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C h a p t e r 1

The Context and 
Setting

I was initially drawn toward conducting research in Denmark 
because of its reputation as one of the most advanced and compre-
hensive social welfare states in the world. Denmark (like many of its 
Nordic neighbors) also has a reputation for being socially progressive 
in terms of social policies and human rights. I arrived in Denmark 
during the summer of 2000 unaware that I was about to witness a piv-
otal cultural and political turning point. There was a growing trend 
toward entitlement retrenchment and anti-immigration sentiment. 
Denmark was in the midst of a historic national election marked 
by the rise of two conservative political parties: the Liberal Party 
(Venstre in Danish) and the Danish People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti  
in Danish). The rise in popularity of these once- marginalized politi-
cal parties also marked significant ideological and political shifts in 
public and political discourse about ethnic populations living  
in Denmark and the impending arrival of new immigrants.

I lived in a college dormitory (called a kollegium in Danish) with 
Danish university students while these events unfolded. Within a 
few days of my arrival, I was pushed by my neighbors to immedi-
ately start Danish language classes and to acquire enough knowl-
edge about Danish history and political systems to have something 
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intelligent to add to the many political discussions that occurred 
almost daily over morning coffee in our tiny fourth-floor kitchen.

One of my most vivid memories of these early days is attending 
the birthday party of Astrid, a neighbor. Our shared kitchen was 
decorated in the Danish national colors (red and white) and there 
were images of the Danish flag on the cake, on the banner, and on 
the cocktail napkins that we used. After everyone from our floor 
and some outside guests arrived, we sat at a large candlelit dinner 
table that was filled with wine, beer, and platters of home-cooked 
food made by residents of our floor. Before dinner was served, 
everyone stood up and sang the following song, “I dag er det 
Astrid’s Fødselsdag, Hurra! Hurra! Hurra! Hun sikkert sig en gave 
får, som hun har ønsket sig i år med dejlig chokolade og kager til.” 
This song is similar to the English “Happy Birthday” song.

After the singing, the platters of food were served family style, 
with each person passing the various courses of food around the 
large table. Everyone was speaking Danish and, at times, some-
one would tap a glass with their silverware to signal that the side 
conversations should stop and that someone was going to make 
a speech about the honoree. When the speech was over, every-
one lifted their glasses toward the guest of honor, laughed, and 
cheered. Thereafter, the side conversations resumed.

At that time, I did not speak Danish and I remember that none of 
my neighbors translated the songs or speeches. Even my invitation 
to the party was presented more as a command than as a welcoming 
invitation to attend. Yet I felt warmth and a sense of coziness during 
the evening—a feeling that I later learned is called hygge in Danish.

As I reflect on the 18 months that I lived at the kollegium, 
I recall many parties that followed the same theme and ritual. 
Even my birthday was celebrated in this way despite the fact that 
I am African American and from the United States. In fact, at 
the floor planning meeting where mine and other birthdays in 
October were being discussed, I jokingly asked, “Where is the 
American flag for my birthday?” I was promptly told, “You are in 
Denmark now and this is how we do things!”
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When I think of and describe Danish national identity, these 
birthday parties are among the first images that come to mind. 
In the early days, I had no understanding about the traditions 
associated with this way of celebrating a person’s birthday. I do 
remember feeling conflicting emotions at these events. On one 
hand, I felt a warmth and sincerity that I had not felt in any other 
university event I had attended in the United States. This was 
evident by the level of care my neighbors exhibited in cooking the 
delicious food that we ate, the time and energy spent preparing 
and decorating the room, and the intensity of emotion contained 
in the speeches made during the dinner.

On the other hand, I also never felt more socially isolated 
than I did at these parties. Even though all of my neighbors 
spoke English, not one person attempted to translate what was 
being said or to explain why the Danish flag was used as deco-
ration. I had to constantly interrupt conversations happening 
around me to solicit explanations of what was going on. The 
strong sense of tradition and national identity—as illustrated 
in this small but significant way (a birthday party)—represents 
a powerful theme expressed throughout this book: the con-
tradiction of being welcomed and simultaneously being kept 
at a distance. This theme was echoed by many of my immi-
grant respondents when asked about their integration to life in 
Denmark.

Like many of my respondents, I also learned very quickly that 
the key to social acceptance among my Danish neighbors was to 
rapidly learn and express an appreciation for the traditions of our 
kollegium—a place that I later learned was one of the oldest stu-
dent houses in Copenhagen. This kollegium was as heavily steeped 
in tradition as the people who lived there. These traditions play 
a significant part of what many of my respondents would later 
describe as typical “Danishness.”

Anyone with a cursory knowledge of Danish history can under-
stand why Danes hold on so fervently to their history and cultural 
traditions. Denmark is a nation that has fended off one adversary 
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after another. Its history is punctuated by several wars with its 
Nordic neighbors, where each defeat resulted in territory reduc-
tions. The losses of land resulted in a heavily centralized Danish 
state led by an agrarian class—a state-building pattern that was 
unusual as compared to that in other parts of Europe where states 
were typically formed out of either elite-driven social movements 
or peasant rebellions (Campbell et al., 2006).

In the 10 years that followed (2000–2010), I have traveled back 
to Denmark for both work and pleasure. I often feel conflicted 
about my experiences thus far in this proud and beautiful coun-
try. On one hand, I felt welcomed by my neighbors—several of 
them have remained close friends whom I visit each time I return 
to Denmark. On the other hand, I have also experienced Danes 
shouting at me in anger on the subway, telling me in Danish, 
“Foreigner, go back home.”

Introduction

This book focuses on the increasing role of nation-states as critical 
actors in using social policy to make race (racial and ethnic hierar-
chies) and to redefine what it means to be a full citizen. Citizenship 
scholars have noted that this concept has traditionally been used as 
the means for uniting diverse groups under one national identity—
especially true for nations with long and diverse histories of receiv-
ing immigrants (i.e., United States, Canada, etc.). Using Denmark 
as a case study, my research moves away from recent citizenship lit-
erature. I argue that states with recent and rising immigration have 
begun to constrain citizenship from performing its traditional role 
and have used it to divide populations rather than to unite them.

In particular, I examine the relationship between native-Danes’ 
discourse and new-Danes’ (or ethnic/immigrant Danes’) percep-
tions of their identity and their families’ identities in light of this 
discourse. The data demonstrate how the Danish case presents 
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challenges for prevailing theories about citizenship, intermarriage, 
and assimilation. Denmark, as a relatively homogeneous  country 
and a relatively new immigrant-receiving country, gives us the 
opportunity to reexamine classic theories on citizenship, assimila-
tion, and intermarriage from a unique point of view. The Danish 
case also best captures the invisible work of integration and the 
new limits being placed on citizenship rights. Recent changes to 
Danish laws intended to restrict sham marriages and decrease 
immigration from non-Western countries are also limiting the 
marital rights of Danish citizens and permanent residents.

The issue of intermarriage and immigration policies gained 
national attention in Denmark with the publication of journalist 
Ralf Christensen’s op-ed piece on his personal and negative experi-
ences with Danish Immigration Services in August 2012. This was 
not the first media story about a couple being denied a family reuni-
fication visa. What makes the story compelling is that this time the 
story was being told by a well-connected native-Danish citizen and 
a public figure. Christensen and his Turkish wife, Merih, have put a 
new face to this issue. Their experience highlights the unintentional 
consequences of these restrictive policies: a native Dane whose 
right to reside in Denmark with his immigrant wife is being chal-
lenged by Danish authorities. In the article, Christensen described 
the lengthy application process, frequent verbal miscommunica-
tions regarding immigration regulations, conflicting information 
on Danish government websites, and finally the nine-hour-long 
wait to meet with immigration officials—only to have his wife’s 
application for a residence visa be denied. Christensen described 
the entire process as “degrading” and “inhumane” in the article 
and in the subsequent interviews. The couple eventually prevailed 
and was awarded the visa upon appeal. The appeal was won cit-
ing European Union (EU) laws associated with family reunifica-
tion. The significance of Ralf and Merih’s appeal is that their case 
exposed how recent changes to Danish laws regarding immigration 
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have been at odds with EU laws and recommended best practices. 
Their story went viral both domestically and internationally, thus 
exposing the invisible—and sometimes unjust—side effect of the 
recent restrictive laws and social policy. Their case shows how the 
state can deny people the right to marry whom they want and to 
remain in their country with their spouse.

In his seminal work, Milton Gordon (1964) argued that 
intermarriage contributes to the inevitable absorption of ethnic 
populations into the dominant society of the United States. By 
examining this form of assimilation through the lens of identity 
politics in contemporary Denmark, I argue that the concept of 
intermarriage, commonly viewed by many social scientists as the 
final step in the assimilation process leading to cultural fusion, 
has now become the first step for many third-country nationals. 
By examining intermarriage in this context, we observe that 
increasingly restrictive laws and social policy have complicated the 
respective social locations of native Danes, ethnic Danes, and some 
third-country nationals in terms of who can and cannot make 
legitimate claims to “Danishness.” Despite claims that economic 
self-sufficiency, cultural assimilation and language acquisition are 
key to social inclusion and acceptance into Danish society, many 
of the third-country nationals, although achieving these objectives, 
still expressed significant feelings of exclusion from Danish society. 
In this book, I show how these recent changes to immigration law 
now restrict the marital rights of native Danes and also constrain 
citizenship from performing its traditional function in relatively 
new immigrant-receiving countries with once- homogeneous 
populations.

Denmark was racially and religiously homogeneous until the 
latter half of the twentieth century, when it began receiving more 
diverse immigrants. As the number and variety of non-Scandinavian 
and non-Western European people immigrating to Denmark rises, 
the society is experiencing many of the challenges associated with 
becoming a diverse and multicultural society.
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The universality of access to the myriad benefits and 
 programs offered within the Danish welfare state is typically 
assumed to be a function of a strong social contract between 
the citizen and the state. Yet there is substantial debate about 
whether some immigrants and non-EU foreign nationals living 
in Denmark should and do have the same rights of access as 
Danish citizens. These debates are frequently played out in the 
public policy forum, specifically within the context of recent 
political elections and subsequent revisions to immigration and 
citizenship laws.

At issue is the fact that many Danish citizens and political 
actors have mixed feelings about immigration and the increased 
diversity that has resulted. Some citizens and politicians with 
conservative leanings on issues of immigration have pushed for 
stricter legislation and administrative policies that serve to limit 
the number of people entering Denmark and support social poli-
cies that encourage rapid social integration for new immigrants 
into Danish culture. Opponents to these measures argue that 
these policies force assimilation upon new arrivals who are third-
country nationals in the form of required language and culture 
courses and restrictive housing policies. They further argue that 
these policies are also discriminatory because the provisions of the 
Integration Act are not applied to foreign nationals from other 
Nordic or EU countries.

As more people like Ralf and Merih Christensen and some of 
my respondents become more visible and commonplace, these 
laws face greater scrutiny from political actors and citizens both 
within and outside of Denmark. Some have begun to question 
whether the Danish state vis-à-vis legislation and restrictive social 
policies has infringed on a citizen’s basic human right—to marry 
the person that one chooses and continue to reside in one’s country. 
This line of discourse is moving to the foreground of many con-
versations about immigration, citizenship, and national identity 
throughout Europe.
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Like many of its European neighbors, immigration to 
Denmark has undergone significant changes over the last sev-
eral decades. Migration between Denmark and other wealthy 
European countries has consistently been the most significant 
source of immigration. The number of immigrants to Denmark 
from these countries has more or less corresponded to the number 
of emigrants. What are new and most significant are the increas-
ing numbers of immigrants from Turkey, Eastern Europe, Asia, 
and Africa. As Table 1.1 demonstrates, in 1984, foreign nation-
als represented only 2% of the total population, and by the year 
2000, this grew to 4.9%. In 2012, foreign nationals were 10.4% 
of the population and descendants of non-Western countries rep-
resented 6.5% of the population (Statistical Yearbook 2000, 2004, 
2006, 2010; Statistics Denmark, 2012). These figures may under-
estimate immigrants because those ethnics with Danish citizen-
ship are not statistically considered “foreign.”

According to the Danish Ministry of the Interior, immigrants 
are defined as “persons who were born outside of Denmark and 
whose parents are foreign citizens or were born outside Denmark.” 
Descendants are defined as “persons born in Denmark to par-
ents who are not Danish citizens born in Denmark” (Statistical 
Yearbook 2000: 8). This distinction is important for two reasons. 
First, official records and statistics about “foreigners” are divided 
into these categories. Second, when the issue of immigration is 
discussed in the media or in terms of social policy, these two pop-
ulations are often combined. Tracking the Danish population by 
country of origin or citizenship status may not accurately cap-
ture racial or ethnic identity. For example, a Turkish immigrant 
would be statistically counted as “foreign” unless he/she acquires 
Danish citizenship, upon which he/she would be counted as 
“Danish.” Although collecting data on parents’ descent helps 
to address this concern to a point, a third- generation Turkish 
immigrant would still be statistically indistinguishable from 
other Danes.1
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1980 1996 1998 2000 2004 2008 2010

Europe (Non-EU)  
 of which,  
Turkey 14,086 35,739 37,519 36,569 30,273 28,662 28,776
Bosnia-Herzegovina 0 16,232 19,705 20,315 17,173 11,581 11,110
Former Yugoslavia 7,126 11,073 12,889 12,803 12,883 9,333 8,067

Africa   
 of which,  
Morocco 

 
1,943

 
3,268

 
3,557

 
3,573

 
3,087

 
2,787

 
2,752

Somalia 102 6,925 11,890 14,265 13,099 8,751 8,223
North America 2,830 3,923 8,047 4,086 3,949 6,785 7,240

South and Central America 
 of which, 
Brazil

 
129

 
695

 
812

 
937

 
1,075

 
1,449

 
1,825

Asia and Pacific 
 of which,  
China

 
212

 
1,657

 
2,074

 
2,513

 
5,156

 
6,341

 
7,168

Iraq 102 7,077 9,419 12,687 19,423 17,058 15,603
Iran 215 7,363 6,844 5,702 4,911 4,214 4,238
Lebanon 156 4,438 4,421 3,418 5,156 1,601 1,460
Pakistan 6,400 6,552 6,934 7,115 7,022 6,502 6,887
Philippines 784 1,808 2,096 2,145 2,457 4,414 6,364
Sri Lanka 181 5,736 5,409 4,851 3,671 2,622 2,572
Thailand 353 2,748 3,365 4,092 5,436 6,580 7,586
Vietnam 1,319 5,001 5,228 5,007 4,241 3,875 3,895
Afghanistan 5 217 378 513 306 9,298 8,892
Russia/Fr. Soviet 
Union

206 1,717 2,312 2,952 4,748 8,043 9,664

Stateless or Unknown 965 10,452 9,902 7,588 4,192 230 228

Note: These data reflect the way in which citizenship is defined. According to the Danish 
Citizenship Act, the mother determines citizenship.

Source: Statistical Yearbook 2011, Statistics Denmark, http://www.dst.dk/en.aspx.

Table 1.1 Immigrant/Descendant Total Population (1980–2010)

Denmark’s current ethnic populations fall into a variety of 
racial and ethnic categories, including Greenlanders, citizens of 
other Nordic countries, EU citizens, citizens of North and South 
America and Australia, and finally “new immigrant populations,” 
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including people from other European Countries (non-EU), 
Africa, the Middle East, the Mediterranean, and Asia (which 
are statistically combined under the category “Asia”).2 Presently, 
the largest ethnic groups from non-EU countries are immigrants 
and descendants from the following countries in order from 
largest to smallest: Turkey, Iraq, Norway,3 Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Afghanistan, Somalia, Thailand, former Yugoslavia, and China. 
Table 1.1 summarizes this information.

Why Denmark?

Studying citizenship and integration policies in Denmark yields 
significant contributions. First, the topic is timely. Danish society 
has changed significantly over the past 50 years to include people 
who are different racially, religiously, and ethnically. Similar to 
other European societies, Demark is in the midst of what Cem 
Özdemir (2006) aptly described as an “integration challenge,” 
where these nations have a severe barrier preventing full integra-
tion of ethnic populations—an inability (or perhaps resistance) to 
view the immigrant or foreign national as a potential citizen with 
equal rights, protections, and duties. The default position of the 
Danish government and some of its native population has been 
to define the immigrant or foreign national by his or her country 
of origin, color, or religion and to construct Danish identity in 
opposition to the characteristics of “the other.”

Second, Denmark, like the other nations in Scandinavia, has 
long been regarded as one of the most liberal and open societies 
in terms of public attitudes and social policy. Denmark is one of 
the most advanced and comprehensive social welfare states in the 
world (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Yet, Denmark’s progressive repu-
tation is increasingly at odds with recent events occurring in the 
country since 2004—such as the continual rise of right-wing polit-
ical parties and the escalating xenophobic and anti-immigration 
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media discourse that has gained international attention with the 
Prophet Muhammad Cartoon controversy. Several cartoons were 
published (first in 2005 and again in 2008) in the Jyllands-Posten, a 
major Danish newspaper, that depicted Muhammad, the founder 
of Islam, with bombs and other weapons in his hands and devil 
horns attached to his head wrap. Responses from the Muslim com-
munity over these drawings varied from peaceful protests at Danish 
government buildings and Danish embassies to public Danish flag 
burnings and boycotts of Danish exports and domestic products. 
Responses from the Danish government and many native Danes 
were initially apathetic. Most native Danes did not see “the big 
deal” when the cartoons were meant to be funny and satirical. The 
Jyllands-Posten eventually issued an apology for the offensive nature 
of the cartoons and, in January 2006, the Danish Prime Minister 
released a statement denouncing the cartoons. The perceived lack 
of immediate action on the part of the Danish government, and 
the republication of the images in 2008 kept racial and ethnic ten-
sions high between the native Danes and the Muslim community.

All of these events reflect growing social, racial, and reli-
gious unrest. This contradiction highlights what Jocelyne Cesari 
described as “the multicultural dilemma,” where achieving true 
multiculturalism involves willingness (on the part of dominant 
groups) to move beyond symbolic expressions of tolerance to 
providing ethnic minorities “with public space in political and 
economic spheres” (Yurdakul and Bodemann, 2007: 7–9). As 
cited within Yurdakul and Bodemann (2007), Cesari expresses 
notable skepticism about the achievement of multiculturalism in 
Europe, arguing that the idea may promote democracy by inte-
grating diverse cultures but that it also maintains inequality. The 
“dilemma,” as she describes it, lies with Islam itself because Islam 
in Europe requires political representation and recognition of 
Shari’a law. In the end, Cesari seems to acknowledge that Islam is 
in the process of its “diasporization, an entirely new experience for 
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Muslims that must entail, what Will Kymlicka (1995) called the 
protection of individual freedom, including in particular wom-
en’s rights and the promotion of social equality” (Yurdakul and 
Bodemann, 2007: 7–9).

These incidents also highlight growing tensions between native 
Danes, third-country nationals, and ethnic denizens and also 
expose the processes associated with integration—Denmark’s tran-
sition from tribe-like community to modern multicultural soci-
ety (as defined by Tönnies and, later, by Durkheim). Ferdinand 
Tönnies (2001) described two contrasting systems of social order. 
He defined the first, namely community (Gemeinschaft), as a social 
order based on the unity of kinship ties or familial relationships 
guided by “fundamental harmony of wills and is developed and 
cultivated by religion and custom” (Tönnies, 2001: 247). Within 
the community, customs and rituals are highly valued and viewed 
as critical to maintaining the common good. In the commu-
nity, the reliance on kinship ties makes the demarcation between 
stranger and native pronounced and strictly enforced (247–248).

Tönnies argued that the second social order, society 
(Gesellschaft), is based on rationality as expressed within civil 
society. The social relations of the society are “guaranteed and 
protected by political legislation and where its policies and their 
ratification are derived from public opinion” (247–248). Unlike 
the community, the society has no predetermined unity and no 
emphasis on the common good. According to Tönnies, the ratio-
nality of the society also makes the distinction between natives 
and strangers less relevant because membership within the society 
is no longer based on kinship relations but rather based on con-
tributions made to the society (as measured by various forms of 
human and social capital) (249–251). Tönnies’ distinctions are 
critical to my analysis (that will be fully discussed in subsequent 
chapters) that Denmark is a nation caught in transition between 
these two social orders, as evidenced by the use of citizenship and 
integration legislation by the Danish state. On one hand, the 
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use of terms like “new Danes” and provisions of the laws that 
 articulate one can achieve Danishness through integration and 
then naturalization seems to promote the multiculturalists’ ideals 
of a Gesellschaft-like society. On the other hand, further provi-
sions and social policies contained within the same laws contradict 
these ideals. The contradictory provisions and policies underscore 
and reinforce the differences between native and stranger in a 
similar manner as in the Gemeinschaft community. I argue that 
while Denmark undergoes this transformation (from community 
to society), how Danish culture is defined and experienced will be 
at the center of the transformation process.

Third, and perhaps most significant, relatively little scholar-
ship has examined how recent social policies and legislation in 
Denmark are explicitly redefining what it means to be Danish 
and which groups can and cannot legitimately make claims to this 
identity. Indeed, these redefinitions are affecting not only immi-
grants and ethnics but also native Danes. Specifically, I examine 
the provisions of the Integration Act of 1998 and argue that this 
law and the resulting social policies articulate expectations for 
third-country nationals and ethnics to become Danish without 
clear operational definitions for what Danishness constitutes. As 
long as becoming Danish is expected but undefined, immigrants 
and ethnics will not have their claims to Danish identity recog-
nized and legitimized by native Danes.

The Scope of This Project

When I began my research, I wanted to understand how Danish 
identity is changing as a result of increased diversity and recent 
state requirements for immigration and integration. I also wanted 
to learn how immigrants and ethnics negotiate their own identity 
as they are confronted with traditional and shifting notions of 
what it means to be Danish. My research approach makes the fol-
lowing two basic assumptions.
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Two Primary Assumptions

Acquiring Citizenship Does Not Guarantee Social Acceptance
In Denmark, citizenship has recently become the most impor-
tant status in terms of securing the highest level of social rights, 
benefits, and social identity. The recent emphasis on integrating 
foreign and ethnic populations living in Denmark on the part 
of political actors represents examples of state-created and state-
sanctioned constructions of what it means to be Danish. The 
enactment of the Integration Act represents the roadmap for how 
immigrants become new Danes and eventually jurisdictionally 
Danish—but as discussed earlier, it is doubtful that many ethnic 
people will ever be perceived by most Danes as Danish by nature.

My goal was to learn about the assimilation experiences of people 
who have recently (from 2000 to 2008) immigrated to Denmark as 
well as of their spouses—specifically, I am interested in the assimila-
tion experiences of third-country nationals (those emigrating from 
outside Nordic and EU countries) to Danish society.

People and Political Actors Define “Successful” Integration  
Quite Differently
Political actors define successful integration as acquiring an 
“understanding of the fundamental values and norms of Danish 
society” while simultaneously achieving socioeconomic assimila-
tion, especially in the labor market. My research explores how first-
generation immigrants and ethnic denizens position  themselves in 
relation to the integration discourse described above. I am most 
interested in how notions of belonging are intrinsically linked to 
the ways in which social inclusion and exclusion are subjectively 
experienced.

In addition to how first-generation immigrants to Denmark 
view themselves, I am also interested in how they position their 
family within the context of the assimilation/integration discourse 
described earlier. I answer how these first-generation immigrants 
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experience social boundaries in Denmark, as well as how these 
boundaries are influenced by legislation, public policies, and dis-
course. My research also explores constructions of Danish national 
identity and the development of legislation and public policies 
that manufacture and reinforce these constructions.

Research Questions

This book addresses the following research questions:

 ● How do changes to immigration and integration policies 
articulate the expectations for and place limitations on vari-
ous categories of immigrants and ethnic populations in terms 
of making claims to Danish identity?

 ● How has Danish identity been constructed by actors in light 
of increased diversity and recent changes to immigration and 
integration policies?

 ● How have restrictive social policies and anti-immigrant dis-
course concerning intermarriage between native Danes and 
third-country nationals affected social boundaries between 
the two and contributed to the erosion of citizenship rights 
of these native Danes?

 ● How do natives, immigrants, and ethnics experience the 
integration requirements and restrictive social policies in 
Denmark?

Exploring Danishness

To understand Danish identity, I initially asked my neighbors 
at the kollegium to describe Danish identity. Later, I asked my 
respondents and their native-Dane spouses. Two concepts were 
described consistently by both native Danes and ethnics—
Janteloven and hygge. Janteloven is a concept made famous in 
a 1933 novel by Aksel Sandemose, who portrayed life in a small 
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Danish town where no one is anonymous and whose inhabitants 
are guided by the Law of Jante or a sort of ten commandments. 
The Jante law asserts that everyone is equal, everyone should be 
treated the same, and everyone should conform and should not 
stand out. Today, the Law of Jante is used popularly as a term 
to disparage notions of individual achievement as paramount 
over collective welfare and the common good. Most of the Danes 
asked about Janteloven viewed the concept as old fashioned—
almost quaint or stereotypical Danishness. Yet all of my Danish 
respondents named the concept as the main marker of Danishness 
and generally viewed it as something positive that connected them 
to other Danes and Nordic people. Many of my ethnic respon-
dents viewed this concept quite differently. Abasi,4 a 34-year-old 
man from Kenya who came to Denmark in 2000 to live with his 
native-Dane wife whom he met in Kenya, described Janteloven 
as “an invisible rope strangling the Danish—keeping them from 
really living and experiencing all that life has to offer.”

Similar to Abasi, several of my ethnic respondents viewed the 
Janteloven as an ideology that places limits on individual poten-
tial and prevents Danes from celebrating how individual achieve-
ments can affect and enhance the experiences of the society. In 
later chapters, I show how some of my respondents encountered 
the Janteloven in their everyday interactions with native Danes 
and the ways in which perceived limitations associated with its use 
are manifested in the daily lives of my respondents.

Hygge, the second concept used to describe Danish culture, is 
difficult to translate into English but is often described as  coziness, 
a comfortable and cheerful atmosphere. This is a term used by 
Danes to describe home and family life, and it is a term that is 
reserved for those who are allowed into one’s personal realm.  
I experienced hygge during the birthday party at the kollegium. It 
was evident by the atmosphere created for and during the party—
the home-cooked food, the candlelight, the family-style seating, 
and the speeches. This concept is also viewed quite differently by 
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many of the native Danes and ethnics interviewed. The native 
Danes describe hygge as something almost sacred and reserved for 
those who you are most intimate with—family and close friends. 
Some of the ethnics that I spoke with view it more as a spectacle, 
strange and even nationalistic. Robin, a 33-year-old woman from 
Trinidad, who came to Denmark to live with her native-Dane 
husband whom she met in Trinidad said, “The Danes are all about 
using candles and the flag for everything. The first time that Steen 
(her husband) brought me to meet his family, their house was 
covered with candles and the napkins had the flag on it. I thought 
it was weird because at home in Trinidad, no one would do that. 
My first thought was ‘they are very patriotic people’.”

Similar to Robin, many of my respondents described their 
respective experiences with hygge as conveying the opposite of 
the intended emotion of the event. The intention of hygge on the 
part of many native Danes is to convey coziness and warmth for 
the participants in the event. Several of my respondents described 
their experiences with hygge as awkward, artificial, and forced.

As noted earlier, Danishness has not been formally defined by 
political actors despite the fact that becoming Danish is expected of 
immigrants and ethnics. These groups are required to demonstrate 
high proficiency with Danish language, culture, and history as leg-
islated by the Integration Act and revisions to the Danish Citizens 
Act. I argue that as a result of this lack of definition, Danish iden-
tity has become stereotyped with the practice of the Janteloven and 
hygge. I also assert that the teaching of these concepts to new and 
ethnic Danes through the mandated Danish History and Culture 
course reinforces these stereotypes. Several of my immigrant and 
ethnic respondents felt that Janteloven and hygge as cultural con-
structs demonstrate the inclusiveness of this narrowly constructed 
form of Danish identity and also demonstrate. what they perceive 
as. an unwillingness on the part of many native Danes to legitimize 
their claims to Danishness (which may or may not include the 
ethnic’s or immigrant’s use of these concepts).
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Focusing on New Danes

I focus on Danish culture from the perspective of new arriv-
als and ethnic people living in Denmark. As noted earlier, the 
public discourse from the late 1990s to the present focuses on 
integrating “new Danes,” and I decided that I needed to talk to 
these individuals about why they chose to come to Denmark, 
whether they see themselves as “new Danes,” and how they view 
themselves and their families within this discourse? I was also 
fascinated with the debates surrounding the passage and imple-
mentation of the Integration Act of 1998—the law that created 
the three-year Introduction Program for all new third-country 
national immigrants to Denmark who are 18 years or older. 
Nordic citizens and EU citizens were exempted from all pro-
visions of the Integration Act of 1998 and subsequent amend-
ments. The Introduction Program has three parts—a Danish 
culture and history course, Danish language courses, and an 
individualized work/activation plan.

Because I was an immigrant living in Denmark at the time 
the Integration Act became effective, I had firsthand experience 
going to the local Kommune (municipal office) to obtain my yel-
low CPR medical card (Det Centrale Personregister, similar to 
the social security card and driver’s license in the United States). 
This is the primary form of identification in Denmark. It is used 
for everything from mundane tasks, such as renting a DVD and 
checking out a library book, to the most serious uses, such as pro-
viding proof of medical benefits when ill and proof of address if 
stopped by local authorities. I also experienced a meeting with an 
Integration Consultant who helped me to sign up for Danish lan-
guage courses and the Danish History and Culture course. Based 
on all of these experiences, I knew where I could go to gain access 
to this population for this study—government offices and lan-
guage schools.
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Methods and Selection of Participants

In 2001, I contacted a social worker that I knew, who put me in 
contact with another social worker that she knew who worked at 
the Municipality Office of Social and Labor Training (Københavns 
Kommune-Famile og Arbejdsmarkedsforvaltningen) located in 
the Nørrebro section of Copenhagen and which has a large eth-
nic population. At the time, all new immigrants who resided in 
the Greater Copenhagen area had to register with this center for 
commencement of their Introduction Program within one month 
of their arrival in Denmark. This office was the main gatekeeper 
and made it the ideal site for this kind of study in terms of  having 
access to the widest selection of possible participants. First, 
I interviewed the social worker about the integration law and her 
work with this population and then, I told her about the project. 
She gave my project proposal to her supervisor and they allowed 
me to have limited access to their pool of clients.

Methods and Data Collection

In order to address the research questions above, I utilized mixed 
methods for this project, including time series interview data, 
life-history questionnaire, historical case analysis, participant 
and direct observation, and content analysis. Since the original 
study (2000–2001), I conducted two additional ethnographic 
fieldwork visits to Denmark in 2004 and 2008. On these visits, 
I used the following methods: structured life-history interview, 
questionnaire, and observation. I conducted my field research 
from January 2004 until February 2004. Due to my familiar-
ity with the location and my previous working relationships 
with the Danish National Institute for Social Research and the 
Copenhagen Municipality Office of Social Welfare, I was able to 
conduct  follow-up interviews with five of my 2000–2001 partici-
pants within the time allocated. I next conducted my field research 
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from May 31, 2008 until August 25, 2008. I again made use of 
my previous working relationships with the Danish National 
Institute for Social Research, the Copenhagen Municipality 
Office of Social Welfare, and Center for Beskæftigelse, Sprog 
og Integration Sprogcentret Kigkurren (CBSI), to complete this 
project within the time allocated.

During the summer of 2008, I interviewed 20 participants who 
had migrated to Denmark after the passage of the Integration Act 
and after marriage with a Danish citizen (the majority were native 
Danes but three participants were married to ethnic Danish citi-
zens or Danes by jurisdiction). In addition to the 20 people who 
self-selected to be interviewed, 40 additional respondents com-
pleted a life-history questionnaire. My main objective was to 
explore the interplay between the respondents’ lives in Denmark 
and their perceptions about their social location within the inte-
gration discourse. Of the 20 people interviewed in 2008, my first 
contact with 11 of them goes back to 2001 and I was able to inter-
view them (and in some cases) their native-Dane spouses multiple 
times (2001, 2004, and 2008).

In the 2008 study, I made use of Seidman’s (1998) technique 
for phenomenological in-depth interviewing. I conducted two 
semistructured iterative interviews—each with a specific purpose. 
The first interview inquired into the interviewee’s biography and 
life story. The second interview oriented both the research and 
the interviewee to the specific experience of interest—living in 
Danish society as a native Dane, ethnic Dane, or new Dane and 
how the interviewees constructed their respective identities within 
the context of the immigration debates and discourse described 
earlier. All of the interviews lasted between one and two hours 
and covered a variety of topics including, family history, descrip-
tions about how they grew up and their previous experiences 
within their country of origin, reasons for coming to Denmark, 
their early impressions of and experiences with Danish culture 
as compared with their current impressions of and experiences 
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with Danish culture, and their respective social locations within 
Danish society.

The first interview was conducted at my office at the Danish 
National Institute for Social Research. In all cases, the second 
and all subsequent interviews were conducted at the respondent’s 
home. After each interview, I wrote analytical memos recording 
the physical appearance of each respondent, any notable verbal 
and non-verbal communication, and description of their home 
and their neighborhood. All interviews were transcribed. After 
reviewing each transcript, I grouped interview segments by topics 
and themes that were common among the participants and were 
representative of the literature presented later.

I argue that this genre of qualitative methodology is most 
appropriate for capturing the meaning of identity as lived in the 
everyday. For the phenomenological approach, language is viewed 
as the “primary symbol system through which meaning is both 
constructed and conveyed” (Holstein and Gubrium, 1994). It 
is vital to our understanding of how identity is constructed that 
the participant’s lived experience be articulated in his/her own 
words. The methodological decision to use life-history inter-
views in addition to a questionnaire was based on my previous 
research in Denmark and prevailing literature on ethnic identity. 
An individual’s decision to claim one identity versus or coupled 
with another depends greatly on the following: social setting or 
context; political climate and racial or ethnic relations of the 
sending and receiving societies; and the educational attainment 
and social class of the individual prior to and after immigrating 
(Waters and Ueda, 2007; Waldinger, 2007). Gaining perspective 
on these respondents’ respective life histories in terms of how they 
perceive, articulate, and experience identity is critical to under-
standing the rationales that shape the decision to claim one iden-
tity over another or multiple identities.

The interview data from 2008, which constitute the princi-
pal material for this book, were gathered against a background 
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of long-term translocal ethnographic experience with migration 
to Denmark. During my time in Denmark, I completed two of 
the three required parts of the Introduction Program as outlined 
in the Integration Act—I completed one year of Danish language 
instruction and the Danish History and Culture course (called 
Kurset I Samfundsforståelse in Danish) at the Sprogcentret 
Kigkurren in Copenhagen. At the time (2000–2001), this was the 
one of only two language schools for new immigrants to Denmark 
who resided in the Greater Copenhagen area. I chose this loca-
tion because the majority of new immigrants and ethnic Danes 
attended this location, because it had the largest student capacity 
(more availability of classes), and it was the most centrally acces-
sible by public transportation.

In addition to participant observations from 2001, I also 
conducted direct observations of three cohorts of ten native 
English-speaking, ten Russian-speaking immigrants and seven 
Asian immigrants being taught in English—all began the Danish 
History and Culture course in June 2008 and completed the 
course in August 2008. Of the ten students in the native English-
speaking cohort, four agreed to be interviewed for the study. Of 
the ten students in the Russian-speaking cohort, two agreed to 
be interviewed for the study. Of the seven Asian students, one 
agreed to be interviewed for this project. In addition to the obser-
vational data, I also conducted interviews with the directors of 
each language school and two instructors for the Danish lan-
guage courses.

I conducted a critical content analysis of the Danish History and 
Culture course as the means for socializing new and ethnic Danes 
to manufactured Danish identity. As mentioned earlier, when I 
lived in Denmark, I voluntarily (I was not required to do so) com-
pleted two of the three required parts of the Introduction Program 
as outlined in the Integration Act. The fees for the language and 
culture courses were paid by the Kommune (Copenhagen munici-
pality)—this was also the case for all of my participants.
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In addition to participant observations, I performed a content 
analysis of the course materials and I conducted direct observa-
tion of cohorts of students at two different time periods: in 2001 
(when the course was newly implemented and the curriculum 
delivery was locally determined) and in 2008 (after the curricu-
lum was locally modified based on previous research by Danish 
and non-Danish social scientists who evaluated the course and 
found inconsistencies in its effectiveness for integrating new and 
ethnic Danes to Danish culture).

I organized my data collection by using analytic memos of 
each phase of the process, from negotiating access to the site (kept 
within a journal of this process from October 2007 to September 
2008) to my interviews with participants and institutional elites 
(including Kobenhavn Kommune personnel).

In summer 2007, I utilized the services of a transcriptionist to 
transcribe tapes with interviews conducted in 2001 and 2004. I 
also reviewed each transcript by listening to each interview tape 
to fix the transcript for Danish words and expressions used during 
the interview that the transcriptionist would not know or under-
stand the context. From 2008 to 2011, I transcribed the interviews 
conducted during the summer of 2008 and coded the portions of 
the transcript based on the following themes that emerged from 
the interview data.

Data Analysis Procedures

I made the decision early in this project that I would rely heavily 
on qualitative methods in order to seek answers to the research 
questions posed earlier. My research questions are process- oriented 
and reflect that I wanted to gain better understanding of identity 
politics in Denmark. I approached data analysis using grounded 
theory (Emerson et al., 1995), in which priority is given to discov-
ering theory within the field notes and interview data by making 
frequent and constant comparisons across the data (143–144). 



24 I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  N e w  L i m i t s

Specifically, I used two primary techniques for data analysis—
constant comparison analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and 
keywords-in-context (Fielding and Lee, 1998).

Constant comparison analysis originally was developed to ana-
lyze data that were collected over a series of rounds. These rounds 
of data analyses lead to theoretical sampling, which involves the 
sampling of additional people, groups, events, incidents, activi-
ties, and documents in order to develop emergent themes and 
to identify conceptual boundaries (Charmaz, 2000). Keywords-
in-context is a data analysis technique that reveals how respon-
dents use words in context by comparing words that appear before 
and after “key words.” This type of analysis identifies how one 
uses and interprets the concepts (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2007: 
563–564).

