constrained democracy” designed to protect democracy from itself and limit state authority over

the individual,1 the Scandinavian discussions remained confined to the ideas of the pre-war

period, emphasising relativism over moralism, politics over law and majority will over individual

rights.2 Scandinavia did not share the negative experiences that would have provoked caution;

instead, the lesson from the interwar era was that Nordic democracy had proven to be internally

solid and that it had withstood the totalitarian challenge.

There is undoubtedly much that is plausible about this received view, but conspicuously enough,

it is seldom substantiated by examining the post-war period itself. Instead, the literature that

elaborates on the Nordic democratic Sonderweg tends to look further back in history and focus not

only on the rise of social democratic parties to power in the 1930s and their revisionist-nationalist

people’s home programme,3 but also, for example, on the role of the free Nordic peasant as the

basis for the egalitarian and “popular” Nordic conceptualisation of democracy; on the role of the

reformation and Lutheranism in producing trust in administration and a strong state apparatus;

on the role of associational life in forging a democratic culture from below; or, on the cultural

homogeneity of the populations, which made Scandinavian societies more able to balance

nationalism with democracy in the age of the masses.4 Usually these accounts stop at the Second

World War. The main ambition has been to explain why the Nordic countries preferred (social)

democracy to fascism after the First World War and the Great Depression, and with the region

1 J-W. Müller, Contesting Democracy. Political Ideas in Twentieth-Century Europe, New York, London 2011.
2 J. Nergelius, Konstitutionellt rättighetsskydd. Svensk rätt i komparativt perspektiv, Stockholm 1996; J. Östling, Sweden after
Nazism: Politics and Culture in the Wake of the Second World War, New York, Oxford 2016; G. Skirbekk, “I refleksjonens
mangel… – om vekslande intellektuelle elitar i norsk etterkrigtstid”, in: Nytt norsk tidsskrift 1 (1984), 21-37.
3 See, e.g., S. Berman, The Primacy of Politics. Social Democracy and the Making of Europe’s Twentieth Century, Cambridge
2006.
4 See, e.g., J.P. Arnason / B. Wittrock (eds.), Nordic Paths to Modernity, New York, Oxford 2012; N. Kayser Nielsen,
Bonde, stat og hjem. Nordisk demokrati og nationalisme – fra pietismen til 2. verdenskrig, Aarhus 2009; Ø. Sørensen / B. Stråth
(eds.), The Cultural Construction of Norden, Oslo 1997; H. Stenius, “The Good Life is a Life of Conformity. The Impact
of the Lutheran Tradition on Nordic Political Culture”, in: Ø. Sørensen / B. Stråth (eds.), The Cultural Construction of
Norden, Oslo 1997, 161-171.
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already set along a clear democratic path, the post-war years tend to be ignored as a period of

insipid continuity. As a consequence, it is not surprising that the authoritative comparative

accounts of European post-war democracy, such as Müller’s Contesting Democracy (2011) or Tony

Judt’s Postwar (2005), explain the special case of Scandinavia by referring to the inter-war era

rather than to the debates and choices made after the war.5

The purpose of this article is to challenge the view of the Scandinavian post-war period as a time

of unreflective democratic optimism. By revisiting key intellectual debates on democracy during,

roughly, the first decade after the Second World War, the aim is to draw attention to the central

role of notions of democratic fragility in the three Scandinavian countries Denmark, Norway and

Sweden.6 The ambition is not to present a complete empirical overview of the vast and disparate

post-war discussions on democracy, but rather to build upon a selection of central accounts and

to study them as attempts to navigate in a complex political context where domestic traditions,

experiences and expectations became entangled with European and international developments.7

The article is written with the conviction that it is useful and important to study intellectuals, not

so much because of their purported influence (the notorious question in intellectual history), but

because they articulate ideas and positions that define their time. This argument, therefore,

explores what Scandinavian intellectuals thought had caused the collapse of democracy in Europe

in the 1930s and what they saw as the main threats to democracy in the emerging post-war

societies.

