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Abstract: In this article I will attempt to show examples of the cultural manifestations of 

the identity crisis that is currently sweeping over Scandinavia. What is particular about this 

crisis is that it seems to have struck on most sides of society, while the “Scandinavian model” 

of the welfare state is slowly crumbling in the wake of the global financial problems. At the 

center of both this struggle and crisis is the notion of the Homo Scandinavicus; this seems at 

the same time a threat to existence (by different enemies, depending on one’s stand in the 

struggle) and contested in its very content. In all Scandinavian countries a so-called “cultur-

al battle” has been articulated and used as heavy artillery when articulating characteristics 

of either side. It is this battle I will highlight and demonstrate through examples how the 

“general public” has been taken hostage on this identity battle field. Furthermore, I will give 

examples of alternative strategies (notably found in the art worlds), and why these have 

also failed to provide actual functioning alternatives to the leading, rivaling, identity strat-

egies. The nature of this crisis and the ways it manifests itself, are by no means strictly re-

stricted to Scandinavia. Therefore, considerations about manifestations and consequences 

presents some highly relevant and much more general insights. 

Key words: Homo Scandinavicus, identity crisis, cultural battle, identity strategies.

In their excellent analysis White Melancholia (Hübinette & Lundström 2011), 
Swedish researchers Tobias Hübinette and Catrin Lundström formulated the pres-

ence of a general mourning in Sweden (and the rest of Scandinavia); this shines 

through as a longing for either “the old Scandinavia”—as represented by national-

istic and cultural conservative voices—or for “the good Scandinavia”, represented 

by well-meaning cultural progressives. This article led me to investigate the more 

stretch their notion a bit further by claiming that clear manifestations of a crisis of 

identity struggle are present, which I will do in the following attempt to demon-

strate how it has been gradually unveiled in the context of cultural appearances.

ways proven more extreme (at least in its implemented politics), and has thus 

come to distinguish itself as the more radical country of Scandinavia in terms of 

-

-

sis” [sic]) of 2005, with the problems caused by the printing of those 12 infamous 
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drawings, turned the crisis into an international matter, I will state that it had in 

fact been bubbling for at least ten years. And whereas one can state that it is in 

many ways derived from the rise of cultural conservative movements—which the 

caricature crisis itself was an example of—it has a lot more to do with what this 

rise in its manifestations has revealed about Scandinavian societies in general, 

-

People’s Party, who claims that globalization is a “construction of an over-national 

identity that does not exist” and is opposed to “the real life, which is the same at 

sums up many of the problems of identity that are now being fought over in Scan-

that there was a time in which diversity did not exist, or that the idea of a homo-

-

just as well have been coming from (part of) the left wing; the idea of a homoge-

nous Scandinavian society is by no means only a right wing understanding, and is 

just as present within the self-understanding of the “cultural progressives”. State-

-

via” as a culturally static entity characteristic of culturally conservative/nationalist 

movements, as well as within the mechanisms of “Scandinavian cultural progres-

sives”. The reactions pointed out by Hübinette and Lundström originate from a 

-

ety, and as such these views could live side by side, thriving and vibrant.

To understand the mechanisms going on in Scandinavia currently, it is neces-

and regional) is based. In the late 1890s and early 1900s, as Scandinavian coun-

tries—along with most “modern” countries—started building and constructing a 

it a third of its land. Instead of choosing humbleness and depression, a move-

-

-

-

gant and foolhardy in a battle that they could not have won.
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-

The mythology of a nation of brave and strong, but few has lived on, and can still 

-

overshadowed by tales of the brave movement of resistance.

The “Scandinavian Model”

-

cal factors such as the small size of the Scandinavian countries; it was relatively 

easy to set into motion things that should at the same time present and produce 

-

ation that has been characteristic for Scandinavia. 