In terms of the first technique—constant comparison analysis, 
I reviewed the interview transcripts from the multiple data sets to 
identify underlying themes and connections to theories that are 
presented within the data. In the first round of data collection 
(2000–2001), this process was done inductively, where my coding 
(major themes) emerged from the life-history questionnaire and 
the interview data. In the second and third rounds of data collec-
tion (2004 and 2008), the process became more deductive when I 
used the initial themes and theoretical threads that emerged from 
the first round as the roadmap for seeking validity and reinforce-
ment of these themes in the subsequent ethnographic fieldwork 
visits. Based on the first round of data collection, I learned that 
the data were drawing on themes and theories of citizenship, 
social identity, assimilation, acculturation, and nationalism. I also 
learned how Danish identity was defined, viewed, and experienced 
by natives, ethnics, and new immigrants and how the emerging 
integration discourse was critical to understanding the respective 
assimilation experiences of my respondents.

Following Rossman and Rallis’ (2003) process for using 
 constant comparison analysis technique, I printed multiple copies 
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of each interview transcripts.5 Then, I performed an initial read of  
each transcript in its entirety. Then I performed a second read  
of each transcript and began to note commonalities in the 
responses across the transcripts. I noted comments on social iden-
tity, Danishness, national identity, integration, and citizenship 
using different-colored highlighters for each of the comments 
noted above to mark the first copy of the interview transcripts. 
I used one consistent color for each theme throughout the mul-
tiple data sets. After doing so, I chunked the data identified into 
smaller meaningful parts. Then, I labeled each chunk with a 
descriptive title or a “code.” The codes were categorized based on 
the themes noted earlier (citizenship, social identity, etc.). Then, I 
compared each new chunk of data with previous codes, so similar 
chunks would be labeled with the same code. After all the data 
were coded, the codes were grouped by similarity, and the theme 
was identified and documented based on each grouping.

According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), one way of verifying 
the coding is to go back into the field and undertake “member 
checking” (Merriam, 1998) with the participants by asking if the 
themes, arguments, or assertions developed from the first round of 
coding are accurately describing their statements (Janesick, 2000; 
Merriam, 1998), leading to descriptive validity (Maxwell, 1992, 
1995). In the third and final round of data collection (in 2008), 
I performed this with the 14 participants that I was able to inter-
view multiple times and when we reviewed previous responses to 
my interview questions and when I shared my interpretations of 
their previous responses with them, I was able to achieve descrip-
tive validity of my coding of previous data sets.

In terms of the second data analysis technique—keyword-in-
context—I reviewed the interview transcripts from the multiple 
data sets to note the participants’ usage of keywords identified 
based on the emerging themes. Here, I wanted to examine the 
terms used in the provisions of the Integration Act, and com-
monly used in the Danish media discourse about integration, to 
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ascertain how my respondents felt about these keywords or used 
them (or did not use them) in their descriptions of their identities 
and how they see themselves in relation to the media discourse. 
I focused on the following keywords: integration; new Danes; 
ethnic Danes or second-generation immigrants; native Danes; 
Danish culture; Janteloven; and hygge.

As noted above, I was able to verify my interpretations with 
the 14 respondents when I returned to the field in 2008. I 
reviewed with participants their previous use of (or non-use) of 
these keywords and my interpretations associated with the use (or 
non-use). and they were able to give me critical feedback on the 
accuracy of my definitions, explanation of the themes identified. 
and my subsequent and resulting interpretations. Here, I was able 
to identify underlying connections that the participant was imply-
ing through her/his speech, particularly the uses of these concepts 
from the perspective of the person using the keyword. Some 
respondents were surprised by the use of these terms by political 
actors to describe them and in the review process, they were able 
to share with me their reflections on their (and political and/or 
media actors’) use of these key concepts. Many of these reflections 
yielded rich and layered insights into their views of themselves in 
relation to their or their family’s claims to Danishness and Danish 
identity, which I discuss in more detail in later chapters.

A Comparative Historical Approach

In addition to the methods and analysis described above, I 
also performed a comparative historical case analysis of Danish 
immigration and integration legislation. The historical within-case 
approach allows us to examine how identity politics in Denmark 
evolved and were shaped by past and recent historical and political 
events. The unit of analysis is the nation-state and the method 
for this study is the historical case study method as defined by 
Alexander George and Thomas McKeown (1985). They state that 
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a “case study focuses on within-case analysis to evaluate claims 
about causal process” (George and McKeown, 1985: 186–187). 
Specifically, I conducted within-case comparisons of immigration 
and integration legislation and social policies across historical 
time from 1924 to the present day. I focus the analysis on the 
examination of the provisions of the Integration Act of 1998, 
the Danish Citizens Act of 1950, and their respective revisions 
to demonstrate how the Danish state is using citizenship and 
nationality to create Danishness.

Anthony Marx (1998) states “the [goal] is to explain why states 
act. Specific state policy is historically embedded, reflects ideology, 
is constrained by dominant political and economic claims . . .” (2). 
Following Marx, I explain why the Danish state acts in the ways 
described in later chapters by grounding my analysis in the histori-
cal context for these actions.

My analysis of the Danish case relies on multiple sources of evi-
dence, including content analysis of legislation and media publi-
cations and public documents about citizenship, national identity, 
and integration. Following the methods of George and McKeown 
(1985), and Yin (1994), I show that the Danish case is exceptional 
and presents challenges for prevailing theories about the concep-
tual relationship of citizenship and nationality. The methodologi-
cal decision to use comparative historical case study in this study 
allows us to understand the phenomenon of identity construction 
in contemporary Danish society as demonstrated by examination 
of a series of specific changes in citizenship and integration legisla-
tion and the resulting social policy.

This study is interpretive, as defined by Arend Lijphart 
(1971)—where the use of theory is the mechanism for explor-
ing the nuances of the Danish case. According to Lijphart, the 
interpretations gained from the theoretical foundation provide 
“prescriptive leverage” and are utilized to examine and interpret 
phenomenon within the case (Kaarbo and Beasley, 1999: 374). 
In this study, I reviewed prevailing theories about citizenship and 
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nationality in order to examine the decision-making processes 
and the evolution of Danish national identity. Specifically, I show 
how these historical changes to Danish citizenship legislation and 
integration social policy have constrained the ability for citizen-
ship as a concept to perform its traditional role of binding mul-
ticultural populations within a single national identity. In other 
words, through the use of theory, I demonstrate how citizenship 
has become a tool used by some Danish political actors to make 
the boundaries between those who can make legitimate claims to 
Danish identity and those who cannot more rigid and fixed.

The presentation of data is narrative, where the case study 
tells a story based on the variables in their social context (Yin, 
1994). The advantage to the narrative presentation is, as 
Pennington and Hastie’s (1986) research demonstrates, that 
“people think in stories, not in terms of comparing the value 
of variables in isolation” (cited in Kaarbo and Beasley, 1999: 
384–385). The complexities and evolution of citizenship and 
integration legislation in Denmark are best illuminated when 
situated in the political, historical, and social contexts in which 
they occur and develop.

I also used George and McKeown’s (1985) method of “pattern 
tracing” or investigating the “decision process by which various 
initial conditions are translated into outcomes.” In order to mea-
sure the outcomes of Danish identity construction, I performed 
content analysis of public documents about citizenship and inte-
gration from the Danish government in order to pattern trace. 
These documents provide a detailed account of the legislative and 
social policy directives within the Integration Act and Danish 
Citizens Act from enactment to the present. Examination of these 
documents provides insight into the policy decision-making pro-
cess at the nation, state, and local levels of government, which 
results in present-day outcomes for how native Danes, ethnic 
populations, and immigrants can and cannot make claims to 
Danish identity.
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Overview of the Book Chapters

I situate my data by reviewing prevailing literature on national-
ism, citizenship, and intermarriage assimilation. In Chapter 1, I 
have outlined the scope of and the methods for the project. I have 
argued that Danish national identity is manufactured vis-à-vis the 
state with the use of legislation and social policies that use Danish 
citizenship as an instrument to formally construct Danish identity 
for the native6 population while simultaneously and informally 
excluding ethnic and non-native populations from using citizen-
ship to also make legitimate claims to Danish identity.

Chapter 2 is a comparative historical analysis of citizenship law 
and integration policies in Denmark over time. In this chapter, I 
answer the research question—how do changes to immigration 
and integration policies articulate the expectations for and place 
limitations on various categories of immigrants and ethnics in 
terms of making claims to Danish identity? My theoretical frame-
work and analysis of how the Danish state is using citizenship to 
make race moves away from the recent trend of arguing for the 
greater salience of post-national citizenship, which often dimin-
ishes or removes altogether the role of nation-states as critical 
actors in shaping the use of and outcomes for citizenship. In this 
chapter, I argue that despite the inclusion of social identity and 
the growing recognition of the integration challenges facing many 
nation-states, most citizenship scholars fall short in identifying 
the specific roles that states often play in manufacturing social 
identity or race making (Marx, 1998).

I also explore the convergence of nationality, citizenship, and 
social identity as demonstrated with recent revisions to Danish 
citizenship laws and the implementation of restrictive social poli-
cies—specifically the Attachment Requirement. I argue that the 
Attachment Requirement places significant limitations on immi-
grants and also erodes the citizenship rights of native Danes who 
partner with third-country nationals.
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In Chapter 3, I explore how Danish identity is viewed by ethnic, 
native, and new Danes. I am most interested in how Danishness 
has transformed in the wake of growing multiculturalism. This 
chapter addresses the following research question—how has 
Danish identity been constructed by actors in light of increased 
diversity and recent changes to immigration and integration poli-
cies. To answer this question, I primarily use interview data with 
native Danes, ethnic Danes, and recent immigrants to argue that 
Danish identity is manufactured by actors and often constructed 
in opposition to a racialized other. I also show that the diffi-
culty with constructing an operational definition for Danishness 
is similar to the processes associated with how other dominant 
identities (masculinities, whiteness) are more easily defined by the 
“other.” These dominant identities are simultaneously invisible, 
often becoming most visible in relation to the other.

In Chapter 4, I examine how Danish identity is constructed by 
the state through the enactment of the Integration Act of 1998. 
In particular, I examine the use of the Danish History and Culture 
course as the manufactured representation of Danish identity that 
is mandated for immigrants and ethnics to learn and master as 
evidence of “successful” integration. I explore the contradictions 
contained within the Integration Act about what it means to be 
Danish and who can and cannot make claims to Danish identity. 
This chapter addresses the following research question: how do 
immigrants and ethnics experience the integration requirements 
and restrictive social policies in Denmark?

To address this question, I use content analysis of the curricu-
lum and observational data from the Danish History and Culture 
course.

Chapter 5 is an analysis of the assimilation processes associated 
with intermarriage within an increasingly restrictive immigration 
system that makes it difficult for third-country nationals to obtain 
residency rights and naturalization. Denmark, as a relatively 
homogeneous country and a relatively new immigrant-receiving 
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country, gives us the opportunity to reexamine classic theories on 
assimilation and intermarriage from a unique point of view. This 
chapter addresses the following research question—how have 
restrictive social policies and anti-immigrant discourse concerning 
intermarriage between native Danes and third-country nationals 
affected social boundaries between the two and contributed to 
the erosion of citizenship rights of these native and ethnic Danes?

The interview data presented in this chapter complicate pre-
vailing assumptions about the intermarriage and acculturation 
process. Some respondents indicated that they retained their 
original ethnic identity as a defense against what they perceive as 
a resistance on the part of native Danes to incorporate them into 
Danish society. By examining assimilation and intermarriage in 
Denmark, I argue that increasingly restrictive policies have cre-
ated a fixed boundary between those who are Danes by “nature” 
and those who are Danes by “jurisdiction.” In other words, one 
can be a Danish citizen, who theoretically has the same rights 
and protections as other citizens—unless you choose to partner 
with a third-country national immigrant and want to reside in 
Denmark. A prime example of this boundary is the Attachment 
Requirement used by state authorities in determining a couple’s 
right to obtain family reunification.

I argue that the regulation of intermarriage in this context rep-
resents examples of state interventions shaping the assimilation 
outcomes and complicating the respective social locations of native 
Danes, ethnic Danes, and some third-country nationals. Within 
the context of a restrictive immigration system and a hostile 
 climate of public discourse surrounding integration, social bound-
aries have become more fixed despite the occurrence of intermar-
riage between native Danes and third-country nationals.

Chapter 6 is the conclusion and summarizes my primary find-
ings and arguments. I argue that Danish identity is “Gemeinschaft-
like” in nature, where obtaining true acceptance among native 
Danes is difficult to achieve for many ethnic and immigrant 
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populations. Denmark is in the midst of a cultural transition 
from a tribe-like community to a modern multicultural society (as 
defined by Tönnies and Durkheim). In this sense, the community 
becomes an expression of culture, where, for many native Danes, 
the community is inwardly focused and exclusively experienced 
as demonstrated by the practice of hygge. My respondents and 
I noted that this practice contrasts with the cozy and inclusive 
feeling that hygge is supposed to convey. One of my respondents 
described this contradiction best. Milagros, 20, from Brazil, in 
describing an unscheduled visit to her new mother-in-law’s house, 
said that she can only experience coziness when an appointment 
is made and that her experiences with Danish hygge often comes 
with high expectations, strict rules, and rituals.

While Denmark remains as a community or in Gemeinschaft, 
the representations of Danish culture are inwardly focused and 
exclusively experienced as demonstrated with the practice of 
hygge. As a result, the Janteloven functions as the cultural nar-
rative that many native Danes use to defend and articulate this 
form of Danish identity. I argue that the Janteloven as a cultural 
narrative, while being viewed by many native Danes as quaint and 
old fashioned, maintains its contemporary relevance by outlining 
strict rules for conforming to this narrow construct of Danishness. 
As a result, these otherwise seemingly democratic and open con-
cepts (hygge and Janteloven) actually become the cultural barriers 
that prevent access for ethnics and immigrants and that also pre-
vent many native Danes from adopting a more inclusive view of 
what it means to be Danish.

My analysis of the development of Danish integration policy in 
this chapter also exposes a strong and growing emphasis on these 
issues of culture. As Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) observed, the 
emergence of a consensus among the Danish population on “the 
integration problem” associated with some third-country nationals 
has manifested into explicit demands for “cultural transformation” 
toward this notion of Danishness. As demonstrated throughout, 
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these demands are situated in a legislative mandate and a cultural 
discourse for these groups to assimilate to Danishness—an expec-
tation not explicitly mandated for other EU or Nordic immigrants 
to Denmark (Schmidt, 2011: 258–260).

Interestingly, Janteloven is not an exclusively Danish concept. It 
is also associated with Nordic identity—specifically in Denmark, 
Sweden, and Norway. Despite this common identification, Danes 
and Norwegians more frequently evoke Janteloven into their 
respective cultural narratives than Swedes. I conclude this chap-
ter by exploring the expressions of Janteloven among these three 
Nordic countries in the wake of their respective approaches to 
integration policies and immigration law. This concluding chap-
ter also shows how this state-centered analysis of the Danish case 
has broader implications and applications to other nation-states. 
I provide an outline for further study on the increasing role of the 
nation-state in shaping identity politics.



C h a p t e r 2

Theorizing 
Citizenship and 
National Identity

This chapter addresses the question: How do changes to 
immigration and integration policies articulate the expectations 
for and place limitations on various categories of immigrants and 
ethnic populations in terms of making claims to Danish iden-
tity? In order to answer this question, I explore the convergence 
of nationality, citizenship, and social identity as demonstrated by 
recent revisions to citizenship laws and the implementation of 
restrictive social policies in Denmark—specifically the Integration 
Act of 1998, revisions to the Danish Citizens Act of 1950, and 
the Attachment Requirement (from 2001 to 2012)—all of which 
have increasingly restricted the citizenship process. I argue that 
changes to the Danish Citizens Act and the recent implementa-
tion of the Attachment Requirement place significant limitations 
on and ultimately degrade the citizenship rights of native and eth-
nic Danes and their respective third-country immigrant partners.

It is futile to search for conceptual meaning by isolating the 
terms citizenship, nationality, and social identity. Rather it is 
more fruitful to explore the convergence of these concepts and 
how, together, they create social identity and conversely social 
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exclusion. Using Bryan Turner’s theory of dynamic citizenship 
and national identity (1994), I argue that the Integration Act, 
the Danish Citizens Act, and their respective revisions represent 
examples of state-created and state-sanctioned constructions of 
what it means to be Danish. Despite claims from the state that 
Danish identity can be achieved through integration and then 
naturalization (what Turner called citizenship “from above”), in 
practice, acquiring Danish identity “from below” or among the 
native Danes is not attainable for all groups and at the same pace. 
I posit that Danish identity from below represents an “imagined 
community” (Anderson, 1991) that is based on perceived ethnic 
or cultural—almost tribal—ties among “native Danes.”

This chapter is organized into three parts: The first section 
outlines how prevailing theories on nationalism, citizenship, and 
social identity are defined and theorized. The second section 
summarizes the histories of and recent changes to Danish immi-
gration and integration policies. The final section analyzes the 
convergence of nationality, citizenship, and social identity as dem-
onstrated by recent implementation of the above policies—in par-
ticular, the contradictions contained in these policies. Specifically, 
I show how Danish identity is manufactured through the use of 
citizenship from above and how social exclusion is maintained 
through the use of citizenship from below.

A Tale of Two Elites: Selective Conditions 

for Citizenship

Despite the seemingly neutral language of the Danish Citizens 
Act, the selective application by the Danish government of the 
conditions for citizenship has resulted in what Anthony Marx 
(1998) describes as “race-making.” Marx defines race-making 
as official state policies that codify racial orders, enforce racial 
and ethnic distinctions, and can result in pervasive discrimina-
tion. This selectivity is best demonstrated by the differences in 
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the naturalization process of two elites: first, Mary Donaldson, an 
Australian woman who became the fiancée of Denmark’s Crown 
Prince Frederik in 2003 and subsequently married him in May 
2004; and, second, Wilson Kipketer, the Kenyan-born track and 
field athlete who was voted Denmark’s most popular Olympian.

Despite the seven-year residency and Danish language 
 proficiency requirements outlined within the Danish Citizens 
Act, Mary Donaldson was given Danish citizenship almost 
 immediately after her engagement to Prince Frederik was made 
public. The Danish parliament approved the exemption called 
Mary’s Law by a 102 to 2 vote. Politicians who voted in favor of 
Mary’s Law argued that Donaldson was not given special treat-
ment and that the law was standard procedure for any non-Dane 
marrying into the royal family. The two dissenting votes were cast 
by members of the leftist political party the Red–Green Alliance. 
These representatives publicly questioned whether it was fair for 
the Australian to get citizenship ahead of other immigrants and 
permanent residents who were in line and for whom the language 
and residency requirements would be mandatory.

Søren Søndergaard, one of the two representatives who voted 
against Mary’s Law, was quoted in an article posted by the 
Associated Press:

Many fine men and women want to become Danish citizens by 
marriage. Everyone should be treated equally in naturalization 
cases. Denmark made it harder for people to get citizenship, even 
by marriage, in 2002. A foreigner can get citizenship only after 
living in Denmark for seven years, but the law exempted anyone 
who marries into the royal family.

This exception was not made for Wilson Kipketer. Kipketer, who 
migrated to Denmark in 1990 from Kenya as a foreign exchange 
student and met his Danish girlfriend (later wife) in college, first 
applied for Danish citizenship in 1995. Despite international 
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recognition for his athletic talents as a runner and his popularity 
among Danes, he was initially denied Danish citizenship.

His decision to seek Danish citizenship sparked controversy in sev-
eral ways: First, in 1995, Olympic officials questioned whether or not 
Kipketer could compete for Denmark because he was ineligible for 
Danish citizenship due to the then five-year residency requirement as 
outlined in the Danish Citizens Act. The Olympic Committee did 
not allow him to compete until 1997, when he eventually acquired 
Danish citizenship. Despite the Olympic Committee’s decision, 
there was no discourse among politicians or the general public to 
make an exemption to the Danish Citizens Act for Kipketer.

Second, some Danish publications criticized Kipketer’s deci-
sion to seek citizenship and argued that the decision was financial 
in nature. Kipketer was perceived by some at the time as someone 
who benefited greatly from his marriage to a native Dane. He 
gained access to Danish citizenship and all of the benefits associ-
ated with membership—universal health care and a very generous 
social welfare system. Kipketer has publicly refuted this claim on 
a number of occasions. 

Third, and perhaps most significantly, despite the fact that 
Kipketer has acquired Danish citizenship, is married to a native 
Dane, speaks fluent Danish, and has been voted most popular 
Olympian, he is still consistently referred to in many Danish and 
international publications as the Kenyan-born athlete and not 
simply as a Danish athlete. The Kipketer and Donaldson examples 
clearly demonstrate the disjunction between identity construction 
through citizenship from above (formal citizenship acquisition) 
and from below (social acceptance from fellow citizens).

Nationalism

When theorizing nationalism, we can examine the role of states in 
creating national identity with the use of legislation and social pol-
icies. We can also observe nationalism expressed as both a formal 
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and an informal power that can both constrain and inspire agency 
among social groups and political actors vis-à-vis the state (Puri, 
2004). All of these points are salient when viewing nationalism 
as an expression of the nation-state and group social identity—it 
can also, at times, take tangible form as an instrument that can 
be wielded by both political actors and social groups to create 
or manufacture identity, thereby determining which groups can 
make legitimate claims to a particular construction of national 
identity. The prevailing literature on the nation and how nations 
form is divided into three primary strains of discourse: nations 
as political communities, nations as cultural phenomena, and 
nations as a function of modernity.

Political conceptualizations of the nation usually begin with 
some analysis of the role of the state and the processes associated 
with state-building. Charles Tilly (1999) views nations as political 
communities but stresses the role of the state as a critical actor in 
fostering national consciousness among the citizenry. For him, the 
state also manages the tensions that emerge between notions of 
equality and the social reality of inequalities that arise as a func-
tion of cultural differences among citizens. Tilly calls this process 
“state-led nationalism” (Steinmetz, 1999: 417).

Cultural conceptualizations of the nation attempt to bridge the 
theoretical gap between the nation as a political community and the 
cultural dimensions that exist among the citizenry in all societies. 
Proponents of this perspective argue that national identity is based 
on mythical claims to some common ancestry or point of origin. 
Benedict Anderson (1991) defines the nation as a set of social and 
political relations but argues that the political community is based 
on “imagined communities” where cultural artifacts are created and 
command “profound emotional legitimacy and sovereignty” (6). 
Poole (1999) further argues that Anderson failed to explain why 
the nation, as an imagined object, has the tangible ability to make 
claims on us as individuals. He posits that if the nation is an imag-
ined community, it is also a form of identity (12–13).
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The third approach to theorizing nationalism views nations as a 
function of modernity. This view of nation-building tends to inte-
grate elements of both cultural and political conceptualizations. 
Modernists argue that nations and nationalism stem from his-
torical events tied to modernity rather than exclusively biological 
or ancient origins. They claim that nations constitute a modern 
phenomenon that is not simply elite-driven but operates or func-
tions through political actors and institutions and is congruent to 
cultural patterns (Puri, 2004: 47–51). In this instance, nations are 
born out of all conditions of modernity, the development of the 
bureaucratic state and capitalism, imperialism, and exploration.

One of the leading scholars from this theoretical strain, Rogers 
Brubaker (1992), argues that citizenship is the key concept that 
explains the development of modern nations and that bridges the 
political and cultural realms within any given society. He views 
citizenship as a result of the French Revolution, where civil equal-
ity was established, political rights were institutionalized, and 
legal and ideological distinctions between those defined as citizens 
and foreigners were established. Brubaker argues that nationhood, 
as expressed through citizenship rights, defines the boundaries 
between “us” and “them.”

I agree with the synthesis contained within the works of mod-
ernists like Brubaker on nation-building. In terms of examining 
the connection between citizenship and identity, modernists often 
fail to thoroughly explore the inventive nature of nationalism and 
the informal mechanisms of power. These can manifest within the 
nation via the state and among its population in terms of social 
group formation. For Brubaker and others from this strain of dis-
course, the state is viewed as not playing an active role in creating 
who is “us” and who is “them.” Yet as I demonstrate, the Danish 
state is a very active participant in these processes—using citi-
zenship and integration laws as a tool to create a fixed boundary 
between “us” (those who can make legitimate claims to Danish 
national identity) and “them” (those who cannot).
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Citizenship

Citizenship has traditionally been the key concept viewed by 
many theorists as the tie that binds members of multicultural 
and diverse populations within the same nation-state. As a result, 
when a person acquires citizenship, this person has also acquired 
national identity. Classic theories on citizenship focus our atten-
tion on how citizens are made and the processes associated with 
citizenship acquisition, while more recent scholarship has focused 
on issues associated with social inclusion and exclusion that can 
result from changes to citizenship laws. Few scholars have explic-
itly explored how citizenship can be used a tool to both include 
and exclude in terms of creating identity. Irene Bloemraad (2006) 
argues that citizenship is not only a legal status that accords rights 
and benefits, but it is also an “identity that provides a sense of 
belonging” (1–2). Bloemraad argues that in countries with signifi-
cant ethnoracial diversity, the “glue that binds strangers is citizen-
ship in the political body that provides an invitation to participate 
in a system of mutual governance.” While Bloemraad examines 
immigrant incorporation1 in Canada and the United States, her 
emphasis on the differing levels of political and social incorpora-
tion of immigrants is very salient and applicable to many  societies. 
Citizenship (whether from above or below) is often granted by 
what she describes as “an invitation” that is selectively offered to 
different groups or individuals. I argue that it is this selectivity 
that often results in social identity creation and a sense of belong-
ing or not belonging. This selectivity also reinforces social exclu-
sion for those who have not been extended an invitation to join.

While classic theories on citizenship predominantly focus on how 
citizens are created (Brubaker, 1992; Turner and Hamilton, 1994), 
citizenship has been conceptualized in terms of three forms of social 
rights provided by the state: social entitlements (access to the welfare 
state or pensions), legal status, and political participation as expressed 
through voting or membership in civic associations (Marshall, 1950).
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Turner aptly argues that citizenship is more dynamic and 
 dialectic in nature where ethnicity, nationalism, and indigenous 
populations play a significant role in the formation of citizenship 
and national identity (Turner and Hamilton, 1994). He used the 
citizenship pattern exhibited in the United States as an illustration 
of this point, where the pattern on one level represents melting-
pot patterns of assimilation and on another level, racial stratifica-
tion serves as a barrier that blocks some people and groups from 
attaining full citizenship rights and participation in the same 
 society. This view of citizenship is similar to Bloemraad’s thesis 
that citizenship is a form of identity that is selectively granted by 
invitation to different groups at differing points in time.

For Turner, citizenship is a non-uniform concept that can result 
in different manifestations of citizenship depending on  distinct 
historical trajectories. He argues that there are two dimensions that 
should be examined when theorizing citizenship. The first dimen-
sion distinguishes between active citizenship (social and political 
participation) and passive citizenship (non- participatory mem-
bership). The second dimension examines whether  citizenship 
is developed from above (status granted via the state) or below 
(status acquired as a result of conflict or agency among the popu-
lation) (199–204).

Turner argues that a conservative view of citizenship as 
 passive and private (where rights, duties, and status are merely 
 transferred) contrasts with a more revolutionary idea of active 
and public  citizenship (where citizens are engaged and have the 
potential to both mitigate and exacerbate inequalities). Turner 
says that by combining these two dimensions, it is possible to 
 conceptualize citizenship as “an inclusionary process involv-
ing some re- allocation of resources and an exclusionary process 
of building identities on the basis of a common or imagined 
 solidarity” (Turner, 2001: 191–192).

As noted earlier, we can also examine the role of states in creat-
ing national identity with the use of legislation and social policies. 
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If we view citizenship legislation as an example of Tilly’s concept 
of state-led nationalism, then what is the role of the state in creat-
ing or responding to nationalism? Anthony Marx (1998) argues 
that states are very active participants in creating nationalism by 
“race-making.” Marx also says that race-making policies often 
emerge in fits and starts and are “shaped by different histories 
and state structures, trial and error, and continued conflict and 
competition.”

More recent citizenship scholarship has focused on issues of 
social inclusion and exclusion that can result from changes to 
 citizenship law. I argue that many nation-states are playing an 
increasingly active role in shaping their respective identity bound-
aries between a defined “us” and “them.” This tension is best 
 conceptualized by what Riva Kastoryano (2002) calls “citizenship 
identity,” where citizenship becomes “a process of identity forma-
tion that emerges through direct or indirect participation and in the 
name of shared interests of individuals and groups, whether immi-
grant or not” (124–125). Kastoryano assumes that citizenship as a 
concept has the capability to integrate or incorporate all categories 
of foreigners into the national community. It is also assumed that 
the newly integrated person is supposed to adopt or “even to appro-
priate historical references as proof of their belonging and of their 
loyalty to the founding principle of the nation . . .” (120–121).

Moving from Elites to the Masses: A Case 

for Convergence

Few theorists have asked the question: What happens after a per-
son acquires citizenship and has formally attained all of the rights, 
duties, and responsibilities associated with citizenship but is still 
informally rejected by the native or dominant population? A sec-
ond question rarely addressed by citizenship scholars is: What 
happens when the state vis-à-vis legislation and administrative 
policies selectively applies the conditions for citizenship, thereby 
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making citizenship acquisition difficult for some populations and 
quite easy for others? Finally, even fewer theorists (Ong, 2006) 
have asked: What happens when the state enacts laws that erode 
the citizenship rights of existing members of the society?

These three questions are pivotal to exploring the  convergence 
of citizenship, nationality, and social identity as manifest in 
 contemporary Danish society. Examining recent changes to 
 citizenship legislation and integration policies best demonstrates 
this convergence. Tilly’s conceptualization of “state-led nationalism” 
is useful for viewing the process of fostering national consciousness 
used by some Danish political actors (Steinmetz, 1999: 407–421). 
Some conservative citizens and political actors have pushed for 
stricter legislation and administrative policies that limit the number 
of immigrants migrating to Denmark.

In 1998, the Danish government, led by two conservative anti-
immigration political parties (the Danish Liberal Party [Venstre] 
and the Danish People’s Party [Dansk Folkeparti]) enacted the 
Integration Act, which dramatically changed immigration and 
social welfare policy for new immigrants and ethnic populations 
receiving social assistance. The Integration Act of 1998 (with 
 revisions in 1999, 2000, 2002, 2004, and 2005) established the 
procedures for integrating new immigrants into Danish society. 
This legislation marked a significant shift in immigration policy 
from simply permitting legal entry into the country to a focus 
on the integration of the immigrant upon arrival. The act has 
three main purposes: first, to ensure that all new immigrants can 
 participate in Danish society on “equal footing” with citizens; sec-
ond, to assist in making new immigrants self-supporting as quickly 
as possible; and third, to impart to new immigrants an understand-
ing of the fundamental values and norms of Danish society.

Prior to 1998, the Danish Liberal Party and the Danish People’s 
Party were minority political parties in the Danish parliament. Yet 
they gained momentum and began to sway public opinion, thereby 
creating a national consciousness. They achieved this by running a 
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series of controversial but influential advertisements, first in tabloid 
newspapers like Ekstra Bladet and later in mainstream publications 
like Politiken.2 For example, one popular ad campaign stated that 
if a native Dane wanted to receive a government-subsidized apart-
ment in Copenhagen, he/she should wear a headscarf. The pho-
tograph in the ad featured a Muslim woman wearing a hijab and 
opening the front door to a nice Copenhagen apartment with sev-
eral children inside. This and similar ads ran often in both news-
papers from 2000 to 2001 (prior to the 2001 national elections). 
The ads were financed by these conservative political parties and 
effectively harnessed growing anti-immigrant sentiment.

These ads were successful in winning national support for 
these once-marginalized political parties because the ads assigned 
a visual image to a racially and religiously classified other. They 
effectively tapped into growing sentiments that third-country 
immigrants were migrating to Denmark in order to abuse the 
social welfare systems.

The Practice of Race-Making

In addition to the process of fostering national consciousness, 
I argue that recent changes to citizenship and integration legisla-
tion in Denmark serve as examples of Anthony Marx’s (1998) 
concept of “race-making.” While Marx describes race-making 
in the context of the histories of African slavery, European colo-
nialism, and apartheid in his seminal comparison of the United 
States, Brazil, and South Africa, his state-centered argument for 
the processes associated with race-making is quite applicable to 
many other nation-states. The selectivity in applying the condi-
tions for citizenship in the Donaldson and Kipketer cases further 
demonstrates that the Danish state is a very active participant in 
race-making, using citizenship as a tool to create fixed identity 
boundaries. As Marx (1998) states “the process of defining the 
nation with rules of citizenship is obvious relevance for how racial 
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categories are established and reinforced . . . states bind the nation 
they claim to represent by institutionalizing identities of racial 
inclusion and exclusion” (5).

The revisions to the Danish Citizens Act and the Integration 
Act are selectively applied to third-country immigrants and 
 represent examples of codified state policies that create racial 
orders and enforce religious and ethnic distinctions and differ-
ing levels of human capital among populations that migrate to 
Denmark. I argue that citizens from wealthy and powerful nations 
also enjoy these privileges when traveling or migrating to other 
nations, while citizens from less wealthy and powerful nations are 
relegated to subordinate statuses when traveling or migrating, par-
ticularly to wealthy nations. As a former citizen of Australia, Mary 
Donaldson is perceived by Danes as less of a threat because she 
hails from another relatively wealthy nation and is less likely to be 
seen as benefiting from her marriage to a native Dane. Both the 
Danish state and native Danes differentiate among foreigners who 
migrate to Denmark on the bases of nationality, religion, and race/
ethnicity. As defined by Marx (1998), I show the legal distinctions 
that are made within the Danish Citizens Act and the Integration 
Act between those who migrate from poorer nations and those 
from wealthier nations. Indeed, the second- and third-generation 
Turkish ethnic denizens are treated differently in contrast with 
those who are considered native Danes by ethnicity, ancestry, or 
naturalization. Those who can claim native Danish identity have 
been given legitimacy and empowerment vis-à-vis the state and 
generally enjoy an elevated status within Danish society.

It is reasonable to assume that the contrasting experiences 
of the two elites are caused by some combination of race and 
national origin. More importantly, the vastly different experiences 
of Kipketer and Donaldson illustrate the need to examine how 
citizenship is not only a legal status that accords rights and ben-
efits, but is also (as Bloemraad and Kastoryano respectively state) 
an identity that provides a sense of belonging.
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Race in the traditional sense is not the primary factor guid-
ing immigration and integration discourse in Denmark. Many 
theorists have conceptualized race as a biological concept, a social 
construction based on obvious biological or perceived intellectual 
differences, or some combination of both biological and social 
constructions (Desmond and Emirbayer, 2010: 6–20). Here (and 
in many other Western European nations), a combination of reli-
gion (specifically Islam) and culture (an expectation on the part of 
native Danes for migrants to assimilate quickly and to adhere to 
prevailing Danish cultural values and social norms) has organized 
Danish identity into concentric zones consisting of groups within 
the inner circle who are more readily extended the invitation to 
join Danish national identity and those groups least able to do so.

What is most salient about Marx’s analysis is his view of the 
state as an active participant in shaping national identity and 
setting the boundaries for who can and cannot make legitimate 
claims to this identity. When applying Marx’s concept of race-
making to the Danish case, there are contradictions within cur-
rent citizenship and integration legislation that serve to codify 
racial, ethnic, and religious orders among migrants. On one hand, 
some ethnic populations are perceived as either more or less of a 
threat to Danish national identity and this perception dictates the 
level of social acceptance of the group among native Danes. On 
the other hand, all groups are also encouraged through legislation 
to quickly integrate and find a place within Danish society.

Turner’s multidimensional view of citizenship is the analytical 
tool used for observing these contradictions within the Danish 
case. The Kipketer and Donaldson stories best illustrate the tension 
between citizenship from above and below—where acquisition of 
Danish citizenship does not guarantee the experience of social 
acceptance. Both Kipketer and Donaldson enjoy celebrity status 
and as such are treated as elites, albeit for  different  reasons—one 
being a celebrated Olympian and the other, a member of the royal 
family. Yet Kipketer is a dark-skinned Black man from Kenya and 



48 I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  N e w  L i m i t s

Donaldson is a Caucasian woman from Australia whose physi-
cal appearance (height, weight, hair color, and facial features) is 
not significantly different from that of an average Danish woman. 
Despite integrating in almost every way, Kipketer is not consid-
ered really Danish by many, but Crown Princess Mary has been 
publicly embraced as Danish by most. The princess was voted 
Woman of the Year in 2008 by a popular Danish magazine, Alt 
for Damerne.

The Danish Citizens Act

In Denmark, citizenship status has recently become most impor-
tant in terms of securing a higher level of social rights, benefits, 
and social recognition. As discussed earlier, there has been par-
ticular attention paid, on the part of political actors, toward inte-
grating foreign and ethnic populations living in Denmark and 
(theoretically) setting them on a pathway to Danish citizenship. I 
argue that this narrative is at odds with what is happening on the 
ground—or as Turner called it “citizenship from below.”

Kastoryano’s (2002) conceptualization of citizenship identity 
highlights the primary research question of this chapter and when 
applying Kastoryano’s concept of citizenship identity to the Danish 
case, two key assumptions arise. First, she asserts that citizenship 
(as she defines it) has the ability to incorporate all categories of 
foreigners into the national identity. Second, Kastoryano asserts 
that states have the ability (and willingness) to resolve claims for 
social inclusion by adjusting public perceptions of foreigners away 
from being viewed as problematic outsiders to being seen as poten-
tial citizens. These assumptions are explicitly stated within the 
provisions of the Integration Act and will be examined in greater 
detail in subsequent chapters but bear mentioning here because 
the revisions to the Danish Citizens Act and the enactment of the 
Attachment Requirement reflect the notion that third-country 
nationals are not viewed as potential citizens—despite the fact that 
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the public discourse implies  otherwise. Rather, these  legislations 
serve to restrict immigrant access to Danish  citizenship and degrade 
the citizenship rights of their native and ethnic Dane partners.