In many ways, of course, the Scandinavian discussions echoed broader Western European

themes: the anti-fascist perspective was successively replaced by a Cold War logic where

communism emerged as the main threat (exhorting its own particular definition of democracy);

stability and national consensus were key; economic progress was considered more important

than political mobilisation or ideological political language; and policy making became, to an

5 T. Judt, Postwar. A History of Europe Since 1945, New York 2005, 363-369; Müller, Contesting, 65-68, and especially
page 5.
6 In this article, I follow the Nordic praxis of using the term “Scandinavia” for Denmark, Norway and Sweden and
“Nordic Countries” when I also include Finland and Iceland. Due to their rather different experiences of the Second
World War, and the implications of this for the post-war debates on democracy, Finland and Iceland are excluded
from my discussion. Finland is comprehensively discussed in other articles in this special issue. For the post war
period, see especially Johanna Rainio-Niemi’s contribution.
7 The approach is inspired by Kari Palonen’s interpretation of Quentin Skinner’s inversion of the study of political
thought, from the analysis of ideas and principles applied on a separate sphere of politics to an analysis of thoughts
and ideas as moves in the political world itself. See K. Palonen, Quentin Skinner: History, Politics, Rhetoric, Cambridge
2003, 173-180.
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increasing extent, an issue for civil servants, technical experts and interest groups.8 But, in some

other significant respects, the recent narratives of European post-war democracy raise a number

of interesting questions when considered from a Scandinavian perspective. First and most

notably, the Scandinavian countries did not experience a “Christian Democratic moment” or a

“centre-right political hegemony”,9 but instead a fortification of the social democratic dominance

since the 1930s. Secondly, if European (particularly German and Austrian) post-war democracy

was marked by the constitutional ethos characteristic of the new “constrained”, “disciplined” or

even “militant” democracies, many Scandinavian intellectuals remained convinced of the

liberating role of the state. Most notably, perhaps, the dominating legal-theoretical school during

the post-war period, Scandinavian Legal Realism, interpreted law as an instrument in the hands of

elected politicians. Thirdly, if European post-war democracy often was framed as a return to

Christian values and conservatism, the “ideas of 1945” have in Scandinavia become associated

with secularism, relativism and progressive positivism.

The argument of this article, however, is that this Nordic Sonderweg should not be taken as

evidence of a blind democratic optimism determined by the comparatively fortunate situation of

the region in 1945. To the contrary, the Scandinavian discussion was deeply informed by recent

events in Europe and concerns for the future of democracy, but in many ways the conclusions

were markedly different than those drawn in, for example, Germany or Austria. Social

democracy, legal realism and secular relativism formed key elements of what could be labelled

“the other European post-war democratic settlement”.10 Indeed, even the idea of a Nordic

democratic continuity and exceptionality itself was construed against a background of anxiety

about the fragility of democracy, a fragility of which the recent European past provided ample

evidence, but which had been avoided in Scandinavia.

Moreover, it is also important to recognise the oppositional voices in the Scandinavian debates.

The strong position of social democracy made Scandinavia fruitful soil for liberalistic arguments

8 M. Conway, “Democracy in Postwar Western Europe: The Triumph of a Political Model”, in: European History
Quarterly 32 (2002) 1, 59-84; M. Conway “The Rise and Fall of Europe’s Democratic Age”, in: Contemporary European
History 13 (2004) 1, 67-88; M. Conway, “Democracy in Western Europe after 1945”, in: J. Kurunmäki / J. Nevers /
H. te Velde (eds.), Democracy in Modern Europe, Oxford 2018, 231-256; P. Corduwener, “Democracy as a Contested
Concept in Post-War Western Europe: A Comparative Study of Political Debates in France, West Germany, and
Italy”, in: The Historical Journal 59 (2016) 1, 197-220; M. Mazower, The Dark Continent. Europe’s Twentieth Century, New
York 1998, chapters 6, 7 and 9; Müller, Contesting, 125-170.
9 Conway, “The Rise and Fall”, 80-82; Müller, Contesting, 130-134.
10 I borrow the notion of the Nordic countries as “the other Europe” from the discussion of Nordic cooperation
versus European integration. For example, B. Turner and G. Nordquist, The Other European Community: Integration and
Cooperation in Northern Europe, Houndmills 1982. Or more recently, C. Howard Grøn / P. Nedergaard / A. Wivel, The
Nordic Countries and the European Union: Still the Other European Community, Abingdon 2015.
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that economic planning was “the road to serfdom” and that socialism was incompatible with