At the same time, the Scandinavian countries developed the idea of “brother-

hood” between the countries (which is interesting when one considers that the 

Scandinavian countries actually fought several wars with each other in the last 

300 years, and that Norway was in a “forced” union with Sweden until 1905 and 

In 1962 this “brotherhood” became fully articulated by the signing of the Helsin-

“promote and strengthen the close ties existing between the Nordic peoples in 

matters of culture, and of legal and social philosophy, and to extend the scale of 

-

ing of national identity (emphasizing the particularities of the individual nation) 

and the building of regional identity (emphasizing the similarities between the 

nations). These of course are not mutually exclusive, but were used to emphasize 

each other—the particularities and the similarities all got summed up in the idea 

of the Homo Scandinavicus

This concept draws on the idea of Scandinavians being particularly evolved beings, 

beauty and tolerance. Historically, Scandinavian scientists have also been front-

1
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-

cations etc.

All these factors were (of course) bid welcome by the movements for national 

well-educated, rational, calm and caring citizens. At the same time, this model 

had room for embracing the “authenticity” of each individual country, but with-

out the need to call it such crude names as “nationalism”; Scandinavia became a 

-

tected and with the ability to exist on a higher level than all others. 

In that sense, Scandinavia transformed itself into being more than simply neutral 

welfare-states—it also evolved into modern formations of society, that liberated 

itslef from the weight of traditional nationalistic rhetoric and props; in Scandina-

-

ciety was created, so wonderful, that you would never want to live anywhere else. 

-

tion of evolution was crucially embedded. 

-

nancially. The Scandinavian countries have hitherto managed to maintain an im-

age of themselves as ethnically uncomplicated, culturally homogenous, ancient 

well, that this—traditionally—has also come to be the way the rest of world per-

ceives Scandinavia.

Within this “umbrella”-understanding of Scandinavia, both the left and right 

wing could thrive. As they basically both spring from the same source—the idea 

of the Homo Scandinavicus—they have for years been untouched by each other’s 

The threat(s) to Scandinavian “purity”

What has happened in the last at least ten years is that all these factors have been 

-

ter beings had a moral responsibility of helping those in need and standing up for 

2

Dansk Geologisk Forenings Årsskrift for 1987-89
Siden Saxo
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As Scandinavia moved into the world in that way, the world also moved into Scan-

dinavia and suddenly became a major threat to the Scandinavian understand-

1960s and on, suddenly seemed intruders rather than guests, they wanted to stay 

-

vians on the whiteness, the whole umbrella-concept of Homo Scandinavicus is at 

world solidarity and antiracism have gone hand in hand with white superiority 

As long as Scandinavians could lean on the position in the world as the “do-good-

ers”, they could all the easier embrace those few coming to their safe-havens, and 

their own “true” environment. Now, the Scandinavians themselves are part of the 

purity. This concept is once 

again quite obvious in terms of the traditional cultural conservative movements, 

in which a “race” can be “infected” by intruders, by violence, blood-mix, cultural 

interference or all of these. Claims that the “purity” of a nation can be thus threat-

ened are neither new nor surprising.

The cultural progressive movements of Scandinavia however, seems to feel just as 

threatened by the fear of purity-loss. Since they—within their own understand-

made their own rules of how one is to be Scandinavian correctly. This is not all 

about color (although this of course also plays its part); it is quite possible to be 

-

-

that it is somehow possible to spot the purity of the individuals by thus testing 

very particular cultural capital to be counted in.

about whether people outside of Copenhagen can relate to movies with a cast that 
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rage about the obvious racism embedded in the discussion, but are mostly fail-

ing to spot their own discrimination towards those outside Copenhagen—they 

diversity. Again the self-image of the better being shines through. Indeed mov-

ies, or any other cultural manifestation, portraying diverse ways in which one can 

is opposed to 

The threat has seemed so crucial, that in the heat of debate countries have turned 

-

their misunderstood “politically correct” approach to the debate, and that they 

have thereby chosen to close their ignorant eyes to the problems. Recently, the lead-

of foreigner politics”, where “multiculturalism” is a state-doctrine equivalent to “an-

had Norway turned their immigration and cultural politics in the direction of 

same time, served to emphasize the brotherhood of the Scandinavian countries, 

“Scandinavia”.