Concurrent with the passage of the Integration Act, the Danish 
parliament also enacted several revisions to the Danish Citizens Act 
of 1950. Table 2.1 outlines the Danish Citizens Act of 1950 and its 
subsequent revisions. Citizenship is typically determined by the law 
of jus sanguinis, or by descent—which is determined by legitimate 
birth into a family where the mother or father is “Danish.” The 
original legislation (1950) stated that in the case of children born 
in Denmark to foreign-born parents or to a Danish father, the child 
must wait until he/she is at least 21 years but not older than 23 
years to apply for citizenship. In addition to the age requirement, 
the child must also demonstrate continuous residency in Denmark 
for at least five consecutive years. This policy is also applied to ille-
gitimate children born in Denmark to Danish parents of either 
sex. The 2002 revision extended the residency requirement from 
five years to seven years, eliminated dual citizenship as an option, 
required criminal background clearance, and made proof of Danish 
language proficiency a requirement for citizenship.

Some liberal Danish politicians have expressed concerns 
about recent revisions to the Danish Citizens Act and the new 
residency and language requirements. Some politicians and immi-
grant advocate groups have argued that the Danish government 
has selectively applied the conditions for citizenship by placing 
greater restrictions on third-country nationals than on others 
seeking Danish citizenship.

Examining Danish Immigration and Migration Policies

I now turn to an analysis of migration policies to provide context 
for the legislative changes discussed above. Table 2.1, which sum-
marizes Danish Migration Policies from 1926 to 2002, shows that 
prior to 1926, few restrictions were placed on foreigners who wanted 
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to relocate to Denmark to live and work. The Danish  parliament 
passed the first immigration legislation in 1926,  requiring foreign-
ers to obtain a work permit before finding work in Denmark. These 
permits could only be issued if qualified Danish labor could not be 
found (Coleman and Wadensjo, 1999: 152–157). Nordic citizens 
(from Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, and Finland) could 
move freely within Scandinavia for relocation and employment. 
Other nationals wanting to remain in Denmark for longer than 
three months had to apply for residence permits and labor permits 
if they wanted to work (Hjarnø, 1997: 27).

Despite immigration from other Nordic countries, the Danish 
pattern of ethnic immigration did not change rapidly until the 
late 1960s, when guest workers came to Denmark (Hjarnø, 
1996). These workers held jobs at the bottom of the employ-
ment hierarchy, including dirty, hazardous and/or hard physical 
labor. Many Danes avoided these jobs due to their relatively high 
levels of education and previous work experience (Coleman and 
Wadensjo, 1999: 149–151).

Despite an economic recession during the 1970s, many 
guest workers and their families decided to remain in Denmark, 
which conflicted with expectations that these workers would be 
 temporary inhabitants and would eventually return to their respec-
tive home countries. The retention of guest workers and the later 
migration of their family members created a third category in the 
population of Denmark—the denizen who is quite distinguish-
able from citizens and temporary foreign visitors/workers. Within 
Tomas Hammar’s (1990) Concentric Gate Model, the denizen is 
defined as a person who has the following attributes: has lived a 
long period in the host country (15–20 years or more); has strong 
family ties (parents or children are citizens or were born in the host 
country); and whose residence status is fully granted or almost so 
(Hamburger, 1992: 294–296). The denizen and his/her descen-
dants (in some cases third-generation descendants) will become 
the focus of integration policies to emerge years later, in the 1990s.
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Following the lead of other Western European countries, 
Denmark began to tighten immigration policies in the early 
1970s, resulting in significantly decreased primary immigration. 
However, as Table 2.2 demonstrates, secondary immigration con-
tinued in the form of family reunification or the immigration of 
dependent spouses, children, and elderly parents, which signifi-
cantly increased the overall population size of many ethnic groups 
living in Denmark over a relatively short period of time.

Table 2.1, which summarizes Danish Migration Policies from 
1926 to 2002, shows that the rules for immigration to Denmark 
became more stringent in the early 1970s. From this point for-
ward, foreign nationals had to apply for these permits prior to 
immigrating to Denmark. The following categories were exempt 
from this new policy: former Danish citizens, those married to 
a Danish citizen or to a foreign national with a permanent resi-
dence permit, European Community citizens, asylum seekers, 
and young people under the age of 20 with at least one parent 
with a permanent residence permit. In 1980, the rules for immi-
gration were again tightened and the above exemptions were no 
longer allowed. Subsequent amendments to this legislation have 
made the acquisition of a residence permit a lengthy task for most 
third-country nationals by adding waiting periods.

The enactment of the Integration Act of 1998 further extended 
the waiting period for a permanent residence permit by adding a 
one- or two-year processing period. In 2004, the waiting period 
was extended again to four years, along with a one- or two-year 
processing period. As Table 2.3 demonstrates, the legislative 
changes from 1998 to 2004 have had the most chilling effect on 
the  ability of third-country immigrants to obtain permanent resi-
dent  status. This trend toward greater restriction of residence per-
mits has also occurred in the area of citizenship law and has had 
a similar reducing effect on the number of people who are able to 
acquire Danish citizenship by naturalization, as demonstrated by 
Table 2.2.



1980 1996 1998 2000 2004 2008 2010

Turkey     
Immigrants 12,064 22,868 23,782 23,912 21,335 20,315 20,572
Descendants 1,885 12,872 13,799 12,756 9,115 8,347 8,204
Naturalizations 22 919 1,243 3,096 3,270 581 239

Iraq    
Immigrants 118 5,650 7,448 10,109 15,966 14,034 12,569
Descendants 4 700 1,082 1,504 2,435 3,024 3,034
Naturalizations 4 339 718 2,224 1,015 1,166 368

Former Yugoslavia
Immigrants 6,085 10,266 12,399 12,988 14,016 7,174 6,203
Descendants 1,367 3,763 4,309 4,758 5,818 2,159 1,864
Naturalizations 59 617 648 917 837 196 52

Bosnia–Herzegovina  
Immigrants 0 15,183 17,909 18,014 14,648 10,124 9,624
Descendants 0 513 1,184 1,636 2,089 1,457 1,426
Naturalizations 0 1 4 469 3,358 270 131

Afghanistan
Immigrants 19 1,174 1,769 2,563 8,124 7,947 7,474
Descendants 4 115 193 269 799 1,351 1,418
Naturalizations 4 29 101 276 367 359 354

Somalia
Immigrants 93 5,924 9,763 10,947 9,703 6,494 5,945
Descendants 20 969 2,094 3,286 3,353 2,257 2,278
Naturalizations 11 32 159 1,205 2,022 527 142

Thailand
Immigrants 305 2,639 3,229 3,931 5,245 6,397 7,370
Descendants 22 89 98 123 164 183 216
Naturalizations 7 65 85 219 180 79 64

Pakistan
Immigrants 5,637 6,062 6,377 6,644 6,748 5,224 5,556
Descendants 1,878 2,559 2,660 2,580 2,329 1,278 1,331
Naturalizations 149 220 284 550 332 191 21

China
Immigrants 359 1,572 1,882 2,257 4,825 5,985 6,781
Descendants 45 167 227 259 283 356 387
Naturalizations 9 42 117 236 339 181 103

Note: These data reflect the way in which citizenship is defined. According to the Danish 
Citizens Act, the mother determines citizenship.

Source: Statistics Denmark, Statistical Yearbook 2011, www.statbank.dk/BEF3.

Table 2.2 Foreign and Ethnic Rates of Naturalization (1980–2010)
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1996 1998 2000 2004 2008 2010

Turkey    
Immigrants 22,868 23,782 23,912 21,335 20,315 20,572
Descendants 12,872 13,799 12,756 9,115 8,347 8,204
Asylum Permits 5 10 5 7 4 0
Spousal Permits 0 0 883 153 255 290
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 822 164 52 60
Family/Other Member 
Permits

0 0 12 3 46 43

Iraq   

Immigrants 5,650 7,448 10,109 15,966 14,034 12,569
Descendants 700 1,082 1,504 2,435 3,024 3,034
Asylum Permits 1,009 1,749 1,745 86 300 71
Spousal Permits 0 0 635 67 50 54
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 1,354 159 19 28
Family/Other Permits 0 0 21 4 0 0

Former Yugoslavia
Immigrants 10,266 12,399 12,988 14,016 7,174 6,203
Descendants 3,763 4,309 4,758 5,818 2,159 1,864
Asylum Permits 2,164 365 597 0 0 0
Spousal Permits 0 0 153 0 0 0
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 88 0 0 0
Family/Other Permits 0 0 5 0 0 0

Bosnia-Herzegovina  

Immigrants 15,183 17,909 18,014 14,648 10,124 9,624
Descendants 513 1,184 1,636 2,089 1,457 1,426
Asylum Permits 1,876 225 173 81 31 10
Spousal Permits 0 0 73 23 35 57
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 234 6 5 5
Family/Other Permits 0 0 15 0 0 3

Afghanistan
Immigrants 1,174 1,769 2,563 8,124 7,947 7,474
Descendants 115 193 269 799 1,351 1,418
Asylum Permits 334 324 1,322 171 88 573
Spousal Permits 0 0 232 93 49 49
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 615 220 13 47
Family/Other Permits 0 0 9 3 0 8

Table 2.3 Pre and Post Revisions to Danish Citizens Act (1996–2010)

(Continued )
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1996 1998 2000 2004 2008 2010

Somalia
Immigrants 5,924 9,763 10,947 9,703 6,494 5,945
Descendants 969 2,094 3,286 3,353 2,257 2,278
Asylum Permits 1,702 946 538 49 11 35
Spousal Permits 0 0 395 52 13 22
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 769 139 13 39
Family/Other Permits 0 0 7 1 0 0

Thailand
Immigrants 2,639 3,229 3,931 5,245 6,397 7,370
Descendants 89 98 123 164 183 216
Asylum Permits 0 0 0 0 0 0
Spousal Permits 0 0 427 281 455 577
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 176 162 155 167
Family/Other Permits 0 0 1 0 1 17

Pakistan
Immigrants 6,062 6,377 6,644 6,748 5,224 5,556
Descendants 2,559 2,660 2,580 2,329 1,278 1,331
Asylum Permits 2 3 11 4 0 2
Spousal Permits 0 0 261 40 80 88
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 168 16 13 22
Family/Other Permits 0 0 7 0 8 21
Work Permits* 0 0 7 148 317 1,144
Educational Permits* 0 0 42 144 152 105

China
Immigrants 1,572 1,882 2,257 4,825 5,985 6,781
Descendants 167 227 259 283 356 387
Asylum Permits 17 14 10 15 7 4
Spousal Permits 0 0 140 78 140 152
Family/Minors Permits 0 0 72 30 25 10
Family/Other Permits 0 0 5 0 2 0
Work Permits* 0 0 135 1,679 2,177 1,542

Educational Permits* 0 0 355 1,946 1,680 932

*Included this category because this is the largest source for immigration growth.
Source: Statistics Denmark, Statistical Yearbook 2011, www.statbank.dk/VAN6.

Table 2.3 (Continued)
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The Integration Act and its Effect on Citizenship 
Acquisition

The Integration Act had two primary objectives: First, it estab-
lished procedures for integrating new immigrants into Danish 
society. Second, it established integration protocols and require-
ments for denizens (multigenerational ethnic populations living 
in Denmark) who wanted to acquire Danish citizenship through 
naturalization.

The Integration Act has 13 parts that outline the follow-
ing: housing for refugees and non-self-supporting immigrants, 
administrative tasks of the local authorities, the Introduction 
Program (language and culture classes) for all immigrants cov-
ered under this legislation, special funds available for new immi-
grants, activation and work stipulations, the establishment of 
local integration councils for ethnic populations, rights and 
responsibilities concerning the release of personal information, 
and the protocol and procedure for appealing administrative 
actions.

As stipulated within the legislation, the Integration Act has 
three main purposes: first, to ensure that all new immigrants 
can participate in Danish society on “equal footing” with citi-
zens; second, to assist in making new immigrants self-supporting 
as quickly as possible; third, to impart to new immigrants an 
understanding of the fundamental values and norms of Danish 
society.

Table 2.4 shows that the revisions to the Integration Act in 
2002 and 2004 were passed by parliament concurrently with 
changes to the Danish Citizens Act and resulted in the following 
changes from the original legislation (1998):

1. Completion of the Introduction Program was no longer 
voluntary. It became required for all third-country nationals 
applying for permanent residence and work permits.
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2. Completion of the language components of the Introduction 
Program must be verified by proof of Danish language profi-
ciency, as evidenced by passing the Danprøve—an advanced 
comprehensive exam designed to test Danish grammar and 

Table 2.4 Summary of Integration Act with Revisions (1998–2005)

Year Law/Policy Key Points Revisions

1998 Integration  
Act

Three primary 
purposes: equal  
footing, self-
supporting, and  
impart fundamentals  
of Danish culture
13 Parts/Provisions

First time a high level 
of language acquisition 
became required for 
citizenship

2002 Revision to 
the Integration 
Act passed by 
parliament

Completion of the 
Introduction Program was 
no longer voluntary. It 
became a requirement for 
all third-country nationals 
applying for permanent 
residence and work permits

2004 Revisions to 
the Integration 
Act passed by 
parliament

Extended the waiting 
period for permanent 
residence permits from 
three to four years, 
with a one- to two-year 
application-processing 
period

2005 Revisions to 
the Integration 
Act passed by 
parliament

Upon receiving pressure 
from the European Union, 
the Danish government 
extended the exemption to 
the new Eastern European 
Member States in a 2005 
revision to the Integration 
Act

Source: Schmidt (2011); Schmidt and Jakobsen (2004); Schmidt et al., (2009); Seeberg 
(2002).
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reading comprehension at the 13th-grade level. Prior to 
2002, there was no exam requirement—the person only 
needed to demonstrate one to two years of courses taken 
at an approved language school. This revision marked the 
first time that a high level of language proficiency became a 
condition for citizenship acquisition.

The 2004 revision extended the waiting period for permanent 
 residence permits to a span of three to four years (from the 
 previous two- to three-year period), with the same additional 
one- to two-year application-processing period. Despite the 
revisions to the law, the three main purposes of the Integration 
Act have remained the same and can be contested on their respec-
tive meanings. The notion of new immigrants participating on 
equal footing with Danish citizens contradicts the  revisions 
made to the Danish Citizens Act. The revised  legislation made 
it more difficult for immigrants to first obtain a residence per-
mit and to later naturalize by requiring proof of Danish lan-
guage proficiency as evidenced by passing the Danprøve. Some 
have criticized this requirement because the test is so difficult 
that some have questioned whether many native Danes would 
be able to pass it. In response to this criticism, in 2012, the 
Danish government relaxed the testing and other requirements 
for citizenship in the following ways (Wenande, 2012):

1. The immigration test (invandringsprøven in Danish) was 
exempted for those seeking citizenship on their own and 
not as part of immigration by marriage. For example, if a 
denizen who could prove 26 years of continuous residence 
in Denmark wanted to seek Danish citizenship, he or she 
would no longer have to take this test. But the test is still 
required for someone who immigrated to Denmark under 
the umbrella of family reunification and later seeks Danish 
citizenship.



62 I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  N e w  L i m i t s

2. The Danish test level was lowered from Danish Test 2 
(Prøve i Dansk 2) to an easier level of Danish Test 1 (Prøve 
i Dansk 1) for permanent residence applicants (the deni-
zens). It is still at the Danish Test 2 level (Prøve i Dansk 2) 
for family reunification applicants.

3. To achieve permanent residence, applicants must show they 
have worked for three out of the last five years, instead of two 
years and six months out of the last three years, as the rules 
previously stood. The revisions now consider most educa-
tion to be the equivalent of full-time work. This change is 
helping to keep more foreign students and professionals in 
Denmark. Additionally, the points system where applicants 
had to amass 100 points through work, language, and vol-
unteer requirements was removed.

4. Previously, applicants for citizenship had to show that 
they had been self-supporting for four and a half out of 
five continuous years. The revisions changed the self- 
supporting requirements to two and a half out of the last 
five years.

5. The revisions also addressed the fees and financial guaran-
tees associated with seeking citizenship that many advocate 
groups said were burdensome for many ethnics seeking citi-
zenship. According to the new law, the financial guarantee 
was reduced from 100,000 kroner to 50,000 kroner. This is 
the amount the individual has to deposit to the government 
as a bank guarantee, thereby illustrating that they will not 
be seeking social benefits. Additionally, the payment was 
structured in a way that reduces the amount with the pass-
ing of Danish language tests.

Despite these positive legislative changes, there is still a clear 
bias—differentiating categories of those seeking Danish citizen-
ship. Those who immigrate on their own or through family reuni-
fication are still placed at a considerable disadvantage as compared 
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to denizens in this regard. Citizenship scholars clearly tell us that 
citizens and non-citizens cannot possibly achieve equality when 
the political participation of non-citizens is extremely limited. 
Non-citizens and non-permanent residents cannot vote in local 
or national elections in Denmark. Under these conditions, new 
Danes cannot possibly enjoy full access to the political and social 
realms of Danish society.

The second purpose of the Integration Act focuses on making 
immigrants self-supporting as soon as possible. Inclusion of this 
provision was a direct result of the growing political discourse 
from parties with conservative leanings on immigration issues that 
exaggerated the correlation of welfare abuse with rising immigration 
numbers and growing generations of ethnic populations living 
in Denmark. The anti-ghetto provisions of the Integration Act 
restricted where new immigrants could live when applying for 
public housing. The goal of these provisions was to restrict the size 
of current ethnic enclaves in Copenhagen and to disperse ethnic 
populations into non-ethnic neighborhoods. These provisions are 
contradictory to the vast literature on ethnic enclaves that shows 
immigrants often become more quickly self-supporting among 
ethnic communities with strong kin/ethnic networks (Portes  
et al., 2002) and segmented neighborhood-based economies 
(Portes and Zhou, 1993).

The third purpose of the Integration Act, to impart immi-
grants with an “understanding of fundamental values and 
norms of Danish society,” is accomplished by the completion 
of the three-year Introduction Program, which consists of 
Danish language instruction, a Danish History and Culture 
course, and the completion of the labor market action plan. 
This final purpose is the most widely contested because some 
argue that the curriculum developed for the Danish History 
and Culture course creates a narrow and stereotypical construct 
for Danishness. This aspect will be explored in greater detail in 
later chapters.
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The Attachment Requirement and Erosion 

of Citizenship Rights

Since 2000, Danish immigration law requires that each partner 
demonstrate a “strong affiliation/attachment” with Denmark that 
is measured by years living and/or working in Denmark. In 2002, 
the liberal conservative government revised the Danish Aliens 
Act, proudly describing it as “the strictest in the world” (Schmidt, 
2011: 257–258). These changes now require the native or ethnic 
Dane sponsoring the third-country national spouse to not only 
demonstrate that he/she can support the spouse with proof of 
income and a “suitable” home but also provide a financial guaran-
tee of 50,000 kroner3 (later increased to 100,000 kroner in 2004) 
that is held in escrow by the Danish authorities. In addition to the 
revisions to the Aliens Act, in 2003, a law was passed that required 
that both spouses must be at least 24 years old before they could 
apply for family reunification based on marriage. These legislative 
changes have had the greatest impact on ethnic Danes from non-
Western countries and their descendants, who typically marry 
at a younger age, are more likely than native Danes to marry a 
foreigner, and have the greatest difficulty meeting the financial 
requirements associated with sponsoring a third-country national 
spouse (Kauppinen and Poutvaara, 2011).

The Attachment Requirement and related policies discussed 
above have resulted in the erosion of citizenship rights of native 
and ethnic Danes who choose to partner with third- country 
nationals. In other words, an individual can formally be a Danish 
citizen, but this juridical status in itself is no guarantee that one has 
the same rights as other citizens. The Attachment Requirement, 
used by state authorities in determining a couple’s right to obtain 
family reunification, best demonstrates this. One aspect of this 
requirement is that the right to family reunification is based 
on the couple’s ties to another country, including, for example, 
whether the partner living in Denmark has made extended visits 
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to that country. This rule draws a fine line between formal Danish 
citizens with attachment to the country and formal citizens 
who, based on individual assessments, are judged as  lacking this 
attachment.

Although people holding Danish citizenship are, in most 
respects, equal before the law, these kinds of rules and regulations 
have established a hierarchy among citizens according to which, 
based on an assumption of “true” belonging, some citizens have 
certain rights that others do not. This policy has also negatively 
affected native Danes, who are Caucasians and who choose to 
marry third-country nationals, by placing new limits on their citi-
zenship rights. As demonstrated by Ralf and Merih Christensen’s 
ordeal with Danish Immigration Services and as noted by several 
of my respondents, this and other restrictive policies force many 
affected native Danes to live outside of Denmark because they 
cannot live in Denmark with their third-country national spouses 
due to these restrictive laws. The Danish case highlights how this 
discourse focuses on how third-country immigrants establish and 
organize their family lives and further demonstrates how the for-
mation of these marriages has become a public concern rather 
than what was once considered a private matter (Schmidt, 2011: 
260–265).

Conclusion

As I have demonstrated in this chapter, citizenship nationalism 
and social identity converge in the present social and political 
condition of “native,” “ethnic,” and “foreign” relations in contem-
porary Danish society. I also demonstrated how the contradictions 
contained within the Danish Citizens Act and the Integration 
Act create the disjunction between Danish identity acquisition 
through citizenship from above and the social acceptance from 
below. When examining citizenship from above, I agree with 
Kastoryano (2002) and Marx (1998) that reforms making legal 
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citizenship more accessible can serve as a means for ethnic popula-
tions living in Denmark to achieve greater political participation 
and agency.

However, when examining citizenship from below, I am less 
certain that legal citizenship (as Kastoryano defines it) can serve 
as a means to achieving legitimacy for identity claims. This is 
again evidenced by Kipketer’s crisis of legitimacy when he evokes 
and attempts to claim Danish identity. Since the controversy sur-
rounding his Olympic participation, Kipketer and his Danish 
wife have had children born in Denmark. Although his children 
are not public figures, one can only wonder if the Kipketer chil-
dren’s Danishness would be similarly called into question. Since 
the controversy surrounding Mary’s Law, the Crown Princess 
and the Crown Prince have also had several children, and these 
children are regarded in every way as Danish and are considered 
legitimate heirs to the Danish crown.

The recent changes to citizenship and integration legisla-
tion have significant impacts on immigrants wanting to migrate 
and remain in Denmark. First, legal entry to Denmark became 
more difficult for all third-country nationals. Second, these laws 
established new language and cultural education requirements 
as a condition for staying in Denmark. Third, these laws have 
 re-defined the relationship of the citizen to the state by creating 
legal distinctions and greater restrictions among the Danish citi-
zen (or the “native Danes”), “new Dane/denizen” (or the second- 
or third-generation foreign national living in Denmark), and the 
third-country immigrant (new arrival).

Prior to 1998, all of these groups had equal and largely unre-
stricted access to the Danish welfare state, including monetary, 
housing, and educational benefits, apart from health care and 
other direct or indirect services within “the system.” From 1998 
to 2002, the public discourse shifted away from a generosity of 
access for most toward retrenchment and a “need” to conserve 
benefits. The conservation shift also gave rise to an increasing 
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perception that the immigrant was “abusing” the system and 
migrating to Denmark with this express purpose in mind.

At first (in 1998), the Introduction Program was considered 
an “offer” and therefore was not mandatory. In 2002, there were 
subsequent revisions to the Integration Act enacted that now 
make this program a requirement for most new foreigners (some 
exceptions are made for refugees). However, the immigrants’ com-
pliance with the action plan and the information submitted to 
Danish Immigration Services by the local authorities have always 
been considered when rendering a decision about whether or 
not to grant a permanent residence status after three years. As it 
has been more than 15 years since the legislation was enacted, it 
will be useful in future research to examine the impact of non-
compliance with the Introduction Program on a negative deci-
sion regarding a permanent residence permit. It would also be 
useful to examine whether non-compliance with the mandated 
Introduction Program impacts on a positive or negative decision 
from Danish Immigration Services for naturalization.

As the tables provided show, there has been a sharp increase 
in Danish citizenship acquisition rates among the largest ethnic 
denizen populations between 1998 and 2004 (prior to the most 
strict legislative changes to the Integration and Danish Citizens 
Acts), followed by a sharp decline in citizenship acquisitions in 
2008 and 2010. A similar trend is also noted in the rates of per-
manent residence permits among the same denizen populations 
during the corresponding periods.



C h a p t e r 3

The Manufacturing 
of and Making Claims 
to Danishness

This chapter answers the following research question: 
How has Danish identity been constructed by actors in light of 
increased diversity and recent changes to immigration and inte-
gration policies?

As discussed earlier, conservative political actors, specifically the 
Danish People’s Party, were most effective in harnessing growing 
anti-immigrant sentiments and rising nativism among the Danish 
majority during the 1990s. Although the Danish People’s Party 
is not the mainstream political force in Denmark, this party has 
accomplished quite a bit in the past 15 to 20 years. It successfully 
used the media to shape the conversation of identity politics in 
Denmark from 1998 to the present. The members of the party heav-
ily contributed to the conflation of immigrant identity with Muslim 
identity. As a result, the anti-immigration focus is evident and fre-
quently highlighted in the Danish People’s Party’s political program 
and public statement documents. They state on their website,

Denmark is not a country of immigrants, and has never been one. 
We cannot therefore accept a multiethnic transformation of the 
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country. Denmark is the country of the Danes, and its citizens 
should be granted the opportunity to live in a safe community 
founded on the rule of law, which is evolving in line with Danish 
culture . . . The Danish People’s Party is in favour of cultural 
cooperation with other countries, but we are against giving other 
cultures, building on completely different values and norms than 
ours, leverage in Denmark.

This quotation succinctly describes the political agenda of this 
party. This agenda includes rejecting the notion of Denmark 
becoming a multicultural society and the belief that the Danish 
state should actively work to keep Denmark Danish. The sec-
ond part of the above quotation also highlights the “us” versus 
“them” dichotomy of immigrant discourse. Specifically, it is the 
Danish People’s Party’s belief that immigrant culture is some-
how gaining leverage over Danish cultural norms and values. 
Several Scandinavian social scientists have also interpreted these 
statements as evidence of veiled references to Muslims. They 
also note that the Danish public often has difficulty untangling 
conversations about immigration and ethnics in general (which 
can include a diverse range of people) from conversations about 
Muslim populations living in Denmark (Faist, et al., 2003; Fog 
Olwig and Paerregaard, 2011; Schmidt, 2011; Nielsen, 2012).

Jens Rydgren (2004) noted three primary strains of party rhet-
oric and media talking points for the Danish People’s Party. First, 
he argued that the party perpetuates the characterization of an 
“us” versus “them” dichotomy in terms of usage of the Danish 
welfare system. This characterization is often portrayed as immi-
grants and ethnics coming to Denmark to drain an already over-
burdened welfare system. Second, he noted that the party’s belief 
that immigrants and ethnics are the major causes of criminality 
and that, among native Danes, this increased the feeling of being 
less safe in Denmark. This perception is most pronounced in the 
three major cities, namely, Copenhagen, Odense, and Aarhus. 
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Third, he identified the view that increased immigration and ris-
ing ethnic populations are perceived threats to Danish culture and 
native “ethnonational” identity (484–487).

I agree with Rydgren’s summation of the major themes of cur-
rent political and media climate in Denmark and will focus the 
first part of this chapter on exploring these rhetorical themes in 
greater detail. These themes have particular salience to present-
day identity politics but had reached their zenith during 2008 due 
to several political events. These include the Prophet Muhammad 
Cartoon controversy and the resulting demonstrations that hap-
pened in and around the Nørrebro section of Copenhagen, the 
global economic and financial crisis and its impact on the Danish 
welfare state, and finally, several sensationalized media stories 
about crimes that had been allegedly committed by ethnics and 
immigrants in the Greater Copenhagen area. Here, I will briefly 
discuss the first two rhetorical themes and then spend more time 
analyzing the final theme—the perception that rising immigra-
tion poses a threat to Danish culture and ethnonational identity.

During the mid-1990s, the political and social climate in 
Denmark regarding the allocation of welfare benefits to immi-
grants, ethnics, and refugee populations shifted away from abso-
lute and somewhat unconditional generosity toward a growing 
retrenchment model. There was social and political pressure to 
place more conditions and requirements on denizens and immi-
grants in return for social benefits. Many of these new require-
ments were bundled into the Integration Act of 1998 and other 
related administrative policies. Much of this retrenchment dis-
course certainly contributed to the first theme noted in Rydgren’s 
(2004) article—the “us” versus “them” dichotomy in terms of use 
of the Danish welfare state.

In relation to the second theme noted by Rydgren—the grow-
ing perception that ethnics and immigrants are the cause for crim-
inality in Denmark—this perception certainly exists throughout 
the country but is especially felt in the three major cities, namely, 
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Copenhagen, Odense, and Aarhus. However, much of this dis-
course has been centered by media coverage of the Nørrebro 
section of Copenhagen. This community, which is located just 
northwest of downtown Copenhagen, has developed over the past 
25 years into an ethnic enclave for the growing Somali, Turkish, 
Iraqi, and Pakistani ethnic, immigrant, and refugee populations. 
Historically, this neighborhood has often been inhabited by the 
Danish and other European immigrant working-class population.

Present-day Nørrebro has developed unlike typical enclave pat-
terns noted in countries with longer immigrant-receiving histories 
and where neighborhoods became exclusive to one or two ethnic 
groups. Nørrebro has attracted a vast range of people living in this 
community. This includes some elderly native Danes (this group 
has dwindled in the past 15 years due to death from old age and a 
bit of elders’ flight or leaving for the suburbs). Diverse ethnic pop-
ulations from all over and native-Dane and international univer-
sity students and artists also came to this neighborhood because 
of cheaper rents (as compared to other sections of Copenhagen), 
close proximity to major transportation lines, and the cultural 
flare of the many ethnic shops, trendy nightclubs, and restaurants 
that comprise the main boulevards of Nørrebro. This ethnically 
diverse neighborhood has had mixed reviews from some politi-
cal actors and among everyday people. On the one hand, some 
perceive the neighborhood as a cultural gem of racial and ethnic 
diversity within a seemingly homogenous city and country. Like 
many of my respondents also noted, I often visit Nørrebro to shop 
or enjoy a meal at the many ethnically owned or operated busi-
nesses. Coming to Nørrebro is also a way to escape from the social 
isolation one naturally experiences when living abroad. Being in 
this neighborhood can be a way to connect with and simply inter-
act with “people like me (us)”—other ethnics living in Denmark.

On the other hand, some consider Nørrebro to be a ghetto with 
many of the attributes of urban theater that often accompany this 
label—high crime, immigrants, and graffiti-covered and blighted 
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buildings. This neighborhood has also accumulated a colorful list of 
disparaging, and often negative, nicknames over the years. The streets 
around Nørrebrogade, the community’s main avenue, are sometimes 
called “Little Arabia,” “The Islamic State within Denmark,” and the 
“Nørrebronx.” The latter nickname is a clear reference to the Bronx, 
one of the five boroughs of New York City with a well-documented 
history of high crime, urban blight, and rap music culture. I am a 
native New Yorker and I lived in the east and south Bronx during the 
1980s at the height of high crime, urban blight, and the emerging 
rap music culture. As a result, I can say with some authority that it 
borders on ridiculous that Nørrebro is regularly compared to 1980s 
Bronx by some Danes. It is unfortunate that this neighborhood is 
not viewed as a potential strength for ethnic enclave labor economy 
or as a potential tourist attraction. In this context, the use of the term 
ghetto often has racist and anti-immigrant undertones.

This negative perception of Nørrebro is often echoed by some 
political actors and media outlets. For example, Pia Kærsgaard, the 
leader of the Danish People’s Party, wrote an article entitled “Give 
Us Back Nørrebro” in her newsletter published in November 
2003. She said,

To us who grew up in Copenhagen in the 50s and 60s, Nørrebro 
stands in a special light. It was probably not the most upscale part of 
the capital . . . [but] you could find everything: solid and decent work-
ing-class people with high self-esteem were the most  common, but 
also odd characters, petty thieves and thugs, artist and young, believ-
ing, conservative Christians who had just arrived with the four o’clock 
train . . . Today, Nørrebro is totally changed . . . the tolerance is gone. 
And one of the main reasons for this is that Nørrebro has become a 
Muslim enclave. And where Islam goes in, tolerance goes out. 

(Schmidt in Nielsen (eds.), 20: 100–101)

The negative perception of this neighborhood is also sensa-
tionalized and exacerbated by some media outlets. As noted 
earlier, 2008 was a particularly turbulent year in relations 
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between native Danes and the Muslim population. This year 
was also punctuated by a series of fictional and real-life news 
articles, popular films, and television programs that highlighted 
themes of urban blight as well as crime in minority areas of 
Copenhagen. The first notable news story of the summer of 
2008 involved a series of gun shootings in Nørrebro. In August 
2008, two young men were wounded but survived gunshots as a 
result of an apparent rivalry between different groups of young 
immigrants and a Hells Angels-type motorcycle group. When 
the story was first reported in the media, there was quite a bit of 
initial speculation that the dispute was minority gang related. 
It was reported that violence had erupted over a need for one 
group to gain controlling interests of drug territory in Nørrebro 
over the other group.

The second notable media story during the summer of 2008 
involved the stabbing of a young native Danish woman on the 
Stroget, the main shopping street in central Copenhagen. The 
woman was found dead near a public bench on the walking street 
by a passerby. When the story was initially reported, many specu-
lated that the suspect(s) were young Muslim men. This was based 
on the accounts of several people who recalled a group of rowdy 
Muslim men in the area at about the time when the woman’s body 
was found.

Both of these news stories were used by media and political 
actors to explore in greater detail public perceptions about crime, 
immigration, urban blight, and what to “do” about wild young 
ethnics who were acting out. Several of my respondents mentioned 
both of these news stories during our interviews. The consensus 
among some of the Africans and Muslims in my sample was that 
the popular perceptions dominating the media were inaccurate 
among their respective circles of friends and family. Sameah was 
a 50-year-old woman from Iraq who had come to Denmark with 
her young children (one boy and one girl) in 1989. She had the 
most interesting response to the claims made by some Danish 



 M a k i n g  C l a i m s  t o  D a n i s h n e s s  75

reporters that ethnic youth are wild, rude, and grossly unsuper-
vised by their families. Sameah said,

It is really hard to raise our [Iraqi] children here [in Denmark]. I 
felt so frustrated at times raising my children because they have 
so much freedoms here, more than I had [growing up] in Iraq. 
When I was bad, my parents beat me and yelled at me, not to 
abuse but this is how they correct my bad behavior. Here [pause], 
I could never do that, my God. They [the Danish Authorities] 
would throw me out of Denmark for that. Here, no one teaches 
you how to be a parent here. Of course, we bring our culture with 
us. It’s natural that that we bring the culture with us. We parent as 
our parents did us but you learn fast that it can’t be that way here.

Ananda was a 35-year-old woman who came to Denmark in 
2007 from Cameroon with her 8-year-old son from a previous 
marriage. She echoed Sameah’s comments on raising her son in 
Denmark. Ananda was a strikingly beautiful woman with dark 
brown skin and meticulously styled, braided hair. She wore con-
servative but colorful facial makeup and a bright yellow-colored 
African-inspired dress. Ananda said that she came to Denmark 
after marrying her second husband (also from Cameroon). He 
previously immigrated to Denmark as a university student in 
2001 and later stayed. Ananda said that she and her husband also 
hesitate in their actions when disciplining her son. She said,

Duna is now in school with the Danish and he talks to his friends. 
The Danish are so permissive with their children. When I am at 
the school, I am shocked how they speak to their parents. In our 
culture that is not our way. You must show respect for the family 
and the older people. When Duna talks like his Danish friends, 
I tell him this is not our way and that he must respect me and his 
father. He is still young so I can control this for now but the more 
he is with the Danish and the more he learns their ways, [pausing 
and shaking her head] I don’t know.
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After talking with Sameah, Ananda, and some of my other 
respondents, I gained a new perspective on this issue. I can  better 
understand both perspectives on these stereotypes. Many of my 
ethnics and native-Dane respondents shared their stereotyped 
beliefs about the other on the issue of parenting children. On the 
one hand, I can relate to the frustration of some ethnics. Many 
are trying to parent their children in a new cultural environment 
using what they are most familiar with—the cultural parenting 
tools learned from their parents and the cultural norms of their 
previous societies. Several of my ethnic respondents talked about 
how yelling or corporal punishment as parenting techniques were 
culturally normative for them but they were fearful to use these 
methods in Denmark.

On the other hand, I also can appreciate the Danish view on 
parenting. It is common in Denmark for children to have more 
independence from parents at an earlier age. For many Danes, 
children are not viewed as the “property” of their parents. Young 
people are permitted great latitude and say-so in their upbring-
ing. As a result of these divergent viewpoints on parenting and 
the rights of children, I can understand how both native Danes 
and ethnics have difficulty understanding the views of the other. 
These divergent perspectives may provide a possible explanation 
for the growing perception that immigrant and ethnic youth con-
tribute most to criminality in Denmark. Perhaps, more dialogue 
on these issues might break down the negative stereotypes and 
perceptions each have for the other.

I now turn to analysis of the final theme noted in Rydgren’s 
(2004) article—the view of immigrants and ethnics as threats to 
the preservation of Danishness. In order to explore this theme 
fully, I return to my analysis of Danish citizenship law and inte-
gration policies presented in the previous chapter. I argued that 
recent changes to these laws and administrative policies repre-
sent a manufactured and specific type of Danish identity that 
is packaged by state actors and government agencies and then 
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taught to new and ethnic Danes (through the Danish History 
and Culture course mandated in the Integration Act). Later, I will 
examine the curriculum of this course in greater detail, but it is 
 important to note here that the curriculum fosters a stereotyped 
 construction of Danishness. I also assert that this narrow—and 
often  stereotyped—notion of Danish identity can also be used by 
actors to exclude many ethnic Danes from making their identity 
claims. Simply put, by creating tightly woven criteria for what 
constitutes Danishness, people who do not fit or who choose not 
to confirm to prescribed conditions can easily be excluded.