democracy. Similarly, the legal realists were challenged by scholars and intellectuals who were

concerned with the paternalistic tendencies of the modern welfare state and called for increased

juridical protection of the individual. To be sure, Scandinavia also had its Christian conservatives,

who warned that the secularisation of society was endangering the idea of human dignity upon

which democracy rested.

The article begins with a discussion of the construction of Nordic democratic exceptionality,

before proceeding to an analysis of the Scandinavian intellectual debates on, first, the liberalistic

concerns with planning, secondly, the liberal-conservative calls for the rights of the individual,

and finally, the Christian conservative anxiety regarding the total state. The article will conclude

with some speculations on the possible lessons that can be learned from revisiting these debates

with regard to current challenges to democracy in Europe and beyond.

1. Nordic democracy: Fragility is elsewhere

Scandinavia had not been a central battlefield in the Second World War. Sweden managed to stay

outside of military conflict altogether, balancing sympathies with its eastern neighbour Finland in

its two wars against the Soviet Union (1939-40 & 1941-44) with loyalties to its western

neighbours Denmark and Norway, who shared the experience of Nazi-German occupation

(1940-1945). Whereas Denmark opted for a collaborationist policy that kept its most basic

democratic and administrative functions intact, the Norwegian king and government went into

exile in the United Kingdom with the Germans establishing a Reichskommissariat and a puppet

government headed by Vidkun Quisling. These different experiences conditioned the way that

the Scandinavians approached the post-war period. Most notably this was the case in the arena of

security policy, as Denmark and Norway decided to become founding members of NATO in

1949, while Sweden continued to pursue its policy of neutrality into the Cold War, arguably

thereby also making Finnish neutrality (and democracy) more credible despite Soviet pressure.

But there were also significant similarities in how the Scandinavian states approached the post-

war period. The basic infrastructure of each country was intact, reconstruction swift and, in terms

of electoral success, social democracy continued to be the dominant political force, usually

polling between 40 and 50 per cent in parliamentary elections. Moreover, despite different
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security policy choices and, particularly, Norwegian disappointment at the lack of Swedish

support during the German occupation, the period was also a golden age for the idea of Nordic

unity. The Nordic Council was established in 1952, a passport union was agreed upon in 1957

and the idea of the Nordic welfare state as a third way, or at least as a more “social” variation of

Western democracy, grew in importance.11 It was also a period when there was, at least to a

certain extent, a common Scandinavian public sphere, not least because many Danes and

Norwegians had followed Swedish radio during the war, or even spent parts of the war years in

exile in Sweden. As a consequence, the political discussions during the post-war years, including

those on the nature of democracy, were conducted within national frameworks with their own

peculiarities, but which also shared many features and included a strong Nordic dimension.

Moreover, even if the German occupations certainly left a heavy mark on the discussions in

Denmark and Norway, the interpretations of the collapse of European democracy in the 1930s

and the challenges of democracy in the post-war world tended to converge around similar

themes. Fascism and Nazism (as well as communism) were not seen as having been substantial

domestic problems, but as movements that had plagued the European continent and, in the form

of totalitarian regimes, had threatened Nordic democracy from abroad. The electoral success of

the national socialist parties had been limited, and after the war these groups were denounced as

traitors.12 There was a general sense that Nordic democracy had withstood the totalitarian

challenge, but there were competing accounts as to the reasons for this democratic solidity.

