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Introduction
Denmark regularly stands out in international comparisons for political stability, social
trust, and good governance. While its size is modest and its population just under six
million, the Danish political system is renowned for consensus-based policymaking and
its unique blending of centuries-old monarchy with robust parliamentary democracy.
Yet the politics of Denmark are far more than the sum of their historical parts, offering
insight into how institutions, culture, and a spirit of compromise shape a society that is
among the most democratic and least corrupt in the world.

This book, "The Politics of Denmark: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Denmark," is intended for anyone seeking to understand how Denmark’s political
system functions, how it has evolved, and why it commands such widespread respect
both domestically and abroad. From its Viking roots and medieval monarchs to today’s
elected parliaments and coalition governments, Denmark has journeyed through
dramatic constitutional developments, wars, reforms, and the shifting tides of
European integration. Each phase of its political life has influenced the frameworks
and norms that underpin decision-making and citizen engagement today.

At the heart of Denmark’s political culture is a powerful ethos of consensus. This does
not mean the absence of disagreement or debate, but rather emphasizes inclusive
decision-making, respect for minority opinions, and a willingness to negotiate across
party lines. Such practices are vital in a country where coalition and minority
governments are the rule rather than the exception, making collaboration a necessity
at all levels of governance. Political parties must continuously engage in dialogue with
their partners and, crucially, with the public they represent.

Denmark’s decentralized model also sets it apart. Responsibility for welfare provision,
healthcare, education, and many other public services is shared among central,
regional, and municipal authorities. The role of local government is particularly
substantial, with municipalities exercising significant autonomy and possessing the
power to raise their own revenues. This structure fosters both public accountability
and flexibility in addressing the diverse needs of citizens across the country.

Internationally, Denmark positions itself as a committed member of the European
Union and NATO, despite maintaining certain opt-outs and a tradition of pragmatism in
foreign policy. Globalization, migration, the climate crisis, and new security challenges
constantly test the country’s political resilience and adaptability.

Through the chapters that follow, this book will explore in detail the historical
evolution, institutions, actors, processes, and key policy areas that constitute Danish
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politics today. Whether you are a student, researcher, traveler, or simply curious
about the workings of this northern democracy, this guide aims to provide a clear,
comprehensive, and accessible account of how Denmark is governed and how its
politics are lived.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Roots of Danish
Politics
Denmark's political story is a long and winding one, stretching back to the mists of the
Viking Age. While we often associate this period with seafaring raiders and horned
helmets (a rather inaccurate image, it turns out), it was also a time of burgeoning
state formation. The unified Kingdom of Denmark began to take shape in the 8th
century, though historical records speak of the Danes as a distinct people even earlier,
around 500 AD. The earliest known royal lineage is traced back to Gorm the Old in the
early 10th century, with his son Harald Bluetooth (yes, the namesake of the wireless
technology) credited with unifying Denmark and introducing Christianity around 960
AD. These early kings laid the groundwork for a centralized authority, a crucial step in
the development of any political system.

For centuries, Denmark was, like many European nations, an absolute monarchy.
Power resided solely with the king, a state of affairs formalized by the King's Law (Lex
Regia) in 1665. This era saw Denmark's influence wax and wane, marked by periods of
expansion and costly wars, particularly with Sweden. The Kalmar Union, a late
medieval attempt to unify the Scandinavian crowns under Danish leadership,
ultimately dissolved, leaving a legacy of rivalry that shaped the region for centuries.
Despite the absolute rule, the foundations of a more modern political consciousness
were slowly being laid.

The winds of change began to blow across Europe in the 19th century, carrying with
them ideas of liberalism and national self-determination. Denmark was not immune to
these forces. Following the European revolutions of 1848, a growing desire for a more
democratic system led to a pivotal moment in Danish history: the end of absolute
monarchy and the dawn of constitutional rule. On June 5, 1849, King Frederik VII
signed the first democratic constitution, a document that fundamentally altered the
distribution of power in Denmark.