Understanding Danishness (called danskhed in Danish) is a 
critical first step to social acceptance among native Danes and is 
one of the primary markers used by Danish authorities to measure 
successful integration. As long as becoming Danish is expected 
but undefined, ethnic and new Danes will never become truly 
Danish. The state claims that Danish identity can be achieved 
through integration and then naturalization (what Turner called 
citizenship “from above” [Turner and Hamilton, 1994]). I argue 
that we must first critically analyze what it means to be Danish 
and pursue explorations into whether or not this construct has the 
capacity to incorporate multiculturalism. Without this analysis, 
Danish identity acquisition (what Turner called citizenship iden-
tity “from below”) will remain elusive for many ethnic and new 
Danes. For my analysis of Danishness, I use the term “manufac-
tured citizenship,” as conceptualized by Veronique Benei (2005). 
For Benei, the material manufactured may be fictitious in part 
and includes collective memories, images, emotions, and practices 
of citizenship in various dimensions. These dimensions include 
the political, judicial, cultural, social, and historical realms of any 
given society. Of course, I acknowledge that ethnonational iden-
tity is quite real and tangible for native Danes. However, I also 
assert that the criteria for determining who is included or excluded 
is so narrowly defined that few non-native Danes are permitted 
access to Danishness. It is for these reasons that Danishness is 
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most often evoked and manufactured by native Danes in response 
to an identified “other.”

Constructing Danishness

Scandinavian scholars (Østergård, 1996; Rasmussen, 1997; 
Hansen and Waever, 2002; Jespersen, 2004) have grappled with 
the perplexing task of defining Danishness with little success. 
Hans Kornø Rasmussen (1997) included a chapter in his book 
entitled, “Who are the Danes?” He answered the question by out-
lining who Danes are not—foreigners. The chapter discussed the 
growing perception among native Danes that increasing numbers 
of third-country immigrants pose threats to “it” (Danish culture). 
He also described how multigenerational ethnic populations 
(denizens) living in Denmark are changing “it.” Yet, Rasmussen 
provides no operational definition for what Danishness actually is.

Tina Gudrun Jensen (2011) identified Danishness in the 
context of explaining why many native Danes conflate being 
an immigrant with also being a Muslim. While describing why 
some native and ethnic Danes convert to Islam, she argued that 
“Danish core values” prevent many native Danes from embracing 
the notion that one can be both Danish and Muslim. She said 
these core values include “liberalism, individualism, secularism 
and democracy” (Olwig and Paerregaard, 2011: 112–113).

Garbi Schmidt (2011) argued that in the public discourse 
about Muslim immigration and the controversial and often 
 sensationalized media coverage of so-called forced and sham 
 marriages, the notion of Danishness is often coupled with 
 discussions of what is considered by many native Danes as 
“ un-Danish” (or udansk in Danish). She, like Jensen, attributes 
the coupling to paradoxical and often stereotyped characteristics 
that make up Danishness and, by contrast, the un-Danish. Here 
Schmidt states, “Danishness is associated with progress, civilised 
behaviour, decency, trustworthiness, and respect for individual 
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rights . . . [the] un-Danish [are associated with] qualities such 
as primitiveness, uncivilised behaviour, rudeness, dishonesty and 
violent oppression of individual rights” (260–261). I argue here 
that both Schmidt and Jensen, like Rasmussen, are constructing 
Danishness in opposition to an “other” rather than crafting a defi-
nition that can stand on its own.

The difficulty with constructing an operational definition 
for Danishness is similar to the processes associated with how 
other dominant identities (masculinities or whiteness) are more 
easily defined by the “other.” Such identities are simultaneously 
invisible and yet ubiquitous as the default category. Often these 
dominant identities only become visible in relation to the other. 
Desmond and Emirbayer (2010) called this “racial domination 
normalized.” For them, the normalization “produces and repro-
duces many cultural, political, economic, and social advantages 
for white people and withholds such advantages and privileges 
from non-white people.” They provide everyday examples that 
demonstrate how whiteness operates in daily life and is often 
unrecognized by most when racial domination is normalized. For 
example, “there are ‘black ghettos,’ ‘Chinatowns’ [and Muslim 
sections of Copenhagen—Nørrebro] but gated suburban com-
munities, many of which are nearly all white, are simply referred 
to as ‘gated communities’ or the ‘suburbs’” (38–39). As noted in 
the examples, few people would commonly refer to the “suburbs” 
or a “gated community” as the White community. But spaces 
occupied by minorities are often defined by the sex, race, ethnic-
ity, religion, or sexuality of the people who reside there.

While Desmond and Emirbayer were discussing the normal-
ization of racial dominance in the context of how whiteness oper-
ates in the United States, this concept is also salient to the Danish 
case. This understanding provides a plausible explanation for why 
Danishness is often manufactured or evoked in relation to the 
other or the “non-Dane.” It also could explain the differing experi-
ences of some religious minorities and people of color in claiming 



80 I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  N e w  L i m i t s

Danish identity. Racial domination normalized provides insight 
into Wilson Kipketer’s (the Kenyan–Danish Olympian) experi-
ence when making claims to Danish identity. It also explains the 
relative ease with which Crown Princess Mary Donaldson and a 
select few like her can achieve legitimacy for their identity claims 
from native Danes.

Knud Jespersen (2004) provided a historical analysis that out-
lined the evolution of Danish national identity in relation to the 
development of the Danish state. Jespersen said, “The Danes are 
not a nation . . . they are a tribe. This is the strength of their fel-
lowship and the reason that they have unshakable trust in each 
other”1 (3–4). When describing the Danish national character, 
Jespersen highlighted the concept of folkelighed (popular democ-
racy). He argued that this emerged because the Danes had no 
history of class struggle or socialism as punctuated and observed 
in the development of other European states. Rather, the Danish 
state—and the resulting political culture—centers on the notion 
of popular equality that politically expresses itself as a culture of 
consensus rather than one of direct conflict (31–38).

While Jespersen’s explanation for the Danish national character 
explains some aspects of Danishness, it only scratches the surface 
and still does not provide a practical and useful conceptualiza-
tion of what it means to be Danish. The notion of popular equal-
ity and the inclusion of immigrants and ethnic populations also 
become problematic when examining the social location of eth-
nic denizens and their descendants in contemporary Denmark. 
I return to the question posed earlier—to what extent can legal 
citizenship, as Riva Kastoryano (2002) defines it, be a solution to 
social exclusion and simultaneously be inclusive of demands for 
equality? Specifically, how can the social inclusion of ethnic popu-
lations be achieved within a political culture that prefers consen-
sus rather than conflict?

Patrick Kingsley (2012), a British expatriate with frequent 
travels to Denmark, expressed similar difficulty with defining 
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Danishness in his book entitled, “How to be Danish from Lego 
to Lund . . .” While the book title is tongue-in-cheek, he aptly 
describes the collective fear among native Danes that their culture 
and identity are changing due to multiculturalism. In a  chapter 
called, “Being Danish: the Immigrant’s Dilemma,” Kingsley 
describes watching a Danish news program where Mogens Camre, 
a politician from the far-right Dansk Folkeparti, and Fatih Alev, a 
liberal, Danish-born Muslim imam, were participating in a panel 
discussion on how to integrate the growing number of Muslim 
denizens living in Denmark. The pleasant conversation quickly 
becomes hostile, when Camre snaps to Alev, “You have come to 
this country. Who do you think you are?” Alev calmly counters, 
“I was born in this country. I’m not an immigrant.” Camre angrily 
counters, “Stay in your country. Denmark is my country. You need 
to respect your fellow citizens. Du er ikke medborger I mit land 
(you are not a fellow citizen)” (97–99). This exchange between 
Camre and Alev highlights the reluctance by many native Danes 
to view ethnic Danes like Alev as equal citizens and new Danes 
like Kipketer as potential citizens. It also underscores the default 
position held by many Danes to define Danishness in opposition 
to a racialized or religious other.

Some social scientists have attributed exchanges like the one 
between Camre and Alev to a lack of social trust and few posi-
tive social contacts between and among native Danes and ethnics, 
especially Muslims. Christian Albrekt Larsen’s (2013) book aptly 
explains the conditions associated with how and why social cohe-
sion and social trust rise and decline in societies. Albrekt Larsen 
offered two critical operational definitions that are highly salient to 
examining the evident lack of trust between native Danes and eth-
nic populations. First, he defined social cohesion as “the belief—
held by citizens in a given nation state—that they share a moral 
community which enables them to trust each other.” Second, he 
defined social trust and distrust toward fellow citizens as being 
“understood as judgments depending on citizens’ perceptions of 
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the society in which they live.” For him, this  definition hinges 
on the subjective perception of trust, which can be influenced by 
the “real” events of any given society. But he argues that it is most 
heavily influenced by the individual or collective perceptions of 
“real” events (Albrekt Larsen, 2013: 3–4). Albrekt Larsen’s main 
thesis is that the Danes and the Swedes have high levels of social 
cohesion and social trust within their respective groups. Trust and 
social cohesion exist because people perceive their fellow citizen as 
generally equal to themselves and therefore trustworthy. Albrekt 
Larsen’s thesis does not directly incorporate perceptions and 
attitudes about immigrant populations into his trust and social 
cohesion analysis. He does acknowledge that ethnic heterogene-
ity presents the greatest challenge to societies with high trust and 
cohesion like Denmark and Sweden.

Bülent Diken (1998) highlights the notion that immigrants are 
considered “strangers inside and outside of Denmark.” He argues 
that immigrants represent a growing Danish underclass that is not 
only economically marginalized but is also culturally isolated. He 
argues that much of this is caused by the immigrants themselves 
and what he describes as a lack of cultural capital, resistance to 
live among native Danes, and ineffective and infrequent connec-
tions to the Danish labor market (Diken, 1998: 65–69). Citing 
Richard Sennett’s (2001) theory of “social touching,” Diken iron-
ically viewed neighborhoods like Nørrebro as potential sites for 
melting the cultural boundaries between and among ethnics and 
native Danes.

As I have noted throughout this chapter, the conflation exists 
multicultural and immigrant discourse as being indistinguishable 
from conversations about Islam by political, social, and media 
actors. This poses an interesting question related to the rhetorical 
themes: Is the resistance toward viewing Denmark as a multicul-
tural society with a more inclusive definition of Danishness more 
about fear of Muslims than about negative feelings about immi-
gration or ethnics in general?
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Andrew Buckser’s (2003) ethnography of Jewish identity and 
community in present-day Denmark presents an interesting and 
illuminating view into a possible test case of this issue. His study 
allows us to explore the ability of Danish identity to integrate a group 
of religious “others.” In his excellent ethnographic study, Buckser 
explores how despite a backdrop of anti-Semitism that existed in 
most of Europe before and after the Holocaust, Jews in Denmark 
thrived and became a fixed and consistent part of the Danish 
 middle class. He states, “Denmark was not a paradise for Jews, and 
many forms of discrimination survived the establishment of Jewish 
citizenship in 1814. [Despite the presence of discrimination,] . . . 
Jews became steadily more accepted as they immersed themselves 
in Danish culture; their living standards rose, some became leaders 
of science and industry, and the anti-Semitism of the larger society 
grew steadily less pernicious” (Buckser, 2003: 2–3).

Buckser also notes that as the Holocaust spread throughout 
Europe in the 1940s, the Danish government and citizens (almost 
unanimously) refused to join other nations that either abandoned 
or actively persecuted Jews during the German occupation. Danes 
even went a step further—refusing to turn over Jews to the Nazis 
who demanded their execution. “. . . Alone in occupied Europe, 
Denmark saved almost all of its Jews from the Holocaust, and 
in the years afterward Denmark blotted anti-Semitism almost 
completely from its culture” (2–3). This is a narrative that many 
 present-day Danes still evoke with national pride and discuss 
openly in casual conversation: how the Danes stood up to the 
Nazis in defense of a religious “other” or minority group in their 
country and at a time when most of Europe did not. Yet—and 
ironically—despite this historical pride among most native 
Danes, many of the recent xenophobic incidents committed by 
anti-immigrant and extreme individuals and groups often make 
use of holocaust and anti-Semitic symbols such as swastikas and 
Nazi emblems—not toward Danish Jews but rather toward the 
growing Muslim populations in present-day Denmark.
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Buckser describes the present-day Danish Jewry as a tight-knit 
community of a few thousand people who are highly concentrated 
in Greater Copenhagen. He argues that this group also represents 
a series of contradictions and requires us to reconsider traditional 
definitions of community and how individuals function in every-
day life. Some of these contradictions include what he describes 
as a strong awareness and acknowledgment of Jewish identity and 
interest in the Jewish world. Despite the strong collective identity, 
most Danish Jews are fractured and disagree (at the individual 
and small-group levels) on many aspects of Jewish life and tradi-
tions. He also asserts that many Danish Jews are physically indis-
tinguishable from traditional native Danes and resemble them in 
terms of race and most physical attributes (171–179). As Buckser 
aptly describes in his book, Denmark came closer than any other 
country in fulfilling its promise made to the Jews post-World 
War II. But when considering the other (and perhaps more con-
troversial) religious minority to experience a modern-day diaspora 
throughout Europe, the Muslims, one must question why and 
how Danish Jews assimilated into Danish culture so seamlessly?

The Great Orthodox Synagogue (called Synagogen I Krystalgade 
in Danish) serves as the main Jewish worship site in Denmark and is 
located in the heart of Central Copenhagen. It looks (from the out-
side) like any other historical and architecturally endowed building 
in the area. It has few of the signature and traditional markings of 
other large synagogues that I have visited in the United States and 
other parts of the world. This building, like many of the Danish 
Jewry, exists but is almost hidden from plain sight for the casual 
observer. I lived in Denmark for almost two years and frequently 
return for research, and I observed few obvious visual indicators of 
a Jewish presence in Copenhagen. There are no shops that exclu-
sively carry kosher products; Jewish characters or actors do not fea-
ture prominently on Danish television programs, films, or radio. 
There are no  ethnic enclave employment chains, such as jewelry 
districts and fur/clothing manufacturing business districts—as 
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existing in other major cities with Jewish populations. Of the few 
Jewish civic and cultural organizations that exist in Denmark, none 
openly recruit for members or advertise their events in the media 
or other mainstream channels.

Buckser explores two central research questions that provide 
insight into the unanticipated consequences of the seamless 
integration of Jews in Denmark: “As Jewishness becomes a cho-
sen identity, and as it co-exists with non-religious national and 
regional identities, what becomes of Jewish community and tra-
dition? Can the different elements of the Jewish tradition—its 
institutions, its beliefs, its folklore, and so on—survive outside of 
a milieu that forcibly binds them together? Will they simply dis-
solve, withering under the onslaught of secularizing modernity? 
Or will they change into something new, finding new forms of 
relevance and meaning in an open society?” (3).

Buckser’s questions are highly salient to my analysis of 
Danishness and my own questions about whether or not this 
seemingly imagined and manufactured identity has the capacity to 
absorb ethnic and immigrant populations—absorb them how and 
in what ways? How will the notion of Danishness (the real, the 
manufactured, and the imagined) be transformed by the natives, 
ethnics, and new Danes that now embody and make claims to it?

To explore these questions, I return to Kastoryano’s (2002) 
thesis of citizenship identity that asserts that states have the abil-
ity (and willingness) to resolve claims for social inclusion. For 
Kastoryano, the state has the capacity to focus the public’s per-
ceptions of foreigners to one of potential citizens rather than that 
of problematic outsiders. As noted throughout and as Camre’s 
comments highlighted above clearly demonstrate, most politi-
cal actors focus public attention on the integration process as a 
one-sided process or experience where the ethnic, immigrant, 
or new Dane must change to become Danish. The new Danes 
must incorporate and practice the packaged and narrowly con-
structed notion of Danish identity acquired during the Danish 
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History and Culture course mandated within the provisions of 
the Integration Act.

To date, the Danish state has not utilized its ability to focus 
public attention in the ways described by Kastoryano. In fact, 
little attention is paid to how native Danes and Danish society 
will also have to adapt and change to growing multiculturalism. 
Danishness, as an identity construct, will need to become more 
elastic and public perceptions toward it will also have to bend into 
a more inclusive view of ethnic Danes, denizens, and naturalized 
immigrants as citizens (or at least potential citizens) with equal 
rights, protections, and duties.

Deconstructing Danishness

As noted throughout, the default position of the Danish govern-
ment and many native Danes has been to define the immigrant 
or foreign national by his or her country of origin, color, or reli-
gion. Then, the Danish identity is constructed in opposition to 
the characteristics of “the other.” Here, I use the data gathered 
through my interviews and my observational data to answer how 
Danish identity has been constructed by actors in response to 
increased diversity and as reflected within recent changes to immi-
gration and integration policies. Specifically, I show how Danish 
national identity is being manufactured and reproduced. During 
the life-history interviews, I asked the native-Dane spouses of my 
respondents, native-Dane instructors at the language schools, and 
social workers who work with immigrants to describe Danishness 
to me. As noted earlier, it was very clear that becoming Danish is 
expected but undefined. Because of this, I decided early in this 
research that exploring Danishness was critical to understand-
ing how immigrants, ethnics, and native Danes negotiate their 
respective identities within this cultural expectation and what this 
expectation meant to them. Two concepts were described consis-
tently by the majority of my respondents: Janteloven and hygge.
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Janteloven as Cultural Narrative

This concept stems from the fictional novel by Aksel Sandemose, 
who portrayed life in a small Danish town where no one is anony-
mous and whose inhabitants live their lives guided by the Law 
of Jante. As Table 3.1 demonstrates, the Law of Jante asserts that 
everyone is equal, everyone should be treated the same, every-
one should conform and should not stand out. According to my 
respondents, the Law of Jante is used today as a means to discour-
age individual achievement as paramount over collective welfare 
and the common good. The denizens, ethnics, and new Danes 
describe in great detail how this emphasis on the collective as 

Danish English

 1. Du skal ikke tro, du er noget  1. Don’t think you’re anything special
 2.  Du skal ikke tro, at du er lige  

så meget som os
 2. Don’t think you’re as good as us

 3.  Du skal ikke tro, at du er  
klogere end os

 3. Don’t think you’re smarter than us

 4.  Du skal ikke bilde dig ind, at  
duer bedre end os

 4.  Don’t convince yourself that you’re 
better than us

 5.  Du skal ikke tro, at du ved  
mere end os

 5. Don’t think you know more than us

 6.  Du skal ikke tro, at du er  
mere end os

 6.  Don’t think that you are more 
important than us

 7.  Du skal ikke tro, at du dur  
til noget

 7.  Don’t think that you are good at 
anything

 8. Du skal ikke le ad os  8. Don’t laugh at us
 9.  Du skal ikke tro, at nogen  

bryder sig om dig
 9.  Don’t think anyone cares about you

10.  Du skal ikke tro, at du kan  
lære os noget

10.  Don’t think you can teach  
us anything

Table 3.1 The Jante Law (Danish to English Translation)

Sources: Andersen, S., 1992; http://sandemose.dk/projekt99/bibliotek/artikler/jantebrug.
html; Foreigners in Denmark Organization 2012. http://www.foreignersindenmark.dk/
display.cfm?article=1000552&p=1000549&page=Jante+Law.
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superior to the accomplishments of the individual manifests for 
them in everyday interactions with native Danes.

Most of the native Danes I asked about Janteloven viewed 
the concept as old fashioned—almost quaint or stereotypical 
Danishness. Yet all of my native-Dane respondents named the 
concept as the main marker of Danishness and generally viewed 
it as something positive in terms of the values that the concept 
promoted (collective identity, solidarity, equality, and humility). 
As a result, these native Danes viewed the Janteloven as something 
that positively connected them to other Danes and, to a certain 
degree, to other Nordic people.

Many of my ethnic and immigrant respondents viewed the 
Janteloven quite differently from native Danes. While the use of 
the Jante to discourage individual achievement and self-importance  
was viewed as positive by the native Danes, many ethnic and 
immigrant respondents viewed this as a negative aspect of 
Danishness.

Patricia, 40 years old, is from Venezuela and came to Denmark 
in 2001 to be with Jens, 45, her native-Dane husband whom she 
met while he was working for a Danish firm with offices located 
in Venezuela. Patricia is petite (in height and physique) with very 
long, jet-black curly hair. She has a caramel-colored complexion 
and speaks in a soft, melodic tone that is infectious to listen to 
and that immediately grabs your attention. Her personality is very 
warm and inviting—she has a way of making people instantly 
comfortable with her. Jens is an extremely tall (even by Nordic 
standards) and muscular person with light brown hair and blue 
eyes. The couple, married in 2002, are physically and character-
istically opposite in every way. Jens was more reserved when I 
first interviewed them in 2004. He was evasive and reluctant to 
concretely describe Danish culture when first asked. By the sec-
ond interview in 2008, he was more open in his responses about  
Danish culture. I asked him to describe Danishness, and Jens 
immediately starting talking about the Janteloven. He only said 
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one sentence before Patricia cut him off and said, “I absolutely 
hate that Janteloven.” She took particular objection to several Jante 
laws—Law # 1 (Don’t think you’re anything special); Law # 4 
(Don’t convince yourself that you’re better than us); and Law # 7 
(Don’t think that you are good at anything).

When I asked her to elaborate, she said,

It is worst thing about Denmark—to celebrate nothing and to not 
acknowledge people who are exceptional. I know that everyone is 
supposed to be the same, but we are not! Come on, Jens, you know 
this is true. There are people in this world who really have talents 
and gifts that should be praised and nurtured. How do you raise 
children who have something special about them but they grow 
up never being praised for it or spend their whole life  suppressing 
it just to fit into some stupid Jante? It is a tragedy, really.

After listening to Patricia for a while, Jens agreed with her percep-
tions about the Janteloven. He said,

I never really looked at it that way until I lived in other places 
(Venezuela and the United States) where it is more individual 
focused. When I had my son (Jens was married previously and has 
a teenage son from that marriage), I was very conscious not to raise 
him with the Janteloven. We praised him when he did something 
well and things like that. This is hard for many Danes because we 
are taught not to make yourself get the big head or to show-off . . .

Patricia interrupted him again and said,

How is it showing-off if it is true and you are really exceptional at 
something? That is something about this place I will never understand.

Patricia’s assimilation experience was very similar to that of 
Milagros (from Brazil) (discussed in Chapter 1). Like Milagros, 
Patricia is also highly fluent in Danish but speaks with a notable 
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accent. She also works for a Danish firm and has completed all 
of the required parts of the Introduction Program mandated by 
the Integration Act. Similar to Milagros, she has also placed a 
clear line of demarcation between her work and home life. Patricia 
works at a social agency that provides labor training and career 
mentorship opportunities to immigrant and ethnic-born women. 
Despite the population that her company serves, she notes that 
she is one of only two ethnic people who work there at a manage-
rial level. Patricia described several examples of how she experi-
enced the Janteloven in her everyday life at work. She said,

I will tell you how stupid this law is. When I was searching for a 
job (after completing her language studies and before obtaining 
her current job), Jens told me, “You will never find a job with this 
CV. We (Danes) would never say these things. They (Danes) will 
think you are big-headed or difficult and will not interview you.”
What do you mean by this?

I have worked for years in Venezuela and in the US before coming 
to Denmark and [on a CV] we talk about our achievements at 
work, projects that I managed, and innovations that I was respon-
sible for. This is normal there. But here, NO. Because of that stu-
pid law, I have to downplay what I can do and say what “we” can 
do. “We” did not do it—“I” did it. It took me over one year to find 
a job here because I would not listen to him (Jens).

Both laughed and Jens nodded affirmatively:

As soon as I changed the “I’s” to “we’s,” I got this job (laugh-
ing). Then I had to keep doing it (practicing the Jante) every day 
at work. In my first month there, I created a better system for 
tracking our clients—to make it more efficient. I kept waiting for 
someone to say “good job” or “thank you for making our jobs 
much easier,” but that never came because of that stupid law. It is 
not that I need constant praise but it is human to want acknowl-
edgement for your hard work. Am I right?



 M a k i n g  C l a i m s  t o  D a n i s h n e s s  91

What is most salient about this exchange between Patricia and 
Jens over developing her résume for a Danish job market and 
audience is that it highlights Jante Law # 5 (Don’t think you know 
more than us). The use of “I” created versus “we” or “my col-
leagues and I created . . .” shows how this way of expressing indi-
vidual achievement is frowned upon in Danish culture. If she did 
not have Jens to explain this cultural nuance to her, Patricia may 
have continued to search for work and never understood why she 
was not being called in for interviews. This is another example of 
how many of the ethnics in my sample have notable advantages 
over other immigrants and ethnics with less human capital and 
less frequent access to native Danes as cultural insiders.

In addition, Patricia’s example of creating the more efficient 
client-tracking system and the perceived lack of appreciation from 
her co-workers highlights Jante Law # 10 (Don’t think you can 
teach us anything). Again, without the assistance of her husband 
or another cultural insider, she may not have been aware of the 
context for her co-workers’ reactions to this innovation. Also, 
without this understanding of the Jante, she might not have been 
empowered to develop a coping mechanism to help her adapt her 
workplace behavior to be aligned with the Jante (similar to what 
Seeberg [2002] describes as “negotiated integration”).

Farah, a 23-year-old ethnic Dane, never experienced Janteloven 
until she started making native-Dane friends at school and hav-
ing interactions with her Danish teachers despite the fact that her 
Iranian mother encouraged her to fully embrace Danish culture 
from an early age. Farah described an incident at school that hap-
pened soon after she came to Denmark from Iran. In commenting 
on her early impressions of the Janteloven, she said,

I remember being in the grundskole var (primary school in Danish) 
and my mother brought me a new doll after the Christmas holi-
day. I was so excited so I begged her to bring it to school and 
my mother allowed me. I was showing the doll to some Danish 
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friends at school and the teacher got so angry with me and told 
me to put the doll away and told me not to show off or to get a 
big head about getting such a fancy doll. I don’t know why that 
was the first thing that came to my mind but I will always remem-
ber that example because at the time, as a young girl, I could not 
 figure out what I did that was so wrong.

What is so salient about Farah’s memory of the doll is that as a 
child it was difficult for her to understand why her teacher was so 
angry with her. Without realizing it, Farah being so proud of the 
doll violated Jante Law # 1 (Don’t think you’re anything special) 
and she became noticeably upset when sharing this story with me.

The Practice of Hygge

This second concept most commonly used to describe Danish 
culture is difficult to translate to English but is often described as 
coziness, a comfortable and cheerful atmosphere. This is a term 
used by Danes to describe home and family life and it is a term 
that is reserved for those who are allowed into one’s private realm. 
I experienced hygge during the birthday party at the kollegium. 
The native Danes, ethnic Danes, and immigrants that I inter-
viewed also viewed this concept differently. The native Danes 
described hygge as something almost sacred and reserved for those 
who you are most intimate with—family and close friends.

Adriana’s (from Brazil) husband, Erik, described hygge as some-
thing that is to be experienced and something that is uniquely 
Danish. He said,

This hard to describe in English because nothing is really the same. 
It is the feeling you have being with those you love, having them 
at home and spending quality time. It is even in how you arrange 
your home, the table and candles [the way the dinner table is set] 
to create that cozy feeling.
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Why do you say that this is unique to Denmark?

I don’t know . . . it is hard to say but I know I have not experi-
enced it any place else that I have been. Of course, I had special 
times with Adriana’s family when we lived in Brazil but it was 
 different—maybe it is how we do it. I really can’t explain it to you 
but another Dane would understand what I am trying to say.

When I asked Farah and Benjie (two ethnic Danes who grew up in 
Denmark) to describe Janteloven and hygge, both acknowledged 
the concepts as part of native Danish identity but neither said 
that these concepts were part of their personal sense of Danish 
identity as ethnic Danes—which was notably different from the 
native Danes that I spoke with. Both Benjie and Farah recalled 
experiencing the Janteloven and the hygge but both said that they 
only experienced them with their native Dane friends and a few 
other ethnic Danes.

Some ethnics that I spoke with viewed hygge more as spectacle, 
strange and, in some cases, even nationalistic. I also agreed with 
these opinions when I was first exposed to hygge at the birth-
day party at the kollegium. Like several of my ethnic respondents 
said and based on my own experience living in Denmark, the 
quintessential and almost stereotypical representation of hygge is 
the traditional Julefrokost (Christmas lunch in Danish). Teaching 
us (the visiting American scholars) how to properly behave at 
a Julefrokost was part of the official orientation program at the 
Danish-American Fulbright Commission. On the first weekend 
in September, the organizers held a dress rehearsal Christmas 
lunch with most of the traditional rituals (some of the food and 
drink items are only available during the Christmas season). Even 
though it was September, our program directors created the full 
experience by decorating their conference room with Christmas 
decorations they brought in from home, a small table-sized 
Christmas tree decorated with white lights and paper garlands 
made from stringing a series of the Danish national flags together.
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The conference table was set with red linen tablecloths, fine 
china, silver flatware, and white linen napkins with the Danish 
flag on it. The traditional Julefrokost meal consists of either duck 
or, more commonly, pork roast, served with different potato 
sides—most notably sugared potatoes. The other items typically 
served are an assortment of pickled herrings, breads, fruit, sweets, 
and desserts, including a dish called Ris a la Mande (rice with 
almonds), which looks like rice pudding but has a thicker con-
sistency like American-style mashed potatoes. Serving this dish 
is part of a party game called Mandelgaven (The Almond Gift), 
where one whole almond is hidden in one of the plates of Ris a 
la Mande. The one who gets the almond wins a special almond 
gift—usually a well-chosen but inexpensive present bought espe-
cially for this purpose.

Of course (like most things Danish), there is a rule that must 
always be followed. The one who finds the almond must hide it 
and not reveal the win until everyone has eaten their full por-
tions of the dish. The person who breaks this rule will be consid-
ered extremely rude and unmannered by the host. The Directors 
explained the directions and rules to the American scholars before 
we played the game.

There is no shortage of alcohol at this event, including beer and 
wine, but the signature drinks are Gløgg (red wine that is served 
warm with cinnamon and other mulled spices) and Aquavit or 
Snaps (pronounced like Schnapps). These were also served dur-
ing the orientation despite the fact that the session was being 
held at 10:00 a.m. Similar to the birthday party at the kollegium, 
this meal is also punctuated with several speeches and traditional 
Danish Christmas carols. At the time, I dismissed this training, 
but by the time the Christmas season began, I was invited to sev-
eral Julefrokosts (one was held at the kollegium) and they all went 
according to the rituals described at the orientation program. 
Thanks to the careful training, I did not embarrass myself at these 
events.
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The rule and ritual of concealing the win from the host and 
other guests until all have finished eating during the Mandelgaven 
demonstrates how hygge is neatly aligned with several tenants of 
the Janteloven, most notably, Jante Law # 1 (Don’t think you’re 
anything special) and Jante Law # 5 (Don’t think you know more 
than us).

A similar rehearsal Julefrokost was also taught to me as one of 
the learning modules included in the Danish History and Culture 
course mandated by the Integration Act. I experienced the lesson 
firsthand and I also observed two different cohorts of immigrant 
and ethnic students also experience this lesson in their respec-
tive courses—which I will describe in greater detail later in this 
 chapter. While I acknowledge that the Julefrokost is an extreme 
representation of hygge, my respondents and I also experienced 
more everyday examples and manifestations of this concept. 
These can also include everyday lunches or dinners at home with 
native Danish family and friends.

Regardless of the size (or even seemingly casual nature) of 
the event, hygge is typically planned to perfection by the host 
and noted in a native Dane’s calendar weeks, and perhaps even 
months, in advance. Milagros, 20 years old and who came from 
Brazil to Denmark in 2000, had the most interesting opinion of 
her experiences with hygge when describing an unannounced visit 
to her mother-in-law’s home. She said (in 2004),

The Danish are so strange with this hygge thing. They say that it 
means cozy, warm feeling but going to their houses is nothing like 
that. They act like it is such in inconvenience to have one or two 
people over at a time and serve coffee and some pastries (laugh-
ing). In my country, people are always coming by and doors are 
always open to friends and family. At my house (in Brazil), my 
cousins and other family would just stop by. You might have 15 or 
20 people in the house but we would serve them real food (a com-
plete meal) and drinks and it was no big deal—you were happy to 
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do it. But not with the Danish. When we first came here, I went 
to Richard’s mother’s house without an appointment. Oh my God 
that was so bad. I was shopping in that part of København and 
thought it would be nice to just go by to say hello. She was polite 
but after she told Richard how upset she was that I did not make 
an appointment first. How is that hyggelit? I can only feel cozy 
warm when I have an appointment? [laughing].

When I asked her (in 2008) if this early incident with her mother-
in-law had changed any in the eight years following, Milagros said 
that she still interacts in a similar way with her husband’s family 
and other Danes from work. She said that she has changed her 
reaction to it. She said,

I don’t try to fight it anymore. Do I still think that it is strange 
that Richard has to make an appointment to see his mother and 
his brothers? Yes but now I know it is just how it is here. I don’t 
take it personally anymore.

Sabrina came to Denmark in 2000 from South Africa with her 
native-Dane husband. I interviewed Sabrina on three separate 
occasions (2001, 2004, and 2008). When I asked (in 2008) her to 
reflect on her first impressions of native Danes, she said, “It was 
a huge culture shock; people were shut down. It was not what I 
thought it would be like.”

When you say, “shut down” what do you mean?

For example, when I came here, I did not know any of my neigh-
bors. I don’t think that I had ever seen any of them or spoken to 
any of them and for me, that was crazy. Because where I came 
from, your door is always open. I also lived in a flat all my life but 
I knew my neighbors. I mean we spoke, we go into their homes—
especially if it is an old lady; you would bring them food and 
check in on them. Even when you meet someone, you have a good 
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time—hyggelit, then you never hear from them again. I mean, 
what the hell? What is going on here? Looking back on it now, 
I don’t think people were being mean. That is just how Danish 
people are and that is the way that life is set up here. Back then, I 
thought it was the Twilight Zone [laughing].

Both Milagros and Sabrina describe the contrasting meanings 
associated with the practice of hygge. As Erik (Adriana’s native-
Dane husband) noted, his experience practicing hygge was some-
thing uniquely Danish where the event is planned so that the 
people who attend experience coziness and warmth. I also experi-
enced this emotion at the birthday party and the Julefrokost at the 
kollegium but at these same events, I also experienced feelings of 
exclusion and isolation similar to someone being on the outside of 
an inside joke. Similar to Milagros’ experience with her mother-
in-law, many of my respondents also described their respective 
experiences with hygge as a series of contrasts—experiencing the 
intended warmth but also experiencing its practice as awkward, 
artificial, and forced.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I showed how Danish identity has been con-
structed by political and social actors. With the passage of the 
Integration Act, I argued that Danishness has also been manu-
factured and then packaged to ethnics and immigrants in several 
ways. These manufactured notions of Danishness are experienced 
by ethnics and immigrants in everyday interactions with native 
Danes. The interview data presented in this chapter explored how 
new Danes encounter and negotiate the cornerstones of Danish 
identity: the practices of Janteloven and hygge. These articulations 
of Danishness exist formally within the contents of the Danish 
History and Culture course. But they can also be found and lived 
informally in the workplace and at home.



C h a p t e r 4

The Integration Act 
and Manufactured 
Danishness

This chapter answers the following research  question: 
How do immigrants and ethnics experience the integration 
requirements and restrictive social policies in Denmark? To 
answer this question, I performed a critical analysis of the cur-
riculum for the Danish History and Culture course as mandated 
within the Integration Act. In addition to content analysis, I also 
use observational and survey data to explore ethnic and new Dane 
experiences with the formal processes associated with their inte-
gration into Denmark.

The provisions of the Integration Act require new Danes and 
ethnic Danes seeking Danish citizenship to complete a three-
part Introduction Program, which consists of Danish language 
courses, completion of the Danish History and Culture course, 
and an individualized work activation plan. According to the 
law, the Introduction Program must begin within one month of 
arrival (if an immigrant) or of filing the request for citizenship 
consideration (if a denizen). The process begins with an initial 
meeting with an Integration Consultant at the municipal office. 
During this initial meeting, the Integration Consultant makes an 
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assessment of the person’s previous education and labor market 
participation and the skills that he/she has. The primary purpose 
of this meeting is to create an individual “action plan” that is to 
be followed by the applicant for the next three years. As part of 
the action plan, the Integration Consultant also makes referrals as 
needed for additional language and culture courses, social assis-
tance, and educational or labor-training programs.

According to the legislation, the primary purpose of the course 
is to “impart the immigrant with a fundamental knowledge of 
Danish history and culture.” This purpose is the most widely 
contested part because some argue that the curriculum developed 
for the Danish Culture and History course creates a narrow and 
stereotypical construct for Danishness. My data also highlight 
this assessment and, as a result, I argue that this course represents 
a prepackaged notion of Danishness that both the native-Dane 
instructors and many of their ethnic students view as stereotypi-
cal, rigid, and almost a spectacle. I also argue that this construc-
tion of Danishness is also used as a tool designed to exclude many 
ethnic Danes from making identity claims by making the comple-
tion of the three parts of the Introduction Program a prerequisite 
condition for citizenship acquisition.

The Structure of the Danish History and 

Culture Course

The Danish History and Culture course is divided into six weekly 
learning modules, with each module lasting about three hours, 
and the modules are based on the following topics: General 
Introduction to Life in Denmark; Danish History and Political 
Systems; Everyday Living in Denmark; Getting around Your City 
(Copenhagen); Danish Labor Market and Educational System; and 
Integration: Living in a New Land. These module titles are listed 
in the Integration Brochure that I was given by my Integration 
Caseworker in 2001. The data presented below are based on a series 
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of interviews with directors and social workers/case managers. First, 
I conducted in-depth interviews with each of the three directors at 
the respective language schools: Sprogcentret Kigkurren and the 
Center for Beskæftigelse, Sprog og Integration (CBSI). Then, I 
conducted another series of interviews with three social workers 
who were responsible for referring the majority of new immigrants 
to the Copenhagen municipality for language classes and work 
training at these schools. These referrals typically occurred with 
new immigrants and ethnic Danes. The purpose was to establish 
the action plan for their Introduction Program. 