Conservatives tended to emphasise the strong Nordic traditions of freedom. For example, the

Swedish professor of law Nils Herlitz pointed to the history of local democracy and peasant

freedom, arguing that democracy was part of the Swedish cultural legacy.13 His Norwegian

colleague, Frede Castberg, argued in similar terms, emphasising also the significance of the

Eidsvoll constitution of 1814.14 Social democrats, on the other hand, generally put more weight

on the progressive social and economic policies initiated in the 1930s. This meant a strengthening

of the idea, common already before the war, that the root cause for the rise of Nazism and

11 J. Strang, Nordic Cooperation. A European Region in Transition, Abingdon 2016; K. Petersen, “National, Nordic and
trans-Nordic: transnational perspectives on the history of the Nordic welfare states”, in: P. Kettunen / K. Petersen
(eds.), Beyond Welfare State Models: Transnational Historical Perspectives on Social Policy, Cheltenham 2011.
12 In Denmark and Norway, the national socialists never gained more than approximately 2 per cent of the vote.
Sweden had a larger assortment of national socialist parties, most of whom never gained more than 1 per cent of the
vote. The largest of them was the Socialist Party, which received approximately 5 per cent of the vote, but that was
before they adopted a pro-Nazi German stance in 1940. See L. Berggren, “Swedish Fascism – Why Bother?”, in:
Journal of Contemporary History 37 (2002) 3, 295-417; J. Laurdisen, Dansk Nazisme 1930-45 – og derefter, København
2002; H. Breivik / I. Figueiredo, Den norske fascismen. Nasjonal Samling 1933-1940, Oslo 2002.
13 N. Herlitz, Svensk Frihet, Stockholm 1943.
14 F. Castberg, Norsk livssyn og samfunnsliv, Oslo 1949; P. Berg / F. Castberg / S. Steen, Arven fra Eidsvoll: Norges
Grunnlov, Oslo 1945.
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communism was the distress and destitution of the German and Russian peoples, and therefore

that democracy was most successfully protected through a proactive or “prophylactic” social

policy and an economic policy that prevented, or at least limited, the impact of economic crises.15

The post-war programme of the Danish social democrats, Fremtidens Danmark (1945), explicitly

identified social and economic inequality as the main threats to democracy: “if large parts of

society are struck by permanent unemployment, or if democracy cannot solve the pressing social

problems, then we need to be prepared that many people will be tempted to try different

paths”.16 Because democracy was fragile, it was imperative to continue with the policies that had

saved Scandinavia in the 1930s.

But the social democrats were not adverse to patriotic narratives and more long-term histories.

Already in the 1930s, they had employed the rhetorical notion of “Nordic democracy” to claim

that the history of Nordic freedom was a “historical experience” against which they could launch

their own social democratic programme as a “horizon of experience”, to use Reinhart Koselleck’s

famous formula.17 In the post-war context, “Nordic democracy” was quickly re-described into

the Cold War logic, with the anti-fascist and anti-Bolshevik perspective being swiftly replaced

with a “middle way” rhetoric. This was, for example, the purpose of the anthology Nordisk

Demokrati (1949), edited by two of the key figures in the Danish post-war debates on democracy,

the theologian Hal Koch and the professor of law Alf Ross. In this volume, Koch and Ross

engaged with a number of leading Scandinavian intellectuals in a joint exposition of a