The Danish “cultural battle” 

In 2001, liberal politician Anders Fogh Rasmussen and his party, Venstre won the 

months, before he—in the yearly televised “speech to the nation”—formulated 

the showdown of what he called the “arbiters of taste”. 

-

tions into political tools. Cultural manifestations have of course always been used 

politically, and political changes to the cultural landscape had been going on for 

years, but a brand new way of articulating their political use was set into motion. 

-
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held great meaning in the national cultural identity. In 1980s severe changes start-

ed being made to the landscape, trees were cut and houses torn down, in order 

painters and poets had had of it some 50 years after the actual battle. 

-

-

re-enactments of the battle, canon-shootings etc. The importance of this partic-

ular historical battleground was thus to be underlined in ways that couldn’t be 

misunderstood.

Another move was the initiating of the so-called ENB -

standing National Importance, within museum collections. As there of course 

have always been hierarchies in museum-collections, the articulation and nam-

ing of some things as being of outstanding national importance was absolute-

-

tions in Scandinavia are not “above” hierarchies, but the articulation of a national 

hierarchy once again exposed the pretense embedded in the self-understanding 

of the Scandinavian model. 

Worth a story of its own is the development of the meanings assigned to the out-

much, that it is the favorite decoration for birthdays and on the Christmas-tree—

-

tural battle” has more than anything exposed the hypocrisy embedded in the idea 

of the Homo Scandinavicus
-

tion together—it can put tears in the eyes of even old social democrats to see “the 

-
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one located in Estonia as the primary one. This is by itself interesting, since with 

-

-

nocence” (both as an actual place and as a state of mind) actually ever existed. It is 

a desperate attempt to save a view of oneself as an inhabitant of a wonderful para-

dise on earth, in which notions of nationalism in any form do not exist, where the 

-

politically neutral symbol.

-

tural progressives”, the left wing seems to be desperately trying to hold on to their 

title as being the best in the world. As mentioned above, cultural progressives are 

now targeting those forces within 

in the mind of the left, part of the problem by corrupting a well-functioning sys-

-

preme, the most aesthetically desirable etc. etc.

-

tion), this “cultural battle” has left people with only the choice of being on either 

-

An example of this is the initiation of the Canon of Culture. This concept was 

2004 and the creation of the canon had as its primary goal amongst other things 
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“strengthen the sense of community” by demonstrating shared cultural heritage. 

The Canon of Culture was not intended to become part of a set curriculum for 

schoolchildren, but should rather somehow a part of the daily life of citizens (Fal-

From the very beginning the project was heavily debated and many were opposed 

won; even though still displaying their critique, the critical voices did join the 

their own critique.

-

“nationalizing our culture” and sends him a “do-it-yourself guide” for a project he 

-

them Kong Christian stod ved højen mast, von Trier carefully cuts the white cross 

The Internationale

free country, von Trier can do as he wants. This response was a manifestation of 

of resistance merely becomes a proof of the strength and righteousness of the rul-

ing ideas (Falconer, 2010).

Alternatives

stand in which you position yourself as either for or against the rightwing cultural 

and identity politics, but to this day no one has managed to formulate any persis-

tent alternatives. A few attempts have however been made, and I will here present 

3
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Ungdomshuset (literally “the Youth House”) was the popular name of the build-

-

-

onstrations, it held the 1910 International Women’s Conference. International 

and meeting point for varying autonomous and leftwing groups from 1982 until 

-

-

riots went on for so long that one started speculating whether a “true” revolution 

an odd, but fresh marriage between those who felt outside society suddenly didn’t 

riots were not going to just go away, they decided to give the activists a new house. 