Students were grouped into cohorts by primary language 
spoken, educational attainment (and literacy level), and place 
of residence (section of Copenhagen). In terms of place of resi-
dence, students who lived in ethnic sections of Copenhagen were 
deliberately dispersed into cohorts with students who lived in 
other (non-ethnic) sections of the city. This was done to ensure 
the municipality’s compliance with the residential and housing 
provisions of the Integration Act. Nørrebro is the largest ethnic 
enclave and is where the largest language center (CBSI) is located.  
Amager is the second-largest ethnic enclave and where the  second 
language center (Sprogcentret Kigkurren) is located. There are 
smaller concentrations of ethnic populations in the Valby, Enghave, 
and Frederiksberg sections of Copenhagen county.

The instructors for the culture courses were selected by the 
Center Directors of the respective language schools and were pre-
dominantly native Danes. At the Sprogcentret Kigkurren (2001), 
out of 25 instructors for the culture class, only 2 were ethnic 
Danes, and at the CBSI (2008), out of 50 instructors for this 
class, 7 were ethnic Danes. While many of the instructors at the 
Sprogcentret Kigkurren and the CBSI held graduate degrees in 
education or were certified (at the Baccalaureate level) as social 
pedagogues (direct-care social workers), some instructors teaching 
this course had little professional or educational experience teach-
ing culture to adult learners. In addition to the instructors leading 
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the class, in some cases translators were also provided by the gov-
ernment to assist with class instruction in the student cohort’s pri-
mary language. The use of the translator, while practical, created 
an awkward classroom dynamics in terms of the teacher–student 
interaction, which will be discussed in greater detail below.

Key Observations and Findings—Classroom 

Dynamics

In the spring of 2000, Sine Grumlose, a Danish researcher from 
the University of Copenhagen, conducted a qualitative study of 
the History and Culture course conducted in Copenhagen. She 
participated in a course for Chinese immigrants and  conducted 
interviews with the teacher, the students enrolled, and the 
 coordinator of the course for the language school. Her study also 
consisted of a comparative analysis of the course objectives as 
 outlined by the Danish government within the Integration Act 
and the course content and teaching pedagogy as implemented.

Grumlose (2000) found a disjunction between the objectives 
outlined within the Integration Act and the implementation of 
the culture courses. The law states that the objective of the course 
is to “offer [an] understanding of Danish society” in order to ease 
the transition into Danish culture (Integration Act, 1998: 6). 
However, the legislation does not specifically indicate how this 
objective will be achieved and no teaching pedagogy or standard 
curriculum had been created on the national level at the time of 
her study. Therefore, the local authorities were left to interpret the 
above teaching objectives on their own, with minimal guidance.

My research supports Grumlose’s findings that the auton-
omy given to the local authorities to create the curriculum for 
this course led to inconsistent applications of the legislation at 
the municipal and site (within and across language schools) lev-
els. It would have been more beneficial to students and instruc-
tors to have had approved course materials to be utilized in all 
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municipalities where this course was offered. When I asked the 
director of Sprogcentret Kigkurren (in 2001) why there was no 
uniform text for this course, she said that the instructors and she 
preferred this because it allowed for instructor discretion on what 
to include (and exclude) from the course delivery. She argued 
that this discretion also fostered greater interaction between the 
instructor and student to “shape the curriculum together.”

In my course (2001), there was no textbook; rather the instruc-
tor used photocopied news articles and chapters from English-
language textbooks describing Danish history and political events 
as the required materials for the course. These materials were 
given out at the start of each course module, and the teacher gave 
the impression that these items were created with little advance 
preparation as she neither had a prepared presentation based on 
the reading nor a formal lesson plan. She distributed the materials 
the week before each module, and on the day of the module she 
opened each class with questions and comments on the readings. 
There was little structure to the class discussions, which consisted 
of a free-flowing conversation among students with the teacher 
interjecting at points.

My instructor, Birgitte, was a strikingly tall, blonde woman 
with blue eyes, and she appeared to be about 35–40 years old. On 
the first day of class, Birgitte introduced herself, and we (my class-
mates and I) introduced ourselves to her and each other. The class 
had seven people (three men and four women)—three people 
from the United States, one from Canada, two from the United 
Kingdom, and one from Australia. Birgitte asked us to also share 
the reasons that we came to Denmark. I was the only person in 
the class who did not come to Denmark for family reunification. 
I told them that I came to Denmark to study for one year as a 
graduate student at Roskilde University.

We covered the modules in the order listed above. Of the six 
modules, the ones with the most inconsistent curriculum develop-
ment and instructional delivery were the following two: Everyday 
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Living in Denmark; and Integration: Living in a New Land (based 
on my observations and the previous research by Grumlose, 2000; 
Schou and Sharpes, 2007). In all three studies, due to a lack of an 
agreed-upon textbook or uniform course material, the instructors 
were given wide discretion on how best to introduce these topics 
to their respective students.

Based on the handouts (provided by Birgitte) given out at the 
beginning of the course, the module on Everyday Living would 
address daily life in Denmark, consisting of everything from where 
to grocery shop and how to purchase a monthly subway pass to 
how Danes spend their vacation time in the country homes outside 
of Copenhagen. The Integration module would address cultural 
norms and explain to new Danes how native Danes live and behave.

Birgitte described Janteloven and hygge as the two con-
cepts that most defined Danish culture during the module on 
Integration. Her discussion of the Janteloven was quite simi-
lar to the descriptions from my native-Dane respondents (dis-
cussed earlier). She explained the origin of the concept, and the 
response from my class was most notable because all of us asked 
many questions about how and why Danes use this concept. She 
patiently addressed each of our questions, but her answers main-
tained a consistent theme of “this is just how Danes are,” rather 
than providing in-depth detail on how this concept became cul-
turally embedded. This omission might be more of a function of 
Birgitte’s lack of training on teaching culture rather than a con-
scious attempt to evade a deeper discussion on Danish culture. 
The lack of training on how to approach issues of culture in the 
classroom may account for the numerous instances of stereotyped 
and narrowly constructed notions of Danish identity noted in the 
Grumlose study.

The class discussion quickly turned when the British man in 
the class asked the following question: “If Danes believe this Jante 
that everyone is equal and no one is better than anyone else then 
why do they have such problems with immigrants coming to 
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Denmark?” Birgitte’s face flushed, but she answered the  question 
by saying that most Danes are not opposed to immigration in 
general but there have been many problems with some groups not 
integrating into Danish society and this is why the government 
created the Integration Law and this course to help resolve the 
problems.

To demonstrate hygge, Birgitte chose to use the last half of 
the class to simulate a Julefrokost (Danish Christmas Lunch) 
similar in message but much smaller in scale than the one that 
I had previously experienced at the Fulbright orientation. Also, 
because my class occurred in February, all but one of the persons 
in the class had already experienced attending a Julefrokost with 
family or friends, which made the discussion move quickly. The 
questions from the class focused on why the holiday is celebrated 
in Denmark with such ritual and spectacle. Class members also 
shared their likes and dislikes of the traditional Danish foods 
served. Birgitte did not share her personal likes and dislikes and 
was more removed from the conversation—serving more as mod-
erator than as contributor. Despite this more neutral position on 
this topic, she repeated the previous pattern of answering ques-
tions or comments with the theme of “this is just how Danes are.”

When I observed these two modules being taught to the cohort 
of Russian-speaking students and another cohort of English-
speaking students (in 2008), I found that the instructor of both 
cohorts also chose (similar to my instructor, Birgitte) to discuss the 
Janteloven, hygge, and the Julefrokost for describing Danish cul-
ture in their respective classes. The major difference that I observed 
was that the course materials distributed to each class were the 
same and included a prepared assortment of articles (in English) 
prepared by educators and social scientists on these concepts rather 
than the homemade handouts that Birgitte provided my class. 
Because this instructor used peer-reviewed articles, the students 
benefited from alternate views (other than the teacher) on what 
these concepts meant in terms of their increased knowledge about 
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these parts of Danish identity. This difference (in terms of more-
structured learning materials) also reflected the changes made by 
the course coordinators at the language schools who standardized 
the course materials for all classes. This time the instructors were 
given prepared materials that had to be distributed for each mod-
ule. All of the instructors that I spoke with enjoyed this change 
but quickly noted that they still had the discretion to add to these 
prepared materials in order to enhance instruction.

Despite the changes made in course uniformity, I found that 
the instructors were not able to draw upon a standard operational 
definition for integration. This is an important step that is miss-
ing from the legislation (the Integration Act) and course objec-
tives. The lack of a formal definition raised more questions than 
answers—Does integration mean assimilation or accommodation? 
How does the Danish government define a multicultural society 
and does it see Danish society becoming this in the future? These 
questions permeated the classroom discussions that I observed.

This lack of a definition implies that the Danish government 
has no clear conceptual or operational model for incorporating 
immigrants into its society. Without clear definitions for these 
concepts and without somewhat uniform answers to the ques-
tions posed above, there is no consistent way to test for efficacy. 
In other words, how can the practitioners of and participants in 
these courses assess their progress? On a practical level, how can 
one know what it means to be successfully integrated into the  
Danish society? To date, there is no standard available to measure 
whether or not the policies and programs implemented under 
the Integration Act are effective or have achieved the stated 
objective of “assisting in ensuring that newly arrived aliens can 
participate in the life of society in terms of politics, economy, 
employment, social activities, religion and culture on an equal 
footing with other citizens” (Integration Act, 1998: 1).

While some of my observations and recommendations echoed 
those of previous studies (Grumlose, 2000), my findings differed 
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in several important ways. First, my observations of the two Danish 
culture classes found that the students appeared to be quite satis-
fied with the teaching pedagogy used by this instructor. In the 
English-speaking cohort, I observed a high degree of respect and 
comfort between the teacher and the students. The students were 
extremely vocal in the class, feeling free to interrupt the teacher 
and contribute to the discussion at hand. Despite the fact that 
both courses had the same instructor, the Russian-speaking cohort  
was not as vocal during the modules observed. I believe that the 
classroom conditions, not necessarily the teaching pedagogy, 
were the cause for less classroom participation on the part of the 
 students. For the Russian cohort, the teacher’s lesson in Danish 
(with some thoughts communicated in English) and student com-
ments in Russian were translated back and forth by a Russian/
Danish-speaking translator. Even though some students exhibited 
a high level of English comprehension, the majority of the discus-
sion occurred through translation from Danish to Russian and 
vice versa. Therefore, the discussion did not appear to be very 
natural since there were delays in the conversation due to the time 
taken for translation. This made a free exchange of ideas some-
what difficult to achieve under these conditions. Despite the awk-
wardness of the translating process, I also observed that both the 
instructor and the students were still very comfortable with each 
other. This was evident by a large amount of laughter and joking 
during the discussions and the relaxed body language displayed 
on the part of both the students and the teacher.

Second, the teacher of both cohorts used a student-centered 
pedagogical style where the goals and objectives of the course 
were mutually agreed upon before the start of each module. She 
effectively explained each module of the course and her plan for 
addressing it and asked the students to assist her in developing 
changes or additions to her course plan. Based on my observations 
of the English-speaking cohort, the course plan, in terms of how 
these modules would be addressed, was a collaborative process  
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between the students and the teacher. For example, for the  module 
about Danish History and Political Systems, in the English-
speaking cohort, the teacher and the students planned a field 
trip to tour the House of Parliament and to possibly meet with a 
Danish politician. In the Russian-speaking cohort, the students 
and the teacher planned to visit the University of Copenhagen, 
International Students Office in order to discuss the Danish edu-
cational system and the possibility of pursuing university studies.

This was a notable change from my 2001 experience with this 
course. Unlike my experience with Birgitte, this instructor seemed 
to be more experienced and organized with her instructional deliv-
ery. Based on my interview with Lisbeth, the CBSI Director from 
2005 to 2008, more emphasis was placed on teacher training and 
preparing instructors to deliver the course in a more structured 
manner than I experienced in the earlier years. Also, Katija (the 
course instructor for both the Russian and the English cohorts) 
had previously taught this course for over five years. She noted the 
considerable difference in her teaching. She said,

It was so chaotic in those early years of the Integration Law. We 
were simply told to teach them and given little guidance on how 
and what to teach them other than the basic outline of the mod-
ules. I remember thinking of lessons off hand as a way of filling the 
time. My students over the years and the training that came later 
helped to make the course better and more useful for them . . .

Third, unlike the teachers observed by Grumlose (2000), Katija 
avoided many of the stereotypes about Danish identity and did 
not marginalize the students in terms implying that they were 
 living outside of Danish society because they had different cul-
tural norms. On the contrary, I observed her frequent use of the 
statements like “when you become a citizen, you will be able to 
vote in national elections,” or “when you decide to own a home, 
you may want to do the following things . . .” I believe that her 
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choice of language contributed to the students having a positive 
sense of belonging and to viewing themselves as being able to 
establish roots in Denmark.

Unlike the experiences of the Chinese immigrants observed in 
the Grumlose study, I found that the cultural bridge among the 
students in terms of feeling isolated from and moving toward a 
feeling of being incorporated into Danish society was shortened 
by the instructor’s language choice and pedagogical approach to 
teaching. The differences noted in Grumlose and my findings 
demonstrate that a uniform curriculum and standard pedagogi-
cal approach would minimize the inconsistencies in teaching and 
learning outcomes for this course in the future.

I observed a very different dynamic in the class with the seven 
Asian students. This cohort of students had a different native-
Dane instructor than the other two cohorts. This instructor also 
created a positive classroom environment and encouraged dis-
cussion and debate. During the module on Danish History and 
Political Systems, I observed that many of these students (all of 
whom were relatively new immigrants to the country) were keenly 
aware of the social discourse and political tensions arising about 
immigration to Denmark. I noted a very spirited class discussion 
about the Danish political parties and what issues and population 
each party represents. The teacher began the lesson by writing the 
names of the various Danish political parties on the board and 
then asking them what they knew about each. A young woman 
from Korea said that she knew about the Danish People’s Party 
(called the Dansk Folkeparti in Danish). The teacher responded 
by asking her what she knew about them, and the same student 
replied, “They are racists; they are against foreigners coming to 
Denmark.”

This started a lot of discussion among the students about 
various stories in the media about this political party, and many 
expressed feelings of not being welcomed by the government and 
the society in general. The teacher responded to their comments 
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by discussing how the Danish People’s Party gained a voice in par-
liament and the political platforms of the other parties on immi-
gration issues. Another student, a young man from Sri Lanka, 
asked the teacher, “Why are they so hostile toward immigrants?” 
The teacher took a slow, deep breath and said, “I don’t know 
really. Maybe Denmark is just afraid of change, and all of you 
represent change.”

The Survey Data and Key Findings about 

Everyday Integration

In addition to the content analysis and observational data, I dis-
tributed a life-history questionnaire to newly arrived immigrants 
or new Danes in 2001 (N = 60) and again in 2008 (N = 40). 
I asked participants about their respective experiences with the 
Introduction Program as outlined in the Integration Act of 1998. 
I also wanted to learn more about their everyday lives and their 
respective experiences living as an immigrant or as an ethnic in 
Denmark. From these samples, several participants self-selected 
to further participate in this study by allowing me to also conduct 
life-history interviews with them. The interview data will be dis-
cussed in greater detail in the following chapters. The key findings 
from the data set obtained from the 2001 survey were as follows:

 ● Despite the relatively high levels of prior educational and 
labor market experience cited by the respondents, many said 
that they had great difficulty in integrating into the social 
and economic dimensions of Danish society. In addition, 
of those who indicated that they were working at the time, 
many said they held positions well below their educational 
levels and prior work experiences.

 ● Despite public perceptions that ethnics and immigrants were 
“resistant” to integration efforts, the majority of my respon-
dents supported the integration mandates. On the survey 
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most noted high levels of satisfaction with the main objec-
tives of the Integration Law (learning Danish language, cul-
ture, and history). They also stated that they felt welcomed 
by Danish society in general.

 ● In terms of social, economic, and political integration, the 
respondents split down the middle on these questions. Thus, 
49% the participants said that they felt well integrated into 
Danish society and, conversely, 46% said they felt isolated, 
while the rest did not answer the question. Those who felt 
isolated cited feelings of living on the margins of Danish 
society with few experiences with social integration.

The demographics of the 2001 participants were as follows: 57% 
of the participants were female and 43% were male. In terms of 
age, 62% of the respondents were between 25 and 34 years of age, 
followed by 25% aged between 35 and 44 years of age and 13% 
between 18 and 24 years. In terms of country of origin, 38.6% 
of those surveyed identified themselves as “other,” which made 
up the largest group of the respondents, followed by Asian and 
African participants (26.3% and 21.1%, respectively). The larger 
numbers of people from Africa and Asia in the sample are repre-
sentative of the data collected by Statistics Denmark, which show 
that immigrants from these two continents have been the fastest-
growing populations in Denmark over a 20-year period.

Reasons for Coming to Denmark

When asked (in 2001) to explain why they came to Denmark, 
91% of my respondents said they came for spousal or family 
reunification, 1% arrived under refugee status, armed with a 
work visa, or to be with a Danish boyfriend/girlfriend. Another 
8% indicated “other” but did not specify their reason for com-
ing to Denmark. When asked how long they had been living in 
Denmark at that time, 53% indicated that they have been living 
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in Denmark for 7–12 months, followed by 23% who said 3–6 
months; 17% said 13–18 months, 5% said 0–2 months, and 2% 
said 2 years or more. This was not an unusual pattern considering 
the changes that had recently been made to Danish immigration 
laws and have been discussed in greater detail in earlier chapters 
of this book.

I asked my respondents where they lived within the Municipality 
of Copenhagen. The top four answers were as follows: 26% set-
tled in Amager and 17% in Nørrebro, followed by 8% and 7% at 
Vanløse and Vesterbro, respectively. When asked if they made an 
active choice to live in an area with a large number of ethnic people 
or other immigrants, 63% said no, whereas 35% said yes. When 
asked (in 2001) why they chose to live in this area versus another, 
the majority (85%) indicated that their spouse or family member 
(who sponsored them) already had a flat in that area before their 
arrival. Therefore, the choice was not theirs to make. A smaller 
group (10%) indicated that they had made an active choice to live 
in an area with native Danish people in order to integrate better. 
These findings contradicted the media and political discourse of 
the time. As noted earlier, conservative political actors, specifically 
the Danish People’s Party, used the media to perpetuate the belief 
that ethnics and immigrants are unwilling to disperse and live 
in areas of the city populated with native Danes. This discourse 
contributed to public support for the passage of the “anti-ghetto” 
housing components of the Integration Act. These provisions geo-
graphically limit where ethnics and new immigrants can reside if 
they request social assistance from the Danish government.

Social Integration

In terms of social integration, when asked questions about their 
intentions concerning Danish language acquisition, 92% said 
they intended to take Danish language classes and would like to 
speak fluent Danish. The remaining 8% of respondents said they 
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had no intentions of taking Danish language classes. When asked 
to further elaborate on this answer in subsequent questions, those 
who said yes to taking language classes attributed their desire to 
learn Danish to economic goals. They wanted to acquire the lan-
guage to help them find a job or to enable continuing with educa-
tion. Others who wanted to learn Danish cited social needs. This 
group wanted to use the language to better “fit in” and interact 
with native-Danish people. Of the 8% of respondents who said 
they would not take language classes, some cited the following 
reasons: feelings of not wanting to lose their native language or 
previous culture.

As noted earlier, when asked (in 2001) whether or not they feel 
well integrated into Danish society, there was a split pretty close 
to the middle: 49% said yes, 46% said no, and 5% did not answer 
the question. When asked to elaborate further on these answers 
in subsequent questions, those who indicated feelings of being 
well integrated attributed these feelings to the following: they 
considered Denmark “home” or that their spouse and family in 
Denmark made them feel welcomed or helped them with getting 
acclimated to Danish society. Of the ones (46%) who indicated 
feelings of not being well integrated into Danish society, many 
cited feelings of perceived hostility on the part of native Danes 
toward immigrants. Others expressed frustration with “fitting in” 
socially or economically in terms of finding work.

When asked (in 2001) whether or not they see themselves or 
their children eventually becoming Danish, 68% said yes, 17% 
said no, and 15% did not answer the question. When asked to 
elaborate on their answers, of the ones who answered yes (68%), 
many said they wanted to complete the Introduction Program as 
a means for beginning a new life for themselves and their future 
children in Denmark. In the case of the ones who said no (17%), 
there were different reasons. About 50% of this group said that 
they did not want to achieve complete assimilation into Danish 
identity. Rather, they envisioned their integration process as 
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eventually creating a fusion of their past culture with the Danish 
culture. When asked about the future of their families, some com-
mented on forming new norms and values based on this cultural 
fusion. The other half of this group (17%) expressed strong resis-
tance to giving up their past culture. One respondent wrote on 
the survey in bold and capital letters that “I am American to the 
core and I will not and do not want to change.”

Economic Integration

Table 4.1 shows that in terms of economic integration, my 
respondents reported high levels on all socioeconomic status 
(SES) variables. Specifically, 68% of respondents reported an edu-
cation level higher than secondary schooling prior to immigrating 
to Denmark; 53% also indicated that they had at least 6 years of 
prior work experience before coming to Denmark. In terms of 
work experience after immigrating to Denmark, 53% of partici-
pants indicated that they were working at the time of the study, 
whereas 47% were not working at the time. When asked if they 
had difficulty finding work, 28% said they found work imme-
diately, whereas 68% said that they encountered difficulties and 
3% did not answer the question. When asked to elaborate on 
their responses in subsequent questions, those who encountered 
difficulties finding work (68%) noted that the lack of Danish lan-
guage skills was the primary barrier to finding work.

Some of the most interesting findings actually came from the 
28% who said they found work immediately upon arrival in 
Denmark. The overwhelming majority of this group said that 
they found work through connections made by their spouse, fam-
ily, and/or friend who had also immigrated to Denmark during an 
earlier wave of immigration. When I asked this group (in 2001) 
what type of work they found, 41% of this population responded 
that they found work in the service sector as taxi drivers, hotel 
cleaners, or kiosk attendants or found employment by delivering 
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newspapers or in restaurants; 12% answered that they found work 
in technical/trade industries as off-the-books construction trades-
people and factory workers; and 6% indicated that they found 
work in the corporate sector, in offices doing clerical work, or as 
self-employed consultants.

As noted earlier, the media discourse at the time highlighted 
perceptions that immigrants were coming to Denmark to drain 
an already overburdened welfare system. As a result of this dis-
course, I put out a series of questions asking whether or not the 
people in my sample were accessing social benefits. When asked 
about their eligibility status, 70% of the respondents said they 
were never eligible for social assistance at any time since arriv-
ing in Denmark, whereas 23% were eligible for benefits at some 
point but were not accessing the system at that time, and 7% did 
not answer the question. Of those who indicated that they were 

Last level completed Percentage

Education Level
None 3.0
Primary School 7.0
Secondary School 22.0
Technical/Trade School 3.0
1–2 years of College/University 20.0
Bachelor Degree 28.0
Master Degree or higher 17.0
Total 100.0

Previous Work Experience
None 3.0
2 years or less 15.0
3–5 years 22.0
6–10 years 28.0
11–19 years 18.0
20 or more years 7.0
Total 100.0

Table 4.1 2001 Respondents by Educational Level and Previous 
Work Experience (N = 60)
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eligible for benefits at some point since arriving in Denmark, 85% 
said they refused to accept benefits and 15% gave up their benefits 
when their economic situation changed. When asked why this 
population refused benefits that they were entitled to, the major-
ity had social reasons including fears of being viewed negatively by 
others or the society at large as “abusing the system.”

Thoughts on the Integration Act

The questionnaire also addressed components of the Integration 
Act and the participants’ opinions of and experiences with the 
administrative procedures and mandates. As noted earlier, all par-
ticipants in this study were residents within the Municipality of 
Copenhagen. As a result, they were required to comply with most 
of the mandates contained within the Integration Act. When 
asked (in 2001) about their initial meetings with the Municipality 
of Copenhagen’s Integration officials, the majority of respondents 
said they were generally satisfied with the services received to date. 
Thus, 82% said their meetings with the Integration Consultant 
at Modtageenheden was helpful to their integration process so 
far, whereas 14% said it was not helpful, and 4% did not answer 
the question. When asked to elaborate on their answers, of those 
who felt that the meetings were helpful the majority indicated 
that they liked having a contact person for questions about how 
“the system” functioned and as an overall resource for questions 
associated with their integration. Of those who said that the meet-
ings were not helpful, the majority said their expectations were 
different from the intentions of the Integration Consultant. Some 
noted that they wanted help from Modtageenheden to immedi-
ately find a job, whereas the Integration Consultant’s focus during 
the meeting was on sending them to school for language classes. 
Some in this group also expressed dissatisfaction with the lengthy 
waiting periods for placement into their preferred language and 
culture classes in terms of time of day or school location.
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Findings of 2008 Survey 

As noted earlier and in greater detail in Chapter 1, I administered 
a similar questionnaire to new arrivals in 2008 (N = 40). I asked 
questions based on similar categories previously asked in the 2001 
survey instrument. These included questions about motivations 
for coming to Denmark, thoughts about becoming Danish, and 
their social identity and their feelings about social and economic 
integration. I reduced the number of questions about access-
ing social benefits for the reasons discussed in greater detail in 
Chapters 1 and 2. The rules concerning immigration law and 
immigrant eligibility for social welfare benefits had been signifi-
cantly tightened in 2004, thus making the majority of immigrants 
arriving thereafter ineligible for most benefits.

The demographics of the 2008 participants were similar to that 
of the previous sample and were as follows: 62% of the partici-
pants were female and 38% were male. In terms of age, 70% of 
the respondents were between 25 and 34 years old, followed by 
25% aged between 35 and 44 years, and only 5% between 18 and 
24 years old. There was a significant drop (from 12% to5%) in 
the 18- to 24-year-old cohort in the sample from 2001 to 2008. 
This trend was representative of a larger pattern also observed in 
the government statistics. According to Statistics Denmark, the 
newer immigrants coming to Denmark for spousal reunification 
are older than those in previous waves. Some social scientists attri-
bute this age difference, particularly among ethnic immigrants, to 
the passage of the 24-Year Rule in Denmark in 2004. This policy 
is discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.

There were similarities in the two samples in terms of country 
of origin. The majority of the 2008 sample also came from Africa 
and Asia. When asked (in 2008) why they came to Denmark, 
100% said they came for spousal or family reunification. When 
asked how long they had been living in Denmark at the time, 
40% said they had been living in Denmark for 7–12 months; 
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followed by 36% who said 3–6 months, 12% who said 13–18 
months, 9% who said 2 years or more, and finally, 3% who said 2 
months or less. It is worth noting that it is typical for this sample 
to have high numbers of very new arrivals because the sample was 
generated at government offices and language schools that provide 
services for new arrivals and the small numbers of denizen popula-
tions who are mandated by the Integration Act.

When asked (in 2008) whether or not they had difficulty in 
finding work immediately upon arrival in Denmark, 65% said 
they had difficulty finding work, whereas 30% said they had no 
difficulty, and 5% did not answer the question. When asked why 
they (65%) had difficulty finding work, 98% of this group indi-
cated that the inability to speak Danish was the largest barrier to 
finding work and only 2% expressed a perceived lack of interest 
on the part of Danish employers to hire them based on their work 
qualifications. In the group of respondents who said they had no 
difficulty finding work, 50% said they were not looking for work 
at the time of the study due to attendance at Danish language 
or work-training courses; 22% had assistance from family; 20% 
got their job through arrangements negotiated prior to coming to 
Denmark; 6% were self-employed; and 2% answered “other” but 
did not specify how they found work.

The main findings from the 2008 data set (N = 40) differed 
from the previous survey data (2001) in several critical ways.

 ● There was a notable change in the residency patterns and 
attitudes about these decisions. The top three areas for pri-
mary residences within the Municipality of Copenhagen 
among my newer respondents were as follows: 40% lived 
in Nørrebro; 20% in Amager, followed by Vesterbro at 7%. 
The significant increase among those living in the Nørrebro 
section from 26% in 2001 to 40% in 2008 is an interest-
ing finding. This increase seems to contradict the policy 
initiatives enacted since the passage of the Integration Act, 
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specifically the “anti-ghetto” housing provisions. As noted 
earlier, the primary objective of these policies was to dis-
perse new arrivals and encourage greater interaction between 
immigrants and native Danes. When asked if they made an 
active choice to live in an area that has a large number of 
ethnic people, 35% said no, whereas 61% said yes, and 4% 
did not answer the question. This is another critical change 
from the 2001 data. Here, the group which indicated that 
they had made an active choice to live in an area with ethnics 
or other immigrants was the larger group (61%). This group 
was unlike the 2001 respondents who said they wanted to 
live in areas with more native Danes in order to interact with 
them more. These respondents specifically said that they 
wanted to live in areas with more ethnics or other immi-
grants in order to reduce interactions with native Danes, 
which they regarded as negative.

 ● There was also a notable change in responses to the questions 
asking whether participants felt welcomed into Danish soci-
ety. Many of the 2008 respondents commented on what they 
perceived as negative media and political discourse about 
immigration issues. These comments were noted when par-
ticipants were asked whether or not they saw themselves or 
their children as eventually becoming Danish. In 2008, 34% 
said yes, 60% said no, and 6% did not answer the ques-
tion. The “no” responses to this question increased signifi-
cantly from 17% (in 2001) to 60% (in 2008). The majority 
of this group said that they did not want to achieve com-
plete assimilation into Danish identity. When asked if this 
group envisioned their future identity as a cultural fusion of 
their previous culture with Danish culture, the majority of 
this group said they were skeptical about this based on the 
negative media discourse about immigrants in Denmark. A 
smaller percentage of this group expressed strong resistance 
to giving up their original culture.
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 ● Most of the 2008 participants also supported the main tenets 
of the Integration Act and the requirements associated with 
formal integration into Danish society. Unlike their 2001 
counterparts, many of the new respondents noted greater 
skepticism about becoming socially accepted by native 
Danes. As noted previously, the Integration Act was newly 
adopted in 2001, and the political and social climate was not 
as negative. The most restrictive immigration policies were 
passed after 2004, and many of the 2008 participants were 
vocal about this discourse.

Conclusion

In this chapter, the content analysis of the curriculum for and the 
observational data from the Danish History and Culture course 
demonstrate how Danish identity has been manufactured by state 
actors. The topics covered in the Danish History and Culture 
course also show how immigrants and ethnics are socialized to 
a narrowly constructed and stereotyped notion of what Danish 
identity constitutes.

The survey data presented in this chapter also highlight the 
impact of media and political discourse on relations between 
immigrants and native Danes. These data also demonstrate that 
despite the fact that my respondents had high levels of educa-
tion and previous work experiences, many still expressed feeling 
excluded and being on the margins of Danish society.

I also explored the contradictions contained within the 
Integration Act about what it means to be Danish and who can 
and cannot make claims to this identity. As a result, I conclude 
that the Danish History and Culture course, while remaining the 
primary means for socializing new Danes and ethnic Danes to this 
particular construct for Danish identity, also has demonstrated the 
potential for serving as a means for expanding how Danishness is 
lived and expressed. The positive and inclusive exchanges observed 
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within the classes have the potential to become sites for empower-
ment and the voice for immigrants and ethnics to challenge and 
transform these constructions. I observed the future potential for 
this in Katija’s classes. Her student-centered teaching style created 
a safe space for the students to be critical of the media discourse 
on integration and the prevailing constructions for Danishness. 
If harnessed or developed, the culture courses could become a 
potential platform for developing a more inclusive and mutually 
determined and multicultural construction of Danish identity.



C h a p t e r 5

Assimilation and 
Intermarriage

As noted earlier, the issues of intermarriage and immigration  
policies gained national attention in Denmark with the publica-
tion of journalist Ralf Christensen’s op-ed piece on his personal 
and negative experiences with Danish Immigration Services in 
August 2012. After much publicity and greater scrutiny of the 
processes associated with applying for family reunification visas, 
Ralf and Merih eventually prevailed and were awarded the visa 
upon appeal based on European Union (EU) laws associated with 
family reunification. Their story, which went viral both domesti-
cally and internationally, exposed an invisible and often-unjust 
side effect of the recent restrictive legislative changes to Danish 
immigration law and social policy. Unfortunately, Ralf and Merih 
Christensen’s story is becoming more commonplace as increas-
ingly restrictive immigration laws and social policies are making 
it quite difficult for third-country nationals to marry native or 
ethnic Danes and reside in Denmark.

This chapter demonstrates how the Danish case presents chal-
lenges for prevailing theories about intermarriage and assimila-
tion. Within the context of a restrictive immigration system and a 
hostile climate of anti-immigration public discourse, I argue that 
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social boundaries have become more fixed despite the increased 
occurrence of intermarriage between native Danes and third-
country nationals. I explore how increasingly restrictive immigra-
tion policies and recent changes to citizenship law have negatively 
affected immigration by marriage for third-country nationals. As 
a result, there is substantial debate about whether some immi-
grants and non-EU foreign nationals living in Denmark have the 
same rights of access as the Danish citizen and, as Ralf and Merih’s 
case and the cases of several of my respondents show, there are 
now questions emerging about whether these restrictive immigra-
tion and integration laws have also led to an erosion of the citizen-
ship rights of native Danes.

Specifically, I address the following research question—How 
have restrictive social policies and anti-immigrant discourse con-
cerning intermarriage between native Danes and third-country 
nationals affected social boundaries between the two and contrib-
uted to the erosion of citizenship rights of these native Danes? 
In order to answer this question, I examine two laws that best 
demonstrate how the Danish state vis-à-vis some political actors 
are guiding and shaping assimilation outcomes: the Attachment 
Requirement and the Integration Act.

Denmark, as a relatively homogeneous country and a relative 
newcomer as an immigrant-receiving country, gives us the oppor-
tunity to re-examine classic theories on assimilation and intermar-
riage from a unique point of view. In his seminal work, Milton 
Gordon (1964) argued that intermarriage would contribute to 
the inevitable absorption of ethnic populations into the dominant 
society. By examining intermarriage in this context, we observe 
that increasingly restrictive laws and social policy have also com-
plicated the respective social locations of native and ethnic Danes 
and some third-country nationals in terms of who can and cannot 
make legitimate claims to “Danishness.”

Gordon, in his analysis of assimilation in the United States, 
aptly distinguished between what he called “descriptive models” of 
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what has happened in history versus “goal models” of what should 
happen according to the assimilation narratives (Gordon, 1961: 
263). By examining the assimilation processes and outcomes in 
the Danish context, I explore the disjunction between what theo-
retically “should happen” versus what “actually happens” in prac-
tice. I accomplish this by showing how the Danish state is guiding 
and shaping the assimilation outcome for many third-country 
nationals at the group level. I also argue that attempts to achieve 
cultural fusion at the individual level is thwarted by the state with 
the enactment of laws that heavily restrict the outcome of struc-
tural assimilation, as outlined by Gordon and re-conceptualized 
by Alba and Nee.

Theorizing Assimilation and Intermarriage

Classic Definitions of Assimilation

Milton Gordon’s (1964) primary contribution to assimilation lit-
erature was to identify the multiple dimensions of assimilation, 
where he argued that acculturation occurs first. He defined accul-
turation as the minority group adopting the “cultural patterns” of 
the host society beyond symbolic expressions (such as language 
acquisition, consuming food, and styles of dress). For him, the 
adoption process is profound and more internal where the minor-
ity group acquires emotional expressions of key life goals or core 
cultural values associated with the host society.

Gordon hypothesized that structural assimilation represented 
the highest dimension of integration into primary groups—spe-
cifically, he viewed intermarriage as the final step of the process. 
For him, prejudice and discrimination would decline first and 
then eventually disappear, making intermarriage more common 
and thereby completing the processes of cultural and structural 
assimilation (Alba and Nee, 2007: 126–128). Implied here is 
the assumption that intermarriage would become commonplace 
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and social boundaries would significantly reduce or disappear 
 altogether. Gordon also assumed that these dimensions would 
occur naturally as minority and dominant groups have increased 
interaction and that the transition to intermarriage would acceler-
ate over the generations. The data presented in this chapter com-
plicate these predictions. I demonstrate that in the Danish case, 
the state is an active participant by using immigration legislation 
and social policy to shape, and in some cases limit, the condi-
tions for minority–majority group interaction and social contact. 
I argue that this form of state intervention has changed Gordon’s 
predicted outcome. The new outcome (under these conditions) 
has increased social boundaries among these groups rather than 
leading to the cultural fusion that Gordon envisioned.

Herbert Gans (2007) coined the term “straight-line assimila-
tion,” where assimilation is based on a sequence of generational 
steps. This definition assumes that each generation represents a 
new stage of the adjustment to life in the host society: the fur-
ther each subsequent generation steps away from the immigration 
experience, the closer the group (as a whole) steps toward complete 
assimilation into the dominant group. Gans assumed that the tra-
jectory projects outward where the steps toward assimilation would 
be linear. Yet, this assumption when applied in the United States is 
true for groups with more similarities to the respective dominant 
groups of the era (i.e., the Irish, Italians, Eastern Europeans, and 
some Jews) and is faulty for groups with the most differences from 
the dominant groups (i.e., Blacks, some Latino and Asian ethnic 
groups, and some religious minorities like Muslims or orthodox 
Jews) (Alba, 1998; Brubaker, 2001: 532–535).

In order to answer questions about why the trajectories for all 
groups are not uniform, theorists began exploring markers of social 
mobility as indications of why some groups assimilate “ better” or 
“worse” than others. Peter Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan’s clas-
sic study on status attainment laid the foundation for theories 
on socioeconomic assimilation where the assumption is that old 
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immigrant groups coming from agricultural backgrounds (Irish, 
Italians, and Mexicans) to the United States enter the labor mar-
ket at the lowest rungs because of lack of language (English) and 
low human capital. This assumption has been challenged by con-
temporary scholars (Portes and Zhou, 1993; Portes and Rumbaut, 
2001) for failing to explain the multidimensional experiences of 
post-1965 immigration, which include a myriad of educational, 
language-related, and occupational skill sets that can no longer be 
assumed to be inferior to those of the host society (Alba and Nee, 
2007: 126–129). These arguments have resonance in the Danish 
case, as I demonstrate below.