This 1849 constitution established a constitutional monarchy, significantly limiting the
king's power and introducing a division of authority. It also created Denmark's first
parliament, known as the Rigsdag. The Rigsdag was a bicameral legislature, consisting
of two chambers: the Folketing and the Landsting. The Folketing was elected by
common vote among land-owning men over a certain age, while the Landsting had
more restricted eligibility requirements and was elected indirectly. This bicameral
structure reflected the gradual and somewhat cautious move towards broader political
participation.
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The introduction of the Rigsdag and the concept of an elected parliament marked a
significant departure from centuries of absolute rule. Though voting rights were
initially limited, the 1849 constitution was a foundational step towards the democratic
system that exists today. It enshrined basic civil rights, such as freedom of speech,
religion, and assembly, laying the groundwork for a more open and accountable
society. The transition was relatively peaceful, a testament to a budding tradition of
compromise that would become a hallmark of Danish politics.

Over the following decades, the Danish political system continued to evolve. The
balance of power within the Rigsdag shifted, with the Folketing gradually becoming
the more influential chamber. A key development occurred in 1901 with the
introduction of parliamentarism. This principle, later formally written into the
constitution, meant that the government could not remain in power if a majority in the
Folketing voted against it. This established the principle of negative parliamentarism,
a system where the government doesn't necessarily need a positive vote of
confidence, but must avoid a vote of no confidence.

The early 20th century also saw significant social and political reforms, including the
expansion of suffrage. The fight for voting rights gained momentum, and in 1915, a
constitutional amendment granted women the right to vote. This was a crucial step
towards a more inclusive democracy and fundamentally changed the composition and
dynamics of the electorate. The Rigsdag, the bicameral parliament established in
1849, continued to be the legislative body during this period of reform and change.

The mid-20th century brought further significant constitutional change. The 1953
constitution, which is the basis for the current political system, abolished the
Landsting, resulting in the unicameral parliament we know today as the Folketing. The
reasons for this reform included the increasing similarity in the political makeup of the
two chambers, rendering the Landsting somewhat redundant. The 1953 constitution
also updated provisions regarding succession to the throne, allowing for female
succession, which paved the way for Queen Margrethe II's reign.

The transition to a unicameral Folketing streamlined the legislative process and
further concentrated parliamentary power in a single body. Since 1953, the Folketing
has been the central legislative authority, responsible for passing laws, approving the
government, and overseeing its work. This historical journey from absolute monarchy
to a bicameral and then unicameral parliamentary democracy illustrates a consistent,
albeit sometimes slow, movement towards greater democratic participation and
accountability.

Denmark's geographical position has also played a significant role in shaping its
political history and foreign policy. Situated at the crossroads of the Baltic and North
Seas, Denmark has historically been involved in regional power struggles. In the 20th
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century, this meant navigating the complexities of two world wars. Denmark
attempted to maintain neutrality in both conflicts, but was occupied by Nazi Germany
during World War II. This experience profoundly impacted Danish foreign policy,
leading to a departure from neutrality and a decision to become a founding member of
NATO in 1949.

Joining NATO marked a significant shift in Denmark's international orientation, firmly
aligning it with Western defense structures. Later, in 1973, Denmark joined the
European Community, the precursor to the European Union. This decision, approved
by a referendum, integrated Denmark into the evolving European project, bringing
both economic benefits and new political dynamics. While a committed member,
Denmark has also maintained a pragmatic approach to European integration, securing
opt-outs on certain EU policies.

The historical development of Danish politics is a narrative of gradual but profound
change. From the early unification under Viking kings to the establishment of a robust
parliamentary democracy, Denmark has built a political system rooted in its past while
continuously adapting to new challenges and ideas. The legacy of absolute monarchy
is still visible in the formal role of the monarch, but effective power resides firmly with
the elected representatives of the people in the Folketing. This historical journey
provides the essential context for understanding the institutions and practices that
define Danish politics today.
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