Now neither of them are seen or heard in the public at all.

. 

-

followed by anything more concrete, and it became a short little statement that 

as it doesn’t have any consequences for our way of life).

4
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Another project that attracted much media-attention was the very radical artistic 

was about stretching the idea or concept of identity to its absolute limits, through 

the artist’s ever more increasing deconstruction of his own.

History of Democracy—A Parallel World His-
tory. The exhibit held from 2003-2008 had seven acts, began with challenging 

large international performances of acts entitled Democracy—destination Iraq, 
USA, Mission Iran (Colonizing Iran!), and The Parliament in Afghanistan. He also 

appeared as a character named “bin Nielsen”, dressed in loose, white clothes giv-

ing speeches under the banner the return of evil as goodness itself -

rorist cell similar to that of the “leaders of world-terror”.

In deliberately distorted language and using images of both “western” and “east-

ern” ideological leaders, bin Nielsen was attempting to shoot holes in the idea 

of the embedded goodness of the project of the West bringing democracy to the 

identity-project; in 2001 he started the Beyond Identity-project by announcing the 

-

Funus Imagi-
narium—the Death of Identities and the State Citizen. For 109 days starting in 

-

neral procession through the centre of Copenhagen to a churchyard where the 

-

ization and growing migration the concept of identity—personal, national, racial, 

launched a utopian project to search for a new form of human being beyond iden-

tities and the state citizen.”

The artist is thus directly connecting the project of identity to the idea and prob-

lem of both the nation-state as a general concept, and the modern evolved-de-

-

marily, or even exclusively, those who already agree on the issues, thus in a sense 

claiming superiority to those “failing to get the message”.

5
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-

lectualized, even in its obvious corporeal motives—that unless you are studying 

and following it intensively and for years and years, it becomes almost impossi-

ble to grasp. The layers in such projects are too many and the considerations too 

abstract to give any meaningful alternative positioning even in the context of the 

very state they are targeting.

-

periority, and most importantly, claims to be the best possible place on Earth—

so good that it can serve as a perfect ready-to-use-model for the rest of the world. 

This is a view it uses to shed all criticism, claiming to hold the secret to a better 

not ever really existed, and that has so patently started falling apart. When von 

-

el—been not only arrogant in its approach, but monopolized by the notion of the 

evolutionary supreme Scandinavian beings.

So, we end up with a deeply frustrated Scandinavia, with dying welfare states and 

-

-

of co-existing.
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Tine Moler Sorensen

Kulturni aspekti skandinavske krize identiteta slučaj Danske – čistota na udaru

Apstrakt

U ovom tekstu pokušavam da pokažem primere ispoljavanja krize identiteta u kulturi, 

koja se upravo odvija u Skandinaviji. Posebnost ove krize je u tome što je ona pogodila 

većinu društva u vreme kada se „skandinavski model“ države blagostanja polako ruši sa 

nastankom globalnih &nansijskih problema. U centru ove krize je ideja Homo Scandina-

vicusa čije je postojanje istovremeno ugroženo (od strane različitih neprijatelja zavisno 

od strane koju zauzimaju) i čiji je sadržaj doveden u pitanje. U svim skandinavskim ze-

mljama takozvane „kulturne bitke“ bile su korišćene kao „teška artiljerija“ pri artikulisa-

nju stavova obe sukobljene strane. Na primerima pokazujem kako je „javnost“ postala 

talac poprišta sukoba identiteta. Takođe ću na primerima alternativnih strategija (otkri-

venih u svetu umetnosti) pokazati zašto one nisu uspele da pruže funkcionalne alterna-

tive vodećim rivalskim strategijama identiteta. Priroda ove krize i načini njenog ispolja-

vanja nisu ograničeni na Skandinaviju i zato su razmatranja njenih posledica relevantna 

i za širi uvid.

Ključne reči Homo Scandinavicus, kriza identiteta, kulturne bitke, strategije identiteta.