Reworking the Classics with Different 

Outcomes

The primary limitation of the body of work on assimilation the-
ory is that it is heavily rooted in the American narrative and it is 
interesting to explore these classic theories in more homogeneous 
contexts and settings with shorter immigration experiences to see 
if the same patterns can/will emerge. In order to do this, I agree 
with Talcott Parsons (as cited in Kivisto, 2004), who called for the 
nation-state to re-emerge as the appropriate unit of analysis for 
examining the social, political, and economic inclusion of minori-
ties within any given society, and argue that it is at the macro level 
where we can gain an aerial view of the state as a critical actor 
in shaping the conditions for and the processes associated with 
assimilation. Similar to Will Kymlicka (1995), I also argue that the 
state sets the climate for possible inclusion and can play a critical 
role in either increasing or reducing discrimination associated with 
incorporation. As noted in earlier chapters, the state can take the 
position of seeing the immigrant or the ethnic as a potential citi-
zen rather than as a threat to the dominant group or nation-state. 
Which viewpoint is adopted by dominant political actors sets the 
tone for the legislation and social policies that will follow.
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There have been two main criticisms against the use of the 
nation-state and a structuralist approach to examining assimilation 
processes. First, scholars (Soysal, 1994; Sassen, 1999; Portes et al., 
2002) have argued that transnational communities evolved as 
the product of globalization and that the modern immigration 
story can no longer be contained within the boundaries of a single 
nation-state. This perspective has also translated into citizenship 
scholarship where proponents have pushed for greater recognition 
of dual and global citizenship, which they argue is representative 
of the global processes of new waves of immigration into global 
societies. Second, the rejection of the idea that individual 
rights are grounded within the relationship of the citizen with 
the nation-state and the assertion that rights can be obtained 
from other sources—particularly state-sponsored organizations, 
regional transnational organizations, and intergovernmental and 
non-governmental organizations (Kivisto, 2004: 295).

With regard to the first criticism, it is true that technology, 
the Internet, and greater overall access to wealth permit today’s 
immigrant to maintain transnational connections at the individ-
ual level and perhaps even to achieve the dual or global citizenship 
status as conceptualized by Soysal and others. But I still maintain 
(like Parsons) that it is the state that makes these outcomes pos-
sible. For example, the Danish state places several impediments 
to transnationalism for its immigrants. First, Denmark does not 
recognize dual citizenship, and therefore when one naturalizes it 
means that the person must give up their previous citizenship. 
Second, citizenship is not automatic, which has great salience for 
the growing ethnic denizen population in Denmark. If a person 
of Turkish descent is born in Denmark, he or she must wait until 
the age of 23 years to apply for Danish citizenship and still must 
demonstrate significant attachment to Denmark (this policy is 
discussed in greater detail elsewhere).

With regard to the second criticism and the assertion that 
individual rights can be obtained from entities outside of the 
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nation-state, I turn to the fact that the restrictive legislation and 
social policies in Denmark have been publicly admonished by the 
EU, which has been unsuccessful in forcing Denmark to change 
them. Some question whether the EU even has jurisdiction to do 
anything more than to shame Denmark with published reports 
on these restrictive policies. I argue that both of these examples 
demonstrate a strengthening of the role of the nation-state as a 
powerful actor in setting the conditions for and limitations asso-
ciated with citizenship rights and the resulting assimilation of 
 ethnic populations.

The significance of Parsons’ theory of modernity and the emer-
gence of the “societal community” was based on his belief in the 
expansion of the nation-state to include ethnic groups in full 
societal membership. However (even he acknowledged that) the 
inclusion did not necessarily signal the disappearance of ethnic 
groups but rather a means to utilize citizenship as the method for 
achieving collective solidarity (similar to Riva Kastoryano’s con-
cept of citizenship identity).

Parsons viewed a shared sense of citizenship as a powerful and 
potential means for the nation-state to avert ethnic conflicts and 
overall marginalization (Kivisto, 2004: 291). While acknowledg-
ing economic and labor market variables as contributing fac-
tors that lead to full incorporation into the societal community, 
Parsons placed the greatest emphasis on cultural changes and  
processes. Particularly, he considered events that could derail the 
linear progression toward inclusion, such as rapid social change 
in a society, might produce what he called “anomic social dis-
organization and alienation.” This social disorganization and 
alienation could lead to an intensification of “groupism” or 
“de-differentiation.” Despite this acknowledgment of potential 
roadblocks to inclusion, Parsons viewed them as temporary in 
relation to the inevitable progression toward inclusion. Similar 
to Gordon, he believed that the trajectory of these processes 
would naturally evolve and inclusion would ultimately prevail 
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(292–293). As will be demonstrated later, I argue that both 
Gordon and Parsons assumed that it would eventually be in the 
long-term interest of the nation-state to assume a neutral posi-
tion in its dealings with ethnic populations, thus leading to the 
inevitable incorporation of these groups into the national iden-
tity. Using the Danish case, I show how this outcome is altered 
when the state assumes a hostile position and sometime agitates 
(rather than mediates) minority–majority relations.

Assimilation and Intermarriage  

in the Danish Context

Joel Perlmann and Mary Waters (2007) defined intermarriage as 
“a process by which group members cross a recognized bound-
ary with increasing frequency and eventually so often that the 
boundary becomes blurred or disappears” (110). Embedded in 
this operational definition is an assumption similar to that made 
by Gordon—that intermarriage will eventually break down social 
boundaries. Perlmann and Waters argued that two factors affect 
whether or not out-marriage occurs: the respective sizes of the 
minority and the majority groups and the level of social distance 
between the minority and the majority groups. They argued 
that small groups tend to have higher rates of out-marriage out 
of necessity. They also argued that in times of great social dis-
tance, out-marriage decreases between the majority and minority 
groups. In this case, the “replenishment effect” will occur where 
the minority group will seek out partners from their own group 
or other minority groups, instead of from the majority group 
(116–118).

Perlmann and Waters argued that intermarriage rates and pat-
terns are useful for measuring changes (increases or decreases) in 
social divisions between majority and minority populations. They  
also explored the link between intermarriage and the mainte-
nance of multiple identities on the part of immigrants as a means 
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for explaining the variations in patterns of social mobility and 
 differing perceptions about intermarriage among post-1965 
immigrants. Perlmann and Waters concluded that intermarriage 
would ultimately decrease social boundaries and increase social 
mobility for the second and subsequent generations (111–112).

The limited amount of research into intermarriage of for-
eigners in Denmark contrasts with the abundant literature 
existing in countries with greater and longer traditions of being  
 immigrant-receiving nations—particularly the United States, France, 
Germany, and Britain. Few have focused this analysis on countries 
with high levels of homogeneity and a relatively recent history of 
receiving immigrants with vastly different cultural variations. The 
recent influx of third-country nationals and rising denizen popu-
lations are reshaping the Danish marriage market (Kauppinen and 
Poutvaara, 2011).

In addition to the nuances of the setting, no theorists have 
explored the impact of intermarriage between Danes and third-
country nationals in this way. The laws and social policies gov-
erning intermarriage in Denmark have complicated the outcomes 
identified by Perlmann and Waters. Both argue that in times of 
great social distance and limited population size, the minority 
group will seek out partners from their own group— resulting 
in what they called the “replenishment effect” (Perlmann and 
Waters, 2007). The Danish state prevents replenishment by plac-
ing significant restrictions on intermarriage and immigration for 
these populations. This was noted by the ethnic Danes in my sam-
ple who chose to marry a person from their own ethnic group. 
These couples highlighted the respective difficulties they experi-
enced with Danish Immigration Services when trying to bring 
their spouses to Denmark.

In addition to the concentric nature of Danish identity dis-
cussed earlier, citizenship has been used as a means to racially 
subordinate the denizen population in Denmark. In a similar 
manner to Asian Americans in the United States, the denizen and 



132 I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  N e w  L i m i t s

ethnic populations are viewed by many native Danes as “forever 
foreigners” (Kim, 2008). These populations (even if they have 
Danish citizenship) do not enjoy the full privileges of citizen-
ship as compared with native Danes when it comes to intermar-
riage. Nadia Kim (2008) posed a central question in her research, 
which I argue also applies to the Danish context: “How can a 
group [Asians] racialized as foreigners bask in the full privilege 
of whiteness if the central privilege of being White is to be an 
authentic American?” (53–54). What is most salient about Kim’s 
analysis is that a similar argument can be made regarding the 
social location of ethnic Danes and some third-country nationals 
as situated within a discussion of who can and cannot make legit-
imate claims to Danishness. Here, non-Whites, Muslims, and 
third-country nationals from non-Western countries encounter 
the greatest challenges to their identity claims to Danishness and 
their right to marry another third-country national and reside in 
Denmark.

Assimilation discourse in Denmark, as well as in other parts 
of Western Europe, makes use of the term “social integration.” 
Often the concepts of integration and assimilation are theoreti-
cally intertwined in the scholarly literature. In terms of social 
policy and media discourse, these concepts are used interchange-
ably and are often undefined. Initially, integration literature 
focused on integration as another extension of traditional defini-
tions of assimilation. These definitions presented integration as 
a one-sided process where the immigrant makes active progress 
incorporating the primary dimensions of the dominant group’s 
culture—language, customs and rituals, and ultimately labor 
market participation—into one’s self. More recent scholarship on 
European integration has moved toward a more dynamic con-
ceptualization. Newer definitions describe integration as a process 
where immigrants and ethnics as well as the dominant popula-
tions both experience a shift in thinking, feeling, and being. This 
newer conceptualization is well reflected in the EU Common 
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Basic Principles (CBPs) on Integration (2004) documents. These 
define integration as

dynamic long-term and continuous two-way processes of 
mutual accommodation, not a static outcome. It demands the 
 participation not only of immigrants and their descendants but 
of every  resident. The integration process involves adaptation 
by  immigrants, both men and women, who all have rights and 
responsibilities in relations to their new country of residence. It 
also involves the receiving society, which should create opportuni-
ties for the immigrants’ full economic, social, cultural and politi-
cal participation. Accordingly, member states are encouraged to 
consider and involve both immigrants and national citizens in 
integration policy and to communicate clearly their mutual rights 
and responsibilities. (Open Society Foundations Special Report 
on Muslims in Europe, 2011: 17–18)

This definition also highlights what the EU believes the role of 
the state should be. According to this definition, the state assumes 
responsibility for articulating the rights and responsibilities asso-
ciated with integration processes for all parties—immigrants, 
 ethnics, and dominant groups.

In addition to refining operational definitions for  integration, 
much of the recent scholarship has focused attention on  indicators 
of successful integration. Some Danish researchers (Just Jeppesen, 
1995) have reached similar conclusions as Gordon and others in 
terms of structural assimilation remaining the primary indicator of 
successful immigrant integration. Other researchers have also focused 
their attention on ethnic enclave economy as a possible explanation 
for an overall lack of labor market integration on the part of some 
immigrant groups (Diken, 1998; Husted et al., 2000; Dahlmann, 
2001). These authors argue that ethnic enclaves slow the process of 
overall ethnic assimilation and provide an  alternate economic venue 
that serves to discourage overall ethnic labor participation in the 
mainstream labor market (Schmidt and Jakobsen, 2004).
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Other social scientists have taken a less-fixed approach to 
measuring successful integration of immigrants and ethnics. 
Peter Seeberg (2002) coined the term “negotiated integration” to 
describe the integration of young Turkish immigrants in Denmark. 
He defined this as a fluid process of negotiating the terms of inte-
gration within a fixed integration regime as outlined by the major-
ity population. Here and within this fixed regime that consists of 
rules for active participation in work or school, these young ethnic 
minorities in his study found “a life strategy that fulfilled their 
wishes and yet functioned within the rules, regulations and laws 
of the majority society” (4). This dynamic manner of negotiating 
daily life within the structure of the “rules” of Danish society has 
strong resonance for many of my respondents and will be high-
lighted later in the chapter. Many of these studies have examined 
or measured levels of socioeconomic assimilation (as defined ear-
lier) among third-country nationals and denizen populations in 
Denmark (Hansen and Waever, 2002; Schmidt et al., 2009) and 
conservative political actors have focused public attention on indi-
cators of socioeconomic assimilation for this population.

Legal and Structural Background: 

Intermarriage and Danish Immigration Laws

Despite the fact that intermarriage (marriage between a native 
Dane and a third-country national) in Demark is relatively few 
in relation to all other marriages, recent legislative changes to 
migration based on marriage have made it very difficult for both 
ethnic Danes and native Danes to marry a third-country national 
and reside in Denmark. This tightening has been applied to those 
third-country nationals who consider migrating to Denmark and 
those already in the country and who want to marry a Danish citi-
zen. Despite the increased population sizes for most immigrant 
groups, the recent tightening of immigration laws (from 2002 to 
the present) has significantly reduced the number of marriages 
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between Danes (ethnic and native) and partners who are third-
country nationals (Kauppinen and Poutvaara, 2011).

The passage of the Attachment Requirement and the Integration 
Act are examples of how political actors are guiding and shaping 
the assimilation outcomes for these populations. Both of these 
laws demonstrate state interventions into the natural process of 
intermarriage breaking down ethnic barriers and reducing social 
distances (as envisioned by Gordon and Perlmann and Waters).

Since 2000, Danish immigration law has required that each 
partner demonstrate a “strong affiliation/attachment” with 
Denmark that is measured by years of living and/or working in 
Denmark. The Attachment Requirement is an instrument that 
has two critical impacts on assimilation outcomes: First, this law 
serves to erode the citizenship rights of native Danes and ethnic 
Danes who want to intermarry with third-county immigrants. 
Second, the provisions of the law and the administrative proce-
dures that have emerged heavily regulate the conditions under 
which intermarriage can occur while residing in Denmark.

These legislative changes have had the greatest impact on eth-
nic Danes from non-Western countries and their descendants who 
typically marry younger or marry a foreigner more often than native 
Danes (Kauppinen and Poutvaara, 2011). Perlmann and Waters 
(2007) argued that for groups with great social distances, the minor-
ity group will seek out partners from their own group—yet Danish 
immigration law makes this very difficult. Legal changes have dra-
matically reduced the percentage of 23-year-old married immi-
grants from 46% of women and 26% of men in 2000 to 19% and 
7%, respectively, in 2008 (Kauppinen and Poutvaara, 2011: 38).

Kauppinen and Poutvaara also argued that these laws have 
greatly affected native Danes with third-country national partners 
who live abroad but would like to return to Denmark with their 
spouse and cannot do so due to the legal restrictions. Citing a 
2009 study analyzing marriage patterns of Danish citizens, first-
generation immigrants, and second-generation immigrants, they 
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argue that these policy changes may force native Danes who have 
a third-country partner to choose between living with their part-
ner and living in Denmark (37–38).

Another interesting aspect of the Danish case for examining 
assimilation and intermarriage is how powerful, manufactured 
notions of Danish identity are used to underscore a fixed bound-
ary between those who are “Danes by nature” and those who are 
“Danes by jurisdiction”—something that is perceived by many 
Danes as unstable and changing (as the legislation on family uni-
fication illustrates) (Rytter, 2007). In other words, an individual 
can formally be a Danish citizen, but this juridical status in itself 
is no guarantee that one has the same rights or levels of social 
acceptance as other citizens perceived as “truly” Danish.

Native- and New-Dane Discourse

Despite the fact that today many scholars (Lieberson and Waters, 
1988; Portes and Rumbaut, 1996; Qian and Lichter, 2007; 
 Åkesson, 2011) have argued that the creation of transnational ties 
and assimilation into the culture of the destination country are 
not contradictory processes, anti-immigration political actors and 
many native Danes frame successful integration as an either/or 
choice. The new Dane is strongly encouraged to fully assimilate 
into Danish culture, equally expected to weaken homeland ties, 
and also resist ties to existing ethnic enclaves in Denmark.

Immigrant rights advocate groups oppose these recent legisla-
tive changes. Many of these groups have argued that integration 
legislation has forced assimilation upon new arrivals in the form 
of required language and culture courses and restrictive housing 
policies for third-country nationals.

Social and political actors formally assert that successful inte-
gration entails acquiring an “understanding of the fundamen-
tal values and norms of Danish society” while simultaneously 
 achieving socioeconomic assimilation. My data highlight how 
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first-generation immigrants position themselves in relation to the 
integration discourse described above. I am most interested in 
how notions of belonging are intrinsically linked to the ways in 
which social inclusion and exclusion are subjectively experienced. 
In addition to how the first-generation immigrant to Denmark 
views him/herself, I am also interested in how he/she positions 
his/her family within the context of the assimilation/integration 
discourse described earlier. I answer how these first-generation 
immigrants experience social boundaries in Denmark, as well as 
how these boundaries are influenced by political actors vis-à-vis 
public policies and anti-immigration discourse.

Who are the New Danes?

Embedded within the provisions of the Integration Act is a fun-
damental assumption that once the new Dane completes the 
Introduction Program, he or she will achieve structural assimila-
tion and social integration. Many of the respondents in this study 
obscure this assumption—the overwhelming majority of the par-
ticipants immigrated to Denmark for a native-Dane spouse or 
partner; the majority of these respondents resided outside of ethnic 
enclaves; all reported having strong social networks through their 
partner or spouse; all were fluent and literate in English (English 
is the second most commonly used language in Denmark—after 
Danish); all were highly educated with many having completed 
baccalaureate degrees; all had long-term ties to the labor market in 
the countries they immigrated from and skills that would have gen-
erally been transferable; and all had completed all or most aspects 
of the Introduction Program. Based on all of these factors, these 
participants had significant advantages over other immigrants with 
less human capital, and had the highest likelihood of achieving 
integration. Yet, most still expressed feelings of social isolation and 
not feeling fully integrated into Danish society. They felt like they 
were living on the fringes or margins of Danish society.
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For this chapter, I focus on 14 respondents whom I interviewed 
multiple times at varied stages of their assimilation into life in 
Denmark (more information about this sample is available in Table 
5.1). I believe that these data provide the most layered insight into the 
lives of third-country nationals married to either a native or ethnic 
Dane, who immigrated to and/or has lived in Denmark during the 
periods before, during, and after the implementation of the restrictive 
policies described above. These 14 respondents come out of a larger 
sample of 20 adults who had migrated to Denmark after the pas-
sage of the Integration Act and due to marriage with a Danish citizen 
(the majority were married to native Danes, but three participants 
were married to ethnic Danes by jurisdiction). My first contact with 
11 of these adults goes back to 2001; I interviewed them and (in 
some cases) their native- or ethnic-Dane spouse multiple times (2001, 
2004, and 2008). The majority of these participants were clients at 
the Municipality Office of Social and Labor Training (Københavns 
Kommune-Famile og Arbejdsmarkedsforvaltningen in Danish) and 
Center for Beskæftigelse, Sprog og Integration (CBSI)—both located 
in the Nørrebro section of Copenhagen (this section of the city has the 
largest ethnic populations). My primary objective was to explore the 
interplay between the respondents’ lives in Denmark and their per-
ceptions about their social location within the integration discourse.

Key Findings from the Interview Data

Despite claims that achieving socioeconomic, cultural assimila-
tion and language acquisition are integral to social inclusion and 
acceptance into Danish society, many of the third-country nation-
als in my sample, despite achieving these objectives, still expressed 
significant feelings of exclusion. Despite the premise asserted by 
Perlmann and Waters that intermarriage would decrease social 
boundaries and increase social mobility, many of my respon-
dents—while feeling connected to their native-Dane family 
members—still felt that social boundaries were rather fixed when 
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Table 5.1 2008 Interview Respondent Demographics

Male Female
Country  
of Origin

Age at 1st 
Interview

College 
Degree

Year of 
Marriage

Year of 
Immigration

Couple 1  
Patricia* Yes Venezuela 40 Yes 2002 2001
Jens* Yes N. Dane 45 Yes   

Couple 2      
Adriana* Yes Brazil 33 Yes 2002 2001
Erik Yes N. Dane 34 No

Couple 3
Milagros* Yes Brazil 20 No 2001 2000
Richard Yes N. Dane 25 Yes

Couple 4
Helen* Yes United 

States
29 Yes 2001 2001

Andreas Yes N. Dane 30 Yes

Couple 5
Kanika* Yes India 30 Yes 2006 2004
Jon Yes N. Dane 35 Yes

Couple 6
Mette* Yes N. Dane 27 Yes
Hasan* Yes Morocco 29 Yes 2006 2002

Couple 7
Amihan* Yes Philippines 24 No 2008 2008
Benjie Yes E. Dane 

Philippines
Ethnicity

24 No 1992

Couple 8
Maria* Yes Philippines 21 No 2004 2004
Jorgen* Yes N. Dane 23 Yes

Couple 9
Robin* Yes Trinidad 32 Yes 2003 2004
Steen* Yes N. Dane 38 Yes

Couple 10
Lene* Yes N. Dane 24 Yes
Brian* Yes United 

States
24 Yes 2000 2001

(Continued )
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Male Female
Country  
of Origin

Age at 1st 
Interview

College 
Degree

Year of 
Marriage

Year of 
Immigration

Couple 11
Sabrina* Yes South Africa 23 Yes 2001 1999
Lars Yes N. Dane 27 Yes

Couple 12
Dorthe Yes N. Dane 44 Yes
Abasi* Yes Gambia 34 No 2000 2000

Couple 13
Brittany* Yes United States 25 Yes 2000 1999
Christian Yes N. Dane 27 Yes

Couple 14
Farah Yes E. Dane 

Iran 
Ethnicity

23 Yes 2008 1991

Sven Yes N. Dane 23 Yes

*People who were interviewed by the researcher. N, native; E, ethnic.

interacting with native Danes outside of their respective immedi-
ate families. All of my respondents were acutely aware of the anti-
immigration and intermarriage discourse and how this discourse, 
coupled with increasingly restrictive social policy, affected their 
respective social locations within Danish society. Each respondent 
articulated this awareness in interesting ways.

In addition, the use of optional identity (Waters, 1990) was 
quite prevalent among those of my respondents who had acquired 
enough Danish language skills and whose race and physical appear-
ance most closely resembled that of native Danes. The respon-
dents who were able to use optional identity also expressed the 
strongest desire to distance themselves from those they perceived 
to be “less desirable” immigrants. Of the respondents, those who 
could not use optional identity (due to race, ethnicity, or religion) 
expressed the most concern about how growing negative and anti-
immigration discourse would affect them and their families.

Table 5.1 (Continued )
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On the Margins: Experiences of Exclusion

As noted earlier, the native-/new-Dane discourse places particular 
emphasis on integrating foreigners and ethnic populations. The 
provisions of the Integration Act focus on the economic and cul-
tural assimilation of new and ethnic Danes, but little attention 
(whether in social policy or in media discourse) is given to how 
these populations are perceived by native Danes and whether or 
not some of these groups will be fully accepted into Danish iden-
tity. The new- and ethnic-Dane discourse has contributed to the 
racial marginalization of denizens and some third-country nation-
als in Denmark. In Yen Le Espiritu’s (2003) words, this margin-
alization has been “shaped not only by the social location of their 
group . . . but also by the position of their home country within 
the global racial order” (Espiritu, 2003: 210).

This sentiment was echoed by many of my respondents whose 
country of origin and physical appearance differed greatly from those 
of native Danes. Abasi, a Black man from Gambia, came to Denmark 
in 2000 to live with Dorthe, his native-Dane wife. I interviewed Abasi 
on three separate occasions (2001, 2004, and 2008). When I asked 
Abasi (in 2004) how he believes Danes view him, he said,

It like, just every African because they say all Africans—you look 
alike. Wherever you go, they see you just as an African—not 
White, you know. Obviously, they see you.

Does this bother you?

No, I don’t know. O.k. like if you meet someone in the street, you 
want to talk to them and say “hi,” you look pushy. I don’t know 
why, just because so few Black people, so like they be afraid of 
Black people sometime like there was something that happened 
a long time ago.

Sabrina is also Black and came to Denmark in 1999 from 
South Africa with Lars, her native-Dane husband. They met 
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in South Africa while her husband was studying there and they 
were married in Denmark. I interviewed Sabrina three times 
(in 2001, 2004, and 2008). When I asked her (in 2008) about 
how Danish society has changed in terms of race and immigra-
tion discourse during the nine years she has lived in Denmark, 
she said,

I think Danish society is becoming more open to different cultures 
but at the same time closing . . . when I first came here, nobody 
noticed. I remember telling my mother, I have never ever been 
around so many White people and no one noticed that I am Black. I 
wanted to be like, “hello people, I’m Black (laughing)” . . . But now, 
they do notice it and depending on who you are with, you will get 
a different reaction. Some will sour to it and you’ll see that straight 
away and some are open to the culture change and you, know.

Since the change, have you experienced being treated differently or 
negatively because of your race or because of being perceived as a 
foreigner?

If you had asked me that question then (2001), I would have 
said, “no, never.” But now, definitely yes. Like I said before, that’s 
why I put so much effort into my Danish studies to speak with-
out an accent because it is the only way to be treated on equal 
par with Danes. This is the key to being accepted here at least 
on some level.

When I first met Sabrina, her initial and primary emphasis was 
on learning to speak Danish with a “perfect” and non-foreign 
accent. At the time, she felt that the language was the key to 
achieving socioeconomic assimilation and social integration. 
Despite achieving this goal within her first five years in Denmark, 
she still felt that the social boundary between herself and native 
Danes was rather fixed. When I interviewed her in 2008, she 
spoke perfect Danish, had graduated from a Danish university, 
and was enrolled at a Danish law school but she said something 
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was still missing—she felt separate from native Danes and on the 
margins socially.

Forever Foreigners and Fixed Social 

Boundaries

As Nadia Kim (2008) argues, the dominant culture’s perception 
of a group directly affects the social location of that group and 
its ability to achieve legitimacy with regard to identity claims. 
Within the Danish context, the social location of ethnic Danes 
and some third-country nationals is situated within a discussion 
of who can and cannot make legitimate claims to Danishness. 
This was especially salient for two of my respondents who are eth-
nic Danes and who spent the majority of their lives in Denmark. 
Benjie, who grew up in Denmark after his parents migrated from 
the Philippines when he was young, said that he sees himself as 
more Danish than Filipino but his identity is not always accepted 
by native Danes.

Some people still ask me “where are you from?” even though I was 
raised here. They think I am foreign.

Does this bother you?

Sometimes. I feel I am just as Danish as they are. I feel more 
Danish than I feel like I am from Philippines. My parents do not 
like when I say this but it is true. They still feel attachment to 
Philippines but my connection is [to] here.

Farah, who also grew up in Denmark after her mother migrated 
from Iran when she was four years old, has similar feelings as 
Benjie. Farah is attractive and slender, with dark brown wavy hair, 
brown eyes, and golden tan skin color. She met her husband, Sven, 
a native Dane, while both were studying at a Danish university. 
When asked how she believes native Danes view her, Farah said,
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Some accept me as just Danish but also some see me as immi-
grant because I look Muslim. They ask me “why don’t you have 
Tørklæde [head covering in Danish]”? “You’re allowed to date 
Danish guys? Aren’t you Muslim?”—like I must be forced into 
marriage or oppressed.

While answering this question, her tone changed and her voice 
became raised as compared to her usual soft tone of voice. For 
Farah these questions were extremely upsetting because she said 
that her life experiences were quite different from the typical expe-
rience of an Iranian girl. Her mother migrated to Denmark from 
Iran in 1991, leaving Farah’s father, who was verbally and physi-
cally abusive, behind. She and her mother do not practice Islam; 
her mother severed all ties with most family members in Iran and 
raised Farah to fully embrace Danish culture. She, like Benjie, 
said that she feels more connected to Denmark than to Iran and is 
bothered when her Danish identity is challenged.

Some of my intermarried respondents who have children 
expressed similar concerns about how their children’s identities will 
be perceived in Danish society. Where there are significant differ-
ences between the parents’ respective cultures (religion or race), 
some of these children felt compelled to choose one parent’s ethnic 
identity over the other rather than the cultural fusion hypothesized 
by Gordon’s theory of intermarriage assimilation. When talking 
with Sabrina about her two children, both born in Denmark (a 
five-year-old boy and an eight-year-old girl), about how they view 
themselves in terms of identity she noted a significant difference 
between her two children; she describes her daughter, Maya, as 
being very “pro-South African” while her son, Mikkel, rejects his 
South African heritage and solely identifies as Danish. She said,

He doesn’t want to speak any African languages or even English 
even though he understands me. I never forced him to speak but 
with Maya I did. I made sure that she spoke English and it has 
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definitely affected her. She takes pride in speaking English. She 
loves her African side and she really tries to connect with it when-
ever she can. Whereas Mikkel doesn’t need the connection . . . 
even when I have family over [from South Africa], he refuses point 
blank to speak to them in English [laughing]. Even though he can 
understand every word you say, he will answer them in Danish 
and if he didn’t like the question, he will ignore them [laughing]. I 
guess that he feels like he has to fight to be Danish.

What do you mean that he “has to fight to be Danish?”

Well, he had a problem at his school. The class was doing a project 
about the countries in the world and the teacher says to the class 
that Mikkel is from South Africa and he got so angry and said, 
“no, I from Denmark, I am Danish not South African.”

What was most salient about the incident at Mikkel’s school is 
that while the teacher was probably well intentioned and using a 
class project to highlight the obvious diversity that Mikkel brings 
to the classroom, the long-term impact was that a five-year-old 
boy was placed in the position of having to fight for and defend 
his sense of identity and place in Danish society. Mikkel’s story 
is so similar to experiences that both Benjie and Farah described 
during my interviews with them as they discussed growing up in 
Denmark: feeling forever foreign despite their respective claims to 
Denmark as their home.

Restrictive Social Policies: How Bonds are 

Constituted and Perceived

As discussed earlier, the Attachment Requirements used by Danish 
authorities to establish a couple’s right to obtain family reunifica-
tion distinguishes between Danish citizens with attachment to 
the country and citizens who, based on individual assessments, 
are judged as lacking this attachment. This rule in particular 
has established a hierarchy among citizens, in which, based on 
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an assumption of “true” belonging, some have certain rights that 
others do not have.

The effect of this legislation is best demonstrated by four of my 
respondents. Steen, a native Dane, met his wife Robin, a citizen 
of Trinidad, in 2004 while working for a Danish firm with offices 
in Trinidad. In order to bring his wife back to Denmark, he had 
to demonstrate that he maintained significant ties to Denmark 
and not to Trinidad. Steen had to provide employment records 
that proved that he worked and lived for more years in Denmark 
than in Trinidad. He also provided Danish authorities with proof 
of taxes paid on his apartment back in Denmark and provided 
the Danish government with proof of enough income to sup-
port himself and his wife. He also provided a bank guarantee 
of 100,000 kroner. These requirements were rather easy for this 
couple to satisfy because they were older when the relationship 
formed (the husband was 38 years old and the wife was 32 years 
old at the time). Also, as a result of his age, the husband could 
easily provide a lengthy employment history in Denmark prior to 
working in Trinidad. Further, because of their respective ages, the 
marriage was not suspected of being a “forced” marriage where the 
24-Year-Rule (discussed in Chapter 4) would have applied and 
resulted in greater scrutiny from the Danish authorities.

Benjie and his wife had a significantly more difficult time dem-
onstrating suitable attachment to Denmark. Benjie, an ethnic 
Dane of Filipino ethnicity, was 24 years old at the time that he 
applied for spousal reunification to bring his wife, Amihan (also 
24 years old), to Denmark in 2008. Benjie said,

I thought that it would be no problem to bring [her] here because 
I am Danish but because we are young and she is foreign we had 
so many problems with the government. They kept asking me to 
prove that I had enough money to sponsor her, how long I work 
and if I had a decent place to live. Then they asked for the deposit 
and we had so many problems.
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The difficulties surfaced in terms of Benjie’s ability to demonstrate 
that he could financially support his wife and to show his strong 
“affiliation/attachment” to Denmark. Even though Benjie is a 
plumber and could demonstrate sufficient income, he had a rela-
tively short work history (due to his younger age). Because he was 
a renter with a short rental history and not a homeowner, he could 
not immediately demonstrate to the Danish Authorities strong 
residential ties to Denmark. Finally, Benjie also had a difficult 
time securing the 100,000 kroner financial guarantee to sponsor 
his wife (he said that he saved the money for over two years by liv-
ing with his parents). The decision to live with his parents, while 
helping him to save the guarantee money, simultaneously hurt 
his ability to demonstrate to the Danish authorities that he could 
provide suitable housing for himself and his wife because he did 
not have his own apartment at the time of application. Only after 
his parents (who fortunately had a large enough flat) agreed to let 
the couple live with them did Benjie secure the visa for his wife.

Benjie’s case is the most salient in demonstrating how these 
restrictive policies have placed significant limits on his Danish 
citizenship and contributes to him being kept on the margins 
of Danish society. As an ethnic Dane with Danish citizenship, 
he assumed (as many would) that he had the freedom to marry 
whomever he wished and would have relative ease in bringing this 
person to live with him in Denmark. Yet, as demonstrated above, 
these policies have called his “attachments” to Denmark into ques-
tion and placed significant restrictions on citizenship rights and, 
ultimately, on his personal choice to marry whomever he wanted.

Difficult Choices: Country or Love

As Kauppinen and Poutvaara (2011) stated, these laws have also 
greatly affected native Danes with third-country national part-
ners who live abroad but would like to return to Denmark with 
their spouse and cannot return due to the restrictions. Two of 
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the couples in my sample highlight this trend. Mette is a native 
Dane who met her husband, Hasan (from Morocco), while both 
were on holiday in Spain. He was a student living in Holland and 
she was a student in Denmark at the time. During their court-
ship, she traveled to Holland for extended periods of time to 
visit him because he could not obtain a tourist visa to visit her in 
Denmark. When she became pregnant, they married and wanted 
to relocate to Denmark, but her frequent visits to Holland were 
counted by Danish Authorities as time away from Denmark that 
lessened her attachment to Denmark. Because Mette’s apartment 
in Copenhagen was deemed unsuitable housing by the authori-
ties (due to the small size), her parents had to sign paperwork 
giving permission for Mette and her husband to live with them. 
Because she was a university student with limited work experience 
and income, her parents also had to provide the 50,000 kroner 
financial guarantee to permit her husband to obtain a temporary 
permit to come to Denmark.

I first interviewed Mette and Hasan in 2004 when they were 
living with Mette’s family near Copenhagen. I interviewed them 
again in 2008, after they moved to Sweden, and when asked about 
how the changes to the immigration laws affected him and his 
family Hasan said,

It is a lot of Danish citizens living in Malmö now because of that 
law. In 2002, we tried to renew the temporary permit and we were 
told that I had to leave Denmark and re-apply from Morocco.

Mette interrupted him and said,

We were scared that he would get denied and could not come back 
[to Denmark] so we went [in 2004] to Sweden instead. I did not 
know anything about this immigration stuff until I got pregnant 
and we wanted to live in Denmark. I started calling them [the 
Danish Authorities] and found out that I could not stay in my 
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own country if I wanted to stay with him. They said that he had 
to go back to Morocco, so he had to go back there and stayed for 
three months before he could apply for a tourist visa. So he went 
back to Morocco for three months and I was in Denmark calling 
them [the Danish Authorities] every week to ask when can he get 
his visa. I am pregnant and getting bigger and my baby is coming. 
Finally, I spoke with the right person and I was crying to them and 
maybe she felt sorry for me. They required photos of us to prove 
that we were together and there were interviews about how we met 
and our life together. I called her again two weeks before I had the 
baby and suddenly she said she was faxing the visa to Morocco. 
After he got that, we were asking how can he stay in Denmark 
permanently but I had to show that I had a big enough apartment 
and the 50,000 kroner. We lived with my parents and they gave 
them the money [the financial guarantee] and he was still denied 
the visa extension.

When Hasan’s visa was denied, the couple contacted Marriage 
Without Borders, an immigrant advocate group, and they were 
advised to consider moving to Malmö because Sweden has less-
restrictive immigration laws, and with the short distance both of 
them could commute for work in Copenhagen. When I asked 
Mette how she felt about living away from Denmark, she said,

Because I am working in Denmark, I am paying my taxes and 
everything is in Denmark. That’s the stupid thing. The kids are 
going here [Sweden] for kindergarten. We both [Hasan and I] are 
paying our taxes in Denmark since he works there too. I feel like 
I am paying taxes there but my life is here. I can’t even live or vote 
in my own country. It was really hard when we moved here. It was 
really hard we had no one here—no friends, no family. We had to 
find an apartment and jobs. I was nine months pregnant and not 
knowing if he could stay or if we could be together. It was really 
stressful and it seems like they are making it harder for people like 
us. I just remember driving over the bridge [that connects Malmö 
and Copenhagen] in the moving van when we moved here and 
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crying. I felt like we were leaving everything . . . my family, friends 
behind and it was so unfair.

Mette and Hasan’s story highlights how these restrictive policies 
also place limits on the citizenship rights of native Danes who 
partner with third-country nationals. Both Mette and Hasan 
talked about how they felt disenfranchised by paying taxes in 
Denmark but not being able to vote or live in Denmark. Mette 
also talked about how there was a lack of awareness about how 
these policies affect native Danes. She admitted during our inter-
views that before meeting Hasan and experiencing her difficulties 
with the Danish authorities, she believed (like many Danes) that 
these new laws only affected new immigrants and second- and 
third-generation immigrants (ethnic Danes) and were protecting 
these groups against forced and arranged marriages.