“‘democracy of the middle’ that sought to unite respect for the individual and the political

freedom of the West, with the ideals of economic and social levelling of the East”.18 In his

preface to the volume, the Danish Social Democratic Prime Minister, Hans Hedtoft, claimed that

democracy had taken on its own particular form in the Scandinavian countries, signifying “not

only the basic political rights and freedoms, but also a claim for a certain social equality, the right

to an equal start”.19

15 H. Frisch, Pest over Europa. Bolschevisme – fascism – nazisme, København 1933; G. Myrdal, “Maintaining Democracy in
Sweden – Two Articles by Gunnar Myrdal reprinted from Survey Graphic – Magazine for Social Interpretation”,
Stockholm 1938.
16 Fremtidens Danmark. Socialdemokratiets politik, København 1945. This and all translations from Danish, Swedish or
Norwegian into English are mine.
17 See J. Kurunmäki / J. Strang (eds.), Rhetorics of Nordic Democracy, Helsinki 2010.
18 H. Koch / A. Ross, “Forord”, in: H. Koch / A. Ross (eds.), Nordisk Demokrati, København 1949, xv. Large
sections of the book were later translated into English and published as J.A. Lauwerys (ed.), Scandinavian Democracy.
Development of Democratic Thought and Institutions in Denmark, Norway and Sweden, Copenhagen 1958.
19 H. Hedtoft, [preface], in: H. Koch / A. Ross (eds.), Nordisk demokrati, x.
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Hedtoft’s account was characteristic of how many Scandinavian social democrats, politicians as

well as intellectuals defined democracy during the post-war period: they rallied around political

democracy and parliamentarism, but they also included, to varying degrees, an emphasis on social

equality, not merely as an instrument by which democracy had to defend itself from

totalitarianism, but also as an essential ingredient to the concept of democracy itself. For some,

such as Swedish Social Democratic Minister of Finance Ernst Wigforss (1925-6 & 1932-49), who

also was recognised as a leading socialist theorist, the task was explicitly to expand democracy

from the political to the social and economic spheres, a line of thinking that had been common

among Scandinavian social democrats since the 1920s.20

Besides historical traditions and successful economic and social policies, the explanations for the

success of democracy in Scandinavia, despite its obvious fragility elsewhere in Europe, also often

included references to the social cohesion or even the cultural homogeneity of the Scandinavian

nations. In his book Demokratiens problem (1945), the Swedish political scientist Herbert Tingsten

famously defined democracy as a meta-ideology (överideologi) – “you are a democrat and at the

same time a conservative, liberal or socialist”.21 According to Tingsten, a well-functioning

democracy requires that the citizens subscribe to these democratic principles, by which he meant

that the minority is prepared to confine itself to the decisions of the majority. The idea that

democracy is based upon some kind of fundamental agreement was not original, neither in the

history of democratic theory nor among Tingsten’s contemporaries. Tingsten himself ascribed

the idea to both Rousseau and Mill as well as to Ernest Barker and Joseph Schumpeter.22 But for

Tingsten, the idea of shared values went beyond simple adherence to the rules of the democratic

game. He repeatedly emphasised that the crisis of democracy on the European continent had

been the result of rising economic and social conflicts that had “disturbed the community of

shared values that democracy is ultimately based upon”, and he listed religious, national, social

and economic conflicts as potentially hazardous.23 In a 1955 article in the Political Quarterly,

Tingsten explicitly stated that “[w]e do not envy the fragile democracies of France and Italy,

where a strong Catholic Church and a strong Communist Party lend lustre and heat to the

20 E. Wigforss, Ekonomisk demokrati, Stockholm 1948. See A. Friberg, “Democracy in the Plural: The Concepts of
Democracy in Swedish Parliamentary Debates during the Interwar Years”, in: Contributions to the History of Concepts 7
(2012) 1, 12-35.
21 H. Tingsten, Demokratiens problem, Stockholm 1945, 57.
22 Tingsten, Demokratiens, 65-83; E. Barker, Reflections on Government, London 1942, 63-9; J. Schumpeter, Capitalism,
Socialism, and Democracy, London 1942, 295, 301.
23 Tingsten, Demokratiens, 133-163. Quotation from H. Tingsten, “Nordisk demokrati”, Nordens kalender (1938), 41-50,
49.






