Kanika and her husband had a similar experience to Mette 
and Hasan. Kanika is 30 years old and from India. In 2004, she 
met Jon, her native-Dane husband through mutual friends while 
she was visiting Denmark. They were married in 2006 and were 
living in the Amager section of Copenhagen. When her tempo-
rary visa was set to expire, the couple made the decision to move 
to Sweden. When I asked her to talk more about why they left 
Denmark, she said,

It was a visa problem. In Denmark, I would have had to go back 
to India and then apply for the visa from there. We knew it 
would have taken a long time and no guarantee that we would 
get approved or that they would let me back into the country. We 
wanted to try something easier by living in Sweden. In Sweden, I 
just went to the migration office in Malmö and we tell them what 
citizenship we have. They checked us out and in one month we 
had the visa. It was much easier. In Sweden, they don’t force you 
to learn the language. It was my choice to take Swedish classes. I 
wanted to learn because I feel it is important to know the language 
when you move to a new country. It is the key to society. We didn’t 
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even apply in Denmark because we heard that it would take long 
time and we were insecure that I might be turned down and sent 
back to India. It has been hard for my husband because we had 
to find a new place to live and we are far from his family but we 
talked and decided that it was better to be here.

Kanika talked a lot about how she felt more relaxed living in 
Sweden as compared to living in Denmark. She said that she 
did not feel pressure about her status or rushed to learn the lan-
guage. While she is now fluent in Swedish and is working in 
Sweden, her husband commutes to Copenhagen for work and 
has expressed more anxieties about living away from his friends 
and family. She said,

[When we first moved to Sweden] it was very hard for Jon. He 
thought that we would not have any problems with me stay-
ing in Denmark until we started talking to friends who were 
also married to foreigners and who could not get the visas. Even 
though it was his idea to move to Sweden, I know that it upset 
him to leave his flat, his friends and all of his family behind. 
Even though he will not say it, I know that it must be strange 
and sad for him to not be able to live in his country because he 
is married to me.

The stories of these two couples underscore the findings of 
Kauppinen and Poutvaara (2011) that these restrictive policies 
force native Danes to choose between country and love when 
partnering with third-country nationals. As noted earlier with 
Benjie’s experience, these policies also make it difficult for ethnic 
Danes who wish to partner with members of their own group. 
Perlmann and Waters (2007) argued that for groups with great 
social distances, the minority group will seek out partners from 
their own group. Yet these restrictive policies make this very dif-
ficult and thereby contribute to widening the social boundaries 
among these groups.
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Situational Danishness: The Use  

of Optional Identity

Despite the experiences of most ethnic Danes like Benjie and Farah 
of being forever foreigners, some third-country nationals in my sam-
ple were able (under certain circumstances) to make use of optional 
identity. Mary Waters (1990) defined this term to refer to “an iden-
tity that individuals may choose to express at times and in ways 
that [are] convenient to them.” For the respondents with the most 
similarities to native Danes in terms of race (White), high fluency 
with English (native English speaker), and high country-of-origin 
ranking within the global racial order (Australia, Canada, and the 
United States), the use of optional identity was especially salient. 
These respondents (once they achieved a high level of Danish flu-
ency) could opt to “blend in” with native Danes and situationally 
discard the identity associated with their original country of origin 
while simultaneously achieving social distance between themselves 
and other (perceived less-desirable) immigrants.

These respondents articulated quite differently their respec-
tive experiences with situational Danish identity and their use of 
optional identity. Brittany is White with blonde hair and blue eyes 
and is from the United States. She is quite tall and has a slender 
physique. Brittany met Christian, her native-Dane husband, in 
California in 1998 while he was visiting a Danish friend who was 
living there. I interviewed her in 2001, 2004, and 2008. When I 
asked (in 2001) how she viewed herself in light of the discourse 
about new Danes and immigration to Denmark, she said,

I guess I am an immigrant but for me, it’s different. Well, right 
now it’s weird because I don’t understand Danish but I guess my 
goal is to be able to speak Danish well enough so that I can meet 
people and they don’t assume I’m not a Dane right off.

I first interviewed Brittany at the same time I interviewed Sabrina. 
Both women were married to native Danes and both identified 
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learning Danish with a “perfect” non-foreign accent as their ini-
tial goals. I interviewed both women again in 2008 and while 
both women achieved the goal of speaking non-accented Danish, 
Sabrina (being Black and from South Africa) did not feel as incor-
porated into Danish society as Brittany (being White and from 
the United States). Brittany made note of her physical appearance 
and how similar it is to typical Danish women. She described how 
this allowed her to situationally blend into Danish identity at will. 
Brittany was quite intentional in her use of optional identity and 
she articulated a strong desire to separate her experience from that 
of people she perceived as problem immigrants. For her, if these 
individuals were feeling excluded, it was from a lack of effort to fit 
in on their part. She said,

You know what actually, I think that the reason the immigrants 
are outside is not because of race. Racial issues are more there—in 
the States. I feel like here if you are part of the culture. If you 
speak Danish and if you are in society. I think people will give 
everyone an equal chance. It is just that you have to try. I met a 
guy who owns a restaurant, an American guy. I met him shortly 
after coming here and he has a very interesting view. He thinks 
Danes are all very cold and unwelcoming. He has been here five 
years and doesn’t understand Danish. And I think yeah, people are 
cold toward him. He shows no interest in their culture. So I think 
that’s it. I think that people, the immigrants, the people having a 
problem are the ones refusing to change and keeping themselves 
separate.

Only after I pressed by asking her about race relations in Denmark 
in several different ways did Brittany reluctantly admit that her 
race and her US citizenship gave her some advantages over other 
immigrants living in Denmark. Unlike Brittany, Brian, who is 
also White and from the United States, with light brown hair 
and blue eyes, immediately highlighted his racial and citizen-
ship advantages over other immigrants. Yet, when I asked him (in 
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2001) how he viewed himself in light of the growing discourse on 
immigration in Denmark, he also sought to distance himself from 
less-desirable immigrants. Brian said,

I don’t see myself as a immigrant. I know that I am but not 
like the ones on the news. My wife’s family talks about this all 
the time and they say, “these people should learn Danish and 
change to fit in”. I don’t know about that. I agree about the lan-
guage but not about everything else. I feel like Danes want you 
to change to them but their society is not so great in all ways. 
For example, everything is so controlled and structured here. I 
feel like I am under constant surveillance here with everyone 
making demands on me. It is really hard to find a good job 
without the language. They make it almost impossible to make 
life here. I can’t wait to go back to the States. My life would be 
so different there.

Interestingly, Brian was the only respondent who could have made 
use of optional identity and who made an active choice not to. 
Brian met Lene, his native-Dane wife, while she was on holiday 
in New Mexico in 1998. He came to Denmark in 2000 and I 
interviewed him and his wife Lene in 2001 and 2008. Brian and 
his wife left Denmark in late 2001 to live in the United States, and 
after having twin boys in 2006, they decided to return to Denmark 
to live in 2007. When asked (in 2008) how he viewed himself in 
the discussion about immigrants and new Danes and whether or 
not he considered himself a foreigner or a new Dane, he said,

Is that what I am? [laughing] I am a new Dane? I’ll see about that.

Do you see yourself becoming a Danish citizen in the future?
No

Okay, that was quick [laughing]
No, I never want to be a Dane. My citizenship is part of my iden-
tity. I would never give that up. When she [looking toward his 
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wife, Lene] was in the States, she would have said the same thing. 
Being Danish is her identity.

When I asked about how Brian and his wife felt their sons would 
be perceived within Danish culture, Brian said,

Our kids will have a much easier time and will see themselves as 
Danish and fitting in. They can blend in. They have blonde hair 
and look Danish. I think that it is different. I feel perfectly at 
home here right now. If I walk out on the street, I am not threat-
ened and I don’t feel any stress. My sons’ identity will be Danish 
with an American father [laughing] but they will be Danish. It 
won’t be questioned. This is all new to Denmark. There have been 
400 years of trying to figure it out in the States and Denmark has 
had a few decades to figure it out. Danes will also take two to three 
generations to come to terms with this.

Both Brian and Lene expressed strong certainty that their sons’ 
identities would not be challenged and would be accepted as 
Danish because of their physical similarities to Danes (being 
White, blonde, and with blue eyes), but Brian was also very quick 
to point out that Denmark is a relative newcomer to dealing with 
race relations in comparison with the United States. He and his 
wife were hopeful that the Danes would handle race relations bet-
ter as more time passes. As noted earlier, tightening immigration 
laws and increasingly restrictive social policies enacted toward 
non-White, non-Western immigrants and ethnic populations, as 
noted by the experiences of ethnic Danes like Benjie and Farah, 
make me less hopeful that Denmark is moving in a more-inclusive 
direction in terms of race relations.

Adriana, who is from Brazil, demonstrated the most interest-
ing use of optional identity of all of these respondents. She was 
the only non-native English speaker in the sample to make use 
of optional identity. Her physical appearance is most notable 
because she appears White with fair and freckled skin and blue 
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eyes. At first glance, you would not know that she is foreign as 
compared with native Danes or that she is Brazilian.

Adriana is 33 years old and met Erik, her native-Dane hus-
band, online in 2000. He traveled to Brazil during their courtship 
and the couple stayed there for six months. They decided to move 
to Denmark and were married in 2001. When I interviewed her 
in 2008, she spoke Danish at a high fluency and without a foreign 
accent. Adriana said that she took extra Danish language classes 
beyond what was required because she wanted to be perceived as 
a native Dane at first glance. She, like Brittany, expressed a strong 
desire to distinguish her assimilation experience from those per-
ceived as problem immigrants. When I asked her why she spent 
so much time perfecting her Danish, she said,

I worked really hard on my Danish because I did not want anyone 
to know immediately that I am not Danish. I like that I am not 
treated different. It was very hard for me when I first came here. 
No one would talk to me and I always felt so lonely. I remember 
thinking this place was cold and dark and I just wanted to go 
home. I never wanted to feel like that again. When I would open 
my mouth they knew I was foreign because of my accent. I spent 
so many hours practicing my Danish so they wouldn’t know . . .

When I interviewed Adriana’s husband, Erik, he also expressed 
negative feelings about problem immigrants in Denmark. He was 
also very quick to point out that he had voted for the conservative 
Danish People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti in Danish) in the past two 
elections. When I asked him if he viewed his political beliefs as a con-
tradiction since his wife was an immigrant and was a third-country 
national (Adriana received her Danish citizenship in 2008), he said,

Adriana and people like her are not the problem. She works, 
has learned the language and follows the culture here. Things in 
Denmark have changed a lot and become more crazy in a sense. 
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These people, especially the young people, have no respect for 
other people. They are taught from the home to care about them-
selves and no one else. I would not mind them being here if they 
would learn the language and follow our culture . . . why should 
Denmark change for them? If I went to another country, I would 
follow the rules and try to fit in. Why can’t they?

Despite her hard work on perfecting her Danish and her hus-
band’s conservative political beliefs, it is ironic that she said that 
the majority of her close friends are other internationals who are 
also married to native Danes. When I first interviewed Adriana 
in 2001, she said that she felt very lonely and isolated, which she 
attributed to her lack of Danish and not working at the time. 
When I interviewed her again in 2008, she said,

Now that you are working, have you made connections with Danes?

Yes, some—a few. My colleagues are very friendly and nice but 
most of my close friends are international people who are mar-
ried with Danes. I have not been able to make many Danish close 
friends unless they are also friends of Erik’s. Now that I speak 
Danish, this has helped a lot because people are more open to you 
when you speak Danish. Before, I could not speak and I really felt 
outside back then. Now, not so much. The language is the key. I 
worked really hard to speak without an accent because I did not 
want anyone to know right away that I am a foreigner. I think it is 
much harder if they think you are a foreigner.

When I asked her to elaborate on whether she thought that the lan-
guage or her physical appearance helped her to connect with Danes 
more than when she first arrived, she was quick to say both. Adriana, 
unlike Brittany, was the most willing to admit that her White skin 
and blue eyes made it easier for her to connect with native Danes.

Milagros, who is also from Brazil, could not make use of 
optional identity as easily as Adriana. Milagros has dark hair, 
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brown skin, and brown eyes, and despite being highly fluent, she 
speaks Danish with a notable accent. She came to Denmark in 
2000 to be with her native-Dane husband, Richard. I also inter-
viewed her and her husband several times (in 2001, 2004, and 
2008), and with each interview, her frustration with how native 
Danes interact with her seemed to increase. She said (in 2008),

I give up trying to do as they do. I speak Danish and follow their 
culture and I still get nothing back from them . . .

Richard interrupted his wife and said,

I think this is Milagros’ problem with dealing with the Danes and 
the Danish system. She is so open and giving of herself to others 
and it is not like that here. She reacts every time someone does not 
respond the same way to her. Does this bother you

Milagros interrupts and says,

. . . It used-to bother me and now I don’t care because I am going 
to be who I am and I am not going to change that. I do as they do 
at work but at home, I want to be free to be myself.

The sentiment that Milagros expressed in her last comment is 
significant. For Milagros, she compartmentalizes her experiences 
with “the Danes.” She has established a clear demarcation between 
home and work. Milagros works for a Danish firm and she shared 
with me many examples of how she has changed herself while at 
work to conform to how she believes Danes behave in the work-
place. She said that she used to compliment her co-workers on 
their appearance or tell her colleagues “well done” on a completed 
work project. She said that she stopped doing this because people 
distanced themselves from her and thought that she was strange 
for giving them this kind of attention.
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When Milagros said that at home “she wants to be free to be 
herself,” this sentiment is also reflected in the décor of her and 
Richard’s home. Unlike my other respondents, Milagros’ home 
was the only one that was not painted with neutral colors and did 
not have Scandinavian designed furnishings and decorations. Her 
home was painted in warm tropical colors (peach, cocoa brown, 
and deep avocado greens) and had many lush plants and Latin-
inspired artwork and sculpture. When stepping into her living 
room, it felt like you were leaving Denmark on the outside and 
entering a warm, lush, South American country on the inside. 
Milagros’ mechanism for functioning in Danish society highlights 
Peter Seeberg’s (2002) concept of “negotiated integration.” Her 
life strategy for finding a place in Danish society was to assimilate 
and conform to Danish social norms at work. Then, she sheds 
these behaviors and scenery at home and in her private life. Like 
Adriana, most of Milagros’ close friends were other internation-
als who were partnered with native Danes. But unlike Adriana, 
Milagros actively seeks out these kinds of relationship as a means 
of sharpening the line of demarcation between her “external” life 
in Denmark and her private time in her personal life where she is 
“free to be herself.”

Conclusion

As noted throughout the chapter, the integration discourse in 
Denmark has paid little attention to how immigrants and eth-
nic populations are perceived by native Danes. As noted earlier, 
people and political actors define successful integration quite dif-
ferently. For political actors, the benchmark for successful integra-
tion within this discourse is often measured by the achievement of 
socioeconomic assimilation and language acquisition on the part 
of immigrants. For many ethnic populations, successful integra-
tion is defined in deeper and more-layered ways. As my respon-
dents demonstrated with many of their stories, the integration 



160 I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  N e w  L i m i t s

experiences of many third-country nationals are often more 
nuanced than just achieving language acquisition, labor market 
participation, and residential assimilation with native Danes. 
Many also desire social acceptance and inclusion in all realms of 
social life in Denmark.

As demonstrated in this chapter, the premise asserted by 
Perlmann and Waters that intermarriage would decrease social 
boundaries and increase social mobility is complicated when 
juxtaposed with restrictive social policies that limit the citizen-
ship rights of ethnic and native Danes and that also marginalize 
third-country nationals. I have demonstrated how these restrictive 
policies tightly regulate this form of intermarriage and, as a result, 
have deepened social boundaries among these groups. As dem-
onstrated by the experiences of my intermarried respondents and 
where there are significant differences between their respective 
cultures (religion or race) and native Danes, they felt compelled to 
retain their original ethnic identity rather than the cultural fusion 
hypothesized by Gordon’s theory of intermarriage assimilation. As 
demonstrated by the cases of Benjie and Farah, non-White ethnic 
Danes face challenges to their identity claims by native Danes 
and often are perceived as and subjected to living in Denmark as 
forever foreigners (Kim, 2008).

My data also highlighted how increasingly restrictive policies 
in Denmark are contributing to a rise in out-migration of native 
Danes with third-country national partners who cannot stay in 
Denmark because of these policies. Much of the integration dis-
course emphasizes Danish language acquisition as the key vari-
able for increased social and economic integration on the part of 
immigrants. While the vast majority of respondents echoed this 
sentiment, it is important to note that all of the respondents were 
English-proficient (which is the second most commonly spoken 
language in Denmark—following Danish); most possessed a high 
level of educational attainment prior to immigration to Denmark, 
and all were married to a native or ethnic Dane—which in theory 
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would provide greater social networks into mainstream Danish 
society. Despite all of these social and cultural advantages over 
other immigrant populations with far less human capital, most 
respondents still expressed feelings of social isolation and an over-
all cultural resistance on the part of native Danes to include them 
into the multicultural view of Danish identity.



C h a p t e r 6

Conclusion  
and Broader 
Implications: Where 
Do We (They) Go 
from Here?

So, what is Danishness and who is included (or excluded) 
from this? In light of what has been discussed throughout, the 
majority of my respondents (including most native Danes) agreed 
with Jespersen (2004) that at the individual and group levels 
Danish society functions like a tribe—where social inclusion is 
infrequently given until trust has been well established. I argue 
that it is this selectivity that often results in social identity creation 
and a sense of belonging and also reinforces social exclusion for 
those who have not been extended an invitation to join. Many of 
my native-, ethnic-, and new-Dane respondents echoed this senti-
ment (though some were more reluctant to admit it than others). 
Many also identified the Janteloven and hygge as cultural con-
structs that best demonstrate this inclusivity. They also highlighted 
several everyday examples of the perceived unwillingness of many 
native Danes to accept “strangers” into their closed community.
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As evidenced by my earlier analysis of Danish citizenship law 
and integration policies, I posit that Danish identity is manufac-
tured in opposition to the other and this specific type of Danish 
identity is packaged and then taught to new Danes (through the 
Danish History and Culture course mandated in the Integration 
Act). This particular construction of Danishness is also used as a 
tool designed to exclude many ethnic Danes from achieving legiti-
macy in their identity claims. My analysis of the development of 
Danish integration policy and practices expose a strong and grow-
ing emphasis on issues of culture.

As Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) observed, the emergence of 
 consensus among the Danish population on “the integration 
problem” associated with some third-country nationals has mani-
fested into explicit demands for “cultural transformation.” As 
demonstrated throughout, these demands are situated in a legisla-
tive emphasis for these groups to assimilate to Danish culture—an 
expectation not mandated for other European Union or Nordic 
immigrants to Denmark (Schmidt, 2011: 258–260). Hedetoft 
and others have called for the integration discourse to shift over 
to more conversations about multiculturalism and models for 
achieving this. Kivisto and Wahlbeck (2013) assert this and view 
multiculturalism in “two reciprocal ways.” They see it “first, as a 
form of claims-making by minority groups and second, as a way 
in which the dominant society and its political system accommo-
date to and manage diversity” (5). This operational definition for 
multiculturalism best highlights how aspects of culture must also 
be considered when thinking about integration.

In Denmark, the topic of integration and the resulting social 
and political discourse can be summarized into two questions 
commonly asked among many native Danes—the first more 
benign than the second—“how can we better integrate different 
groups of immigrants and the Danes” and “why won’t foreigners 
integrate?” (Kingsley, 2012: 104–105).
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The first question has been addressed by two primary and 
influential actors (the state vis-à-vis politicians and the media). 
Both have tried a number of initiatives to achieve the goal of suc-
cessful integration. I have discussed in great detail the legislative 
initiatives enacted by the Danish state in earlier chapters. Yet, 
there are also media initiatives that tend to be more sensational 
and controversial in nature.

Two media attempts occurred in 2008—(1) during the after-
math of the Prophet Muhammad Cartoon controversy, the 
bombing outside of the Danish embassy in Islamabad, and the 
government ban on the wearing of religious head coverings for 
Danish judges in court and (2) during the height of the anti-
immigration media discourse: the Miss Tørklæde (headscarf ) con-
test sponsored by Danmarks Radio, and the Jeg Er Også Dansker 
(I am also a Dane) Campaign that ran in the Politiken newspaper.

In June 2008, the state broadcaster, Danmarks Radio, 
announced that it was sponsoring the first Miss Tørklæde beauty 
contest. Contest organizers said in news articles that the purpose 
of the contest was to dispel the belief held by many Danes that the 
hijab is a symbol of female oppression in Islam and to open com-
munication lines between native Danes and the growing Muslim 
denizen population on this taboo subject. The pageant was one 
of several programming initiatives charged to Skum-tv, the youth 
division of Danmarks Radio that creates web-based programs and 
blogs geared toward the 15- to 20-year-old demographic. Rune 
Sparre Geertsen, spokesperson for Skum-tv, said, “We were origi-
nally drawn to the idea because it seemed like a bold and innova-
tive way to address the subject of increasingly heated debate in 
Denmark . . . here ‘Western’ beauty pageant meets with ‘Muslim’ 
values of modesty and chasteness, challenging both stereotypes 
and the notion that they are somehow fundamentally incompati-
ble” (Nørregaard and Schwartz, 2008: 1). Hibo Abdull, a 24-year-
old aspiring actress, participated in the contest and agreed with 
the goals articulated by the organizers by saying, “I just feel like 
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showing people a different side of what it is to be a Muslim . . . It 
(the Tørklæde) actually makes me feel more feminine not to show 
too much of myself ”(Nørregaard and Schwartz, 2008: 1).

The contestants could enter by uploading their personal photos, 
showing them wearing a tørklæde, onto the Danmarks Radio web-
site. The women who entered the contest were quite diverse racially 
and ethnically, with many native Danes also submitting pictures. In 
addition to race and ethnicity, there were also diverse submissions in 
terms of age. Some women appeared to be teenagers and 20-some-
things and others to be older (in their 30s and 40s). Many of the 
women wore traditional tørklædes and some others wore homemade 
ones that appeared to be self-made from sheets and other colorful 
swatches of fabric. The organizers of the contest said on the web-
site that the winner would be selected by the president of a Danish 
fashion company and would win a “hot, specially designed” custom 
Tørklæde and a brand-new Apple iPod. The top five runners-up 
would receive subscriptions to Muslim Girl, a bimonthly fashion, 
beauty, and lifestyle magazine published in Canada (Nørregaard and 
Schwartz, 2008: 2). Huda Falah, an 18-year-old seemingly Middle 
Eastern woman, was chosen as the winner. The contest judge, Uffe 
Buchhardt, a Danish fashion guru, said that Falah was chosen 
because of the “fantastic and shocking” light blue color of her heads-
carf (Nørregaard and Schwartz, 2008: 2).

The Miss Tørklæde pageant met with resistance from some 
members of the ethnic community as also from native Danes. 
Some members of the Muslim community questioned the 
appropriateness of having a beauty contest using the Tørklæde as 
the basis for determining the winner. They argued that this was 
contradictory to the value of female modesty that the Tørklæde 
was designed to promote among devout Muslim women. 
Criticism from far-right politicians and some native Danes was 
that this pageant “normalizes” the use of the headscarf and jus-
tifies and celebrates the oppression of Muslim women. To give 
context to these criticisms, the pageant was held immediately 



 C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  B r o a d e r  I m p l i c a t i o n s  167

following the passage of laws preventing religious head  coverings 
from being worn by Danish judges in court. While the law is 
 gender-neutral in language, many argued that the law was 
 targeting the Tørklæde in particular because of the fact that at 
the time (2008) there was only one female, Muslim judge in the 
Danish courts and she wore a Tørklæde. Despite the criticisms, 
the pageant was deemed a success by organizers and they boasted 
in the media that over 100 people participated in less than five 
days of  running the contest. Yet, this was the first and last Miss 
Tørklæde pageant—the contest was not sponsored again by 
Danmarks Radio.

The second media initiative was less sensational than 
the Miss Tørklæde contest but also sparked debate. During 
the spring of 2008, the Politiken ran a series of articles and 
photo ads called the Jeg Er Også Dansker (I am also a Dane) 
Campaign. The goal of the news articles and the accompanying 
photos was to engage the public in debates about the inclu-
sion of ethnics in Danish identity. The photography consisted 
of native Danes and images of the ethnics wearing a tee-shirt 
with Jeg Er Også Dansker printed on the front of the shirt. The 
articles were written by Danish journalists with op-eds by con-
servative politicians and liberal public leaders from the Muslim 
community included. The articles and op-eds debated both 
sides of this issue. Those writers with more liberal opinions 
on the subject criticized the Danish government and native 
Danes for not recognizing how growing diversity is changing 
Danish identity and for the lack of inclusion of ethnics into 
Danishness. The more conservative writers, while acknowl-
edging the growing diversity, still argued that Danish ethnon-
ational identity is something still reserved for native Danes and 
that it functions in society separate from ethnic identities. The 
tone of these articles was not overtly racist or discriminatory 
but rather articulated the position of some political actors and 
conservative native Danes that I discussed in great detail in the 
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previous chapter. This perspective underscores the fixed bound-
ary between those who are “Danes by nature” and those who 
are “Danes by jurisdiction.”

Although the campaign was generally well received because 
the articles expressed both sides of the issue, there was an online 
public response to the photography included in Politiken—which 
some argued pushed the visual envelope on the issue. Some 
individuals and groups launched an online anti-campaign in 
response. Some native Danes began posting pictures online with a 
 stereotypical-looking (blonde and blue eyes) native Dane wearing 
a tee-shirt that said, Jeg Er Dansker (I am a Dane!). Another series 
of Internet images were posted of ethnics wearing similar  tee-shirts 
that read, Jeg Er Ikke Dansker (I am NOT a Dane!) (Source: 
http://profileengine.com/groups/profile/425721849/jeg-er-ogs-
dansker; http://www.24.dk/group/etracismefrit24timer/forum/
thread/2101750). Both of these online anti-campaigns had diver-
gent motivations. The native-Dane anti-campaign was meant 
to underscore the position articulated by conservative political 
actors—keeping Denmark truly Danish by preserving ethnon-
ational identity. The ethnic anti-campaign seemed to articulate a 
desire by some ethnics to integrate only to a point or to negotiate 
a different notion of Danishness rather than simply assimilate the 
traditional one highlighted above.

The second question generated by integration discourse in 
Denmark—Why won’t foreigners integrate?—is perhaps the most 
frustrating for both native Danes and ethnics alike. For many 
native Danes, the answer might begin with a growing perception 
that immigrants and ethnics do not want to integrate but rather 
want to have their cake and eat it too. In other words, ethnics want 
to benefit from all that Danish society has to offer— universal 
health care, free or heavily subsidized education, a strong social 
safety net, and so on—but do not want to sacrifice anything to 
maintain it. The latter part of this sentiment is the crux of the 
citizen-to-community relationship: the idea is that to benefit from 
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the collective one must put in the work and sacrifice that benefits 
the individual, for that will ultimately benefit the whole.

In addition to the trust that citizens have for one another in 
this relationship, it is also implied in this type of relationship that 
citizens also have a basic trust of the state. Here, the state is viewed 
as an entity that protects and provides social order to the com-
munity. The majority of native Danes have been socialized to this 
type of citizen-to-community/state relationship, as evidenced by 
the way the Janteloven has been so tightly woven into the fabric of 
Danish identity. Unless immigrants and ethnics also buy into this 
conceptualization of the citizen-to-community and state relation-
ship, this type of community cannot exist in the same way as it 
has for native Danes to date. As I have demonstrated throughout, 
the Danish state has not been a neutral actor in its dealings with 
ethnic and immigrant populations and, as a result, trust has not 
yet been established between the two.

To explore this question again from the perspective of ethnics, 
I begin with a critical look at who is a “foreigner” in this instance? 
Is the term native Danes referring to new immigrants, denizens, 
or Danish-born ethnics? If it is the latter, then this is the crux of 
the problem. As evidenced in my interviews with ethnic Danes, 
the view of this group as being “forever foreigners” (Kim, 2008) 
will continue to block ethnic buy-in to the type of citizen-to-com-
munity/state relationship described above. How can one be born 
into a community where the government and the dominant pop-
ulation do not acknowledge or accept them? Then, after not being 
accepted, one is simultaneously asked and expected to sacrifice 
for the collective benefit in a manner similar to those who have 
been incorporated or who are dominant in that community. In 
this instance, the community takes on a different meaning—the 
loyalties and trust identification might lie with the community of 
the ethnic group rather than with the broader community of the 
nation-state.
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Community and the Citizen-to-Nation-State 

Relationship

In his analysis of the Danish Jewry, Andrew Buckser (2003) argued 
that community “consists not so much in a group of people as in a 
body of symbols, a set of references that individuals can construe 
in many different ways. What makes people part of the commu-
nity is not their agreement on the [exact] meaning of particular 
symbols but their use of a common symbolic framework to con-
struct their understandings of self and world” (5).

Brint (2001) aptly defined community as “a sense of familiar-
ity and safety, mutual concern and support, continuous loyalties, 
even the possibility of being appreciated for one’s full personality 
and contribution to group life rather than for narrower aspects 
of rank and achievement” (2–3). Both of these definitions of 
community have high salience for how Danish culture has been 
described by both insiders and outside observers. Acceptance of 
and living with the parameters of these definitions are often cou-
pled with high expectations and demands, as evidenced by the 
practice of the Janteloven and hygge. But, as with any relation-
ship, fulfilling these notions of community also requires high trust 
among members. Perhaps this is the core problem with the native 
Dane–ethnic Dane relationship, that is, a lack of basic trust on 
both sides!

As noted in Chapters 3 and 4, the exchange between the con-
servative Danish politician and the Danish-born, Muslim imam 
on the news program illustrates this basic lack of trust. Mogens 
Camre could not even bring himself to acknowledge Fatih Alev’s 
claims to Danish identity as being similar or equivalent to his own. 
Based on Alev’s calm demeanor, he probably was not surprised 
by Camre’s view of him as a forever foreigner (similar to Benjie 
and Farah’s descriptions of not having their claims to Danishness 
accepted by some native Danes). This failure to trust and see the 
other’s perspective illustrates how the ways in which community 
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is conceptualized and experienced by both natives and ethnics is 
also critical in determining whether or not groups (and individu-
als) are included or excluded as members of the community.

Buckser, while highlighting the predominant contraction 
among many Danish Jews living in contemporary Denmark—
the desire to be fully integrated while simultaneously maintaining 
Jewish identity, religion, and traditions—advocates for examining 
community as a fluid rather than a fixed concept. He says, “This 
approach allows us to understand the persistent appeal of  ethnic 
communities in the fragmented world of late modern society. Such 
communities offer a sense of rootedness and authenticity . . .” 
(Buckser, 2003: 5). I would take his perspective a step further to 
argue that this desire for “rootedness and authenticity” also exists 
among native Danes even if this is obtained through the evocation 
of a manufactured or an imagined community of “Danishness.”

The concept of community is the crux of Ferdinand Tönnies’ 
analysis of the “Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft” (community and 
society). As described in Chapters 3 and 4, the processes associated 
with integration of immigrants and ethnics show how Denmark is 
transforming from a tribe-like community to a modern, multicul-
tural society. Tönnies (2001) described two contrasting systems of 
social order. He defined the first, community (Gemeinschaft), as a 
social order based on the unity of kinship ties or familial relation-
ships guided by “fundamental harmony of wills and . . . developed 
and cultivated by religion and custom.” Within the community, 
customs and ritual are highly valued and viewed as critical to 
maintaining the common good. This was observed in Chapter 4 
with the practice of Janteloven in terms of providing the cultural 
narrative and normative behaviors associated with a specific con-
struct of Danish identity. As also demonstrated in this chapter, 
the practice of hygge is highly salient for demonstrating Tönnies’ 
description of the communal life within Gemeinschaft where the 
reliance on kinship ties makes the demarcation between stranger 
and native highly pronounced and thus strictly enforced.
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Emile Durkheim’s major contribution to the conceptualiza-
tion of community was to disaggregate its meaning and to unlink 
it from its rural and common setting (as originally conceptual-
ized by Tönnies) (Brint, 2001: 4–6). For Durkheim, elements 
of Gemeinschaft could also exist in urban settings because com-
munity can transcend structure and also be observed as processes 
that manifest themselves in behavior and consciousness. This was 
demonstrated in Chapters 1 and 3 when describing the birthday 
party and the Julefrokost celebrations at the kollegium and the 
lessons on these events that were taught in the Danish History 
and Culture classes and my Fulbright orientation. The ritualized 
practice of these events and the strict adherence to the ritual when 
teaching these events to immigrants and ethnics best demonstrate 
this transcendence.

Durkheim identified six properties of “Gemeinschaft-like” 
relations (four of these are structural variables and two are cul-
tural). These include (1) dense and demanding social ties, (2) 
social attachments to and involvements in institutions, (3) ritual 
occasions, and (4) small group size and the cultural variables of (5) 
perceptions of similarity with the physical characteristics, expres-
sive style, way of life, or historical experience of others; and (6) 
common beliefs in an idea system, a moral order, an institution, 
or a group (4).

In my analysis of the Danish case, I focused on two structural 
variables—ritual occasions and small group size—and two cul-
tural variables—perceptions of similarity and common beliefs 
and shared moral order, to demonstrate how Danish culture 
is perceived and practiced by native, ethnic, and new Danes. 
According to Durkheim, “ritual occasions help to cement group 
identity and to strengthen individual feelings of self-worth and 
vitality,” and demonstrating participation in these occasions 
in the presence of other members contributes to identification 
with the group and what the group values (4). This descrip-
tion is salient as demonstrated by use of the Julefrokost as a 
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representation of hygge. This way of celebrating Christmas was 
consistently evoked in the Danish History and Culture class as 
a means of socializing new and ethnic Danes to the practice and 
ritual of hygge.

With regard to small size, both Durkheim and Tönnies note 
that this is essential for group cohesion and individual connectiv-
ity. Small group sizes allow high familiarity and facilitate trust 
building among members, which is the key to creating commu-
nity. Denmark prides itself on being a “small country,” but as I 
have described above, the high familiarity and trust building must 
be extended to the growing numbers of Danish-born ethnics or, 
as these numbers continue to increase, Denmark will find itself as 
a divided community.

The two cultural properties of “gemeinschaft-like” relations 
(as defined by Durkheim)—perceptions of similar and common 
beliefs and a shared moral order—were examined in my discus-
sion of the Janteloven and how native Danes, ethnics, and immi-
grants differed in their perceptions about and use (or in some 
cases, non-use) of this cultural construct. Most of the native 
Danes, while acknowledging the flaws, still saw the belief in 
and practice of the Janteloven as a positive value that connected 
them to other Danes and Nordic people. Most of the immigrant 
respondents were frustrated with the tenets of Janteloven and 
saw them as a negative aspect of Danish identity that suppressed 
individual autonomy and achievement. The most interesting 
response to the Janteloven came from the ethnic-Dane respon-
dents who experienced the Janteloven in their interactions with 
native Danes but chose not to incorporate it into their construct 
of ethnic Danish identity. This finding further supports the 
observational data from the Danish History and Culture course 
and the interview data with native Danes and ethnic Danes pre-
sented in earlier chapters by demonstrating that Danish identity 
is manufactured by political actors and constructed in opposition 
to a racialized other.
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Nordic Neighbors: Integration Challenges 

for Sweden and Norway

As noted earlier, the Janteloven is not uniquely Danish. In addi-
tion to being tightly woven into Danish culture, it is also inter-
connected with Nordic identity. Scandinavian scholars have 
commented on its practice in Sweden and Norway. Here, I will 
briefly discuss how this concept is also evoked in Swedish and 
Norwegian identities. Later, I will explore the integration chal-
lenges and respective discourses and how both have permeated 
everyday life for immigrants and ethnics living in Sweden and 
Norway.

The Law of Jante in Sweden and Norway

In Sweden, the Janteloven is practiced to a lesser degree than in 
Norway and Denmark. Yet, as Möller (1998) notes, it frequently 
plays out in the Swedish business culture. The origins of its prac-
tice are similar to the motivations of their Nordic neighbors—a 
centralized, egalitarian, political, and social culture that empha-
sizes community solidarity. Here, the conformity to the Janteloven 
provides the moral code that underscores everyday interactions in 
the Swedish workplace and daily life. Despite the fact that social 
class divisions are less pronounced in Sweden (as compared to the 
situation in the United States), with fewer distances from rich to 
middle and from middle to working classes, Möller aptly notes 
that these differences are downplayed. If a Swedish doctor hap-
pened to make higher salary than his/her neighbor, then the Jante 
would prevent him/her from publicly displaying the salary dif-
ference. She notes that if the Swedish doctor was able to take her 
family on a lavish vacation to India, then it would be considered 
poor taste to show the vacation pictures to the neighbors or to co-
workers around the office (unless asked to). Even mentioning the 
vacation in casual conversation would violate the Jante Laws # 4 
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and # 6—do not convince yourself that you’re better than us and 
do not think that you are more important than us (34).

Möller’s descriptions of everyday situations in her research 
echo many of the stories told by my ethnic and immigrant 
respondents in terms of their respective experiences with this 
cultural  construct in Danish society. According to Möller, there 
is an inherent contradiction contained in the Swedish version of 
Janteloven, which is not typically observed elsewhere. She cites 
public opinion surveys to argue that most Swedes would say that 
being “envious of our neighbor’s good fortune” is one of the most 
prevalent  characteristics of their society. The contradiction is 
that Swedish society scolds those who are flashy with what they 
have, but, as she argued, it is human nature to admire or desire 
something  others have, thus causing the envy (33). In their book, 
Nordic Views and Values (1984), Engellau and Henning assert 
that daily life and the practice of Janteloven in Sweden can be 
summed up by the old Swedish proverb “noble deeds are done in 
silence” (1984: 57). They assert that Swedes will not boast or be 
comfortable with high praise and these practices manifest in most 
dimensions of social life.

Avant and Knutsen (1993) defined the Janteloven as it is prac-
ticed in Norway as “a term which expresses and communicates 
both this essential fear of individualism in Norwegian culture 
and values and the Norwegian awareness of this fear” (Avant and  
Knutsen, 1993: 3). Similarly Möller et al. stressed the negative  
as pects of Janteloven on Norwegians, namely that it demands social  
conformity and discourages spontaneity and individual happiness. 
In their article, Avant and Knutsen highlighted everyday exam-
ples of the Janteloven in the Norwegian educational  system. They 
argued that philosophically Norwegians believe that every child 
should be educated according to his/her individual needs. Despite 
this belief, teachers are trained to mainstream the classroom and 
teach to the middle-performing students—even if there are some 
students functioning above or even well below the middle. They 
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state further that conformity to the Jante would  prevent the school 
system from ever grouping students by individual intellectual 
abilities (Avant and Knutsen, 1993: 5–6). In Norway, Avant and 
Knutsen said, there is also an inherent contradiction contained 
with conforming to the Jante. Here the “Janteloven encourages 
ethnocentricity [among native Norwegians and also] tends to 
support efforts to exclude those who are different.” As Avant and 
Knutsen aptly pointed out, this concept serves the purpose of suc-
cessfully binding native Norwegians under an ethnonational iden-
tity but also serves as the means to exclude all others, namely the 
rising immigrant and ethnic populations in Norway.

Engellau and Henning (1984) argue that the Jante laws may be 
Scandinavia’s greatest cultural difference from the rest of the world. 
Although Möller et al. and Avant and Knutsen, in their respec-
tive works, conclude that the Jante stifles individual achievement, 
not all view the Janteloven as negative. Some have commented 
positively on the Janteloven’s contribution to robust Scandinavian 
economies and successful business entities. In his 2013 article, 
“The Law of Jante: How a Swedish Cultural Principle Drive Ikea, 
Ericsson and Volvo, and Beat the Financial Crisis,” Christopher 
Harress asserted that in the wake of the 2008 global financial cri-
sis, there was no housing bubble or massive bailout of financial 
institutions in Scandinavia as compared to the situation in the 
United States. Harress attributed these successes to the cultural 
tenets of the Jante, which he argued prevents Scandinavian busi-
nesses, governments, and their people from “taking the same eco-
nomic risks that led much of the Western world to the brink of 
financial apocalypse . . . because it would seem antithetical for 
anyone to take on more debt than necessary for everyday living” 
(Harress, 2013: 2).

The different manifestations of everyday uses of the Janteloven 
in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden are not huge but rather are 
subtle and not easily visible to the casual observer. The devil is 
more in the details. The subtleties are highlighted in the examples 
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provided by the authors above and those by my respondents. They 
show how the Janteloven is embedded into Nordic culture and 
the respective ethnonational identities of these three Scandinavian 
countries. All of these countries are rule oriented, have a strong 
respect for and trust in their nation-state, and socially function 
within a system that will rarely put the needs of one ahead of the 
needs of the community.

Immigration Trends and Integration 

Policies in Sweden and Norway

I now turn to a brief summary of immigration patterns in Sweden 
and Norway respectively. Then, I will summarize the respective 
integration discourses and the roles of social and political actors in 
shaping these conversations. Unlike its Nordic neighbors, Sweden 
has had the longest history with being an immigrant-receiving 
nation. Sweden was the first in the region to look abroad for guest 
workers during labor shortages in the 1960s and 1970s. Similar to 
the patterns exhibited in Denmark, many Swedish guest workers 
did not return to their respective countries of origin. Later, these 
groups increased their respective population sizes due to subse-
quent waves of family reunification immigration. These popu-
lations also increased because Sweden granted entrance to more 
international refugees than its Nordic neighbors. Sweden was also 
the first (and, in some cases, preferred) destination for immigrants 
coming to the region. Similar to Norway and Denmark, the larg-
est populations among newer immigrants include the following 
countries: Turkey, Pakistan, and later refugees from Iraq, Bosnia, 
Iran, and Somalia (Kivisto and Wahlbeck, 2013). Swedish inte-
gration policy has traditionally set expectations for assimilation, 
which often required conformity to Swedish cultural norms and 
values.

The first immigration policy was adopted in 1975 by the 
Swedish Parliament and this significantly changed the national 
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approach toward assimilating minority populations. This law 
gave ethnic minorities the right to maintain a “distinctive culture” 
and to also have the same rights and status as the Swedish major-
ity. At a time when most European countries began restricting 
immigration, Sweden was the outlier. As Rogers Brubaker (1989) 
noted, Sweden lacks the cultural and ethnonationalism of other 
European countries and, as a result, has been relatively success-
ful with integrating immigrants “with so little fuss or friction” 
(Brubaker, 1989: 10).

Castles and Miller (1993) noted that Sweden is an unusual 
case among countries with newer migration trends. Despite the 
fact that it was not a country with a history of immigration (like 
Canada or the United States), Sweden adopted a multicultural 
model for integration (Castles and Miller, 1993: 227). Another 
unique characteristic of Swedish multiculturalism is what Castles 
and Miller called the “state interventionist model.” They assert 
that these models exist when the state plays an active role in 
“helping” migrants to “maintain their culture.” The objective of 
these actions is for the state to be viewed as benevolent in terms 
of helping the original culture survive in the new environment. 
In addition, the state also assumes the responsibility of “teach-
ing” the dominant groups about cultural and ethnic “differences” 
(227–228).

Swedish immigration laws, while celebrated within and 
outside of Sweden for being progressive and inclusive in scope, 
have proven complicated to implement on several levels. First, 
they created ambiguous guidelines for integrating immigrants 
and ethnics. If individuals and groups have the right to retain 
their cultural distinctiveness, then how can the state also regulate 
the processes of integration into Swedish life? Second, the laws 
blurred the lines between citizen and non-citizen in terms of 
traditional markers of citizenship by granting the above rights to 
immigrants and ethnics. These traditional markers include voting 
rights, languages of instruction in Swedish schools, languages for 
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printing official government materials and documents, and the 
formation of social and political associations. Questions surfaced 
over whether these traditional “rights” associated with citizenship 
would now apply to immigrants and ethnics with resident status 
and in what ways. Third, the laws also raised questions about 
how implementation of these “new rights” could be achieved and 
incorporated with tandem efforts to integrate these populations 
into Swedish society (Åkesson, 2011: 218–219).

Despite these complications, Sweden has been celebrated 
internationally for being one of the most amenable countries 
for immigrants and ethnic populations. Here, immigrants and 
ethnic populations have rights rarely conveyed in other European 
countries. They can vote in local and regional elections. They have 
access to bilingual primary and secondary education. Immigrant 
and ethnic associations can obtain state funding to organize 
themselves “ethnically, culturally, religiously, and nationally in 
order to enhance their collective interests” (Eliassi, 2013: 8–9). 
The conditions for obtaining Swedish citizenship are also not as 
rigorous as in other European countries.

Over the years, the political and social discourse on 
multiculturalism has shifted in the opposite direction. Public 
support for these policies began to wane. Nationalistic viewpoints 
among Swedes and conservative political posturing emerged in the 
1990s. Unlike their Nordic neighbors, these political parties were 
unable to secure a solid foothold in the government and among 
the Swedish people as a whole. However, these shifts in public 
and political attitudes led to the passage of the 1997 Integration 
Act. The language of the revision kept the essence of the earlier 
legislation in terms of preservation of ethnic cultures. But these 
new provisions drew a greater distinction in terms of identity. The 
revision “conjures up an image of Swedish society as composed of 
groups of people from intrinsically different ethnic ‘backgrounds,’ 
who do not share a common identity but who may co-exist in 
the same society” (Åkesson, 2011: 220–221). Despite the fact 
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that present-day Swedish integration policy recognizes and even 
 protects the right to maintain one’s original identity, this revised 
law follows a similar pattern as its Nordic neighbors—to draw 
a sharp boundary between those identified as Swedish and those 
with distinctive cultural backgrounds.

This new line of demarcation between Swedish identity and 
“other” cultures is underscored by Eliassi’s (2013) study of Kurdish 
identity in Sweden. According to Eliassi’s respondents many 
Kurdish youths born in Sweden still feel detached from claiming 
Swedish identity. The respondents in Åkesson’s (2011) study of the 
multicultural identity among Cape Verdean descendants growing 
up in Sweden note similar feelings. One of her respondents said,

My Swedish friends, who I play tennis with, they don’t think about 
whether I’m Swedish or not Swedish or Cape Verdean. They don’t 
care about that because we have formed a relationship. But there’s 
a difference between the relation and the society as such and the 
way they see me the first time, then, they think “that’s a . . .” I’m 
not sure what they think.

Another of her respondents said it more directly. He said,

I never feel at home. I mean, you are always reminded, every day 
in one way or another. And it’s not my fault. Reality, that is the 
way it is, and then you can walk around and try to make every-
thing appear to be fine saying, “I feel 100 percent Swedish.” That’s 
just bullshit. (225)

Blennow (2011) concluded that the feelings expressed by these 
two respondents are not unusual within the context of what he 
called a “hegemonic system.” In this kind of system, state actors 
use legislation to articulate the limits for claiming Swedish iden-
tity. For Blennow, social acceptance for identity claims among 
Swedes is conditioned upon the individual’s acceptance of these 
articulated boundaries. Blennow defines Swedishness as “an 



 C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  B r o a d e r  I m p l i c a t i o n s  181

effect of articulated norms regulating limits for true or real cul-
tural specificity and a Swedish subject as the position a person 
embraces/receives within those limits.” Here, the state can pro-
duce a Swedish subject among immigrants and ethnics who also 
embrace these limits (12). Based on this analysis, Blennow con-
cluded that power (or hegemony) is exerted over immigrants and 
ethnics by the Swedish state by demanding strict adherence to 
these articulations.

Norway

Norway is also an interesting case for examining issues of immigra-
tion and integration. As Gullestad (2004) noted, most Norwegians 
view themselves as “victims” of past Danish oppression and its 
previous history of Nazi occupation. She also argues that this self-
positioning allows many Norwegians to view their society as one 
that is somewhat innocent on issues of race as compared to other 
nations. Instead the people and many Norwegian social scientists 
tend to view racism as an individual matter rather than as some-
thing embedded within social structures (182–183). Norway 
has no colonial history and has few domestic ethnic minorities. 
In her work, Gullestad cites Wikan as an outlier to this trend. 
Wikan, while somewhat acknowledging the presence of racism 
in Norway, also asserted that Norwegian authorities encourage 
the emergence of an economic underclass (consisting mostly of 
ethnics and immigrants) through “foolishly generous” welfare 
support (Wikan, 2002). Wikan equated these welfare practices to 
racism by describing what she called “cultural fundamentalism” 
and “welfare colonization.” According to Gullestad, Wikan’s work 
underscores a general attitude among everyday Norwegians and 
takes a particular look at the growing Muslim populations in Oslo, 
the capital city. These groups have been singled out because it is 
believed that Muslims most contradict “basic Norwegian values” 
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(Gullestad, 2004: 188). The following statement was made in a 
government document:

A support of the national culture needs to embody great respect 
for the cultures of other countries. To strengthen Norwegian cul-
ture does not imply that it is better than everybody else’s culture, 
but that it is important because it is ours. Because it embodies our 
very history, our traditions, our way of life, the very form and 
content which generations before us have given their ideas and 
dreams. (191)

In Norway, contemporary immigration and integration dis-
course most closely matches the Danish experience. In the 
1990s, conservative political parties, namely the right-wing 
Progress Party (called Fremskrittspartiet in Norwegian), suc-
cessfully used the media to campaign on an anti-immigration 
platform and to foster notions of nativism among Norwegians. 
The above statement from government documents, where 
political actors make consistent attempts to frame conversation 
about culture into “our” and “their” language, demonstrates 
this more conservative shift. These statements are also similar 
to those made by the Danish People’s Party where Norwegian 
identity is reserved for those with a “legitimate” ethnonational 
claim to it.

As Avant and Knutsen (1993) noted, “Many Norwegians feel 
that immigrants should give up their language, religion and life-
styles in order to be assimilated into Norwegian society. They 
oppose public funding of native language classes in schools and 
agitate for a stricter quota system to regulate immigration, even 
though Norway’s borders are virtually closed . . .” (6). Despite the 
fact that Avant and Knutsen made these comments in 1993, the 
public discourse on immigration and integration in Norway has 
not changed much. Rather, these conversations become more 
pronounced and gained international attention with the mass 
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shooting of 77 people (mostly teenagers) by Norwegian Anders 
Breivik in July 2011 on the island of Utøya, Norway. This inci-
dent shocked most domestically along with the rest of the world 
because mass shootings are rare in Scandinavia. This horrible 
incident was also shocking for the motivations behind his actions, 
which were later revealed. Breivik released his manifesto, titled 
“2083–A European Declaration of Independence,” which advo-
cated for the violent destruction of multiculturalism and what 
Breivik called the end of “Eurabia, resulting from the invasion of 
Muslims to Europe” (Kvisto and Wahlbeck, 2013: 3). Obviously 
Breivik’s beliefs are not representative of most people in Norway. 
But it is important to note that this incident has sparked quite a 
bit of discussion and discourse about growing multiculturalism 
throughout Scandinavia and the rest of Europe. These comments 
and the resulting discourse also demonstrate the conflation of 
and difficulties with untangling conversations about Muslims 
from those about immigration and ethnic diversity in general.

Conclusion

Åkesson argued that contrary to popular belief, transnationalism and 
integration do not have to be (and typically are not) contradictory 
processes. She asserts that most ethnics and immigrants want to 
integrate and fit in. The tension often lies within a disjunction 
between and among competition expectations and demands. 
Gullestad (2004) aptly noted that European social scientists avoid 
frank conversations about race while preferring to focus their 
attentions on issues of ethnicity and ethnic relations, thus allowing 
race to “slip in through the back door.” This assertion also sums up 
the respective discourses on immigration, ethnicity, and integration 
that seem to challenge notions of Nordic and ethnonational 
identities in Scandinavia. I agree with Gullestad that at the crux 
of these conversations is race—front and center. Race seems to 
be the primary barrier to identity claims made by ethnics born 



184 I n t e g r a t i o n  a n d  N e w  L i m i t s

and raised in Scandinavia. Both Gullestad and Blennow asserted 
in their respective works that the state often exerts power over 
ethnics and immigrants. For Blennow, this power is articulated and 
manifested within the legislative capacities of the Swedish state. For 
Gullestad, the power is embedded within the social institutions, 
thereby serving as the sites for racial discrimination in Norway. For 
the Danish case, I would argue that it is both.

This idea that nodes of racism are embedded into the laws and 
social institutions in Denmark was expressed by the majority of 
my non-White respondents. Two of the couples from my sample 
said that the environment in Denmark was so hostile that they felt 
forced to leave Denmark for Sweden. Rather than continuing to 
fight the administrative policies of Danish Immigration Services, 
they believed that life would be easier across the bridge, in Malmø. 
Both Mette and Hasan said that although they took active steps to 
learn Swedish and their children attend Swedish primary schools, 
they felt less pressure to integrate in Sweden than in Denmark. 
Jon and Kanika also made similar comments about living in 
Sweden. Kanika said,

Here, I can breathe. It is not perfect here but I know that here 
my children have a chance of being accepted. In Sweden, they 
can have their mother without feeling threats from the govern-
ment that she might be sent back to India at any time . . . I know 
this change has been difficult for Jon (her husband) but given  
the choice to stay with his family and friends in Denmark or 
to have his wife taken away by [Danish Authorities], he would 
choose us—for our family to stay intact.

Kanika’s comments note that the identity discourse in Sweden 
is subtle. Unlike their previous experiences in Denmark, there 
is a less-aggressive tone to attitudes about who can and cannot 
make claims to Swedish identity. I previously discussed the vast 
limitations the Danish state places on those seeking Danish 



 C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  B r o a d e r  I m p l i c a t i o n s  185

citizenship in contrast to the seemingly minimal conditions for 
Swedish citizenship. At the time of the interviews, none of my 
respondents were eligible for Swedish citizenship. All told me that 
they would pursue citizenship as soon as possible and build their 
lives with their respective families in Sweden.

Throughout this book, I have discussed the critical role that 
nation-states play in creating the parameters for successful integra-
tion and conditions associated with inclusive multicultural iden-
tity. I have also examined the ways in which states have shaped 
the identity politics for the people living within its border. My 
state-centered analysis of citizenship has broader implications for 
social science research. By exploring the positioning of the state 
and state actors, we have an aerial view of the outcomes associ-
ated with integration and assimilation. We can better understand 
the articulations and limitations of identity claims that constitute 
the everyday experiences of groups and individuals experiencing 
integration.

As noted earlier, the nation-states can potentially serve as 
critical actors in shaping the citizenship rights and assimila-
tion outcomes of their respective immigrant and ethnic-born 
populations. The state could take the position of viewing 
these populations as potential citizens, which would establish 
a strong foundation for trust building among the multicul-
tural and native populations currently living in these countries. 
This state-centered position may accelerate the transformation 
of more homogeneous nations with shorter histories of being 
immigrant-receiving countries from a community to a multi-
cultural society (as conceptualized by Tönnies and Durkheim). 
This positioning also has the potential to minimize racial and 
ethnic tensions among immigrants, ethnics, and dominant 
populations.

Unlike the community, the multicultural society (Gesellschaft) 
has no predetermined unity. According to Tönnies, the rationality 
of the society also makes the distinction between natives and 
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strangers less relevant because membership within the society is no 
longer based on kinship relations but rather based on contributions 
made to the society (as measured by various forms of human and 
social capital). I explore this in great detail in Chapter 2 where 
I argue that the Danish state could allow citizenship to perform 
its traditional function of binding members of multicultural and 
diverse populations within the same nation-state. In this case, 
when one acquires citizenship, this person would also acquire 
national identity without the distinction between Danes by nature 
and Danes by jurisdiction.

Tönnies viewed the transition from community to society as 
an evolution from “the childhood of humanity” to a mature soci-
ety with all of the features of modernity. As Denmark continues 
the evolution to Gesellschaft (society), the potential exists for a 
more inclusive notion of Danish identity to emerge with increase 
in multiculturalism.

In Chapters 2 and 3, I developed my argument that the 
state has manufactured Danish culture through the use of the 
Danish History and Culture class as a means of maintaining a 
particular construct of what Danishness is. The selectivity of 
accepting minority claims to Danishness is best illustrated by 
the survey and interview data presented in Chapters 4 and 5. 
These data show how increasingly restrictive policies like 
the Attachment Requirement have created a fixed boundary 
between those who are Danes by nature and those who are 
Danes by jurisdiction. This distinction also serves to degrade the 
citizenship rights of native and ethnic Danes who partner with 
third-country nationals. A more inclusive vision of citizenship 
and national identity has the potential to break down this fixed 
boundary. I comment on this with my descriptions of the two 
media attempts—the Jeg Er Også Dansker (I am also a Dane) 
Campaign and the Miss Tørklæde contest. The organizers 
of these events (whether intentionally or unintentionally) 
were exploring a more flexible and multicultural notion of 



 C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  B r o a d e r  I m p l i c a t i o n s  187

Danishness. Exploring the integration discourse from both 
viewpoints (those of native Danes and ethnics) highlights the 
fact that the transformation from community to society is 
ongoing. What is certain is that culture and how it is defined 
and experienced will be at the center of the transformation 
process once it is complete.



Appendix: 
Reflections on Self, 
Methods, and Place

Throughout this project, I have given considerable thought  
to my identity and “place” during my time in Denmark for both 
work and pleasure. I am an African American woman from New 
York City and I am a native-born US citizen. I am also university 
educated and was college administrator and a Sociology professor at 
a community college in upstate New York while also being a PhD 
student prior to my first trip to Denmark—all of these attributes did 
not make me the typical 27-year-old when this journey began.

As I mention in the preface, I was initially drawn toward con-
ducting research in Denmark because I learned about Scandinavian 
welfare systems and I wanted to examine these systems through 
firsthand experience. At the time (1999–2000), the United States 
had emerged from another round of robust political debates about 
Welfare Reform and the sustainability of entitlement programs. 
The crux of these debates centered over whether or not a safety 
net is a citizen’s right or a means-tested privilege reluctantly given 
by the government. Welfare Reform and Workfare programs in 
the United States was the topic I spent the previous three years 
researching and I was looking for answers and solutions to these 
issues abroad.

Prior to studying in Denmark, I thought Scandinavia held 
many of these answers and solutions to the problems I saw in 



190 a p p e n d i x

my own country. Scandinavian people and societies were already 
convinced of their government’s responsibility to provide a safety 
net for all citizens (and in many cases non-citizens as well)—not 
just the most needy, disabled, and vulnerable.

To my surprise, when I arrived to Denmark the public dis-
course had turned increasingly toward welfare retrenchment, 
coupled with desires to create restrictive immigration and inte-
gration policies. While living in Denmark, I enjoyed equal and 
largely unrestricted access to the Danish welfare state (I was eli-
gible for student welfare payments, but I did not access them). 
I did receive educational benefits (I did not pay tuition fees for 
my language, culture, or university classes that I took at Roskilde 
and Copenhagen University). I also had free-of-charge access to 
health care. When I applied for my yellow Danish CPR card (Det 
Centrale Personregister , similar to the US social security card), I 
was provided with a Danish primary-care doctor and full health-
care coverage in the event of an accident or illness. Despite all 
of the benefits and amenities that I accessed during my stay in 
Denmark, no native Dane that I met ever accused me of “milk-
ing” or taking advantage of “the system.” Like Adriana’s husband, 
Erik said—and many of my native Danish friends still say—I am 
not the problem immigrant of Denmark. What did that mean? 
I am a person of color but I am not non-Western nor am I a 
Muslim. Is it because I am a native-born citizen of the United 
States? Is it because I am educated and was working and studying 
in Denmark? Perhaps it is all of these.

Two of my early experiences in Denmark helped to shape the 
direction of this research. On the first day that I moved into the 
kollegium, Anders,1 our floor captain (similar to a dorm resident 
assistant in the United States), gave me a tour of the shared fourth-
floor kitchen and explained the rules for living on this floor of the 
kollegium.

Anders is stereotypically Nordic—extremely tall, with a lean 
athletic build, blonde hair and blue eyes. He explained how the 
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honor system is used among the residents when you want to take 
a beer or soda from the shared refrigerator or use cooking items 
from the shared pantry. There were many rules governing every-
thing from milk, soda, and beer use, a separate basket in the fridge 
and drawer in the pantry for each person, to what newspapers and 
magazines could be checked out from the shared kitchen. Even 
the cable television in the kitchen had a schedule for viewing. He 
told me, rolling his eyes, that several of the female residents reserve 
the lounge area in the kitchen on Sunday and Monday nights to 
watch popular television shows from the United States like “Sex 
and the City” and “Buffy the Vampire Slayer.” If I wanted to use 
this area, I had to check the schedule to reserve it in advance.

There were many charts with each resident’s name on them 
and color-coded stickers next to each name—each sticker repre-
sented a different shared item used by the resident. There was a 
similar chart on the door of the pantry for cooking staples such as 
flour, yeast, common spices, and other cooking essentials. Anders 
explained that at the end of the month, he would add up the stick-
ers from these various charts and each resident was responsible 
for paying the beverage and pantry tab at the end of the month. 
When I observed that the doors of the kitchen, refrigerator, and 
pantry were not locked, I jokingly asked him “what happens if 
someone takes items and does not record it with a sticker?” I was 
laughing and he was very serious. He replied, “This is not the US, 
in Denmark we trust each other and it doesn’t happen.” Then he 
cracked a smile and said, “You know I lived in the US for a while 
and you’ll see, you will be able to walk here at night. Denmark 
is safe. The town where I am from people don’t lock the doors to 
their houses and nothing happens. You’ll see.”

After this exchange, Anders continued “the tour” by showing 
me the pictures of each resident that hung above the cabinets in 
the kitchen and most of the faces were typical of native Danes—
blonde or brown hair with blue eyes, but two faces were notably 
different. One looked Middle Eastern and the other appeared to 
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be Asian. When he described the first person, Anders said, “This 
is Rana and she is Danish. Well, not really. I mean she is from 
Iraq.” I said, “Oh she’s international like me?” He said, “No, not 
really. She has been in Denmark since she was young.” I said, “So, 
she is Danish. I am confused.” He said, “Never mind.” He con-
tinued with the introduction of the residents through their photos 
and when he got to the second “different” face, he said, “This is 
Binh and she is from Norway but as you can see she is also from 
Vietnam. Like Rana, her family came to Norway from Vietnam 
when she was a baby.”

When I begin thinking about this research, that first day in the 
kitchen always stayed with me. Similar to the television exchange 
between Alev and Camre described in Chapter 3, Anders could 
not simply describe Rana as Danish and Binh as Norwegian with-
out adding the disclaimers of how they came to their respective 
countries. I suspect (based on the experience of Alev, the Danish-
born Muslim imam) that even if both women had been born in 
Denmark and Norway, respectively, the disclaimers about their 
ethnicity would still be included in describing them. This was 
completely alien to me as a US citizen. Yes, there are racists and 
certain conservative groups in the United States that would delight 
in denying me (as an African American and a woman) certain 
rights and opportunities in my country. But to date, I have never 
experienced rejection of my claims to being an American. It has 
always been—and continues to be—strange to me that Anders 
(and many native Danes) could not also see Rana as Danish.

The second experience happened within the first two months 
of living at the kollegium (after the first birthday party described 
in the Preface). Once my neighbors found out that I was taking 
Danish language and History and Culture classes, several took a 
particular interest in teaching and showing me all things Danish. 
Jens was always very polite but also reserved with me. One morn-
ing, he asked me if I had ever been to a football match and when I 
said no he invited me to go to one with him and Magnus (another 



 A p p e n d i x  193

neighbor). I thanked him and agreed to go to the football game 
the following week.

When we arrived at the national stadium, I was immediately 
uncomfortable with the crowd because many people appeared to 
be drunk and because I did not see any other women of color in 
our immediate area. We took our seats and when a Black player 
from the opposite team took the field the crowd erupted in a 
“Monkey Call,” where the crowd chanted at the player making 
sounds like a monkey, and some threw bananas onto the field. I 
told Jens and Magnus that I was uncomfortable and I immedi-
ately left the stadium feeling uneasy with the unsavory mix of big-
otry and alcohol intoxication that I witnessed among the crowd. 
When they returned home, both Jens and Magnus appeared at my 
door confused and they asked why I left the match early. When 
I explained to them why I was not comfortable with what hap-
pened, they looked back at me perplexed and with blank expres-
sions. They told me that the crowd was overly rowdy and that I 
was being overly sensitive. I thanked Jens for the invitation to the 
game and ended the conversation. That was my first and last foot-
ball match in Denmark and the last time that Jens and Magnus 
invited me anywhere outside of events in the kollegium. I was 
astonished at both men for failing to see why I would be offended 
by actions that they found unimportant and somewhat funny. 
Clearly, they could not view the events at the stadium from my 
(or another person of color’s) perspective. This was the crux of the 
angered responses of the Muslim community in Denmark after 
the Prophet Muhammad Cartoon controversy that occurred years 
after the football match. Yet, both responses were very similar. 
Many native Danes initially did not see what all of the fuss was 
over what was meant as a joke and saw the Muslim populations in 
Denmark and abroad as being overly sensitive and overreacting.

Similar to my respondents, I have also had many wonderful 
experiences living in Denmark. At the risk of adding to what 
Patrick Kingsley (2012) called “Scandi-fever” and “Danish 
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delirium,” made popular by the recent wave of Danish TV shows 
and Scandinavian novels, I do believe that the Danes (and their 
Nordic neighbors) are the “happiest people in the world” for many 
of the reasons named in the now-infamous Forbes Magazine arti-
cle noting the findings of the United Nations World Happiness 
Report. When I lived in Denmark, I did not draw a large salary 
(in fact, I made less than $25,000 per year), but I lived very well. 
I worked 35 hours per week and was not physically and mentally 
exhausted at the end of the day. I still had time to meet friends for 
a nice dinner at a sidewalk cafe; I had weekends free of the chores 
of daily living (at that time, no shops or banks were open for busi-
ness on the weekends). I traveled extensively within and outside of 
Denmark and enjoyed good food and wine. I could enjoy cultural 
events for pennies or for free (most museums are free or heavily 
discounted). I felt secure that if anything were to happen to me, 
there was a social safety net that would assist me until I was able 
to help myself again. It is for all of these reasons that I feel that 
Denmark is a place that I could see myself living in again.

Despite all of these wonderful attributes, Denmark also has a 
large cloud hovering above it—the inability (or perhaps unwill-
ingness) to open itself up to a multicultural notion of Danish 
identity. In the ten years that I lived in and traveled to Denmark 
(2000–2010), I have observed and experienced the cultural wall 
that I describe throughout this book. I remember traveling (in 
2001) with Anette, one of my neighbors at the kollegium, to her 
family home in Jutland for a holiday and people on the streets of 
that small town staring at me because they had never seen a Black 
person up close. The looks in their eyes felt more like wonder 
and curiosity rather than looks of hate and disdain. In the sum-
mer of 2008, I again traveled throughout Denmark (into Odense 
and Jutland—places I have been to before) and I felt a signifi-
cant difference in the looks and stares. This time, I felt (as several 
of my respondents commented) fear, disdain, and hate. During 
the summer of 2008, tensions between ethnics and native Danes 
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were high due to the toxic discourse that I described earlier in this 
book. When I returned to Denmark again in January 2010, the 
tensions seemed to have dissipated but something still felt dif-
ferent from earlier periods. Perhaps I was sensing a bit of battle 
fatigue for both native Danes and ethnics on this issue. I believe 
that Denmark had lost the innocence that it had in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s toward issues of immigration and assimilation.

I am keenly aware of the fact that I have enjoyed a somewhat 
privileged position as a researcher of this topic. I have been on 
the inside and outside of immigration and integration issues in 
Denmark. As a non-Dane and as someone who knew that I was 
not going to make Denmark my permanent home, I had a consid-
erable advantage researching this topic. Because I have no direct 
stake in the integration discourse, I offer a somewhat neutral posi-
tion when talking with ethnic and new Danes. As a non-Dane, 
my respondents often said they could tell me the truth about 
their experiences with Denmark and the Danes without the fear 
of offending me because they were not talking negatively about 
my culture.

I also enjoyed an inside view into the world of an immigrant to 
Denmark—from my firsthand experience with the Introduction 
Program. When I shared with my respondents that I lived in 
Denmark and experienced learning the language and taking the 
History and Culture course, they immediately opened up to me 
and I gained instant rapport with them. I could easily relate to 
many of them who were living in Denmark as a person of color. 
Like some of my respondents commented, I also experienced rac-
ism in Denmark. Grandiose examples like the football match but 
also everyday examples of some native Danes staring at me and 
my husband on the subway and saying in Danish, “Foreigners, go 
back home” (perhaps thinking that I could not understand them).

Similar to many of my respondents, I possess several of the 
attributes that would theoretically make my integration rapid 
and successful as compared with immigrants with far less human 
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capital. I am educated, English-speaking (with some basic Danish 
language skills), and have friendships and professional networks 
with native Danes. Despite all of these social and cultural advan-
tages and similarity to many of my respondents, I also felt socially 
isolated and excluded at times in Denmark. I am still processing 
all that I learned and experienced with this research. I am also 
hopeful about Denmark becoming more open and accepting of 
multiculturalism.

Sampling and Data Collection

My sample was randomly generated by the Municipality Office 
of Social and Labor Training (Kobenhavns Kommune-Famile 
og Arbejdsmarkedsforvaltningen) and Center for Beskæftigelse, 
Sprog og Integration Sprogcentret Kigkurren (CBSI)—both 
located in the Nørrebro section of Copenhagen—from their 
respective databases of newly arrived third-country immigrants 
living in the Greater Copenhagen area. Copenhagen Municipality 
personnel sent a cover letter with my respondent letter with a 
request-for-interview data sheet, life-history questionnaire, and 
the informed consent form to their clients. Interested respon-
dents returned the questionnaire, informed consent form, and the 
request-for-interview data sheet directly to me at my office mail-
ing address at the Danish National Institute for Social Research. 
The language on the cover letter and questionnaire was neutral—
using the term partners with no reference to gender or marital 
status. It was coincidence that only heterosexuals and married per-
sons responded to my request for interview. At no time did I have 
the names of potential respondents or access to the municipality 
records. This sampling protocol was a non-negotiable condition 
of gaining access to the sites and was utilized in order to maintain 
their respective clients’ confidentiality at all times.

Also (at the time), I was not fluent or literate in the Danish lan-
guage and the questionnaire utilized for the study was in English; 
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therefore, the municipality compiled a sample pool of English-
proficient immigrants from their database of existing clients.  
The most obvious limitation of this sampling strategy was that the 
number of participants was significantly reduced (only 145 of the 
active cases maintained by Modtageenheden indicated a high level 
of English proficiency). Also, the sample contained a high num-
ber of participants from North America, English-speaking parts 
of Europe, Africa, and Asia, which is not representative of the 
largest immigrant/ethnic populations living in Denmark at this 
time (nationals from Turkey, Pakistan, Iran, and Iraq). As I have 
discussed in greater detail in the chapters, I believe that this sam-
pling “limitation” is the strength of the project—the immigrants 
with the greatest opportunity for successful assimilation due to 
high levels of human capital still expressed difficulties integrating 
socially and economically into Danish society. In addition to the 
above protocol, I also used snowball sampling from  individuals 
who self-selected and asked them if they knew other third- country 
nationals who would be interested in participating in the study in 
order to access more-recent arrivals.

The participants in the original study were male and female 
adults (18 years old or older) who recently immigrated to 
Denmark and settled into the Municipality of Copenhagen from 
January 1, 1999 to February 1, 2001. These participants are 
third-country nationals (non-Nordic and non-European Union 
nationals), and the majority of them immigrated to Denmark for 
family or spousal reunification. Immigrants who were classified 
as refugees and asylum seekers were excluded from this study 
due to the special circumstances surrounding their immigra-
tion and integration process. Refugees were excluded from the 
requirement of completing the three-year Introduction Program. 
I wanted to focus on third-country nationals who were required 
to participate in the Introduction Program because I wanted to 
explore the effectiveness of these programs in integrating this 
population.
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There were 60 respondents who returned the completed 
questionnaire. Of the 60, 11 agreed to complete the life-history 
interview. Based on the questionnaire, 57% of the participants 
were female and 43% were male. In terms of age, 62% of the 
respondents were between 25 and 34 years old; followed by 25% 
aged between 35 and 44 years old and 12% between 18 and 24 
years old. In terms of country of origin, 38.6% of those surveyed 
identified themselves as “other,” which made up the largest group 
of the respondents, followed by Asian and African participants 
(26.3% and 21.1%, respectively). The larger numbers from Africa 
and Asia are representative of data from Statistics Denmark, which 
show these two ethnic groups as the fastest-growing groups in 
Denmark over a 20-year period.



Notes

1 The Context and Setting

1. Statistics Denmark has tried to address this measurement error by 
including categories on parents’ descent, which may resolve this 
problem up to a point, but this solution is short-lived. For example, 
consider the case of the third-generation individual, whose grandpar-
ents may be from Turkey but whose parents could be Danish citizens. 
In this instance, this individual would be statistically counted as 
“Danish,” and his/her ethnic identity as “Turkish” may not be mea-
sured accurately in terms of the statistics collected by Statistics 
Denmark. As the generations increase beyond the third generation, 
data collected on “parents’ descent” will be less salient and not accu-
rate at all for capturing ethnic populations living in Denmark.

2. Despite this, there are other provisions and social policies within the 
same laws that contradict these ideals.

3. Norway, despite being another Nordic country, is included in these 
figures because it is not a Member nation within the European Union 
(EU)and therefore its citizens are counted statistically with non-EU 
foreign nationals living in Denmark.

4. All names have been changed, and a pseudonym was assigned by the 
researcher to protect the identity of the respondents.

5. In 2007, I took a graduate qualitative research methods course 
(EDUC 619) with Gretchen Rossman, where she taught the class to 
use this technique for data analysis using our respective and existing 
data sets. At the time of taking the course, I had previously com-
pleted two rounds of data collection (in 2001 and 2004) and was 
able to use this technique to analyze the interview data collected in 
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the field. I also repeated this technique in the final round of data 
collection in 2008.

6. Here, I am using native to describe those who have non-foreign 
ancestry and would perceive themselves as, and would be perceived 
by most (if not all) as traditional Danes.

2 Theorizing Citizenship and National 

Identity

1. Bloemraad defined political incorporation as the process of becoming 
part of mainstream political debates, practices, and decision-making. 
She argued that there are three indicators of political incorporation: 
citizenship acquisition; community advocacy and mobilization; and 
gained access to political office at any level of government. She also 
argued that political incorporation is successfully achieved when 
immigrant political participation rates are comparable to those of the 
native-born population.

2. Ekstra Bladet is a Danish tabloid that is well known for sensational or 
salacious stories that are controversial or of a sexual nature, while 
Politiken is a Danish daily newspaper that is second in national circu-
lation. Ekstra Bladet was founded as a supplement to the Politiken, 
and it later became an independent newspaper. This newspaper, 
while covering the same national issues, is considered of rather low-
brow content (as compared to mainstream newspapers like the 
Jyllands-Posten or Politiken), with a more working-class and politi-
cally conservative audience. This is a comparison similar to that 
between readers of the New York Times and of the Post in New York 
City. Politiken is a Danish daily newspaper that is second in national 
circulation. Despite earlier political ties to the Danish Social Liberal 
Party, today, the paper typically has more investigative articles and 
features that tend to be longer and more in-depth than traditional 
newspaper articles.

3. In 2002, 50,000 kroner was worth approximately US $7,353.00. In 
2004, the amount was increased to 100,000 kroner, or approximately 
US $16,382.00 in 2004 dollar-to-krone exchange rates.
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3 The Manufacturing of and Making 

Claims to Danishness

1. As cited within Jespersen (2004), the quote was originally the words 
of Sir James Mellon, the British Ambassador to Denmark in the 
1980s. For Mellon the idea of a nation required a synthesis of both 
cultural adaptation and fellowship among each other. For the Danes 
it is not a matter of both but rather an either/or. In published papers 
(1992), Mellon compared his time in Denmark to tribal behavior he 
observed among the Ashanti in Ghana. Among the Danes “he found 
the same concern for 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 revolutionary or violent con-
flicts” (Jespersen, 2004: 3–6).

Appendix: Reflections on Self,  

Methods, and Place

1. All names have been changed and a pseudonym assigned by the 
researcher to protect the identity of the respondents.
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